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Barack Obama's run for the White House
was a model of marketing excellence, argues
Professor John Quelch Here's why it worked
so well.

Editor's Note: Harvard Business School
professor John Quelch writes a blog on
marketing issues, called Marketing Know:
How, for Harvard Business Online. It is
reprinted on HBS Working Knowledge.

When the book is written on this election,
it should not be titled The Making of a
President but The Marketing of a President.
Barack Obama's campaign is a case study in
marketing excellence.

True, it was always going to be a
Democratic year. An unpopular war, an
incumbent Republican president with rock
bottom approval ratings, and many Republican
incumbents retiring from Congress as a result
all meant that change was in the air. Add to that
the economic meltdown that decimated millions
of 401(k) retirement plans and undercut any
Republican claim to be the better steward of the
economy.

But, even so, for an inexperienced,
single-term, African-American senator tagged
with the most liberal voting record to defeat the
heir apparent in his own party and then go on to
hold off the much-vaunted Republican machine
is a truly remarkable achievement. Much of it
has to do with Obama's instinct for marketing.

First, Obama's personal charisma, his
listening and public speaking skills, his
consistently positive and unruffled demeanor,
and his compelling biography attracted the
attention and empathy of voters.

Second, Obama converted this empathy into
tangible support. More citizens volunteered
time and money to help the Obama campaign
than any previous presidential candidate.
Indeed, he attracted more donors than the entire
Democratic or Republican party nationwide.
Almost half of Obama's unprecedented $639
million in funds raised from individuals came
from small donors giving $300 or less.

Like any great brand,
Obamahas built up a bond
of trust with the American
people.

Third, his fundraising prowess was aided
by his appreciation and wuse of all
communications media, notably the Internet, to
engage voters. Obama picked up where Howard
Dean left off. He leveraged his website, the
blogosphere, and even user-generated content
(remember Obama Girl) and video games to
engage not just donors and volunteers but all
citizens. From the imaginative campaign logo to
the  thirty-minute  infomercial, = Obama's
communications were professional without
being slick, attention-getting without being
in-your-face.

Fourth, Obama reached out to all citizens.
He targeted his message beyond previous or
likely voters. He built a coalition that energized

young, first-time voters and registered
thousands of previous non-voters. His
organization encouraged early voting by

Democrats to build well-publicized poll leads
and to reduce the chances of supporters being
discouraged from voting by long lines at polling
places on election day. This policy of inclusion
meant that voting records were set in the
general election and the primaries.

Fifth, his advertising messages and his tone
and demeanor throughout the campaign
consistently communicated his upbeat themes
of hope and "change you can believe in." The
emotional appeal was buttressed with solid and
specific policy details. The ability to combine
emotional with functional benefits and the
discipline to be consistent in positioning and
message delivery are core to all successful
branding campaigns. Ads that dealt with
specific policy issues, even ads criticizing
McCain, all continued to communicate the core
themes.

Obama’'s communications
were professional without
being slick.

Sixth, he anticipated and outsmarted the
competition. Throughout, he showed respect for
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Clinton and then McCain, even as he
successfully tagged a McCain administration as
Bush's third term. But he and his advisers
managed the political chess board brilliantly.
Early on, he anticipated and defused negative
criticisms by admitting to past indiscretions in
his autobiography. His campaign rebutted the
criticisms in a hostile biography point by point
before they gained traction. Negative
advertising by his opponents was countered
quickly, not only in ads but on the Internet as
well.

Seventh, he fought the ground war as
brilliantly as the air war. Building on Howard
Dean's 50 state strategy, he built his primary
delegate count by investing time in Democratic
caucuses in red states; the organizations he built
for the primaries in these states set him up to
win several of them in the general. In the
closing weeks, he put McCain on defense in
multiple red states, making it tough for the
Republican to focus his efforts. Having relied
on public funding, McCain ended up having to
make some tough trade-offs regarding where to
go and where to spend his money. Obama did
not.

Finally, Obama chose an excellent
marketing and campaign team, and managed
them well. From start to finish, there was no
public dissension. He chose a non-controversial,
experienced Senator as his running mate who
complemented his lack of foreign policy skills.
McCain only assembled a smooth-running
campaign team late in the day. And the
maverick made a surprise choice of an unknown
running mate that, in the final analysis, undercut
his ability to tag Obama as inexperienced, and
called McCain's judgment into question.

Like any great brand, Obama has built up a
bond of trust with the American people. His
election has also given the United States the
opportunity to reestablish its moral leadership
around the world. But like any brand, he has to
deliver now on his promises, both actual and
perceived. In the current economy, that will not
be easy.
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