Ch. 13: Advertising: The Media Support Industry

CHAPTER OPENER

The Subservient Chicken

Millions of people found out about the subservient chicken from their friends by e-mail.  When they accessed the Web site they first saw the Burger King logo, and then they saw a giant chicken in garters.  Or rather, they saw a person in a chicken suit wearing a garter belt in a nondescript living room.

In fact, the room had all the ambiance of a voyeuristic Web cam site, windowless with cheap furniture.  And like a Web cam porno site, the visitor typed in commands (“wreck the room,” “lay an egg” “do Pilates”) and the chicken complied.  Subserviently. Unless you actually asked it to do something pornographic, in which case it approached the camera and shook a forbidding wing feather at you.  The responses of the chicken were cleverly achieved using an archive of canned video clips.  The video clips were so seamlessly presented, and the commands that the chicken could follow were so numerous, that many visitors believed, at least at first, that the chicken character was live.


The chicken’s compliance was meant to reinforce Burger King's "Have it Your Way" trademark for 20-to-30 year-olds who are media savvy and do not respond to more mainstream advertising.  There was a link on the site labeled “BK TenderCrisp,” which took you to the fast-food chain's home page.  There were also links for a chicken mask you could print out and wear, and most importantly as far as the ad’s creators were concerned, a “Tell a friend” button.  If you hit it, you got a completed e-mail message ready to address to a friend:
Finally, somebody in a chicken costume who will do whatever you want. Check it out: http://www.subservientchicken.com
In fact, the idea was for the site to “go viral” and be passed around to friends.  It is a truism in the advertising business that the most offbeat ads are the ones that will proliferate by viral marketing, which relies on word of mouth rather than paid advertising.

The viral marketing seemed to work. When the site was launched, only 20 people were told about it — all friends of people who worked at the ad agency.  In its first week, more than 400,000 people visited the site.  Within two months, 20 million people had, and a search for the phrase "subservient chicken" on the Internet search engine Google produced more than 40,000 results, including several that cataloged more than 300 commands that the chicken could obey.


The Web site was a phenomenon, but many experts asked if it was effective advertising.  Some said it was ineffective because they didn’t think that it was actually selling any Burger King TenderCrisp Chicken sandwiches.  But the site’s creators thought otherwise.  After all, not only was the chicken site drawing consumers away from other advertising on the Web, they were doing so willingly. Anytime you can persuade the public to voluntarily pay attention to an advertising campaign, you have scored a coup. One of the creators explained that the whole idea was to get site visitors to like the Burger King brand.  “If consumers like your brand, they're more likely to go experience your brand,” he says. ''So it's no different than a charming television commercial -- except that, on average, people spend seven minutes with it.''
  
� 	Alex Bogusky, a partner in the ad firm Crispin Porter & Bogusky, quoted in Rob Walker, “Consumed: Poultry-Geist,” The New York Times Magazine online, May 23, 2004.





