
Celebrities must be relevant
to increase brand engagement
There is still mileage in celebrity endorsements, but the star must be relevant to the
brand and not associated with too many others, says Damian Thompson, MEC

EARLIER THIS YEAR, MEC Media-
Lab, Mediaedge:cia's (MEC) con-
sumer insight and ROI division,

launched The Face of the Brand, a 25-coun-
try study looking at the effectiveness of
celebrity endorsement as a marketing tool.
It showed that even though the use of
celebrities within brand communication
has reached saturation in some categories
(with one in four ads featuring a famous
name), there are clear, effective roles for
celebrity endorsement when brand,
celebrity and target audience are properly
matched and a celebrity is used appropri-
ately within brand communication.

Perhaps most useful of all is that
celebrity endorsement remains a valid
approach for communicating to a wide
audience, not just to a minority who are
actively interested in celebrities.

Strengths and weaknesses
It's important that brands don't expect
too much from their famous friends.
Among those who are receptive to celeb-
rity culture, we can see three levels of con-
sumer engagement; what brands can
expect to achieve from a partnership will
depend on where their audience sits with-
in those levels.

The shallowest level of involvement is
celebrity awareness, such as reading news
about celebrities; all of these people can be
said to be celebrity-aware, and make up
around two-thirds of the population. The
second, deeper level of involvement is
celebrity interest - for example, people
who have sought information on the
famous, or visited a celebrity website; this
is a smaller sub-group of the first level, at
around a quarter of the population. Final-
ly, there is the level of celebrity obsession,
where people engage in some form of
direct contact with celebrities, such as
sending fan-mail or posting messages on
their websites. They make up less than
10% of the population.

Driving awareness is a real strength of
associating a well-known face with a pro-
duct; brands borrow fame from celebrities,
thereby generating brand salience, with
55% of people saying the endorsement
makes a brand stand out.

A common reason for employing a

celebrity to promote something is the
expectation that some of the magic of the
celebrity 'brand' will rub off on it. It's
important to realise that celebrity partner-
ship is not a quick fix or instant personali-
ty for a brand - the celebrity's 'brand attrib-
utes' must complement those of the brand
- but celebrity fairy-dust remains a benefit
for brands; 52% of people believe a celebri-
ty adds to a brand's personality, rising to
60% for the 25-34 age group.

More involved effects of celebrity part-
nership affect a far smaller number of peo-
ple who are more engaged with celebrity
culture. For example, building trust - one
of the fundamental roles for a brand - is
not a mass strength of celebrity endorse-
ment; only 29% of people say that a
celebrity helps them to trust a product.

Nor will using a famous face in your
advertising persuade the majority of peo-
ple that a product actually works. But for
a significant minority, endorsement can
drive sales; one in four has bought some-
thing because of the celebrity promoting
it. For the right combination of brand,
celebrity and audience, this is an impor-
tant consideration. For example, when
Tiger Woods hit a purple patch around
2000, winning the British Open and the
US Open using Nike clubs and balls, the
company experienced a noticeable sales
uplift, "getting orders and accounts that
would not have happened if Tiger had not
done what he did", according to Bob
Wood, former president of Nike Golf.

A challenge for brands is ensuring that
the famous face fronting their product
does not steal the limelight. Using Ronald
inho to sell photocopiers or Mohammed
Ali as the face of your roach-traps was
always going to be a one-sided (and rather
embarrassing) affair. One of the best exam-
ples of weighting this in favour of the
brand is Absolut Vodka's long series of
associations with artists and fashion
designers. The campaign began in 1985,
when Absolut commissioned Andy
Warhol to paint its bottle, and a world-
famous advertising, promotional and
events campaign was born (not to men-
tion a vast corporate art collection), which
ran until 2006.

What is fascinating is that the brand

maintained a strict rule about the relation-
ship between celebrity and brand. In all
communication, no matter who they
worked with in the fields of art, fashion
and music, the brand was never eclipsed
by the celebrities they commissioned,
with the focus always placed on the iconic
bottle, typeface and branding.

Serial endorsers
The endorsement of more than one brand
is the norm for the most in demand
celebrity endorsers, because of the broad
awareness and appeal that makes them so
valuable to advertisers. But celebrities who
endorse multiple brands can cause confus-
ion among consumers, diluting the brand-
salience effect of their fame and risking
lower recall for individual brands.

Generally, people don't think it is hard
to remember which celebrity promotes
which brand, but they find it much harder
to remember what is being promoted by
multiple endorsers; 68% of people have
difficulty remembering which brands
they promote.

A good example of what can go wrong
with multiple endorsements is the model
Kate Moss. She is the endorsing celebrity's
celebrity, acting as the face of a dizzying
number of brands, most of them in the
same two categories: fashion; and fra-
grance and beauty.

Common sense suggests that Moss's
presence in so much communication can-
not benefit all the brands to the same
degree. And so it is: of the 31 brands identi-
fied as being associated with her, only two
- Rimmel and TopShop - score higher
than 1% unprompted recall in the UK, her
home country. The figures for other coun-
tries are even worse.

But multiple endorsements need not
necessarily have a negative effect on the
brand's communication. For example,
Aamir Khan, the Indian film actor/direc-
tor and another serial endorser, is associat-
ed (unprompted) with Coca-Cola by 34%
of respondents in India.

The key to effectively managing a mul-
tiple endorser is to properly 'activate' the
partnership with appropriate activity,
exploiting it across as many platforms as
possible, for as long as possible.



One of the best examples of long-term
association and investment is the partner-
ship between Nike and the basketball leg-
end Michael Jordan, which has been care-
fully maintained over 20 years; 30% of
respondents in the US associate Nike with
Michael Jordan - more than twice the
number that name Tiger Woods, one of
the brand's more recent and successful
partnerships, and a man once described as
the most marketable athlete in the world.

While celebrity endorsement may be
an effective tactic for raising awareness
among a large audience, this is not to sug-
gest that most people welcome it. The
message from consumers in the US
and Europe in is clear - only 16% would
like to see more international celebrities
promoting brands. By contrast, people
in Latin America and Asia are far more
receptive to the idea of more celebrity and
brand partnerships, particularly if the
celebrities are local.

Among preoccupations in people's
lives, such as family, friends and em-
ployment, it's clear that celebrities should
not be particularly important; but that
doesn't mean they are unimportant. In
spite of a general reluctance to see more
celebrity endorsements, 45% of people
regard hearing or reading about celebrities
as important. Thankfully, this is far less
than all the things you would expect to
matter to people, but it seems that it's
not a question of'either/or'. There is room
in many people's heads for celebrity cul-
ture alongside more serious matters and,
in harsh economic times, the escapism

this offers should not be underestimated.
Thankfully, the days of choosing a par-

ticular person to be the face of the brand,
based solely on whether they were popu-
lar or were liked by the chairman's wife,
are gone. There are many analytical
approaches that allow us to match celebri-
ty and brand and to assess the effectiveness
of an endorsement, before, during and
after the partnership is activated.
• Identifying the celebrity who best fits the
brand strategy. This begins with a clear
focus on the brand's business and com-
munication objectives, to clarify which of
these a celebrity partnership can affect or
meet. This ensures that any partnerships
are assessed only on their ability to deliver
against these objectives, such as raising
awareness, enhancing particular image
attributes and/or driving greater market
share among a specific audience. Ideally,
this necessitates a quantitative under-
standing of how the target audience per-
ceives both the brand and the celebrity, to
ensure a complementary match.
9 Identifying the right ways to activate the
partnership. Ideally, once a partnership has
been settled on, it makes sense to refine
how it is to be exploited, in much the same
way as copy or concept testing in other
forms of communication. Using quali-
tative research for an in-depth dialogue
with the target audience can only help in
developing engaging communication that
works across different touchpoints.

It is also vital that as soon as the part-
nership is agreed, the brand begins online
reputation-management, with buzz moni-

toring to track consumer sentiment
towards both the celebrity and their part-
nership with the brand.
• ROI for the celebrity partnership. Finally,
measuring the return delivered by a part-
nership is crucial to understand its future
direction, whether to influence the nego-
tiation of rights or to decide on possible
withdrawal from the arrangement. The
evaluation should be anchored against
the objectives identified during the first
stage, and should include both long and
short-term analysis of return against
them. This can include:
• Media footprint: the level, value and
tone of celebrity coverage (both branded
and unbranded)
• Impacts on brand: measurement of
impacts on brand health, eg awareness,
imagery, consideration
« Business metrics: inclusion of client
data, such as sales.

Summary
• Even with what feels like celebrity sat-
uration in some countries, there are
clear roles for celebrity endorsement,
when brand, celebrity, and target audi-
ence are properly matched and the
celebrity is used appropriately within
brand communication
• Celebrity endorsement remains a valid
approach for reaching a wide audience,
not just a minority who are actively inter-
ested in celebrities
• Celebrity endorsement is not a 'quick
fix' or instant personality for the brand -
the celebrity's attributes/personality
must complement those of the brand
• Celebrity endorsement is best at driv-
ing brand salience, and transference or
support of brand values. For a significant
minority, endorsement can effectively
drive sales. Building trust or demonstrat-
ing efficacy are not strong points
• Celebrities who endorse multiple
brands can cause confusion among con-
sumers and result in lower recall for indi-
vidual brands. Long-term association
with the brand can help avoid this.
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