
Exploiting
celebrities
Roderick White shows how celebrities continue to benefit
brands

CELEBRITY IS A key focus of media
:overage and much public interest:
we like to hear about the behav-

iour and (especially) peccadilloes of the
rich and famous. And most of us aspire to
at least some degree of celebrity, if only for
Andy Warhol's 15 minutes (6).

Celebrity becomes, therefore, a media
and daily-life currency (7), with which we
are all familiar, and at least some celebri-
ties become potent role models -
especially, but not exclusively, for chil-
dren and adolescents (i, 8,10). From this it
is a short step to their being a powerful
potential influence on what people buy
and how they order thek lifestyles.

So it is no surprise that celebrities have
featured in advertising and promotion
almost since these were invented. So
much so that over 20% of both UK and US
campaigns use celebrities (2). The obvious
question is how best to take advantage of
the phenomenon, and with this, how to
avoid the many possible pitfalls and arrive
at celebrity tie-ins that both benefit your
brand and do so cost-effectively.

Although there are periodic
comments in the industry press and more
general media to suggest that interest in
celebrities is declining, there seems to be
little hard evidence of this, as yet at least.

Degrees of celebrity
What is true, however, is that celebrities
come in a variety of flavours, from global
superstar to short-term notoriety -
though exactly who is an A-list (or D-list)
celebrity seems surprisingly hard to dis-
cern (In the US, there is a 4o-year-old
system of 'Q ratings', which provides at
least an indication of degrees of celebrity.)
It seems likely that more famous celebri
ties retain their value better than minor
celebs, but sports stars, in particular, tend
to have a relatively short 'shelf-life' (i),
while some can be imaginatively resusci-
tated (2 2).

Clearly, a key reason for using a celebri-
ty in advertising is to exploit their
supposedly wide familiarity to and liking
among the target audience, so one impor-
tant consideration is their standing
among that audience. If you use a 'celeb'
whom no one recognises, the benefit

from this is unlikely to be large (even if
you allow for the 'it must be someone
famous' response).

Conversely, really major celebrities are
both expensive and, typically, endorse a
wide range of products: buying a com-
pletely exclusive endorsement would be
ruinously expensive, but you may worry
about who you are sharing the celeb's
favours with.

Using celebrities
Most academic research on celebrity mar-
keting focuses on three aspects of the use
of celebrities: the familiarity, attractive-
ness or currency of the celeb; the 'fit'
between brand and celeb; and the credi-
bility of the endorser or endorsement -
how far do they build brand trust (and
hence loyalty) - and these considerations
match those used by most advertising
executives when they are choosing a
celebrity (2).

At it simplest, a celebrity in an ad is
'borrowed interest' - a way of gaining
attention. UK research suggests that this
is not a particularly valuable achieve-
ment. There is a spectrum from mere
endorsement to deep integration into the
campaign, and the available evidence sug-
gests that the latter end of the scale, where
the celebrity becomes a brand spokes
person, is more likely to contribute posi-
tively to the brand (3). The celebrity can
become genuinely part of the campaign
'story' - as, for example, footballer Gary
Lineker in a famously successful UK cam-
paign for Walker's Crisps (23). In detail,
there may be as many as ten different
ways in which a celebrity may be used,
from the straight 'presenter' role through
varying levels of involvement in the
brand story (4).

Given the widespread use of celebrities,
it is no surprise that there are numerous
case studies of successful campaigns using
them. Mostly, these seem to be at the more
'integrated' end of the spectrum, and it is
interesting to see the same celebrities used
internationally for different but related
brands (for example 17,19).

International celebrity
Celebrity currency, at the top end of the

scale, is pretty well global: people like
Brad Pitt, Tiger Woods and David Beck-
ham are recognised around the world,
and are exploited accordingly (6).

There are, however, varied attitudes to
celebrities in different countries. For
example, in China, it appears that expert-
ise is more important than mere celebrity
(12), while in Japan, which is a market in
which celebrities seem to be particularly
prevalent in ad campaigns, western
celebs have long been widely used (pro-
viding the set-up of the film Lost in
Translation), though there's a good case
study of Levi's using a Japanese pop star
(21). Lux toilet soap's long-running film
star campaign localises its stars on a
regional basis, and the Platinum Guild
found that local 'brand ambassadors'
worked best for its campaign (20).

PR exploitation
One key aspect of celebrity endorsement
is its potential, at least, for PR extension
(for example, 17, 24) - just so long as the
celebrity does not get involved in some
form of scandal. Interestingly, the bigger
the celeb, the less even fairly drastic mis-
demeanours seem to matter - supermodel
Kate Moss (18) is one high-profile recent
example: in spite of her well-publicised
cocaine 'bust', she has actually gained
endorsement contracts recently.

The legal picture
Using celebrities requires complex and
expert negotiation, and it may be better to
outsource the negotiations to a specialist,
rather than try to do it in-house (13).
There are a whole variety of aspects to
this, especially with regard to product cat-
egory and geographical coverage, and the
range of media and collateral material
that may be involved (13,14,15).

There is, also, the downside risk to be
taken care of: the celebrity may suffer an
accident, or be caught in any of a variety of
compromising situations, sexual or other,
that may damage the sponsor's brand.
Insurance is always a wise precaution (13).

Another temptation is to try to use
celebrities 'on the cheap', either by simply
appropriating an image and using it in an
ad, or by using a look-alike or sound-alike.
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The precise legal situation varies from
country to country, but a landmark UK
decision (16) has made it much harder in
the UK. By now, the result of trying to get
away with it is likely to be an expensive
lawsuit.

Does it work?
There has long been plenty of evidence
that celebrities can contribute to ad
awareness and positive brand associa-
tions (see, for example, data from
Millward Brown in 23); but also a strong
suspicion that these do not necessarily
translate into increased brand loyalty, let
alone increased sales and profits.

There is little or nothing available that
can help us generalise on this subject, and
it has been suggested that celebrities are
some way less effective at the bottom line
level than in terms of brand imagery and
salience (i i). There is, however, a growing
range of case studies that demonstrate the
in-market success of individual cam-
paigns, in a wide variety of countries (for
example, 17,19, 20, 23), plus the broader
finding that basketball star Michael Jor-
dan is estimated to have added around
$iobn to the US economy over 14 years as
an NBA player (5). Similarly, Jamie Oliver
is estimated to have contributed over
£ibn to Sainsbury's (17). In addition, of
course, there is the evidence of the con-
tinuing use of celebrities over a long
period of years by advertisers such as Lux,
L'Oreal and Estee Lauder - though, inter-
estingly, it seems easier to find examples
such as these in cosmetic and toiletry
markets than elsewhere.

Can research help?
In advance of the choice of a celebrity, you
can carry out consumer research to estab-
lish the fit between celebrity and brand
(well illustrated in 17); to establish the
degree to which the person is known and
recognised; and to see what values might
be transferred from person to brand via
the ads. The Rimmel case (18) illustrates
this very clearly.

Once a campaign is running, the main
focus of evaluation should be on the
effects on brand imagery: it is not espe-
cially valuable to know whether the
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celebrity (as a named individual) is associ-
ated with the brand - though the range of
possibilities is well illustrated in (3). It
would, for example, have been more
important for Fosters Lager to be known
as the brand advertised by a quirky Aus-
tralian than to be associated specifically
with someone called Paul Hogan. One
possible exception to this would be if a
more or less unknown brand had some-
how succeeded in contracting a megastar,
in which case the sheer association of the

star with the brand would represent a real
benefit to the brand's status.

Conclusion
Celebrities are a continuing presence in
marketing, and one that will not go away
in a hurry (4, 9). They have the potential,
when properly and creatively used (for
example 24, 25), to make a major contri-
bution to a brand - though there is a
continuing risk that the 'currency' of
celebrity is gradually being devalued. •
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