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On a recent commute between our Seattle and Portland offices, our team had some insightful 
discussions about business and the future.  It all started after listening to a speech by an ad 
industry executive who referred to his media department as "distribution."  In his speech, he 
emphasized that it fit his analog model well because the creative, not media, did the heavy 
lifting in his communication strategy.  Media needed to simply find ways to get that message to 
the right consumers.  
 
But in the digital space, media is decidedly not distribution.  In fact, we believe digital media 
should be as creative as anything we run on it.  It should be viewed as an interaction point with 
consumers.   
 
The problem is that many agencies still by and large treat the digital space the same as any 
other distribution channel.  The formula is as follows: banner ads that lead to microsites should 
be pasted everywhere.  But digital is more than this past distribution mentality.   
 
Today, the best websites provide more than just content.  They provide the opportunity to 
comment, review, post, friend, send and personalize.  There is no clear delineation between the 
content, message and interaction. To succeed, we must embrace this paradigm shift. 
 
We’re not saying ads and microsites are dead.  Not by a long-shot.  But their use is changing.  
Increasingly, we see them as important support points to experience-based communication.   
Brands and agencies that succeed in this new environment will provide something of value to 
the consumer, not just an offer or disruption.  And we believe that actual experiences will begin 
to take place with the brand. 
 
Experiences are happening now.  Just as the blog, profile page and inbox have become the 
new portals; we must find new ways to tell our story across more natural, efficient and elegant 
platforms.  Simply put, consumers expect more.  Guiding users to click and find the “big idea” is 
not the main goal anymore.  
 
So how do we define an “experience?” 
  
First, experiences are not the “big idea.”  These large brand concepts, which are often focused 
on static messaging, lack the ability to morph to meet changing consumer desires.  However, 
experiences can jump curves across platforms to evolve with the needs of the audience.  As a 
result, experiences have the power to change behaviors and expectations. 
 
Second, great experiences are a lot like innovative products or design.  That is, they fulfill an 
unmet need; make a meaningful connection with the consumer, offer utility and drive revenue.   
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For example, Virgin America’s RED Interactive system and Mini-Cooper’s relationship selling 
are both great examples of cross platform experiences because they both leverage digital and 
physical elements to fundamentally change the in-flight and car buying experience.  
 
In addition, think about the way NBC’s HULU.com aggregates premium video content for 
viewers, how Microsoft Surface Technology allows consumers to physically connect with digital 
data and images.   
 
Moving from “ads to experiences” isn’t something the industry started.  The consumer did. 
 
**This article was originally published in Media-Inc, March 2009. 
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