Benetton Group S.P.A..: Raising Consciousness and Controversy with Global Advertising
Benetton Group S.p.A., the Italy-based global clothing retailer, exhibits something of a dual personality.  Academics have hailed the company’s information technology expertise: Benetton has also been cited as a textbook example of a flagship global firm that excels at building relationships.  Moreover, the company continues to innovate in the area of upstream value chain activities:  A recent article in Sloan Management Review explains how Benetton is rethinking its global supplier and distributor network.  By contrast, the company has gained a great deal of publicity-much of it negative-for an advertising strategy that, over the course of nearly two decades, has emphasized social issues rather than the company’s products.

Worldwide sales of Benetton’s brightly-colored knitwear and contemporary clothing doubled between 1988 and 1993 to 2.75 trukkuib kure ($1.63 billion).  In 1993 alone, sales were up about 10 percent, and net income increased by 13 percent.  The strong showing in 1993 was due in part to the devaluation of the Italian lira, which enabled Benetton to cut prices for its clothing around the world.  By contrast, 1994 results were discouraging.  Sales were flat at $1.69 billion, operating profits fell 5 percent, to $245 million, and margins narrowed to 13.9 percent, down from 14.7 percent during 1991 to 1993.  The sales slump was surprising in view of the fact that Benetton had opened stores in China, Eastern Europe, and India and extended the brand into new categories, such as footwear and cosmetics.

Some industry observers believed that Benetton’s wounds were due in part to a backlash from Benetton’s highly controversial global advertising campaigns, now several years old, keyed to the theme “The United Colors of Benetton.”  Various executions of the ads, in magazines and on posters and billboards, featured provocative, even shocking photos designed to focus public attention on social and political issues such as the environment, terrorism, racial issues, and sexually transmitted diseases.  Te creative concept of the ads reflected the views of Oliviero Toscani, creative director and chief photographer for Benetton.  “I have found out that advertising is the richest and most powerful medium existing today.  Therefore, I feel responsible to do more than say,’ our sweater is pretty,” he told The New York Times.  Noted Victorio Rava, worldwide advertising manager, “We believe out advertising needs to shock, otherwise people will not remember it.”
One of the first ads to stir controversy depicted a white hand and a black hand joined by handcuffs; another showed an angelic elite child embracing a black child whose hair was unmistakably styled to resemble the horns of a devil.  An ad with a picture of a black woman nursing a white baby appeared in 77 countries; while banned in the United States and the United Kingdom, and ad won awards in France and Italy.  In fall 1991, several U.S. magazine publishers refused to carry some of the ads; one depicted a nun kissing a priest.  A picture of a newborn baby covered with a bloody placenta was also rejected.  According to Benetton’s Rava, “We didn’t envision a political idea when we started this “Colors” strategy five years ago, but now, with racist problems becoming more important in every country it has become political on its own.”

With its next series of ads, Benetton used images associated with sexuality.  As Peter Fressola, director of communication explained the message strategy, “We’re saying there are two important issues to be addressed, and they are overpopulation and sexually transmitted diseases such as AIDS.  I think it is time to take the gloves off and put on the rubbers and address these issues.”  In an interview with Advertising Age, Toscani explained, “Everybody uses emotion to sell a product.  We want to show, in this case, human realities that we are aware of.”  The ads broke new ground for the images they presented; A man dying of AIDS surrounded by his family; a montage of multicolored condoms; a group of people with the initials HIV stamped on their arms; test tubes filled with blood labeled with the names of world leaders.
In France, the HIV ad caused a great deal of controversy.  One man who was dying of AIDS ran an ad with a picture of his own face above a headline that read, “During the agony, the sales continue.”  In the United States, where the number of Benetton stores had been slowly dwindling, the ads were poorly received by many customers and Benetton retailers.  The manger on Benetton store in Biloxi, Mississippi, received telephone calls from people who said they refused to shop at stores selling products from a “sick” company.  In Florida, one franchisee closed a dozen Benetton locations, nothing, “It is not our function as retailers to raise the consciousness of people.  I’ve had long, hard fights with Italy over the advertising,” In an effort to help mollify its American licensees, Benetton began providing them with local ads featuring clothing instead of social issues.  At the national level, however, Benetton continued the controversial ads.  When asked about the possible negative impact of customer boycotts, Luciano Benetton, president of the company’s U.S. division, said, “It’s silly to change direction because someone in the market thinks it’s not right.  We are sincere, and we are consistent in pursing it this way.”
Simon Anholt, an industry consultant and author of a book about international advertising, has asserted that the campaign’s critics were missing the point.  For one thing, notes Anholt, the goal of much youth-oriented advertising is to make a brand famous rather than to sell a product; Benetton’s advertising has certainly accomplished this goal.  A second point is that there is not meant to be a rational link between the message and the product per se; the target audience for the Benetton brand neither looks for nor desires such a link.  Instead, Anholt believes, young people often wish to identify with a mindset or a philosophy; the marketer’s task in such instances is to link the philosophy to the company’s brand.  Finally, Anholt suggests that the Benetton campaign may well have been designed to shock the parents of Benetton’s target consumers’ according to this view, young people are often attracted to the “hot” brands or “cool’ styles that an older demographic may find offensive.

In the spring of 1994, Toscani pushed the envelope even further.  A new $15 million ad campaign that ran in 25 countries featured a picture of the bloody uniform of a Croatian soldier who had died in the Yugoslavian civil war.  Although Benetton executives had come to expect criticism, they were unprepared for the latest reaction.  The company was accused of exploiting the war for the sake of profit.  In France, many of the offending posters were pulled down or covered with graffiti reading “boycott Benetton” and “this is blood for money.”  The French minister for humanitarian affairs even made a public announcement discouraging people from buying Benetton sweater; he called for his fellow citizens to “pull (the sweaters) off people who are going to wear them.”  In some parts of Germany and Switzerland, the company’s products were banned.  Some media reports alleged it did not belong to the fallen soldier named in the ad.  The Vatican newspaper charged Benetton with “advertising terrorism.”

Luciano Benetton acknowledged that, “This is not what a corporate communications campaign should do.  It should create interest.”  Still, he vowed the company would continue “to search for new facts and new emotions” to include in its ads.  Indeed, when the Sarajevo daily newspaper Oslo bodhenie (Liberation) requested posters of the ad to put up around the city, Benetton supplied 10,000 copies.

Benetton occasionally put controversy aside and ran more mainstream ads.  In 1995, the Chiat/Day agency created a television campaign that featured models posing and dancing against a white background while a voiceover presented the models’ thoughts.  In mid-1997, a new print campaign featured individual close-up portraits of young people from around the world juxtaposed with photos of Benetton apparel on the facing page.  Benetton also teamed up with the United Nations for a campaign keyed to the International Year of Volunteers 2001.  In 1998, aiming to boost sales and reach a broader market in the United States, Benetton reached an accord with retailer Sears, Roebuck and Co.  A new, lower-priced clothing line, Benetton USA, was created especially for Sears.
By 1999, however, Toscani was championing a new cause: prisoners on death row in the United States.  Once again, a number of critics took the company to task.  Bob Garfield, the highly-regarded ad reviewer for Advertising Age magazine, awarded the campaign zero stars on a one-to four-star rating system.  Garfield had dismissed some of Benetton’s previous ads as “banal expressions of moral outrage over war, racism, and disease.”  Although Garfield acknowledged that the issue of capital punishment was worth exploring, he asserted that “no brand has the right to increase its sales on the backs, on the misery, on the fates of condemned men and women…”

In 2000, the state of Missouri filed a lawsuit against Benetton alleging that the company had misrepresented itself when requesting the interviews with death-row inmates.  A week after the suit was filed; Sears cancelled its agreement with Benetton. (The lawsuit was settled after Benetton officials agreed to apologize to several Missouri families whose relatives were murder victims.)  In May 2000, three months after the launch of the “We, On Death Row” campaign, Oliviero Toscani resigned from Benetton.  In an interview with Ad Age Global in 2001, Toscani defended his body of work.  “Most good ads are forgotten after six months, but who still remembers the Benetton ad with the priest kissing the nun?  Ten years later and people remember!  That’s immortality!” he said.  He also noted that Benetton’s sales in 2000 were 20 times greater than they had been at the beginning of his career with the company.

 Still, in 2000, U.S. sales accounted for just 11 percent of the Benetton’s $1.8 billion in revenues, and the number of stores in the United States had dwindled to 150.    In 2001, Benetton launched a new $10 million campaign in the United States that sidestepped social issues.  The new ads, which some observers viewed as similar to ads for Gap, featured lively multiethnic models dancing in the company’s knitwear.  Benetton also announced plans to open new mega stores in key U.S. cities such as New York and Atlanta.
1. Do you believe Benetton is sincere in its efforts to promote social causes thought its advertising?

2. Compare and contrast the controversy over the “We, On Death Row” advertising campaign with the controversies generated by the earlier campaigns of the 1990’s.  Do you think Americans would respond differently than, say, Europeans? Why?

3. There is a saying in the marketing world that “there is no such thing as bad publicity.”  Does that apply in the Benetton case?

4. Assess Benetton’s efforts to boost sales in the United States.  What recommendations would you make to management?

