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2. Current Events

yo! it’s Po-mo!
ThiS iS ABoUT PoST-moDErniSm – or “Po-mo.” 

it’s one more change – a change in you.
There are po-mo movements in art, architecture, 

philosophy, literature, history, and sociology. 
And, there’s one in advertising. Sort of.
Post-modernism began as “a revolt against mod-

ernism (duh), a rejection of progress, the power of 
reason, and the dominance of science and technol-
ogy…” (From “The Chaos of meaning” by ian 
Forth, BmP/DDB)

You’ll find this sensibility in art galleries, rock lyr-
ics, and even physics lectures on “chaos theory.”

mArKETinG moDErniSm.
meanwhile marketing, which pays for advertising, 
is essentially “modernistic” and “positivist.” 

marketers view their activities as “progress.” 
They offer you products that solve problems, 
fashionable fashions, specials this week only, and 
generally work to keep business in business.

marketing tries to be logical – there’s a lot of 
money at stake. marketing works to discover ob-
jective “truths” about the best way to do things – 
whether it’s how to introduce a new running shoe, 
sustain consumption of a breakfast cereal that’s 
been around for fifty years, or sell you a beer as 
soon as you’re old enough to buy one.
on the other Hand, It’s Not a simple World. 

one person’s progress may be another’s envi-
ronmentally unfriendly behavior. 

one person’s “better” may be sexist, racist, 
classist, exploitative, or worse yet, unfashionable 
when viewed from another perspective.

Addendum:
At the end of some chapters, we 
may add a few more things we 
think you need to think about.  

Ad for a “po-mo” brand – Doc Martens.
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A SiDE-By-SiDE ComPAriSon.
Time for a chart. on one side, we’ll list some 
“modernist” and “progressive” values, and on the 
other, we’ll list some post-modern perspectives.
 modernity Post-modernity

 order/Control Disorder/Chaos
 Certainty  Ambiguity
 Content  Style
 Tomorrow Today
 Similarities Differences
 Commodification Customization
 Universality individuality

See what’s going on here? 
marketers are usually modernistic. 
They pretty much have to be. Because there’s a 

lot at stake if you own a cereal factory. 
But consumers nowadays, and young people in 

particular, may not be. After all, if you’re just buy-
ing one box of cereal, what’s the big deal.

meanwhile, advertising is usually in the middle 
–working for the cereal manufacturer, trying to 
sell one box at a time to individuals. 

now let’s talk about those individuals. 

GEnErATion Po-mo.
Today, most younger people understand and empa-
thize with the chapter title from Doug Coupland’s 
book Generation X.

That chapter was titled “i Am not a Target market.” 
Well, actually, you are a target market – we all are. 
But that awareness, and that dissonance, chang-

es things. And this awareness can be very different 
for different generations.

For example, even though i know i’m a target 
market, i don’t have those feelings. 

i can remember a time, as a child, when i was 



85

2. Current Events

only occasionally a target market. For only a few 
hours a day, we could see Tv for kids. yay! 

We’d plant our little blue-jeaned fannies in front 
of The Howdy Doody Show. 

But, just like you, i discovered that you can eat just 
so many boxes of cereal – no matter what cool prize 
is inside. And we all discovered that the cool prize 
maybe isn’t as cool as you thought it would be.

But you… Can you remember a moment when 
you didn’t have a channel changer full of Kidvid?

i’m guessing probably not.
you have a different attitude about the marketplace 

– very aware – but with very mixed feelings. yes? 
Well, that’s po-mo.

TArGET mArKET AWArEnESS.
So now let’s look at the problem of advertising – the 
major way marketers speak to their target market. 

The target is onto the game. They “get it.” Don’t you?
it isn’t that you don’t want to see an ad for something 

that might interest you – it’s that you’re aware of the 
fact that the marketer is doing what they’re doing. 

And, if advertisers don’t send some sort of signal that 
“they know that you know,” you may think they’re 
pretty dim – or you may give them no thought at all.

you may buy the product, you may not, but the 
connection with the brand won’t be as strong.

This awareness of being the target of marketing 
efforts is at the center of post-modern advertising.

ClAUDE hoPKinS riDES AGAin.
remember Claude hopkins? remember his lesson? 

it was to make that one-to-one connection. 
it’s still all about connecting with the consumer. 
And the post-modern movement in advertising, 

which tends to be limited to certain specific types 
of products – those that appeal to younger con-
sumers – is simply applying that lesson.

Po-Mo Promo. Here, ABC uses an ironic 
po-mo attitude to promote their “brand.”

Po-Mo Attitude. Here, Simple.shoes takes 
a stand against modernity. Wonder if they 
have a website?
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And, at this point, it depends on the type of product. 
you may have a po-mo mindset picking out Friday 

night’s entertainment or the clothes you wear when 
you go out – but when you’re figuring out the best 
way to finance a car – or pricing a trip for Spring 
Break – you’re probably all business.

in the Chapter Six, “Conceptual models,” we’ll 
spend a little more time on the idea that we can be 
very different people depending on what types of 
products we’re thinking of purchasing.

“WhASSUP” WiTh Po-mo?
The post-modern attitude 
tends to be ironic, knowing, 
and often self-referential. 

it’s the “we know that 
you know” syndrome. Done 
right, it’s a shared joke.

“We know you get it. 
Wink. Wink. nudge. nudge.” And you do – when 
it works.

This is the road that logically leads to “Whassup?”, 
the classic Bud commercial. “Whassup?” is about 
camaraderie and connection.

Good po-mo creates a loop of shared understanding. 
nike, because of its concern for the “personal 

truths” and values of its audience, contains aspects 
of po-mo. 

it’s also probably true that the crew at Wieden + 
Kennedy in Po-mo, oregon, is  more in touch with 
these values than most.

 Po-mo STylE.
As Stephen Brown said in his very clever little book, 
Post-Modern Marketing, “Post-modernism is 
characterized by style rather than by content.”

Getting the style or attitude right is critical.

WHeN do You Po-mo?
For certain products, in certain circum-
stances, good po-mo is critical for making 
a successful connection.

 it’s Claude hopkins’ one to one – with 
attitude.

Above is a good example – a frame 
from a Sprite Tv spot. They made up a 
phony soft drink, jooky, and made fun of 
the claims and attitude.

it positioned Sprite as a more “honest” 
drink and more in touch with younger  
drinkers. Sprite sales grew.

Below is a not-so-good example. The 
cutting-edge work for Subaru by Wieden 
+ Kennedy didn’t work. 

Then again, the cars weren’t much.
Better cars and more traditional adver-

tising helped them get traction again.
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What is that style? it’s often a bit wry, or ironic, 
or cynical – but not always. 

it’s often “deconstructed” so that the audience can 
be involved in filling in the missing puzzle pieces.

This proves that you know that they know – or 
is it they know that you know?

And, since it’s about style, not content, the 
critical ingredients in getting the recipe right are 
subjective –like art, attitude, and awareness.

So, how do you use po-mo? And when?
you use it like the beer they want you to buy 

when you’re old enough – with moderation and 
when it’s appropriate. Too much at the wrong time 
tends to have an unhappy result.

Because if you do it wrong, it shows that you 
don’t know, you know?

Still, now you know po-mo. 
But then again, we already knew that you knew.

reAd ALL About It.
The book Where 
the Suckers Moon  
tracks the history of 
a Subaru new busi-
ness pitch and the 
subsequent adver-
tising by Wieden + 
Kennedy, who won 
the business.

Their innovative work had many 
po-mo aspects – such as deconstructed 
typography. one presenter mentioned 
punk music in the context of one of the 
Subaru models. it didn’t work. 

it can also be argued that the Subaru 
product that Wieden + Kennedy had to 
sell at the time wasn’t all that terrific.

Then again, some have observed that 
the most popular car brand with younger 
consumers is “used,” which is, after all, 
a po-mo brand. 

 A verY FuNNY CAmPAIgN.
The billboard on the left, for john Smith’s 
Bitter, a British beverage, uses a number 
of po-mo devices. 

it deconstructs a billboard, showing 
part of a john Smith’s billboard over what 
looks like someone else’s old billboard – 
with a very humorous result.

it’s ironic and makes fun of ad cliches as 
it builds its own humor on top of it.

Get it?

goverNor Po-mo.
ironic, satirical commercials that made 
fun of establishment values and rhetoric 
were key ingredients in ads for jesse ven-
tura’s run for governor of minnesota.

young voters, who responded to those 
appeals, were the key to his victory.

Po-mo to go.
A po-mo attitude adds an ironic 
overlay.

it’s the ‘tude, dude.

WHoPPer vIrgINs.
The “mock-umentary” is a new 
device used by many marketers 
with a “po-mo” target. you get 
added youTube viewership with 
these entertaining send-ups.
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ThE oBjECTivE of this assignment is to get you 
thinking about the dynamics of today’s marketplace 
–and the problems you’ll have to solve.

1. DEAlinG WiTh ChAnGE.
A. Pick a Product. it doesn’t matter what. 

The objective is to develop the right kind of 
mental muscles for thinking about change. 

b. think about the Category. 
is it growing or is it mature? 
Are potential customers using something else? 
Do you already have a loyal customer base? 
Why do people buy? 
Briefly, describe the category and competition.

C. What’s the best Way to reach People?
What are the best communication channels?
Write down your top choices.

d. oK, What’s the best Way to sell them?  
Based on your initial instincts, what’s the best 
way to get the job done?  

e. selling thought.
Write your general approach in a few simple 
sentences.

2. viSUAlS: 
A. bring in a visual that you think works.
b. start a File of visuals you think are strong.
C. think visuals First. See it before you write it. 

3. iConiC CommUniCATion: 
Start collecting examples of communication 
condensed into minimal visual information. 
Take a photo with your cell phone if it’s outdoor.

#6: Thinking about Change

eXAmPLe: 
Healthy Joints tablets (helps fight arthritis 
in older dogs). 
growing Category – Dogs living longer, 
pet food superstores, growing pet health 
knowledge. 
best Ways to reach – Pet store point of 
purchase and visit to vet. look for places 
w. high dog concentrations – particularly 
larger dogs. 
best Way to sell – Sampling w. coupons 
at vet office. Or…
selling thought – “Every dog 8 or older 
needs healthy joints every day.”

mAKINg tHe most oF CHANge.
Wrigley’s Spearmint Gum saw a problem 
as an opportunity, taking advantage of 
increased smoking restrictions by po-
sitioning their product as an alternative 
for smokers. 

With a strong simple visual device 
(substituting the no Smoking symbol for 
the “o”), they quickly communicate the 
thought “When you’d like to Smoke 
But Can’t.” 

The brand had been on an eight-year 
sales decline – until these ads. 

The first year, sales increased 5%.
Gum was a “mature category,” but they 

found new growth. Can you do that?
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oK, we know that you know that we know.
But let’s burn a few more brain cells on this 

“po-mo” thing.

A. Po-mo Products. 
 Describe the types of products where you think 

a po-mo appeal might be effective.

b. Po-mo? No. 
 Describe people and products that are not po-mo.

C. yes-No.
 oK, let’s make a list:
 First, categories that are po-mo and not po-mo.
 Then, brands in categories that are and are not.

d.  got Po-mo?
 look for some examples of advertising you 

think demonstrates good po-mo. how did they 
do it?

e. Po-mo or Just Plain mo?
 When are you a bit po-mo?  
 When are you a modernist who believes in 

progress?

#7: mo’ About Po-mo
PostmoderNIsm 

Is tHe NeW bLACK.
An article in the Economist cited a once 
failing British retailer, Selfridges, which 
was revitalized by embracing consumer 
anarchy in a retail environment. 

The result? They were voted “Britain’s 
coolest brand.”

it’s po-mo in action.
So even though the philosophy seems 

anti-commercial, po-mo entrepreneurs 
like Sir richard Branson of virgin and 
Anita roddick of the Body Shop have 
had great success even while having “an 
emancipatory, anti-corporatist tilt to their 
business.”

The rebellious po-mo attitude shows up 
in the messages of marketers like nike, 
and for smaller “entry-level” car models 
– aimed at younger po-motorists.

scratch that Niche.
The fragmentation of narratives and the 

shattering of the mainstream is reflected in 
the media environment. old mainstream 
narratives, such as your daily newspaper 
and network TV, fly apart into a world of 
blogs and youTube.

in “The long Tail,” Chris Anderson 
observes, “When mass culture breaks 
apart, it doesn’t re-form into a different 
mass, instead it turns into millions of 
microcultures…”

What does this mean for mass market-
ing? Certainly, there will still be large mass 
marketers broadcasting a single message 
to as many as possible.

But there will be more specialized 
messaging as well, as marketers and 
markets seek each other out in a post-
modern world.

For those involved in the art of com-
merce, there may be a surprising abun-
dance of opportunity.

We think that’s good news.

(From “Post-modernism is the new 
black.” The Economist – 12/28/2006.)


