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Top of Form

Marketing: The power of advertising

Effective marketing can be a tough challenge for financial services providers and having a strong presence is not enough, it must also resonate with customers.
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Who would have thought a furry African mammal, complete with Russian accent, would be embedded in the British psyche as a symbol of insurance?

The power of advertising is obvious – reaching millions of customers and persuading them that a strong brand is the holy grail of marketing.

Financial services providers, including insurers, have a tough challenge, however, in convincing consumers to believe in them. Most insurance products, such as the compulsory motor insurance, are a stress purchase, placing consumers immediately on the back foot.

Earlier this year, Marketing Week published the results of a survey conducted by fast.Map and the Direct Marketing Association. The findings were clear: the internet is the best  medium for financial brands to get their message across. The survey indicated that comparison sites are the most common way for potential policyholders to discover and consider offerings from financial services providers.

Subliminally influential TV
The survey found that comparison websites were equal with recommendations from friends and relatives, with 40% of respondents revealing they use both sources of information. When consumers were asked to name three car  insurance brands they would choose if the price was the same, the most frequently picked were those with the strongest above-the-line advertising presence. The AA leads the list of brands, named by 26% of respondents, followed by Direct Line (24%), Churchill (22%), Tesco (20%) and More Than (16%).

This is despite the fact that consumers claim not to be influenced by television advertising. Only 18% believe a regular TV advertising presence is important in convincing them to trust and consider a brand — compared with 42% who disagreed.

The insurance sector has a long tradition of using TV advertising, as Simon Hayes, chief executive of Effective Image, marketing and branding specialists for the reinsurance and insurance sector, says. “Direct Line was the first insurer to use hard-hitting advertising to best effect.”

However, he adds: “In recent times Direct Line’s approach has been overtaken by the consolidators, whose advertising is bold,  imaginative and effective. It has also been interesting to see the growth of sports  sponsorship by specialist insurers — for example Brit, with cricket, and Amlin with rugby. I doubt these deals are cost-effective, however, as much of their business is business-to-business.”

Mike Spicer, CEO of the Pulse Group, understands why insurers look to TV advertising. “Insurance is commoditised and advertising suits this – creating a short-term buy into a product. But what about longer-term brand building and engagement?”

Having a strong presence isn’t enough and being able to resonate with your audience is fundamental, argue others. “What elevates an advertising campaign from good to great is, quite simply, human relevancy. Yet many insurance companies are getting this wrong,” warns Patrick Danaher, marketing director, Gyro HSR.

“Creating noise with gimmick-driven  advertising campaigns, such as Compare the Market’s meerkat campaign, might build brand recognition but how many people has it actually engaged with to communicate its brand values? Businesses need to connect with their customers and place emphasis on building trust. Especially as consumers become increasingly marketing savvy and numb to brand noise.

“There is a genuine need for the industry to get back to the real business at hand and repair its reputation to build trust among consumers if it is to ever truly recover from the financial crisis of 2009 and achieve commercial growth.”

Embedding the brand
Not every company in the industry can  afford to take the same approach, with direct players forced to focus on different areas to aggregators. James Easterbrook, group account director at Fallon, explains: “Insurers must embed their brand into consumer minds, not just when selling direct but also in terms of third-party contact. When a consumer scrolls down an aggregator site, you want them to stop at your listing because they know and trust your brand.”

The dilemma, Easterbrook says, lies in how you achieve brand recognition. “The choice is between using something loveable, cute or humorous or going down the premium route where the risk is a rival will undercut you.

“The other risk is that, while something like the meerkats works so well, there is a danger that others will try to ape the campaign and become annoying. The value is in convincing people you will treat them as individuals and that you do care.”

Peter Markey, chief marketing officer for RSA, agrees it is important not to simply throw money at advertising but make sure the right message is put across. “We are very results-driven and want every penny locked down. One of the first things I did when I arrived in 2006 was take 20% of the brand budget away and move it into the direct budget.

“For example, we started sending pets a birthday card with a reminder to their owners that the best present would be insurance cover – the responses increased 150%.”

Markey is not worried by the spending of others, particularly the aggregators. “For me, their advertising is an extension of our own; we are on their sites and want the traffic too. If we were in the food sector, selling soft drinks, we would not be worried about Tesco advertising too. It is about raising your game. The meerkats and opera singers have made us all do that.”

There is no one-size-fits-all approach.  Insurance remains a diverse industry and that is reflected in the way brands are promoted. Head of business and consumer marketing at Ecclesiastical Insurance, Clare Garratt, says: “Investing in brand building is very important — in both business-to-consumer and B2B  markets — particularly where there’s a significant financial outlay for the customer; generally we all prefer to buy from a company we’ve heard of and, ideally, also formed a positive perception of.

“Even though we operate exclusively through brokers for commercial business outside of our faith markets, we still invest in brand building because niche markets are becoming more crowded. We have to work harder to cut through and demonstrate to customers why they are better off insuring with a specialist.

“Often brokers tell us that it makes the job of recommending Ecclesiastical easier if customers have heard of us, especially as we position ourselves on the quality of our overall proposition and values, not price.”

As James Sturrock, marketing director at NIG, explains, with a B2B focus NIG does not necessarily spend as much as others, but the key lies in engaging with brokers. However, Sturrock understands the need for aggregators to spend big. “The aggregators have played a big part in creating more interest in a low interest category.”

Sturrock also warns against complacency among firms that believe TV is the final frontier of the advertising world. “Social media has been grabbed. People sit watching the TV while on Twitter so an integrated approach is essential.”

One recent success story from the social media sphere comes from motorcycle insurance specialist Bennetts. Hannah Squirrell, marketing and e-commerce associate director, says that in February the firm had just 265 followers. “Now we have more than 28 000. It has been almost viral and become a marketing channel in its own right. I think this is an area where many insurers are missing a trick.”

She explains that many try to use social media purely to push home their own message. Instead Bennetts has provided a forum where bikers can interact. As a by-product, the broker is able to promote educational and safety messages as well as collect invaluable marketing data without impacting customers’ ability to converse.

“More than that, we had a complaint posted recently concerning our automatic renewal system. Before we even had a chance to respond, another biker stepped in to our defence – they are now becoming advocates of our products and doing our marketing for us.”

Equally, a recent video from ‘Bennett’s babes’ had 1.2 million views on You Tube while the firm uses Twitter to alert bikers to celebrity signings and other events.

Essential elements
Spicer adds: “Social media and digital marketing have become essential elements to any  advertising campaign. Social media  combined with above-the-line marketing enables  advertisers to reach a larger audience with their campaigns, allowing them to interact directly with their customers — something that consumers have come to expect.

“In addition, social media works especially well for cementing relationships with existing customers. The insurance industry needs to move away from just bringing in customers, and onto keeping them too.”

Moving forward with the times is critical, agrees Clare Fuller, group managing director of Promise. “Looking back to the 1960s, 1970s or 1980s and you can see how the message has changed. Think of the Commercial Union ‘never making a drama out of a crisis’; it was a very parental approach and has had its day. You need to have been around a long time to pull that off.”

In the current climate, people are looking for entertainment, and humour is useful to break through people’s natural barriers. Fuller points to the recent Aviva personal accident campaign, featuring a motorcyclist suffering an accident. “That is particularly why the Aviva ads [run alongside Downton Abbey] got such criticism because they were forcing people to confront something they don’t want to confront.”

Longevity is a sign of success – Direct Line, for example, still incorporates its original jingle into its ads – and is something the aggregators are also hoping to achieve. Nick Hall, head of marketing at Go Compare, is delighted with the success of Gio Compario and has no plans to halt the campaign.

“We keep it moving forward,” he says. “The holy grail is to have an advert that people  remember – the insurance industry has to work very hard for that.” Hall has also ensured the campaign is used across all formats, including social media. “It has been a journey,” he says. “We originally wanted to tell people what a comparison site was and then take it to the next level – this is something we can do with Gio.”

Kerry Chilvers, marketing director at Direct Line, has plenty of experience of long-running campaigns, with both Direct Line and Churchill, but is also aware of the pitfalls of taking its position for granted. She explains: “TV gives you brand awareness and makes you think certain things about a brand. But when it comes to renewal, a big volume of people will immediately start searching on-line.

“You need to have a presence using a variety of media. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ anymore. The Direct Line jingle and Churchill dog offer consistency and historical equity but we have to adapt to the new environment.”

Nick Turner, who leads Deloitte’s marketing and insight team, admits insurance offers a unique challenge because it is a heavily regulated sector. But, he also agrees that the advertising campaigns have been a success, especially for aggregators.

He says: “The famous campaigns have done what was needed – they are after winning top-of-mind share and they do that. If the aggregator is not at the front of a consumer’s mind when they go to buy insurance, the campaign has failed. They have to be the one that people turn to first. People generally don’t sweep through the aggregator sites. It is all about recall.”

Paul Williamson, director of Realia, concludes: “Real marketing has never been just about clever ads, snappy slogans or using flashy new technologies; it’s about effectively embedding and communicating a customer-focused proposition and a fit-for-purpose offer that customers are inspired to buy and keep buying.

“By all means use cuddly furry animals in  your advertising; but make sure the promise  is embedded throughout the business so the  meerkat isn’t then seen as a bear with a  sore head.” 
