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“Steve Dworman has done for direct response television what David Ogilvy’s Confessions of an Advertising Man did for general advertising a generation ago: create the definitive work on an important subject that every professional in the field will find a ‘must read’. Literate, packed with information and bound to change your view of this important subject—put this on your reading list today.”
— Peter Sealey
Former Chief Marketing Officer of Coca-Cola
and President of Marketing & Distribution for Columbia Pictures
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— Jay Abraham
Marketing Guru
“As a leader in publishing innovation and creativity, Boardroom’s staff looks in many different places for inspiration. Seeing what’s happening in the infomercial world is a useful insight into consumer behavior, trends and what truly works and what doesn't in consumer marketing.… This book is the one place to get the most innovative marketing secrets inexpensively. Don’t hesitate one minute! You need this information!”
— Martin Edelston
President and Founder, Boardroom Inc. (Publishers of Bottom Line/Personal)
“Regardless of what your company does, or what it sells, you need this book. It’s a goldmine of marketing and business knowledge.”
— Marianna Morello
President, Manhattan Media
“Over the years, I've been a close reader of the interviews in the Infomercial Marketing Report. I’ve always found them informative and remarkably insightful with inside information not available elsewhere.”
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and Regents’ Professor of Psychology, Arizona State University
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First, I’d like to thank Greg Renker, who endorsed the Infomercial Marketing Report with the very first issue and helped to launch it. Greg and his company, Guthy-Renker Corporation, have saved every copy of the newsletter and often refer back to it for specific information. It was Greg’s idea to turn these interviews into a book.
Second, I’d like to thank all of the subjects of my interviews over the past 12 years who answered some very inside questions in a very open and honest manner. This is a very competitive industry. They knew all along that their competitors would read every single word, and yet they were nonetheless forthcoming with very inside information.
Finally, I’d like to thank all the truly good, lifelong friends I’ve made over the past 15 years in this industry. I appreciate your faith, confidence and trust in giving me an insider view of what truly goes on behind closed doors.
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The infomercial business began in the mid-1980s when the Reagan administration deregulated the amount of advertising time allowed per hour on television. Cable television stations were in their infancy and they were hungry for revenue. A few smart entrepreneurs realized they could purchase this suddenly abundant cable airtime for literally a few hundred dollars per half hour and run their own programming—selling products, investment courses and business opportunities. In the late 1980s, several companies formed to take advantage of this new marketing medium. Among these were the Synchronal Corporation, Twin Star, Media Arts and Guthy-Renker. American Telecast, a company that already amassed a strong sales record in direct response television, decided to venture into the “infomercial” realm. In 1989, two key infomercials hit the airwaves and they changed the industry forever. American Telecast launched Victoria Jackson Cosmetics featuring a then unknown Victoria Jackson, a Hollywood make-up artist with her own cosmetic line. Her infomercial starred Ali MacGraw and Lisa Hartman, two celebrities the likes of whom had never before been seen in an infomercial. Meanwhile, Guthy-Renker launched their Tony Robbins Personal Power infomercial with Fran Tarkenton as the host and a slew of well know endorsers from the worlds of entertainment, sports and government. Over the years, Tony Robbins’ infomercials have grossed over $300 million. Victoria Jackson’s series of shows have gone on to gross even more.
In August of 1991, I published the first issue of the Infomercial Marketing Report. The industry was hot. Entrepreneurs believed that infomercials were the next gold rush. Huge amounts of money were being made through a combination of a winning product, a winning offer and a winning show. In 1991, one out of seven infomercials were financially successful, meaning that they were turning a profit. Today, only one out of sixty infomercials turns a profit. Why the tremendous difference? There are two primary reasons. First, during the early days, an average consumer had less than nine stations to choose from on their television. Today, with cable and satellite television, they now have several hundred viewing options. So obviously there are far fewer people watching each individual station. This is why the audience for the major networks has shrunk to such a staggering degree. Second, even though the number of eyeballs watching has decreased, the media rates have gone up by as much as 500% over the past 14 years. Still, major corporations like Salton-Maxim are using infomercials to launch new consumer products into major department stores. At a conference I sponsored at the Waldorf Astoria in 1993, Marvin Traub, the former Chairman of Bloomingdale’s, stood up and remarked that he’d never seen anything move product at retail in such tremendous quantities as a successful infomercial.
The Infomercial Marketing Report took off like a rocket from the moment it was launched. Read by thousands of people in 20 countries around the world, this inside report broke many newsworthy stories that were picked up by The Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, The Washington Post and hundreds of other notable media entities. Each month, the entire industry waited for their copy of this vital news source to arrive in the mail. If an issue were even a day late, the phones in our publishing offices would ring off the hook with readers wondering where their issue was. And sometimes people didn’t like what they read. For a period of three months, the heads of three major infomercial companies refused to talk to us because they were unhappy with some of the inside information we printed. Often that included actual copies of lawsuits recently filed that contained hard sales numbers and the ever important deal points for major infomercial campaigns. We certainly stirred the pot a number of times. On the other hand, the newsletter was also responsible for helping many inventors to sell their products. This included one of the top grossing infomercial products of all time, The Total Gym, which showcased Chuck Norris and Christie Brinkley in the show. That product alone has grossed just under one billion dollars.
Companies subscribing to the Infomercial Marketing Report paid a total of $4,740 to receive it over the course of the 12 years of its publication. What you hold in your hands represents a goldmine of information culled from those 12 years of inside information. The exclusive interviews in this book represent some of the most important marketing information ever divulged from the world of direct marketing and television infomercial sales. Since the Infomercial Marketing Report was an “insider” newsletter, no one from outside the industry ever had the opportunity to view this wealth of carefully guarded secrets…until now.
These interviews not only give you insightful, inside marketing data, but they also serve as a history of the industry itself. Since the inception of the direct marketing infomercial industry in 1991, the industry has gone through a rapid maturation process. Only two of the major companies that started the infomercial revolution are still in business today. Those two pioneers/veterans are American Telecast and the Guthy-Renker Corporation.
Why did some companies succeed while the others failed? What secrets did they learn that the others didn’t, or failed to heed? You’ll uncover the answers to these questions within the covers of this book.
Unlike the Internet boom, the infomercial business is based on three major elements: 1) Selling a product or service profitably; 2) Purchasing the media to advertise the product at the most economical price; and 3) When possible, creating an ongoing relationship with a customer and selling them more or additional products.
Every single one of these elements should be incorporated into all businesses. But unlike the infomercial industry, most outside businesses don’t track their results. Advertising agencies can tell you how many people saw your ad, how many may have read your ad, what the demographics are of the people who may have read your ad, but they’ll never tell you how many people picked up the phone or went down to their local retailer and actually purchased your product.
Direct response television companies test price, offer, and product configurations before rolling out. It has surprised many people throughout the years that often a consumer will be more likely to purchase a product at a higher price point than a low price point because the higher price increases the perceived value of the product. The wealth of information gathered over the years from this continuous consumer testing is a treasure chest of data.
A general rule of thumb is that an infomercial will not stay on the air if it isn’t profitable, however, unless you’re privy to what is going on behind the scenes you’ll never really know whether a campaign is profitable or not. For example, one company created a low-priced exercise show selling three exercise videos for only $40.00. They didn’t expect the show to be profitable; instead their intention was to get customers to sign on to a continuity program for vitamins. But when the show was tested it surprised everyone that the video offer worked on its own, was extremely profitable, and the vitamin sales became a highly profitable gravy that will pay a good chunk of their overhead for years to come.
Joe Sugarman, one of the interviewees in this book, made a fortune from his line of BluBlocker Sunglasses. Joe remarked to me once during a private conversation that he attributes his success to the fact that he failed more times than anyone else.
Marketing guru Jay Abraham said to me on several occasions, “I try a lot of stuff Stevie, more than anyone else I know. Some work and some don’t. You don’t know unless you try.”
And that’s what I’d like to impart to you. There is such a wealth of information contained within this book—information that is the result of 12 years of constant and continuous research. I urge you to take even the smallest bit of information and test it in your own marketing campaigns. You don’t have to launch an entire direct response television campaign. You can start with a simple letter to your customer base making them an offer similar to the ones talked about in this book. Watch what happens. I think you’ll be very surprised. Many of these techniques also work with print advertising. Maybe you didn’t realize it, but when you run print ads that sell directly, you very often qualify for a substantial discount in the advertising rates. This too is discussed in this book. You can easily make back the cost of this book ten times over with your very first advertisement.
I hope you enjoy the treasure hunt you’re about to begin.
Best of luck to you,
Steven Dworman
*****
Legendary direct marketing and infomercial pioneer, Joseph Sugarman became the first direct marketer of hand-held pocket calculators when he took out his first full-page ad in The Wall Street Journal in 1973. Soon afterward, he published the first electronic products catalogue, JS&A’s Products That Think. Sugarman also led a number of highly influential seminars on how to break into the catalogue direct marketing business. Attendees included representatives from Victoria’s Secret to direct marketing legends like Joe Karbo. In 1973, Sugarman’s company became the first in the U.S. to use toll-free phone numbers to take credit card orders.
Sugarman also launched one of the longest-running and most profitable infomercial series ever for BluBlocker sunglasses. At the time of this extensive interview, Sugarman had sold between two and three million pairs of BluBlockers and ranked among the top five manufacturers of sunglasses. His innovative production and editing techniques and his unique sales strategies have helped set many standards for the infomercial industry.
Steve Dworman: Initially, you ran into some problems with the FTC and stopped the electronic catalogue.
Joe Sugarman: At that time, the FTC’s bureaucracy was out of control. They were extremely aggressive and came down on us very heavy for no real good reason. And I believed that if you were right, and fought the government, you would win. So I fought the government.
SD: And did you win?
JS: We had to settle eventually—so the answer is no, I didn’t win. On the other hand, I feel that I accomplished a great deal toward preventing what happened to me from happening to others.
SD: And after that trouble settled down, I believe you went into print with BluBlockers.
JS: After that settled down, we tried to get back into the business we were previously in, which was electronics, similar to what DAK and Sharper Image were doing. But they had already grown considerably in that year or two, so it was very difficult to capture the previous position that we had in the market. We tried, but soon realized that the market was changing and that we had other opportunities to direct our efforts toward. So we got out of electronics and more or less eased into health and fitness.
SD: What kind of products did you handle at that point?
JS: The two major ones were a vitamin continuity program and BluBlockers. We had a major print campaign for those two products and it firmly established our company in the health and fitness area. So now we were starting to grow once again and then we heard about infomercials and we created one infomercial for the vitamins and one for the sunglasses. Both of them took off and became quite successful.
We had a little problem with the FTC, part of being a pioneer in a new business. Although we announced at the beginning of our show that it was a commercial, and again very clearly at the end that it was a commercial, the program appeared to be regular programming. So the FTC insisted that we tag the show in the middle as well as at the beginning and the end, which we did. In fact we went overboard. To make absolutely sure there was no confusion whatsoever in our program, we changed the format and the name and called it The Making of a Commercial. The entire show revolved around how we were making this commercial to sell sunglasses, so there could never be any question about what we were doing.
SD: Wasn’t the set up for the first show almost a consumer test, in which BluBlockers were rated best?
JS: It was called Consumer Challenge, and it wasn’t that BluBlockers were rated best. We sent out a couple of reporters to interview a lot of people and almost everybody, of course, had glowing reports. But we also had a few reports from people who didn’t like the sunglasses. So we tried to make it a balanced presentation. The problem was that it appeared to be regular programming and not an actual commercial. The show ran for a year and a half.
SD: What year was that?
JS: I believe that we started working on it in 1986 and started running it in the first part of 1987.
SD: So you had one of the first infomercials?
JS: One of the early ones, yeah.
SD: And at that time the CPOs were phenomenal.
JS: We couldn’t believe it.
SD: Didn’t the sunglasses sell for $59.95 initially?
JS: That was in print. When we went on TV, we sold them for $39.95. Our CPO (Cost Per Order) was $3.00 a pair.
SD: People will gag at this point.
JS: The people we were working with, who knew the industry, said that they had never heard of a CPO that low.
SD: Did you come up with the idea for BluBlockers, or did you license the product?
JS: BluBlockers have been around since World War II. A BluBlocker lens is a coating that filters out blue light. So we produced a pair of sunglasses that removed all of the ultraviolet rays and blue light, which wasn’t unique. Our unique angle was to publicize the fact that ultraviolet rays and blue light are bad for your eyes and also a phenomenon that I learned in photography—which is that if you remove some of the blue light, you get greater clarity, because the blue has a tendency to scatter.
So to answer your question—and I’m sorry I can’t answer it simply—the technology has been around for many, many years but nobody really knew how to sell it. In addition, we’ve added some recent technologies to the lenses to make them state-of-the-art.
SD: The glasses were manufactured initially in Los Angeles?
JS: Initially, but by the time we got on TV, we had them manufactured in Taiwan. When the sunglasses were made in Los Angeles, they cost us 4 to 5 times as much as they did to have them made in Taiwan. And we were selling them for $59.95. Then we dropped the price to $39.95 because we were able to buy the product for much less and hit a much broader TV market.
SD: What happened with the vitamin infomercial?
JS: We ran it for a couple of years and it was quite successful, but at the time I was rather naive, after having been in electronics where a 50% margin was terrific. We had that with vitamins and I was pleased. We were making money, but after a couple of years it started to peter out. I found out subsequently that a 10x mark-up on vitamins was normal, but we were succeeding with just a 2x mark up. But those were the early days of infomercials and everything worked.
SD: Did you buy the vitamins from a distributor?
JS: Right, and the distributor in turn bought them from the manufacturer. The distributor provided us with a few extra services—they did all the drop shipping and they did all the computer work and fulfillment, so there was a reason for that 50% margin. But as I learned later, margin is extremely important in infomercials and ours just wasn’t enough to sustain a steady program with that product.
But I wasn’t prepared to go behind my distributor’s back and create another vitamin. So I decided at that particular point, even though it was successful, I would phase out of that program. Although we haven’t advertised for years, the continuity program is still running. We still ship vitamins and the income covers some part of our overhead every month.
SD: I’ll bet the back-end of the program was huge compared with the front-end.
JS: Well, the back-end was quite successful because it was a continuity program. Once we made the sale, and made the profit on the sale, then every couple of months all we had to do was ship out the next shipment, and it was all profit. Of course, we also worked the back-end strongly by offering other products to our customers.
SD: It seems that a lot of infomercial companies are starting to realize that they’re not going to be very profitable unless they really work the back-end.
JS: It’s where the action is today. That’s really where the direct marketing expertise comes in, because making it on an infomercial isn’t what it was several years ago. Like I said, you could slap anything on the air and still make a decent profit. Today, it’s very marginal and you’ve got to have a strong back-end in order to make it work.
SD: We’re seeing a glut of skin care products coming out, from Victoria Jackson and Victoria Principal, to Cher signing a deal for her own skin care line. Everyone is finally catching on to the potential of the back-end.
JS: Yep.
SD: You are also one of the premier direct marketing copywriters in the country. You wrote all the copy in your ads and catalogue yourself. Do you write your own television shows?
JS: Yes.
SD: They have a very spontaneous feel about them. Is most of that scripted?
JS: The only part that is scripted is when the hostess and I talk back and forth and we introduce the segments. But even though that is scripted, we do not pay attention to the script. We talk off the top of our heads. Sometimes we’ll goof up, but often we’ll still use that portion that we goofed up on. But, in the sense that we have to start somewhere, the show is scripted.
SD: The shows move very fast. Do you get involved in much tweaking after the show is tested?
JS: That’s probably our secret. We’ll produce a show and probably spend as much money editing after the show is finished and first tested as we do prior to running it. This has taught us an enormous amount. When you tweak, you try different experiments and run them on different stations and you keep doing it until you have the show that works the best that it can.
A good example is that for three or four years we’ve run our show without showing our clip-ons. Clip-ons are the pair of sunglasses that fit over a pair of prescription glasses. We’ve shown a pair in a still shot, but in our new commercial, we show them being put on somebody’s glasses and we demonstrate how they are used. As a result, our clip-on sales in August were triple what they had been in the previous month.
That tells us a lot. It tells us that you’ve constantly got to test and learn from your tests. You test with focus groups and you test them on TV. It takes awhile, sometimes a month or two, before you’re really ready—even after you think you’re ready.
SD: I’ve heard mixed reactions about the value of focus groups. Some marketers believe that what people say in the focus group context isn’t really trustworthy.
JS: I don’t believe all the comments that people make in focus groups. I listen and then I filter the comments through my mind. People often say things they don’t mean, and mean things they don’t say. My perspective comes from a great deal of experience in direct mail copywriting, experience that has shown me what really works and what really doesn’t work. I’ve had ad agencies plead with me not to do something and I’ve gone out and proved to them that my suggestions were right, even though they went against everything the advertising community taught.
SD: Can you give an example of that?
JS: There were a couple of instances, but they’re rather confidential and they are keys to some of our successes. I didn’t mind talking about the clip-ons because that was an obvious example, and clip-ons are a rather pronounced segment of our show now. But the other examples are very subtle.
SD: How many BluBlocker shows have you done now?
JS: Four shows over the last five years.
SD: Aside from maybe Dave Del Dotto, you’ve probably had one of the longest running products on the air. That leads to a whole series of questions. To what do you attribute your longevity? And do you think most infomercial marketers give up on their products too soon?
JS: Let’s put it this way. When you’ve peaked with a product and the commercial wears out, the tendency is to say, “Well, the product is worn out. Let’s go on to something else.”
We’re a one product company, so we’ve decided to tackle one of the most difficult problems—that is, keeping a single product in front of the television audience for as long as possible. That has meant constant testing and innovation so that every infomercial we come out with is better than the previous one. It gets harder and harder and harder, it really does. But we just keep refining the show.
The other factor is that we’re not making as much money as we did in the beginning. In the beginning, this was just a wonderful business to be in. Now, there are some weeks we don’t earn very much money at all. As a matter of fact, we have weeks where we lose money. But that mailing list that we’ve generated from our names is extremely valuable. We’ve tested, for example, the optimum length of time between the time of a sale and the time that we send the customer a new solicitation. We’ve also determined which solicitation draws the greatest response, and how frequently we should mail to our customers.
After a sale, we segment our list so we know which customers bought which products. Then we go back and hit them with similar or related products. Our back-end is so highly refined and so tweaked that it—and not the profitability of the infomercial itself—is the secret of our success now.
SD: What products are you selling on the back-end?
JS: We have a catalogue of about 20 to 25 types of sunglasses, with different approaches to the lens. For example, if customers really like BluBlockers, they might want a few different styles. So we have different styles. If they don’t like the color enhancement of the BluBlocker sunglasses, we have other sunglasses that don’t have that enhancement but that provide a slightly different view. We have lenses and sunglasses that you can hit with a hammer and they won’t break, very much like safety glasses. We have polarized glasses. So we have a whole variety of choices that people can pick from. We use direct mail, solo mailings, package inserts, and a catalogue—a lot of different approaches.
SD: So you sell primarily sunglasses?
JS: We’re looking at a few other products. We’ve focused on sunglasses and we’ve become somewhat experts in that field. So, why scatter yourself? As long as our strategy continues to work, we’re going to continue doing it. Our banker has a philosophy, “If it keeps on working, keep doing it. If it stops working, then stop doing it.”
SD: Have you ever been tempted to go retail?
JS: We’ve been tempted and we probably could do a pretty effective job at retail, but I can’t imagine comparing retail with mail order or direct marketing. We have a fairly low overhead and we have a small staff now. To go retail, we’d have to double our staff and the profitability wouldn’t be there. So we’re not that anxious to go retail.
SD: There seems to be a trend to go retail after television sales have faded. But from my experience, when you sell retail you’re wholesaling at a minimum of 50% off, and it takes just as much money, if not more, to get people in the stores.
JS: That’s right, and then you’ve got money tied up for a long period of time. I’ve sat in my office and watched a couple of thousand orders arrive in the morning mail. We have a little retail place in our office where people can come to the front door and pick up a pair. I’ve seen people stand there and try on different pairs, unable to make a decision. They waste the time of an employee who could be processing a hundred orders during the time that they’re taking just one order from a customer. So I’m not that crazy about retail, although it’s always a possibility and we’re certainly building a brand name out there. BluBlockers are being recognized, and a lot of people own them, and a lot of people are talking about them. So maybe that is a possibility. But I’m not that keen for us to do it.
SD: What about marketing the product in catalogues, such as Sharper Image?
JS: We do market the product in other catalogues. We’re not in Sharper Image—and there are reasons we’re not in Sharper Image—but we are in other catalogues. BluBlockers are syndicated throughout the oil companies and banks. We’re in several different direct marketing venues primarily because the product is not available in retail and we have no retail competition.
SD: Are you still doing print advertising for the product?
JS: That’s funny, I grew up with print in direct marketing, but I haven’t done any for the last three or four years. You really can’t compare print with TV. With TV, as you’re probably aware, you can pull out of a time slot with only a couple of weeks notice if your show starts to fade.
But in print, you’re committed, and you’re committed two months in advance, sometimes three months in advance. If the show bombs, or if some major event takes place, there’s no way you can get out of your commitment. You’re stuck running the ad, at the full cost of the ad. So print is very difficult, and also, the response rate seems to be down in print. So we’re very cautious about getting into print again.
SD: If I recall correctly, I remember seeing full-page ads several years ago in the airline in-flight magazines. I’d think that would be a perfect venue for your advertising.
JS: It was. But since that time, we’ve gone through a run-up of advertising rates to a level that’s considerably more than we’re willing to cover. Also, when you go into print, you invite knock-offs. We had been in print for about a year when all of a sudden, along came all these knock-offs offering supposedly the same pair of sunglasses for only $10.00. In fact, they were cheap lenses in a cheap frame, no comparison to ours. So we decided that print was a lot more trouble and a lot less fun than TV.
SD: In testing a show, how much money do you typically spend?
JS: Not that much, actually. It depends on a variety of factors. If we spend a month and a half testing different concepts for a new show, we may spend $100,000. I’ll give you an example: For instance, as an experiment, we decided to a show entirely in San Francisco—that is, we did all the interviews in San Francisco and all the shooting—and then to run the show in San Francisco and in some other city to see if the fact that it was a local show had an impact on the program’s success elsewhere.
We discovered that the show was strong in San Francisco, but didn’t do that well elsewhere. As a result, we realized we had to go out to different cities and to put together a show that was more generic.
SD: But wasn’t one of your shows shot primarily in Chicago and another shot at Venice Beach?
JS: You’ll find that in every show, there’s one portion that’s more memorable then any other. Our Venice Beach show was very memorable. Then we did a good portion of another show in Chicago, but we also shot in Las Vegas, Fort Lauderdale, and a few other places.
SD: Bathing suits help?
JS: I don’t know if they really help. We haven’t really proven that they do. There’s nothing in any of our testing that indicates that bathing suits add to anything in the show.
SD: One unique aspect of your testimonials is that you get a very spontaneous reaction to the project the first time someone tries them on. With most other products, or type of products, you don’t see that kind of spontaneity.
JS: That’s true. And now that there are literally millions of pairs out there, we’re constantly running into people who go out of their way to come up to us do an interview. In our latest show, we walked into a restaurant and found a guy who was wearing a pair. So we did an interview with him, very spontaneously, and found out he’d had them for a year. Another time, we were walking along Venice Beach and a person came up to us and said, “I’ve got to talk to you. Your sunglasses are terrific.”
SD: You’ve sold between two and three million BluBlockers?
JS: Yes.
SD: That would probably put you among the top five of sunglass manufacturers.
JS: It does.
SD: So much for retail.
JS: That’s right. No retail.
SD: How much time does it take between when you start working on a show and when the show gets on the air?
JS: That varies from a couple of months to nine or ten months. It really depends on my schedule, on how the current show is doing and the urgency of coming up with a replacement, and on the testing. Many factors are involved. For our last show, we did an awful lot of testing and it took a couple of months.
SD: With sunglasses, do you find the response is seasonal?
JS: To some degree, but people use sunglasses all year round. Don’t forget, there’s sun in winter. There are skiing and other sports. Sunglasses really are used all year round. We really don’t have an off-season per se.
SD: Do you tailor your media buys to specific areas, such as heavy ski areas, in the winter?
JS: Not at all. We go all over the country. We don’t really look at whether it’s a Sun Belt or snow zone because we look at the bottom line. Did the commercial pull? If it did, I don’t care if the area is Siberia, we’ll run the ad. If the commercial didn’t pull, we will take it off the air.
SD: But have you seen any trends according to season with the stations that do work?
JS: Not really. We have sold sunglasses in the middle of winter. We’ve sold them in the summer. We’ve sold them in the South in the winter and the South in the summer. It really depends on the commercial. There are people watching TV all the time. A good example: When the Gulf War crisis hit, during the first weekend we were a little nervous because we thought people weren’t going to buy sunglasses because they’d be too busy watching news coverage of the war. We thought viewers would be very uptight...
SD: That seemed to happen to almost everyone in the industry.
JS: It didn’t happen to us. In fact, our sales took a dramatic leap upward. We suspect that there were a lot of people flipping through the channels who came across our show and found it gave them some relief.
SD: That’s really interesting because a majority of companies in the industry took a tremendous hit during the first quarter of this year (1991).
JS: Really? Well, the Gulf War crisis did eventually hurt us a little, but the first weekend actually helped our response.
SD: Joe, aside from testing and working the back-end, are there any other elements from your direct marketing background that are specifically applicable to infomercials, and maybe are not used very often?
JS: I think the principles are all the same. I think the big mistake is that marketers think that viewers watch only a few minutes of an infomercial, just long enough to get the toll-free number and place the order. I believe that’s wrong. I believe that people watch the entire show. Therefore, if marketers looked at the show as an entire entity, like they would look at a full-page ad, I think they’d find that their response rate would increase.
SD: Several shows on the air repeat several segments from the first half in the second half.
JS: Sure, and that’s okay—but then they could probably get by with a ten-minute show. The problem is that stations don’t have ten-minute slots. So, these marketers just take a ten-minute commercial and repeat it three times. The most effective way to sell a product in print is with a lot of copy—if you can convince people to keep reading. The same principle applies to an infomercial. The most effective way to sell a product is to convince people to start watching your show and stay with you for the whole show. You then have a hell of a good opportunity to sell your product.
SD: To follow up on your statement about copy, do you think people read as much as they used to? Does the wisdom on long copy ads still apply?
JS: I question that myself. I think we’re getting into the MTV generation where people are more attuned to video. I would suspect that reading comprehension is down and television watching is up. That’s just a gut feel. I think it’s the national trend. The people who are now your big purchasers grew up with television and during the last 10 or 15 years, they’ve grown up with the MTV approach. All television commercials are now like MTV. Everything is so fast paced. That really says that your shows have to be fast paced. I still feel that there’s very much a place for print advertising, but I think we’re going through a cycle where it’s less effective than it used to be.
SD: Is the most effective approach, in both print and in an infomercial, to present a problem and then offer a solution? Or do you think marketers are better off not presenting a negative at the beginning?
JS: There are some situations where if you have a problem, you want to raise that problem so that people recognize it. Then you can dramatically show that your product will solve the problem.
Unfortunately, every product is different. Every product has what I call a “nature.” Some products require that you raise the problem and resolve it, and other products lend themselves more to demonstrations of their benefits.
For example, for an acne product, you’d want to show people with very bad acne, people who give very emotional, heart-rending and compassionate intros. So you would show the problem in a very emotional way. Then, once the audience identifies with the people on the show, you offer a solution. I don’t know of any stronger way to sell this kind of product. You just can’t show people who have beautiful faces and say, “If you use this, you’ll have a beautiful face.” That just isn’t real. But if you show people with pockmarked faces, the target audience will identify with it.
SD: Are there any shows on the air that you particularly admire?
JS: I think Kevin Trudeau is a great pitchman. He could probably relate to a lot of other products if he wanted to. He’s skilled and a likable guy. I’m impressed with Dave Del Dotto. He does a good show. It’s fascinating, and if you’re interested in making a lot of money, you’re going to watch that show and get sucked in.
Richard Simmons really pulls those emotional strings. He does an excellent job. I saw his Dancing to the Oldies show—really clever the way he did that. It was a unique format in which he showed different people and their reactions to the video while he danced in the background. He covered so many emotional hot points. It was very, very clever and it was a different kind of format. There are a lot of very clever formats out there.
On the other hand, a lot of people send me their shows and ask for my assessment about why the shows didn’t work, or for recommendations for improvement. I’m always amazed that some big infomercial producers turn out real dogs that totally miss the point of a product or totally miss the best way to sell the product. It’s amazing how much garbage is out there! Everyone thinks that all you’ve got to do is produce a half-hour show, put it on the air and collect a lot of money.
SD: And put a celebrity on it.
JS: And put a celebrity on it. You’ll notice in our shows, we don’t use a single celebrity. We discovered that viewers remember the celebrities, but what good does that do? They’ve got to remember the product and write down that toll-free number. But I’m sure there are some shows that would definitely benefit from a celebrity.
SD: Apparently, some marketers believe that using a celebrity adds credibility to the product.
JS: There was an article in The Wall Street Journal that said people don’t believe that the celebrities really use the product. They believe that the celebrities are getting paid. But viewers do remember celebrities. And celebrities are particularly important to many products targeted to women who like to identify with a beautiful person demonstrating or using a product.
SD: Do you have any new tricks up your sleeve?
JS: We’ve had a lot of competitors go after us and come out with half-hour commercials for their sunglasses. For the most part, these marketers haven’t done very well. And as you know, one of them has literally copied our format. We have a couple of other formats that we’re going to experiment with very shortly that I feel will be very effective. I think there are a lot of different ways to skin a cat. I think anyone who copies us is just asking for trouble.
SD: Your company is set up very differently from other infomercial companies. By comparison, Media Arts, which produces Amazing Discoveries, does two shows a month at this point.
JS: Amazing Discoveries is a cross between Home Shopping and a typical infomercial. Its format lends itself to throwing on various products and finding the ones that work and sticking with them if they do. It’s a very clever concept and another example of how finding the right concept is just as important as finding the right product.
We’ll continue to produce our shows, but before our shows are aired they’re going to work and we’ll have thoroughly tested them and spent a fortune on re-editing. But they’ll be right.
SD: You certainly have longevity on your side.
JS: Well, we have momentum. I’m not saying that this thing will last forever. We’ve been fortunate enough that every time one of our shows dies, we have another show ready with certain enhancements that propel it to the top again. That’s a hell of a job, I want you to know.
I love this process because it really is a challenge. If I can continue to succeed, then I will have accomplished something that most of the people in the infomercial industry have been unable to accomplish. Also, our success so far has given me the knowledge and experience to take any product and either duplicate it using the sunglass program, or at least produce another type of commercial with a lot more expertise than I would have had otherwise.
SD: Have you been able to discern the average effective lifespan of a show—the duration of time before you’ll need a replacement show?
JS: Typically, we run our shows for a year-and-a-half.
SD: Which is longer than most infomercials out there.
JS: Yeah, a year-and-a-half. A lot of people really love our shows and watch them again and again. We develop fans. People write to us and tell us about their favorite segments.
SD: Do you maintain a fairly consistent level of media spending throughout the lifespan of a show?
JS: In general. We may spend a little more in the beginning, but generally it’s pretty consistent.
SD: Joe, with your background in print, have you had success in testing a product in print before spending all the money on a show?
JS: I have found that products that work exceptionally well with print advertising will always work on TV. So one of the best ways to test a product before going into the expense of a commercial is to try it in print. If you can’t make the product work in print, then I’d stay away from TV because you’re not going to make it. There are exceptions. There obviously are products that are very demonstrable and TV lends itself well to the demonstration.
SD: One thing that marketers complain about all the time is that ad testing costs an absolute fortune.
JS: It does. I mean no matter how cheap a show you put out, it’s still going to cost you $30,000 to $50,000, and if you do it right it’s going to cost you some more to tweak the show. So it’s a gamble.
People come to me all the time and say, “Joe should I go into this?” And I tell them, “It’s just like the record business. When I was in print I had everyone and their brother copying what I was doing and very few made it, and it was the same in the record industry.” But I never discourage anyone. You never know what little concept they’ll come up with that will work.
SD: What’s your average budget for a show?
JS: We spend about $100,000.
SD: And does that include the tweaking?
JS: Yes. We spend about $50,000 to produce the show and we could spend about $50,000 to tweak it.
SD: When you’re taping in different cities, do you use the same crew or do you hire crews locally?
JS: We do both, depending on the circumstances. We have a favorite crew that we prefer to use. They’re in tune with us and they know what opportunities we want them to capture. Sometimes we’ll delay our shooting just to have this crew available. But other times, we’ve hired people locally and come up with some pretty good results.
SD: Is there anything you want to add?
JS: No. Just that it’s getting rougher out there.
*****
Victoria Jackson, a Hollywood make-up artist and American Telecast Corporation, created one of the fastest growing cosmetic companies in the country. They also did something else that had never been done before in the infomercial industry: They created a brand name with name recognition. Using celebrities Ali MacGraw and Lisa Hartman as endorsers this show took off like a rocket from the first moment it began airing in 1989. The cosmetic line grossed $450 million during its infomercial campaign on media time costing $150 million. During the height of the campaign, Victoria Jackson Cosmetics generated up to 10,000 new customers per week. Today Ms. Jackson is still promoting her line, and has created a brand new line called Lola, which is available at many high-end department stores.
Steve Dworman: You’re one of the few people in the industry who has developed a product from scratch. You were a make-up artist...why don’t you start from where the seeds of the idea came from?
Victoria Jackson: I was a make-up artist and seven years into my career, I had never found a base, a foundation, that I thought would be perfect for print work, photography, advertising and street make-up. I wanted one foundation that would just be perfect, that I could use for my work, yet that would also be a great base that women could wear every day and never look like they had make-up on, just perfect skin. Because I could not find this product, I became really motivated to try to create something.
So I mixed up a concoction of what I thought would be the perfect base. I knew the shades that I wanted, which at that time had a little more yellow undertones , and I knew the finish that I wanted. I tried to get the name of the best cosmetic chemist in town. I went to see this guy, who I didn’t know at the time, was one of the best in the country. I told him what I wanted to do but that I had no money. I said I really wanted to try to market this foundation.
At this point in my career, I was teaching make-up at UCLA. So I really had a great test market among all of my students. I taught every quarter and I had about 50 students a quarter. So not only could I test the makeup on the celebrities that I worked on, but my students as well. So I put the line together: 14 foundations in professional sizes. And because I had so many students I’d send them to stores around Los Angeles asking for my product. I followed up by asking the stores if they were going to carry my product. Otherwise, I said, I wouldn’t send them my students anymore. And they said, “Okay.”
The biggest stores carrying it were Frends Beauty Supply in the San Fernando Valley and Columbia Drug. These were the two sort of “Hollywood Stores” that catered to all the make-up people in the entertainment business. So it was great. My little following grew and became a little cult following for my foundation. Everybody had to have it. And that’s when I knew I had a great product. From that point, I decided to put together a full color line and test buying habits of women and find out what colors they really seemed to go for.
By accumulating all this information, I continued to try very hard to raise the money to launch my cosmetics line. It was very difficult. I put together a limited partnership, and I tried to sell shares to everyone in my family and every other family I knew. I had 25 shares that I had to sell by a certain date and I sold only 18. In retrospect, it was probably the best thing in the world that the company didn’t take off then.
Then I was in a “close encounter” with Tova. We were about to do a deal but it never went anywhere. Now, looking back, I can see that although these events were great disappointments, I was actually fortunate because had any of them actually come through, they would have changed the direction in which I ultimately went. Then I made a deal with some people from Texas who were involved with Beverly Sassoon. To make that long story short, they really didn’t have the money to make the deal a reality.
I had to go through a real transition from make-up “artist” to “business” woman. But I really learned a lot about people. I learned that what people say and what’s actually the truth are often two very different things. And a lot of the deals that I was very close to doing, the people didn’t really have the money. I was starting to feel toward the end that I didn’t really know how I was going to make my dream a reality—that is, how I could make this product succeed.
I’d have actresses call me in the middle of the night to say, “I’m shooting a film tomorrow and I have to have the base.” So I knew I had a great product, and that’s what kept me trying. My friends told me, “Hang in there, because people have to know how good this product is.” Through all of this encouragement, a student of mine told me that she wanted me to meet a group of gentlemen who did infomercials. She asked if I would be interested. At that point I had so many “close encounters” that I said, “Yeah, sure, sure, yeah, okay, I’ll meet them.” I met with them, and they didn’t really believe that you could sell cosmetics through television. I told them how I’d put together these color-coordinated kits and how it was really simple and if they put their money where my mouth was, I could make this succeed.
At that point I was really ready. I’d had all these disappointments. Because I’d been in so many business meetings, I was really primed and ready for this encounter. And two days later I had a 17-page contract and the go-ahead to do my thing completely—to develop the line, put in as many products as I wanted to. These men said they’d get back to me in three months and then we’d shoot the show. And that’s exactly what happened. They completely let me go off and then I hit the books and found out who’s the best of the best in town and who could help me find compacts, and I just put it all together. Three months later, we shot the show and it’s been a success ever since. The end.
SD: Well that brings up a couple of questions. When you were teaching at UCLA and came up with the idea for the base and then the colors, did you try different versions of the base and get reactions from your students? Or did you have it completely formulated before showing it to them?
VJ: I pretty much knew what I wanted. That was one big plus of being a make-up artist. During the time I was teaching, I developed 14 shades. I started with two or three, and then developed more as I felt I needed to. And then I knew which ones were my biggest sellers. But I came up with something right away, I can’t say by myself because I had an amazing chemist who really understood what I was trying to do and who created an incredible product. The product that was a hit back then is still the premier product of the line. It’s the one product that every woman uses.
SD: So you used the students essentially to give you marketing feedback?
VJ: Absolutely. When you’re working with 50 students every quarter, you’ve got every skin type and I’d had so much experience making my living as a make-up artist. Teaching was something I did because so many people wanted to learn how to do what I do. It was a good experience for me. Ultimately it was invaluable, because when I went to do my “How To” tape, those seven years of teaching at UCLA made it very easy. I knew at that point what colors were going to work and not work. That was easy. That’s part of being a make-up artist.
SD: Did your sales volume grow much in the two stores?
VJ: I started to see that it was really growing in the two stores. I also started to see that it required a lot of time, energy, money, and up-keep. It became a whole other business in addition to my being a make-up artist. I also sold all the cosmetics to people who just had to have their emergency stash. I worked out of my garage. My garage was my office. It was, for a long time, my research and development department and art department also. Everything was in my garage. It was really my mom and some friends that kept it going by helping me with all the money that was required to go into this. They believed in me, and I kept telling them that I knew this was going to take off, so just hang in there.
SD: Before the infomercial deal came through, how did you plan to roll out your products?
VJ: Originally, I was focusing on retail, department stores, that type of thing. I know that when I was in business with Beverly Sassoon and the people from Texas, their plan was multi-level, which was a concept I never really understood. All I knew was that I didn’t get a really good vibe on these Texas people. Something about them just didn’t feel right. My vision had always been more like, “I really want to be in Bullocks!” Then when I started to see some of these infomercials and met with this group I thought that this was perfect because I’ve got this whole concept that would work perfectly for television.
SD: After you signed the contract and they left you alone for three months, you developed the products and the casings. How much did you have to do with the show?
VJ: I had a lot to do with the first show. Basically because I think they were looking to me in terms of the visuals. I did all the before-and-afters. I had a lot to do with the way we communicated to women.
I think you have to speak to women intelligently. We’re selling make-up, we’re not curing cancer here. We should be able to talk like three women just talking about make-up and being excited about a great product. At times, we had differences of opinion. They wanted a certain amount of information to come across in a little more structured way than I felt comfortable with, so we’d go back and forth a little bit.
But the first show, I have to say, I really had a lot of final say. I didn’t do the editing, although I sat in the editing room and said, “Can’t we do this?” And they’d say, “No!” But usually, I try to be as involved as possible because I have a whole vision and I try to see it through. I don’t just say, “Here are these lovely little products with my name on it. Here’s a nice little mascara I did.” I see the whole way of not only creating the product, but also of translating it to women effectively.
SD: Were you surprised by how successful the first show was?
VJ: Yeah. I remember the scariest moments were on the day the showed aired and people around me were telling me, “Now Victoria, you’ve got to be prepared. This might not fly. Nobody’s done this before.” I was so nervous and I thought, “I don’t know what I’ll do now.”
Then they called and told me that the show was a big hit. I felt so elated. I was on another planet. I had always tried to keep believing and having the faith and reading my own success story. As I was going through my stumbling blocks, I’d hoped that at some point, I’d be doing an interview and they would all be part of my success story. So I was glad it looked like it was going to turn out that way.
SD: Who was responsible for bringing the celebrities to the first show?
VJ: Ali McGraw was a friend of mine and she had used the products for a long time and had always been supportive. Like when she says on TV, “I wanted to help Victoria,” that’s the truth. She had helped me before when I was in the deal with the Texas people and Beverly Sassoon. She was never paid for that and she put in a lot of time and energy. When people believe in you in the beginning, you really want to bring them in when it finally looks like the project is going to pay off. At least I did, for her.
So I brought Ali to American Telecast, and they negotiated with her. She does now make a lot of money from this and it has kind of turned things around for her. Lisa Hartman was someone they felt would be a nice a balance. I can’t tell you that I knew Lisa, or that she was my best friend, because she wasn’t. But she’s a lovely, lovely girl. She’s just terrific and she’s really professional and really good. It was important to me before we shot the show that I meet with all of them and that they really used the products and liked them, and it was important to them. They all had a sense of integrity when they did the show. No one wanted to do this if it didn’t feel right because there wasn’t any huge guarantee of money at that point. So they were, in their minds, taking a risk. But everyone genuinely liked the products.
SD: Meredith Baxter Birney did the second show. Why was she brought in?
VJ: Meredith was somebody I had worked on. As a make-up artist, I did a Redbook cover with her and she always liked my work and the products. American Telecast has always felt from the beginning that the celebrities are really key to selling the cosmetics—that they’re the channel stoppers, or that they build credibility, or reinforce the credibility that I may have. They felt that for the second show, since no one had done two celebrities before, we’d get a new look with a very credible celebrity, which Meredith is. The show would therefore have the potential to become an even bigger success.
SD: Was the second show bigger?
VJ: I don’t know if it was bigger. I think it’s pretty much on par with the first show, although I’ve heard from a lot of people that Meredith did add to the response. I think she was very effective.
SD: How much did you have to do with the second show?
VJ: I didn’t have as much to do with the second show as with the first. Businessmen came in and started making more decisions. Still, I had control over what I would say and not say. I’m not just somebody that you tell, “Here’s your script, now read your lines.” I know what I’m comfortable saying or not saying. Regarding the opening, which I really like, they came up with the idea of Meredith throwing out all of her make-up and I actually thought it was a very cute idea. So I was still involved, but more in the background.
SD: You’re working on the third show now?
VJ: Yes. Our third show will be shot next month.
SD: With the same three celebrities?
VJ: Yes.
SD: Anything different with this show?
VJ: We’re going to give it a whole different look. We have a lot of products that people don’t even know about that are back-end once they’ve bought the initial products. But we’ll keep the focus of the show the same, with the same peach, pink and red colors, and the same offer. I’m trying to get across to women that this is about timeless beauty. It’s not a fad and it’s not trendy. So it’s not as if we brought out these colors two years ago and now they’re out. These are classics and I really want to instill that in women because there are some out there who haven’t bought yet. So I want to reinforce that message.
It’s an easy offer to understand and comprehend and visualize, and it has worked so well in every show we’ve done. We get such a substantial response. The approach is still working. So I guess we’ll give it a try and see if it works one more time with a whole new look. I don’t think you’ll be seeing the three of us just sitting in a living room again. I think that gets to be static after a while. You need to create a whole new sort of energy.
SD: Playing Frisbee maybe?
VJ: Yeah, playing Frisbee with mascara. That’s what we’ll do. Good idea, Steve. Thank you so much.
SD: You’re welcome. To talk more about your success, an article in The Los Angeles Times mentioned that your show was generating 10,000 new customers a week.
VJ: Right. Which is pretty amazing! As Meredith says on the show, “That’s like 10,000 new faces every week.” The response we had was amazing, and it still amazes me now when I go through all the mail and I read how women really use the products and love them. It really affects how people see themselves because they feel so much better about themselves and how they look. That’s why I spoke at the NIMA [National Infomercial Marketing Association] convention. I feel so strongly about how great the power of the infomercial is. In just two years, look at how quickly we’ve built this huge customer base and how the show has given me name recognition. It’s pretty incredible.
SD: Do you have any idea what the re-order rate is from customers who initially buy the product through television?
VJ: I know we have a really high re-order rate. That is what our business is built on, the re-order. It’s not built on front-end through television. Our cost of goods is very high. Our package is expensive because there are a lot of products in there.
We make our money on the back-end because of the re-orders, and through our catalogue, our continuity programs, and the programs we have set up with our operators. At one point, we did a survey and found we had over 50% worth of re-orders. The rate was very high—the highest of the industry because we also have a really high customer satisfaction rate.
SD: I’ve also heard that the way your in- and out-bound operators deal with your customers is phenomenal.
VJ: American Telecast did a very comprehensive job with the phone program installations and with training of the operators. The training process is really involved. I’ve done training tapes. We’ve put in a lot of time and energy, and at this point we’ve more or less worked out all the bugs. And I hear a lot of good things about our operators. They’ve done a great job.
SD: Now aside from American Telecast, you’re branching out into a whole new realm with a jewelry line.
VJ: Yes, I’m going into jewelry now and I’m really excited about it. I can get excited about anything I’m doing as long as I’m creating it and feeling good that I’m not just putting my name on something that I can’t relate to. Hopefully, you’re not going to see me sell out even though I’ve had a lot of offers to do things that I just don’t believe in. I’m not going to rip anyone off by putting my name out there on just anything. So I feel very excited about the jewelry. It’s a little bit different and has a story to tell, and again it’s about giving women a lot of different options.
SD: And though the deal isn’t finalized, it looks like it’s going to be done with Home Shopping Network Entertainment.
VJ: Right. And right now they’ve been very generous in listening to the things I have to say and they really like the product and are excited about it. Whenever you go into a new type of encounter, you hope for the best.
SD: Is this a different situation for you in that they’ll be involved in producing the show and airing it, but you’ll be totally responsible for the marketing of the product?
VJ: No, not really. They’re manufacturing the product based on the ideas I’ve developed. They’re not able to put my name on just any piece of jewelry and say it’s Victoria Jackson’s. But they’ll be controlling the manufacturing and the creative will be jointly done. I think people want me associated with something because I’m not an actress who would just read lines. I think people want to hear what I have to say. Whether they’ll ultimately agree with me, I don’t know. There may be more of a give and take process, but I don’t have a real problem with that. I try to think everything through and not fly off with stupid comments. I try to come up with things that I think will really help to make a difference.
SD: What’s the timeframe on the jewelry show?
VJ: We’re hoping to shoot the infomercial by December, and then it would roll out at the first of the year.
SD: So the new cosmetic show and the jewelry show will be rolling out at the same time?
VJ: Yeah. It’s pretty exciting. We’re on a roller coaster ride.
SD: Why do you think the American woman seems to relate to you so well?
VJ: Maybe because I’m not threatening. I really relate to women. I’m just trying to offer them a solution. I’m not telling them that this is the only way, or “You have to do this....” I’m just trying to help solve a problem and fulfill a need.
And, being a woman of the ‘90s, I think I have a good bead on where women are these days. I feel very lucky that I’m able to communicate fairly easily to women. I never want to abuse that. My cosmetics and jewelry both represent solutions and choices for women. Even with my cosmetics, I’m the first to tell women that whether they buy mine or someone else’s, they should always buy what works for them. And I really mean it—because ultimately they will anyway. I’d like them to buy mine. I think mine are great, I think they’re the best, but I’m just a firm believer in giving women choices. And I just want to help give them the best choices.
SD: Besides your actual makeup, one thing that is really unique about your line is the packaging. You come up with some ingenious ways to package your cosmetics. Is that all your doing?
VJ: I do all the packaging of all the products. I created things like my survival kit. To me, that’s the fun part. I am the happiest when I go into the lab and start mixing up the powders, which I do for all my new color lines. I create all my own colors, but that’s the result of 13 years of being a make-up artist. And recently I just finished a bath care line and a hair care line that’s coming out shortly.
SD: What advice would you give to people who have products and are looking to get into the infomercial business, but who are struggling and looking for financing.
VJ: More than anything, you have to believe in yourself and your idea. You have to really have thought it through and have all the answers for all the people who are going to tell you why it won’t work. In that sense, you have to be really prepared.
I did that by knocking on as many doors as possible and talking to anyone who would listen. You have to keep persevering and completely believe in yourself and your ideas so that you’ll find the way. I think that’s what sorts out the true entrepreneur from the person who’s going to give up. The true entrepreneur will find a way.
A good product will find its way out to the public if you really do your homework. I’m always encouraging people to stick with quality because, in my case, here it is all these years later, and my premier product is still the same one that I had seven years ago in my garage. So with all the marketing and all the hoopla, it’s still basically the same product. If you’ve got a great product, I encourage people to hang in there and find a way to make it happen—‘cause it will.
SD: How about some practical advice to someone about to make his or her first deal after struggling for years?
VJ: It is really, really important when you are going into your first deal—and I say this because when I came into my first deal I was really more of a make-up artist than a celebrity—I think you really have to do your homework. You can’t trust just one person if there are things you’re not sure about. You need to really feel comfortable with whomever you’re signing your name with on that dotted line, because it could be something you’ll live with for a very long time.
SD: That’s good advice. Thank you.
*****
Tony Robbins was a very successful motivational speaker prior to his 1989 Personal Power infomercial. The show was produced by Lenny Lieberman for the Guthy-Renker Corp., setting a standard for documentary-style infomercials. The show featured Fran Tarkenton as host and numerous leaders from government, business and entertainment all raving about Tony and his course. Robbins is a communication expert. He uses very unique language patterns and marketing skills in his shows. They obviously work. His series of infomercials have generated over $300 million in sales.
Steve Dworman: If at any time you’d like to share some trade secrets that you’ve never before revealed, feel free to do so.
Tony Robbins: My personal belief system is that if everybody shares whatever their secrets are, we will just have to have more of them. One reason I am here is because I want to see this industry thrive.
SD: I’d like to talk about some of the interesting language patterns you use on your show, which I have never seen anybody discuss.
TR: Give me an example and we will talk about it.
SD: First of all, you seem to touch all representational systems. You seem to build feeling, create auditory excitement and paint pictures. I don't see a lot of that being done.
TR: My view of an infomercial is that we need to put together a show that informs people and entertains them to action. In my view, if we do a show that is strong enough in quality, then people will watch it just to watch it. We have something that is valuable as long as we can also create enough momentum so that someone really decides to take action.
I think that there are a lot of ways to do that. One of those ways is to understand the values of the people in the marketplace. I try to find out what this culture’s values are, and about what I call psychic wounds, the things that we all have in our lives that we want desperately, but that our current lifestyle is not meeting.
A large number of people in our culture want very much to be unique. They will do anything to be unique, and they are the achievers of our culture. It is not about making money for them, it is really about finding a way to differentiate and demonstrate that they are individual. If you can show these people that what you are doing can help them not only to achieve, but also to create a more unique quality of life for themselves, you are immediately going to get their attention.
Another group of people want to be like these achievers. They are emulators. These people are constantly striving to develop more confidence. If you can show them that they can succeed by becoming more confident and more able to achieve as the achievers have—and many of them perceive me as an achiever—and I am, without a doubt—then they are going to be very excited about what you do.
Another group of people are the societal conscious. These are the people least likely to buy from an infomercial. These people are very conscious about society, they are very mission-oriented. They are not driven by money. They certainly wouldn’t mind earning more, but that is not their drive. For them, the drive is quality of life, and they want to be intelligent. The thing that they are most concerned about, their wound, if you will, is this whole idea of being manipulated. So they are the people who attack infomercials the most, and I think that is good, because their attacks have caused a lot of people to pay attention. It’s gotten the government’s attention, and while that may be an inconvenience in the short term, it makes our industry better in the long term.
With all that attention, everybody has got to raise their standards. And I, along with my partners Guthy-Renker and Lieberman, have tried to do that with our infomercials. We try to always constantly demand more from ourselves than anybody else could possibly demand. So the answer to your question, specifically, is that everything I do on that infomercial is to try to meet the emotional needs of the people in our culture. And I try to reach as many of them as I think that product can reach, by talking in their language and talking in a way that gives them visual stimulation, auditory stimulation and emotional stimulation.
SD: You told a very interesting story on one of your Power Talk series of tapes concerning the focus group you did for the second show. Can you talk a little bit about that?
TR: What was interesting was that the first show was going very well. We were working on the second show knowing that eventually...basically we thought the first show should have died six months earlier just from the massive exposure we had.
We were in Hawaii, doing a program for two weeks there. We came in one night about midnight and turned on the television and there I was...turned the station, and it was not me...next station was me. In fact, out of 13 or 14 stations, we were on six.
SD: Simultaneously?
TR: That is overlap of media, number one, but that’s pretty good market penetration. So we were on a roll. But my whole focus is always a discipline of CANI: Constant and Never-Ending Improvement.
So I said, “How can we improve this next show? Let’s take a look at the first show and see what we can do better. “We did that. We set up a focus group. I sat behind the one-way glass expecting to hear these incredible comments about what a phenomenal program it was, and the moderator introduced everybody, and interviewed them all, and then he showed the show, and had them all write down their comments.
SD: This was your second show?
TR: Actually, it was our first show. And so, we knew it was already successful, but I wanted to get feedback because we wanted to work on the second show. While I sat behind the glass, the focus group participants all wrote down what they thought of the show. Then the moderator asked, “Okay, who would like to start out?”
One guy raised his hand and said, “I thought that was absolutely incredible. I really want that product.” The minute he said that, three other people pounced on him. They just didn’t say, “Don’t be seduced.” They said, “Are you crazy? Don’t you know they are trying to rip you off and trying to take your money? They are a bunch of manipulators.” And they went on and on and on. So much so, that the first guy had to defend himself for wanting to invest in a product that could improve his life.
I was struck by the amount of emotional intensity. These people were angry. They were not just telling the man, “You’re being stupid.” Pretty soon, you could see other people who would have been very positive just button up. It was interesting group dynamics.
To make a long story shorter, the moderators then interviewed the people. Some were very emotional. They were asked things like, “What do we have to lose? There is a money-back guarantee.” People said things like, “Ah, you know, they won’t give you your money back.” So the moderator said, “Wait a second, all you have to do is call the FCC. Let them know what is going on. Call the station. These guys will be off the air in a minute.” And people said, “Yes, well maybe you will get your money back, but it will be so hard, it will take you forever, and they will make it almost impossible.”
And they were asked, “What evidence do you have that this would happen?” And they said, “Well, I once bought something, and they never sent it, or it was a lousy product.” Almost all of them had negative experiences. But there was a bigger issue. These people were so skeptical, and they remained so, even after hours of going in circles. I couldn’t believe it. Never seen anything like it. Then the moderators had the focus group evaluate Fran and me on sincerity quotients and all that kind of stuff, and I got 9s and 10s on sincerity. One person said, “He was sincere, but he was lying.”
SD: How can you be sincere and lie?
TR: She said, “He was lying about where he lived. He never could have been that bad off.” And the moderator asked, “What if the guy was here? What if he walked in and talked to you? Would that convince you?” And she said, “Nah.”
So the group talked a little bit longer, and then the moderator said he’d be right back. He came into the back room and asked me if I wanted to talk to these people. And I said, “No, but I will.”
So I walked back in with him. You could see an instant state change in the room. People reacted like, “Oh my gosh, it’s him. He’s real.”
I walked up to the woman who’d said I was sincere but lying, and I said, “Ma’am, 2516 Pacific Avenue, Apt. 3A.” We were doing the focus group in Marina Del Rey, maybe 10 minutes from where I used to live. And she looked at me and then kind of backed off.
I said, “Look, that glass is a two-way, mirror, and I have been here the whole time watching you guys, and I've got to tell you, I really appreciate your being here because you have taught me a lot. I had no idea society was this skeptical. I’m real, my product isn’t perfect, but it works for hundreds of thousands of people, and that show you guys just destroyed is the most successful show of its type ever done. But you know what? I’m here to make myself better, so I want to put myself in your hands. Let’s be a team here, and tell me, help me. I am a businessman. I do need to make money but I really want to do something that is quality and I believe my product will really change people’s lives. So how can I reach you?”
So we went around and around, and the talk was all surface stuff. Finally it became obvious to me. I turned and I said, “I think the real problem here is that you guys are just afraid. You are afraid to get your hopes up. Because I am hearing you over and over again talk about how you once bought a product, or you once got involved in something, and your hopes were high, and then they were dashed. So in the beginning you got excited because you wanted to change your life, make things better, but then you were disappointed so many times, that now your brain is pained even when you get excited. So now you are trying to, at all costs, avoid getting excited because you don’t want the letdown. If you don’t get excited, and you are not willing to hope again, and not willing to have some belief that things will get better, that a product can help you, then you have already lost. So you can judge me all day long, or you can at least expose yourself. And there is no way you can lose with a money-back guarantee when you can call anybody and nail us.”
We were running out of time so I said, “Look, our time with you is up. I would like to have another 20 minutes with you. I could pay you for that time, or if you want, trade you my tapes. They are worth $179. You guys got only $40 for your time being here. Would you be willing to trade, or get paid? I’ll do either one.” It was interesting. Every single person wanted the tapes—including all the people who had said no at first.
We pulled two lessons from this experience:
1) Our culture is much more skeptical and pessimistic than we realize. It comes from a whole variety of elements, everything from Iran Contra to Watergate, etc. People are afraid to get excited.
2) They want to be excited. If you can be sincere enough and communicate to people that what you’re saying is true, if you can be real with them, then people may be willing to trust you and hope again. We really need to develop a relationship of trust. My goal in this industry, and my goal on our shows, is to develop such a quality product that even if viewers do not buy our product, they feel that the show has value.
Most shows, even those on broadcast television, are all commercials. They cannot be on the air without somebody buying a product. And I think that not all of them do the three things we talked about. Not all of them inform and entertain and inspire. And most of them don’t offer a solution.
We are not in the infomercial business. I don’t even think we are in the direct marketing business, because we can directly market a lot of things, and have it be a lousy product, but we are not going to remain in business. I think we are in the solutions business. I think that as an industry, we have to say, “Look we want to do everything that a normal show does. We want to entertain, inform, and inspire. The difference is, when we are done, we want to give somebody a way to do something to make their life better.”
So many of the talk shows on television are about problems but they do not offer a solution. So they may inform me, they may even entertain me, but very few of them inspire me to do something. Very few, if any, give me something I can physically do to make my life better. If we do that, we provide too much economic gain for the television stations for them not to use us, and we also provide quality programs. So I have no fear for our future if we raise our standards continually. I have a lot of fear for our industry if we have people who go out there and try to cut corners.
SD: How do you surmount the fear of the people at home watching the show? What do you actually do in the show to get through it?
TR: I want to say one more thing about the focus group, if I may. And that is, that if we had listened to that focus group, we would never have gone on the air. I told my partners, Greg, Bill, John Schulberg, and Len Lieberman, “You guys have all the wrong people in this room. These people don’t buy anything on television. These people are already skeptical. None of them, virtually, are buying things on television. Maybe one or two. But they are not our market. Now if we want to expand our market, then we need to talk to these people, and I understand that. And I want to do that. But let us make sure that we don’t take everything as gospel. We also have to know that we are paying these people to be critics. That’s a whole different philosophy, and we need to take that balance in.”
I have the privilege of having worked now with 300,000 people in seminars over a seven to eight year period of time—including people in the South Bronx to CEOs of major companies. At this point, I have so many references about what is real and what is not. I may not always be right, but I have enough references to make a better decision. So when I listen to what the focus group is saying, I ask myself, “Does that make sense? Does that hit me in the gut right here? Is it consistent?” Then I see if the ideas are worthwhile or not. I think if you listen to focus groups exclusively, you are going to be chasing your tail forever and you are never going to have an effective program. Now your original question was what, before I interrupted you?
SD: How do you overcome people’s fear and skepticism? Because you are promising a lot on your show….
TR: You are right. You may think that this is incongruent, but I believe that as an industry, we have to under-promise and over-deliver. And you may say that doesn’t seem like what you are doing. But among the people who stop me in the street—a dozen to three dozen, literally, a day—not one person in 2 1/2 years, not one person has said, “Your product is lousy.” That doesn’t mean there isn’t anybody unhappy out there, but the law of averages says that if there were many of them, somebody would come up to me and tell me so.
I think that the best way to sell a product is to use some understatement while you’re creating a desire for the product and showing the results. If you watch my show—for example, this third show with Martin Sheen—there is a point where Fran comes back to me and says, “What about these people who are broke and depressed? Can we help these people? Change their lives?” And I say, “They have to help themselves. The bottom line is that no one can do it for you, but we can be a good coach. I can be there for you and share with you strategies and techniques and hopefully inspire you a little bit, and I can be a friend, but I can’t do it for you. Anybody who says they can do it for you is lying to you.”
When I make a statement like that, I believe it makes our show go through the roof. Because other people are saying results, results, results, and making it sound like the product is perfect, and there is no way it can break down. You know as well as I do that most people who get a product won’t even use it. So we have to challenge people to use our products to benefit from them. How we take care of the fear—in answer to your original question—is by developing a quality relationship, knowing that you have the privilege of being in somebody’s home, maybe even in their bedroom, and you had better respect that relationship.
I mean this whole business is relationship. It is our relationship with the consumer. It is our relationship with the television station. It is our relationship with government and our relationship with each other. Those four relationships define our success or failure. And all those must be maintained. The way to do that is to have a quality show, a show that has value no matter what happens. My favorite thing is when people stop me in the street and say, “I watch your show every Sunday.” And I say, “It’s a commercial.” And I tease them about it. And they laugh and then say, “But it’s so good, I get inspired.” That’s the sign of a good show. We’ve been on continually since April 1989 because we have added value, because the show has value even if viewers don’t buy.
You worry when people come up to you and say, “I am so upset because I missed last week’s show and forgot to tape it. What happened?”
Then you know you have the wrong marketplace.
The second thing is to make sure you have an incredibly good quality product. I can’t tell you how many products I used to buy in the early days, like a frying device that didn’t use any oil—a piece of garbage. First of all, it came broken. Ordered the second one, it came screwed up with chipping aluminum. I looked at aluminum as unhealthy to cook something in. With experiences like that, people get burned.
In the focus groups, all we hear are the reflection of either those people who got burned, or the people they’ve talked to. That’s why I’m here. I want to make sure our industry raises its standards continuously, that we commit to the constant never-ending improvements. And if we really do that, it benefits me, my partners, all of our associates, all of us in this industry together, because then viewers will trust us. And I think with compression television coming, and all the other elements that are involved in our business, we have to increase the quality of our relationship with all those viewers and with each other.
SD: I was happy to see Fran Tarkenton back. I know there was period of time when his return was up in the air.
TR: Yes, there was a time that we considered not using him, but part of that was because we wanted to create some differentiation. I think we succeeded in having differentiation and still keeping the best of what we had.
The other thing that pushed me over the edge was that Fran made a lot of personal changes, including developing a quality relationship and quitting chewing tobacco, which he had been doing for almost 20 years. When I first met Fran, he was chewing and spitting in a spittoon. I thought, “This is Fran Tarkenton? I don’t get it.” So I am very proud to be associated with him. I feel even more strongly about our relationship because he is really using the product. And using it at a level that would be more than what most people would expect. That really made a difference for me.
And of course, having Martin there reaches another group of people. Fran will reach the emulators and achievers, and maybe some of the belongers. People who are little America. And I think Martin will reach a lot of the society conscious people because they know Martin will not do anything he does not believe in 1,000%. He gets on the show and says, “My wife ordered the tapes, and I would not have done them because I was too skeptical, but I’m so glad I did. I am here for only one reason and that is to let you know that Tony Robbins is real, he is sincere, and this product absolutely works. It has worked for me and thousands of other people, and if you are wondering if I am being paid...not one thin dime.” I think that is going to have some impact. Maybe I am wrong. Our third show may fall on its butt, who knows, but I am going to feel good about what we put out regardless. And that commitment to quality, I think, is the key to our success so far.
SD: I noticed in the second show that you state very clearly that nobody had been paid for his or her testimony.
TR: That’s correct. And that came out of the focus group, by the way. Because one of the things people said was that they knew the celebrities were all millionaires and being paid. So we had to make it even more explicit in the commercial. We do that again in this show. And then we’ve got Martin saying right up front, “I am not paid to do this.” I think that is pretty strong.
SD: Let’s talk a little more about what you previously alluded to, that people buy tapes and then they don’t use them.
TR: I think it’s true of any product, but especially tapes. It’s worse than books. I don’t know who did the study, but approximately 10% of people who buy a book don’t read past the first chapter. It just looks good, it feels good buying it, and then they put it on the shelf. I feel okay about that myself, because at least the resource is there for them. I buy a lot of books that I do not intend to read now. My schedule is too busy. But I know the books are there, so when I want a particular answer, wham, I can pull it off the shelf. I think the value of our products lies in offering people resources, not only for the present, but also for the future.
SD: What infomercials on the air, aside from your own, do you particularly like?
TR: I like any infomercial that I feel is honest, has integrity, and has no incongruency about it. There are so many shows where marketers make claims and everybody knows they are not true. I was involved recently with an organization that markets quite a few products. On one of their shows, after the woman who was selling the product came off the screen, she said, “You know this product isn’t really very good. The rollers on this thing are sticking, and some of our customers are going to be unhappy.”
And I watched one of the executives there say, “Well, yeah, yeah.” And she said, “No, all they have to do is put on a little lever element to lift the back so it doesn’t stick.” How they are going to deal with that problem will determine if they are going to be here in five years.
Regarding specific shows, I didn’t get to see the whole show, but I just recently saw little bits and pieces of Hooked on Phonics. I liked it primarily because I think the product is so valuable and I think it fills an important need in the culture. I respect the company for bringing it forth. I like Where There is a Will, There’s an A. I think they have done a quality job through time, and I think that’s why they have been successful. I like the people they have on screen, and the way they package what they are doing, and making it the right price point.
I have seen quality shows that unfortunately didn’t sell on the air. I was involved at the very end on Drug Free Kids on PBS. I thought that was a quality show, but it didn’t move me to action, and I didn’t necessarily think the product was the right product. It also required parents to do something. They would much rather buy the tapes for their kids and say, “Listen to this. I’ve supported you, now you be successful.”
SD: You touched on another interesting topic, which is, how do you move someone to action?
TR: Trust, respect and trust. Inspiration to see the possibility that there may be something more and greater for their life. A reinforcement of social proof. Social proof is a major part of my seminar’s meaning. I can sit here all day long and tell you how great a product is, but I would rather have a peer tell you.
Most people think a peer is a someone from Oshkosh, Wisconsin who is overweight and saying this thing made me feel good. I think that is the market for some products, but I think our unique strength is that I’ve gone out there and talked to my friends and people who have an impact. So I get a Martin Sheen on the show, and when he speaks, more people listen. Fran Tarkenton, I think, helps in that area without a doubt. When a congresswoman gets up there...
SD: In my mind, she was the most effective testimonial on the second show. People expect actors and celebrities to do commercials—we think they can be bought. A congresswoman people still feel, despite everything that’s happened in our government, can’t be bought.
TR: I think the audience will see that also. I try to make sure we have a nice balance among different people representing the primary social groups. The other thing is absolute sincerity. I don’t think you can fake that. When I’m looking at the camera, and I do what I call “state bite,” where I am talking right to people—people really like that. The biggest feedback we get is that people want more of me, and want to hear more about what the product is and what we do.
So when I go to do that, I’m looking at that camera, and I’m looking like it’s somebody I absolutely love and respect. I know I am entering somebody’s bedroom. I want to be totally respectful and I also want to challenge them. I want to take care of them as if they were my best friends. I want to talk to them as if they were my children with whom I knew I wanted to share this information. I don’t want to offend them or be too aggressive, but I also want to say, please, if you trust me at all, try this. You’ve got nothing to lose. I’ll take care of it. I’ll take it back if it doesn’t work.
And I think those feelings come through in my face and my eyes. There is no way to manipulate that. And I think you’ve got to believe in your product. All the people in our show believe in our product. Every person there has been influenced by these tapes in a massive way and they want to give something back. A lot of them put their reputations on the line, and a lot of them get attacked for it. Even Fran. And Martin has already gotten it from a few people too. People say to him, “What are you doing on that show, are you crazy? You look like you are endorsing something. What if it doesn’t work out?”
So these people took a big risk with me, and I could not be successful today if it weren’t for the team. The team is all the people who commit their time, support and put their reputations on the line. I would not be anywhere near where I am without them. The team is Guthy-Renker, Lieberman Productions, and Tony Robbins Productions, but the three of us together are all committed to quality. I drive my partners a little crazy sometimes with quality, because my standards of quality are pretty intense, and that has cost us a lot more money. But I respect my partners so much because they may fight me a little bit, and maybe they are right in some places, maybe I should mellow my standards a little bit, but for the most part they are willing to roll with me on it. I think we have been paid back a thousand fold as a result.
*****
Long before infomercials had a name, Public Television was packaging books and videos to sell via 800 numbers as accompaniments to their shows. Marjorie Poore helped innovate these product tie-ins throughout the U.S. You’ll also learn how a more traditional marketer uses television programming in a much subtler way to build a very successful ancillary business.
Steve Dworman: Tell us a little bit about yourself and your background.
Marjorie Poore: I have worked in public television for 19 years on the production side, and actually had been working primarily in production management positions until the early ‘80s when I started developing projects for KQED [in Northern California].
You’ll notice my use of the word “projects” because that’s how we view them. I think some people in my position would say they’re developing “programs” or “productions,” but I started looking at the properties that we were developing in a very comprehensive way. So if we were developing some information about cooking with a special host, one derivative of that might be a television series, but it also might be a book, or some other form of an outreach program.
We started looking at these productions as multi-level projects, in which we might have varying degrees of involvement. The area that actually leads you to me is what we did with cooking programs. Clearly after watching a great chef prepare a menu or some dishes, people wanted to further their involvement and get the book, get the recipes, so they could actually do the things they had just seen performed on television. In about 1983, we did our first project, which was a series called Great Chefs of New Orleans. Luckily, my predecessor had taken it a step further where KQED would also publish the book. Therefore we owned both the book and the TV series, and that was very beneficial.
Back in the early days, and we smile when we remember this, on the first show we had, the program would come to a close, and all the viewer would see would be a key of a phone number. There was no picture of the book, no description of the book, it would just say, “If you would like a copy of the book that contains all the recipes seen on this series, please call the toll-free number on your screen.”
SD: The book probably wasn’t even produced at that point.
MP: Exactly. It’s pretty predictable I guess. In fact, I inherited this area about a week before that first program went on the air, and it took me two days to figure out where the toll-free house was that was managing this operation. And yet the toll-free number had been out on programs that were appearing all over the country.
We’ve been using the same toll-free number service ever since, which is now Neodata. They called me up that Monday and said we had 3,000 orders! I took it very matter-of-factly, I didn’t know that was a good response. We then had to figure out where the books were, get them finished and bound and into cartons and all that. We eventually figured it out, and continued to sell books at a rate of 3,000 a week. Later that summer, I went to a book marketing conference, and a lecturer stood up and said that book telemarketing doesn’t work. So I raised my hand and said that we had sold 30,000 books through telemarketing, and he said, “Well, maybe there’s an exception.”
SD: Another expert...
MP: Right. It was working for us at that time because our audiences were really responding to our cooking shows—especially when the shows would break the mold of being in the studio and go out to restaurants to see different kinds of chefs. Really up until then, Julia Child had been it. Our first goal has always been to provide quality television shows to public television stations. The telemarketing of companion books is just part of the project, which has proven very successful.
SD: Let’s back up for a minute. People might not be aware of how the PBS network system works. Do you develop your shows independently, or in conjunction with the PBS network?
MP: It actually works both ways. Sometimes we develop them in conjunction with the network, and in those cases PBS has provided us with funding for the shows. Often, station producers and independent producers provide the shows. So KCET or KQED may produce a show, or the show may come from an independent production company. There are people who are experienced in what makes a good public television show, and sometimes they will do it without any blessing from the network. To get funding, one has to be in communication with the powers that be in public television.
SD: The cooking show that you refer to, was that aired locally, or nationally on the network?
MP: It was aired on public television stations around the country. It was not actually the PBS network.
SD: So it’s picked up, as in syndication?
MP: Yes.
SD: Do you have any idea what the viewership was?
MP: No, but our cooking shows tend to rate about a 2 rating point.
SD: We just did a seminar in which it was proved conclusively that ratings have nothing to do with responsiveness to direct marketing ads on television.
MP: That’s right. I think that’s something public television people inherently know. We try to give some weight to the impact a program has. It depends on the relationship of the program to the person. In fact, since these cookbooks got started, 85 to 90% of our business is still from cookbooks. We’re working over 60 titles. It’s still very heavily a cooking and how-to response that works. My theory on why other programs that get higher ratings don’t work is that I don’t think someone who has just spent an hour of their life watching a show about submarines wants to pursue that interest, whereas with cooking, they do. I think they’ve had it with submarines after an hour.
SD: After the cooking show, I would assume you made a profit on the cookbooks. What happens to the money then? Does it go into producing other shows?
MP: It depends. We have done some cooking shows where we’ve counted on the book sales to actually pay for the production itself. In other cases it goes to help support our station. One of the goals of KQED in particular has been to develop sources of revenue besides pledging on-air. It’s a wonderful way to become self-supporting.
It also provides a viewer service. We feel pretty strongly that it helps change the relationship between the viewer and the station, and the relationship to public television. Say they watch Cooking at the Academy and they got so excited by what they saw that they ordered the book. They get the book and decide to have a dinner party, and they make this scrumptious meal, and what do they talk about that night? They talk about the cooking show. And that benefits us. It allows us to have a greater impact on our viewers, which is what public television loves to do.
We know we don’t get the kind of ratings that commercial television does, but we like to believe we have a higher impact. And we like to believe that benefits our funders as well. The funder of Cooking at the Academy is Braun, a very savvy and smart company. The cookbook extends their association with the show, because the people who order the book see the Braun name and support in the book, and they associate Braun with fine cooking and high quality. So that’s the total picture.
SD: What was the next step after the cooking show?
MP: We’ve probably developed and launched about 15 cooking series. We then started to talk this up to other PBS stations. By this time, we had set up the telemarketing and fulfillment operations to support all this. A lot of other stations were not interested in getting involved in this end of the business, and many of them only had one or two projects a year, or every two years. So we offered them the service of handling the telemarketing and fulfillment. That’s how we ended up with so many titles. We’ve done a wide range of properties, from Victory Garden books, to This Old House books, some of the James Burke books, The Civil War, lesser-known how-to books like How to Buy an Oriental Carpet, and How to Survive an Earthquake.
SD: Where you involved in the Cosmos series or The Astronomers?
MP: No, we were not involved in The Astronomers. Some stations in the system are able to do their own fulfillment, and KCET in Los Angeles is one of them.
SD: Do you have your own facility for fulfillment?
MP: No, we subcontract. We use Neodata for telephone service and we use Motivational Packaging for fulfillment service.
SD: But you had all the computer software, everything in place with them?
MP: Yes, and also managing the service. We have quite a big role in tracking inventory, ordering inventory, handling customer service, managing the operation. A lot of stations in the system don’t have a clue about how to negotiate with publishers, and there are huge minimums that these services have that the other stations couldn’t afford. We do all the financial reports, and make sure that expenses are reasonable.
SD: Now do you have enough faith in the project that you have the books produced before the show is rolled out?
MP: On cooking shows, we do a lot of our own publishing, and yes, we gear up to produce a series and produce a book. We’ve published several of the books through KQED. In just over a year, we’ve had 70,000 viewers call in for Cooking at the Academy. And an equally phenomenal success with our recent Jacques Pepin series, Today’s Gourmet.
SD: I’m not familiar with him.
MP: In the food world, he’s a real god, and also a very attractive Frenchman and a wonderful on-air presence. We’ve had over 80,000 people call in for his book in 18 months.
SD: And what do the books generally sell for?
MP: Both of those books were selling for $12.95. Recently we raised Cooking at the Academy to $14.95.
SD: So you’re about at the million-dollar range in terms of gross taken in.
MP: Yes. And that doesn’t include bookstore sales.
SD: When you say you’re at 70 to 80,000 in sales, over what period of time did that happen? How many airings of the show, how many weeks, how many times a week is that?
MP: It’s pretty complex. The first factor is the number of shows in a series. Today’s Gourmet has 26 programs, Cooking at the Academy had 13.
The other thing you need to look at, which is very difficult in public television, is the number of re-runs. Public television is a very loose network, and actually stations make their own decisions at the local level. So we have developed fairly sophisticated promotion programs just to get the stations to run our cooking shows and run them in good time slots. Right now there is enormous competition in public television for cooking shows. So you can’t take for granted that your show will be run.
The next factor is the percentage of U.S. markets that the series reach. And that’s fairly stable. KQED does have a reputation for producing high-quality cooking shows, so we usually get between 80 to 85% coverage. The really difficult question is how many times those shows are repeated. We usually get carried for the first run, but after that it’s very difficult to track.
SD: And an episode in the first run can repeat two or three times in the same week.
MP: Exactly. Another factor is the market. For example, KCET in Los Angeles happens to be an excellent cookbook market. And by the way, we do not really study this religiously, that’s where our public television side comes out. We’re not really marketers at heart, so more sophisticated marketers would have a lot more information than we have.
We’ve spent more of our energies getting the books published and making this work than in tracking information. Last time we checked, Boston was not a great book-selling market. Chicago is excellent.
SD: I might be getting too specific, but is there a drop-off in orders from the first airing of a show on a first run to a second airing in the same week?
MP: I’m sort of amazed at how level it stays. The response seems to remain very level.
SD: And what about when the show goes into its second run?
MP: We just don’t know. It would be fascinating to know, but we just don’t.
SD: Let’s talk about the bookstore sales. How do they compare with the direct response sales?
MP: It’s been running about half.
SD: So when you mention selling 80,000 of the cookbooks, then you might have sold another 40,000 through retail?
MP: Yes.
SD: That’s fascinating. You’re selling a lot of books.
MP: Yes, we’re selling a lot of books.
SD: Tell me about videotape sales. That’s a relatively new development within the last couple of years?
MP: Yes. They have not worked at all for cooking. That’s pretty common knowledge. They’re starting to work in other areas, like the how-to areas. I think if you had a program like How to Survive an Earthquake, and you had it in book and video form, my guess is that you’d be running 50/50 between book and video. And it’s very price sensitive. If you can get that video down to $14.95, you’ll probably sell more videos than books.
SD: If a viewer were that interested in a show like The Astronomers or Cosmos, which were both released as video sets, why wouldn’t they just tape the shows off the air?
MP: I’m not an expert in this area, but I think that people just don’t get their act together to do that. They also like the packaging. We do a have a more affluent customer base that can afford to not go through the hassle. They may not realize until the end of the program that they want to keep a copy of it.
SD: That’s true.
MP: People also say to me that if viewers see the recipe on the screen, they won’t buy the book.
SD: The videos generally sell about as many as the books, but not in the cooking field?
MP: Right. There’s just not a success story out there about a cooking video selling really well.
SD: To what do you attribute that?
MP: I think there’s something very special about cookbooks, and the way one would use a cookbook just doesn’t come close to the way one could use a cooking video. Plus the value, you get a cookbook with 100 or more recipes. There can’t possibly be more than ten recipes on a cooking video—there are usually only four to six. And you have to take time to watch it. And it could be that there are so many cooking shows on public television that people think, why should they pay for something they can get for free?
SD: Do you find that the correlation extends to retail?
MP: Yes. There have been a couple that did okay, but there’s no great story.
SD: You rank the success of book and video projects with the most successful category being cooking, and the second how-to. How do the others follow?
MP: Way, way behind. On a typical prime-time documentary-type series, you’ll get between 100 and 500 responses. And that’s a program that should theoretically have double the audience of a cooking show. So with a show like Cooking at the Academy we get 2,500 responses, and that’s with half the audience of an average documentary program.
SD: That’s fascinating.
MP: The only exception we’ve seen to that is if something is a collectible. If it’s an art series and maybe people want to collect the art book, there might be a higher response. James Burke had a phenomenal response on his last series that we did.
SD: So the order of response is?
MP: First is cooking, second is other how-to, and third is something that is collectible or perhaps religious. Everything else is last place.
SD: Even though you didn’t do it, how did shows like The Astronomers and Cosmos do?
MP: Through the grapevine, I heard they did poorly. Now Cosmos, you can’t really compare because telemarketing wasn’t really up and running at that point in public television. We really pioneered this with our cooking shows.
SD: What about The Civil War?
MP: It did poorly.
SD: The book did well at the retail level.
MP: Over the air, it did not do well. I have to tell you some other factors I didn’t mention before. Another factor is where the offer is placed. There’s been a dispute about that in public television. Some powerful forces, like the PBS network in Washington, feel very firmly that these offers may be viewed as clutter by our viewers. They feel very strongly that the offers should appear after the PBS logo. So in other words, there’s the question of how many people tune out after the credits and never see the offer. Because of that, KQED has taken all of its programs through another distribution service that allows us to put the offer on right after the program.
SD: What do you mean by another distribution service?
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