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Introduction

Air Canada is a brand with universal recognition like virtually no other in Canada. The company has a long, storied history, and a hugely dominant position in the domestic airline industry.

And it has a one of the most tarnished brands in the country.

Founded in 1937, Air Canada has a fleet of 332 aircraft,
 Air Canada’s primary product is air transportation – both goods and passengers. It offers domestic throughout Canada and to many international destinations. Air Canada also has a range of associated secondary and tertiary revenue streams that include holiday packages, as well as in-flight services like executive upgrades, meal and beverage services. Air Canada is, literally, almost everywhere in Canada – it has a commanding presence in all major airports as well as most secondary airports.

Air Canada has only one significant competitor in the domestic air travel market: Westjet Airlines, based out of Calgary. Westjet was originally intended to be a low-cost carrier modeled after American airlines Southwest Airlines and Morris Air. The company stormed into the market with dramatic growth between 1999 and 2003, primarily because it was effectively positioned as the “other” airline to fill the vacuum left by the acquisition of Canadian Airlines by Air Canada. Because of its smaller size, Westjet has been able to be more agile in its corporate strategy. Its differentiation has been through the use of non-union employees who participated in a profit-sharing agreement, cementing buy-in to the corporate strategy of controlling cost, and a casual, upbeat work environment, to foster good customer service. This strategy also allowed Westjet to offer substantially lower fares, and claw out a foothold in the marketplace.
Ostensibly, according to its customer service plan, Air Canada’s core proposition is to “provide you with an air travel experience that meets your needs…we aim to deliver a consistent level of service.”
 This is an uninspiring goal for the added value Air Canada’s brand should bring to customers, both functionally and emotionally, bereft of passion or a strong commitment to customer satisfaction. 
The strongest reason that this brand is in need of rehabilitation is its current public perception in the domestic air travel market. As Alan Middleton, professor of marketing @ York University, says, “"It takes years of neglect or mismanagement to destroy a strong brand, and even longer to rejuvenate a brand that has fallen into disrepair."
 Since its acquisition of Canadian Airlines in 2000, Air Canada has struggled in its position as the market share dominator, coming under fire for its customer service issues, increasing competition on both its domestic and overseas routes, and the sharp increase in costs across the airline industry. In a time when cost cutting is required to maintain profitability, while the market continues to demand lower fares, Air Canada has allowed its brand to be degraded by ineffectively delivering its message – and failing to satisfy its customers. Indeed, if one was to reflect on the core proposition, the largest group of internal stakeholders, its employees, have wholeheartedly embraced its implied goal of lackluster, half-hearted customer service.

And what do its external stakeholders think about the Air Canada brand? According to a Canadian Business Magazine survey of professionals in 2006, it was considered the worst managed brand in Canada for the last two years running.
 Obviously, one group of its most important stakeholders, business travel customers, believes there are significant issues. There are many, many instances of negative experiences published online, in weblogs, forums and other online media.
 

The segment most important to reach in rehabilitating its brand is the domestic air traveler segment. They are not Air Canada's most profitable segment, but they represent Air Canada’s largest customer segment. The generally negative attitude towards Air Canada has come predominantly as a result of this segment’s experiences of the brand. 

It’s important to realize that there is substantial movement from one segment to the other. For instance, when travelers who usually fly for vacation are required to travel for business, their past experiences as part of the domestic leisure segment will have an impact on their purchase decision making process. If Air Canada continues to position itself as an elitist airline catering to the most profitable customer segments, those travelers will look elsewhere, because of their lack of brand loyalty, fostered by the all-to-common indifferent attitude towards customer service by Air Canada employees.

Air Canada has two strategic goals that are crucial to increasing the brand value, recapturing customer loyalty and repositioning itself as the customer service champion in the domestic airline industry:

1. Refocus. Now. Air Canada needs to explicitly state, at the strategic level, that it is customer focused and relationship driven. The fragmented IMC strategy that Air Canada currently employs needs to be brought sharply into focus on anticipating customer needs, in a profitable fashion. No more excuses about rising fuel costs or labour issues from the CEO. The chairman has a responsibility to provide direction, not excuses, to both create a strategic vision, and, in Air Canada’s case, to raise their sensitivity to being responsive to the needs of their customers. Essentially, the CEO needs to act as the “brand steward.” He or she has the role of empowering employees to understand the brand message, and enabling each one of them to embody it. It isn’t enough for Air Canada to start a new advertising campaign that says, “We’re customer focused.” As Marie Germain of Brand Revival states, “The consumer is not stupid, won't buy it; it won't change their attitude. It will take some time….To go out with brand information in their advertising would be a waste of time right now because it would be like putting lipstick on a pig.”

2. Surprise and delight your customers. In empowering employees, management needs to give each and every employee the authority to resolve a customer’s issue in the most appropriate fashion. This shows employees that they are an important part of the team, and that they are respected, and trusted, by the company’s management, that they will do the right thing to maintain – and strengthen – that customer relationship. Allow them to surprise customer with unexpected advantages. Inspire employees to thrill customers with unexpected bonuses. If there are seats available in business class, upgrade a customer who looks harried or tired. If a flight is delayed, credit everyone’s frequent flyer plan for a moderate amount. Not only will the experience be unbelievably positive for the customer, it also is satisfying for the employees – having the chance to make someone’s day in that fashion is incredibly uplifting. By providing top-down support for a switch to a more customer-focused, customer-driven experience, Air Canada will be able to differentiate itself from its competition not by its price points, but by its own merit as a company. Westjet differentiates by being quirky, funny, and the folksy upstart. Air Canada should pursue its own differentiation that ignores Westjet’s marketing. Instead of trying to be like the competition, both in attitude and price, be something more: the one who doesn’t make their customers laugh, but makes them relax.

This message also needs to be delivered through a comprehensive brand positioning strategy, and supporting creative message strategy, to validate the positioning statement:

Air Canada offers competitive, simplified air travel fares and a superior travel experience that our customers love, and our competitors hate.

Air Canada’s new campaign is focused on reigniting brand loyalty, and awareness of its renewed focus on total customer satisfaction, following up on the adjusted brand promise in the integrated marketing communications campaign of committed customer relationship management, and a positive customer experience. The essence of the campaign is Air Canada regaining the trust of both former and current customers; the trust that they view their customers as something more than a seat number. As Garo Keresteci of Fuse Marketing Group said, Air Canada the ideal position to place their brand is as a “combination of a good price and a good customer experience.” This message strategy is poised to do just that, emphasizing transparency, empathy, stellar customer relationship management and showing that Air Canada is changing how it does business.
Market Segmentation and Targeting

The target prospect segment for the new creative message strategy is the domestic family traveller. The demographic characteristics for this target include:


-35-54 years old


-moderately higher than average income


-generally Caucasian/high Asian
-town/suburban homeowners


-some college/university education
-professional/white-collar employment


-married with 1-2 children

Using the PRIZM classification system, the segment is comprised primarily of the “Kids & Cul-de-Sacs” and “Beltway Boomers” classifications. Using the VALS system of classification, these are believers and/or thinkers, who value order, knowledge, responsibility, practicality and fairly brand loyal. They’re motivated by ideals, which the creative message is intended to target, with its emotionally compelling imagery and tone.

When examining the level of brand relationship that these customers have with Air Canada, inertia loyalty is the likely involvement level. Limited choice and a lack of a competing, comprehensive flight connection infrastructure are the most likely reasons tying customers to the brand. It is interesting to note that Westjet uses an egalitarian flavour to many of its ads, making it clear that everyone on the flight enjoys the same treatment – directly targeting this demographic profile in many ways. The higher involvement decision-making process that is typically associated with this type of purchase encourages the explicit use of recourse in customer interaction, that easy access to a customer service representative who can solve a problem. In order for the brand integrity to be renewed with this market segment, Air Canada needs to embrace the three aspects of the consistency triangle, but most notably the “do” messages that relate specifically to product performance, the place where the company has lacked consistency in the past.
The brand adoption potential for the target prospect segment is high – with a caveat. The profile of the target segment suggests that two things are likely to encourage brand adoption: comfort, and attractive pricing. However, if the creative message strategy can access the emotional aspect of the decision-making process and then be supported by the customer relationship management throughout the brand experience, the comfort aspect will hopefully outweigh price comparison as an adoption driver.

In order to successfully reach the target market, the creative message has both an explicit and an implicit aspect. The explicit aspect of the brand message is, simply, “We will get you and your family where you’re going with a minimum of hassle, and we’ll make sure you enjoy it enough to want to use us again.” The implicit and brutally honest aspect of the brand message, however, is “We’ve changed – and we want you to see how. Try us, and learn to trust us again.” The message appeal most appropriate in delivering this brand message is using strong emotional response.

The message is suitable for the target market for a number of reasons. The first is that, by using strongly emotive creative approaches, the message will resonate with the target market segment. Given the focus on families in the 35-54 years old age category, emotionally-charged situations that focus on children and family will be more likely to generate an emotional response. The creative focus is not using fear, but reinforcement of the safety needs in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, where security of family lies.
 The goal is to re-prioritize that need, and illustrate how Air Canada’s brand message can satisfy that need as is related to their air travel experience.

Secondly, the message is suitable for the target market because of their life stage. The target age group includes both Generation X and late stage baby boomers, which James Tenser refers to as the “Boom-X.”
 Julie Danis, senior VP of mind and mood for Interpublic Group of Cos. Foote Cone & Belding opines that the segment is very focused on child rearing, and that a major part of their attitude is “Focus on my family first.”  

This market segment also wants to get a deal but not sacrifice quality. If Air Canada’s product works well for the customer, price will not likely be a major issue. Tenser identifies the market segment as significant spenders They are, however, demanding as a result of their focus on a quality product. The segment is also cynical, however, and distrustful of institutions, a challenge to the overall IMC strategy. It further reinforces, however, how important the follow-through on the brand promise is, when the creative message strategy is successful in driving a response. These beliefs and desired benefits are important segmentation variables, and are a significant driver of the creative message strategy.
Situational Analysis

Internal Factors

Air Canada, under the direction of the Vice President of Marketing, Charles McKee, uses an outside advertising agency for their marketing production and promotional plan execution, in addition to a comprehensive. Marketel, a leading agency based in Montreal, Quebec, has been their agency of choice for the last several years. Although Air Canada employs a sizeable internal marketing and communications department, Marketel, an award-winning agency, is heavily involved in almost aspect of their IMC strategies, including sourcing and maintaining strategic marketing partnerships with media companies and providers.

Air Canada has had several notable promotional objectives since its return to solvency. The most recent integrated national campaign was launched in 2006, and featured a comprehensive, collateral-wide strategy under the moniker, “Revolution.” The concept behind the campaign was to sell a new product: pre-paid multi-trip flight passes. Using slogans like “More freedom,” and “Give pass a chance,” Air Canada created a series of TV spots as well as print advertising that fed off the theme of a “revolution” taking place in the travel industry. Its promotional objective was creating demand, in both the business and pleasure travel market segments, for the new multi-pass product, a distinctive way of purchasing air travel tickets that had not been widely used in the Canadian market previously. Conversational lines from TV ads – “’Looks like a better business idea.’ ‘No, it’s for everybody!’” – made the multi-segment approach easier for the target audience to decode.
 As part of the mix of the campaign elements, which included TV, radio, print, online and out-of-home marketing (OOH), all of the pieces drove response to a web site designed around the “Revolution” branding, allowing customers to immediately respond to the product, and for the marketing team to evaluate the response rate to the variety of vehicles.
 The site continued the “Revolution” theme with testimonials from travellers, as well as fake news reports of people demanding, “to travel this great country in total liberty.” This illustrates a secondary objective of the campaign: to promote Air Canada as a company that, unlike so many other airlines, including Air Canada itself can enable customers to travel freely, when and how they want, without the aggregate charges and fees that normally accompany booking air travel.
 

Unfortunately, because Air Canada aggregates marketing expenses into “Other Expenses” in its annual report, a breakdown of budget allocation for the campaign is not available, nor is their overall spending on marketing communication. Anecdotally, I would estimate that Air Canada’s media costs in the Revolution campaign were approximately 50% television advertising, 30% print advertising, and 20% online advertising and branding. 
While Air Canada has worked diligently to alter its brand image in the past several years, it has still continued to struggled in its position as the market share dominator, coming under fire for customer service issues, increasing competition on both its domestic and overseas routes, and the sharp increase in costs across the airline industry. In a time when cost cutting is required to maintain profitability, while the market continues to demand lower fares. 

However, there are several notable key attributes and benefits to Air Canada’s products. It has a national presence in the vast majority of airports, either through its own fleet or through its Jazz regional carrier division. Although the company was completely privatized in 1989, it still seems to carry a lingering legitimacy and respect status because of its previous government-owned status. And, finally, it has near-universal brand recognition in Canada, because of both its longevity and its domination of the airline industry.

However, that type of widespread recognition has its drawbacks. Many consumers view the dominant player in a market as a bully – again, this is where the intrinsic touch points affect Air Canada’s brand immensely. While the opinion has historically been to discount the “voices in the wilderness” that rail against companies, the significance of individual complaints expressed in the digital era cannot be denied. The web has become a hugely empowering tool for the customer, where their experiences with a brand can be laid out bare for all to see. Here we can see a fascinating example as directly pertains to Air Canada: when searching Google.com for “Air Canada customers,” four of the top ten results were articles or comments on the negative experiences of consumers, and detailed significantly impaired customer service. The interesting thing about a national airline – one that was formerly a crown corporation, and that flies to most locations in Canada – is that almost every Canadian is a stakeholder. Air Canada has, historically, failed to capitalize on this strategically advantageous situation.

External Factors

Because of the nature of the Air Canada huge market advantage – over 60% of the domestic market, including regional travel, according to the Globe & Mail
 – their customers consist of a significant portion of the population. Many, if not most, large and small businesses, government and nongovernmental organizations, families and individuals have purchased air travel service from Air Canada. For the vast majority, it is a purchase that is made with a higher emphasis on price than features. The decision is a high-involvement one, where potential customers weigh a variety of influences, and their effect on the price; schedule, physical comfort, service are just a few. However, because of the nature of air travel, a brand’s likeability, and its reputation, is critical. If you purchase a car and it breaks down en route, you may never purchase that brand again. If a plane breaks down en route, you may never have the chance to. Fortunately, current air safety regulations have virtually eliminated air travel accidents, mitigating this effect, though it does still exist. It is a combination of cognitive and experiential processing that is utilized in making the brand decision concerning air travel. Again, we see the value of a limited number of choices for the brand. If there are few choices, the probability of purchase is higher.

Different types of travelers purchase at different times of the year. Families are restricted by traditional school holidays, in most cases, and are far more likely to travel during breaks in the school year (summer, Christmas, spring break). Vacationing couples or groups are more likely to purchase at times when the weather in Canada is inclement, which normally translates to the winter months. Business travel occurs year-round.

It’s interesting to note that Air Canada’s primary competitor in the domestic market, Westjet, attempts to differentiate itself primarily on price, as well as by friendly service. Air Canada, recognizing as noted above that price is a driving factor for purchase of air travel, is focused on competing on price. However, Air Canada also offers Executive Class seating, with more legroom and larger seats, which Westjet does not. The irony, however, is that Air Canada’s perceived inadequate customer service devalues the premium branding of their business class product.

The demographic factors that would influence purchase decision are an interesting comparison, as well. Because Air Canada has a separate regional division – Jazz – it is far more accessible to regional airports and, consequently, the portion of the population that lives outside major city centers. This would include cities the size of Sault Ste Marie and Sudbury, both of which have populations over 100,000, and both of which act as transit hubs for the surrounding regional and rural populace. This is in addition to the obvious access to city dwellers in the city centers. Essentially, Air Canada’s demographic profile includes the population that can reach a regional or international airport in a reasonable period of travel time.

Competitive Analysis
As noted earlier, Air Canada has only one major competing airline in the domestic travel industry – Westjet Airlines. Westjet focuses on delivering a superior customer experience at a cheaper price, made possible by their status as a nonunion airline, a rarity in the industry. This contrasts with Air Canada’s apparent IMC goal of positioning itself as the competitive, more sophisticated choice, with some effort to empower customers through self-service, rather than focusing on customer service. Westjet also had a sales and marketing budget of over $150 million in 2006, which would appear to be a significantly larger budget than Air Canada as compared to share of gross revenue. Westjet had total revenues of $1.77 billion in 2006, showing almost 10% of gross dedicated to sales and promotion. Air Canada, on the other hand, had revenues of over $10.1 billion, yet spent only $1.47 billion on “Other Expenses,” which included not only sales and promotion, but also insurance, credit card fees, building rent, crew expenses, among other expenditures.
 It’s altogether unlikely that the budget was even close to 10% of revenues. In indirect competition, in the international market, Air Canada controls over 40% of the market between Canada and major centers worldwide, primarily due to restrictions imposed on competition by the bilateral agreements in place between Canada and foreign nations.
 

If Westjet’s promotion strategy could be summarized in a phrase, it would be “fanatical customer service.” Westjet is so focused on brand experience, it has made its IMC embody that commitment, according to Sean Durfy, EVP of Marketing and Sales. As noted in StrategyMag, “There aren’t a lot of brands that could pull off a campaign around extreme customer service and fierce pride of ownership, without the joke being on them.”
 Westjet has recently extended that emphasis to a series of ads mimicking Apple Inc.’s famous “I’m a Mac/I’m a PC” campaign, but featuring a young, casual male as “Westjet,” and a stuffy, suit-and-tie corporate male as “another airline.” The series of ads focus primarily on Westjet’s goal of meeting customer needs, as well as meeting employee needs, in order to strengthen their customer service efforts. One notable line from the ads, in which Westjet customers are referred to as “Westjetters,” occurs when Westjet asks the other airline what they refer to their employees as. The response?

“Overhead.”

The product both Westjet and Air Canada sell, however, is a means to accomplish an objective, and thus is part of a collective decision: the decision to purchase is based on a decision to pursue said objective, whether a business appointment, family visit, vacation or other pursuit. People fly for three reasons: because they have to, because it is cheaper or more convenient, or because it is an indulgence. But the decision to travel is primary; the decision on how to travel is secondary. Here we see that the indirect competition to Air Canada is alternative methods of travel: bus line services, passenger train travel, personal automobiles and transitory or overnight accommodations all fall into this category.

Environmental Trends
Several trends could affect the promotional program for Air Canada. The first is the continued shift towards newer, more efficient aircraft with high-tech features and conveniences. Air Canada has begun purchasing new, more efficient Boeing 777 aircraft to replace its aging fleet, touting the aircraft’s individual on-board entertainment system as a feature to customers.
 However, the 777 aircraft are only being deployed on international routes, leaving the less-lucrative domestic flights without these new services. Westjet is currently deploying these entertainment systems in entire fleet. In addition, the tumultuous fuel prices have wreaked havoc on the airline’s bottom line in recent years. If fuel costs rise again, this will significantly impact pricing and, consequently, promotional programs that are price-focused. Again, this reinforces the need for Air Canada to expand its brand through superior customer service, rather than focusing on price comparisons. 

The implications of this analysis as it pertains to the marketing communication strategy are clear. If Air Canada is unable to make a shift in how its employees interact with customers, any attempts at brand rehabilitation – and, as a result the efforts of the creative message strategy – are wasted. As Steven Covey said, "I have found organizations whose only thrust is economic -- to make money…Whenever I find this, I also find a great deal of negative synergy in the culture, generating things like interdepartmental rivalries, defensive and protective communication, politicking, and masterminding." 
 In order for the brand integrity to be renewed with its stakeholders, Air Canada needs to embrace the three aspects of the consistency triangle, but most notably the “do” messages that relate specifically to product performance, the place where the company has lacked consistency in the past.

SWOT Analysis

Air Canada has several strengths that it can leverage in its future IMC strategy. Firstly, it is the dominant company in the domestic market, and the eighth largest airline in the world. The Air Canada brand has one of the highest recognition rates in Canada, and has been recognized internationally for excellence of operation. It has a large, experienced workforce, as well as a well-established infrastructure. This allows Air Canada to offer a wide range of domestic flights from many locations, and results in a network that has excellent capacity, and enough historical data to have optimized its capacity on different routes to maximize profitability. Purchasing tickets from Air Canada is an easy process, either through its agency network, its telephone operators or its web site.

However, there are many weaknesses within the company. While it has been recognized for excellence internationally, its customer service reputation, low satisfaction levels in many aspects of its relationship constructs, and, consequently, its brand affinity and value, are much lower than should be the case. As a long-running airline, it has many legacy aircraft that are much less fuel-efficient than newer planes, and which also deliver a much lower level of customer satisfaction due to a lack of modern amenities, technologies and design. Further, there are many customer-written examples online of poor customer service, inadequate information passed from employee to employee in dealing with issues, and a lack of accountability by employees. As Andy Holloway puts it, “Tell someone an airplane horror story--delayed flight, rude service, lost luggage--and people are likely to assume it's about Air Canada.”
 This has left a sense among disgruntled customers that only the high-profit clientele – business class or first class travelers – are the customers who “matter.” The company continues to be focused on cost-cutting measures rather than customer service and brand communication. There are countless examples of Air Canada focusing simply on airfare price points, and how to maintain profitability while keeping those price points reasonably low by, for example, eliminating complimentary meals,
 charging for transporting secure weapons,
 and significant hidden and additional fees for redemption of Aeroplan frequent flyer points.
 It’s encouraging to see Air Canada, in more recent campaigns, trying to innovate its product offerings, but it is making what I believe is a strategic error in differentiating a product in the market, rather than differentiating itself from its competitors. The relevance of new products in the market, and their adoption or consumption, is actually hampered by the current brand image. The unionized labour force also put Air Canada at a disadvantage when compared to Westjet, who are able to keep their labour costs lower by employing nonunion staff. 
Air Canada could, with a shift in the effectiveness of their IMC strategy, make a significant difference in their brand value, as well as customer loyalty. Air travel in Canada has enjoyed moderate growth in the last year, as fuel costs have fallen from their record highs in 2005.
 As well, the continued limited competition domestically continues to provide Air Canada with opportunities to further dominate this stable, if less profitable, market. And, there are few signs that the competition level in Canada will be changed through legislation any time soon.

However, this doesn’t mitigate the very real threat that Westjet poses Air Canada, on several fronts. Westjet has the ability to “cherry pick” the most profitable routes on Air Canada’s system, and undercut their pricing to capture the market. Indeed, in 2004, Westjet allegedly used confidential data from an ex-Air Canada employee to target those routes. 
 Combine this with Westjet’s light, irreverent and appealing marketing campaigns, its simple and powerful web booking system, as well as their fleet of fuel-efficient airplanes, and Westjet’s share of the market definitely looks like it will continue to grow. Industry-wide, the pressure on both domestic and international routes, as well as the continued movement in the price of jet fuel, continue to pose significant threats to Air Canada’s market dominance.

SWOT Prioritization 

	Strengths
	Damage
	Benefit
	Cost
	Time Window
	Total

	Large workforce with much experience
	-
	2
	3
	1
	6

	Established and extensive infrastructure
	-
	2
	3
	1
	6

	Expansive secondary/ tertiary selling experience
	-
	1
	1
	1
	3

	Strong identification of national brand
	-
	3
	2
	2
	7

	Frequently offered flights
	-
	3
	3
	2
	8

	Optimized airline capacity deployment
	-
	3
	2
	2
	7

	Dominant frequent flyer/loyalty program
	-
	1
	1
	3
	5

	Profitable international and business markets
	-
	2
	2
	3
	7

	Ease of purchase through web presence and telephone service
	-
	2
	1
	3
	6

	International recognition of excellence by foreign travelers
	-
	1
	1
	1
	3


	Weaknesses
	Damage
	Benefit
	Cost
	Time Window
	Total

	Poor customer service reputation
	3
	-
	3
	3
	9

	While brand awareness is high, brand affinity is low
	2
	-
	3
	3
	8

	Low satisfaction level of relationship constructs in many aspects
	3
	-
	2
	2
	7

	Poor communication between employees
	2
	
	2
	2
	6

	Focused on profitability at the expense of customer experience
	3
	-
	2
	3
	8

	Strong stratification between customers according to profitability (economy class “equals” second class)
	2
	-
	3
	2
	7

	Union labour means significantly-higher wage costs
	2
	-
	3
	1
	6

	Cost of supporting large domestic network
	1
	-
	3
	1
	5

	Aging aircraft in fleet
	1
	-
	3
	2
	6


	Opportunities
	Damage
	Benefit
	Cost
	Time Window
	Total

	Increasing growth in number of travelers
	-
	3
	2
	3
	8

	Fuel costs have fallen
	-
	3
	3
	3
	9

	Only one significant competitor domestically
	-
	3
	2
	1
	6

	Little sign of decreased government control of foreign competition in Canada
	-
	3
	1
	1
	5


	Threats
	Damage
	Benefit
	Cost
	Time Window
	Total

	Competition has superior positive marketing strategy & larger proportional marketing budget
	2
	-
	1
	3
	6

	High costs of maintaining large network compared to other carriers
	2
	-
	3
	1
	6

	Fuel cost variability
	3
	-
	3
	2
	8

	Industry movement to more efficient planes
	2
	-
	3
	3
	8

	Competitor’s web presence is strong
	1
	-
	1
	3
	5

	Continued industry-wide price pressure
	2
	-
	2
	3
	7


In the charts above, we can see that which SWOTs should be given top priority:

Strengths: 
Strong identification of national brand 

Frequently offered flights 

Profitable international and business market
Weaknesses:
Poor customer service reputation 

While brand awareness is high, brand affinity is low 

Focused on profitability at the expense of customer experience
Opportunities:
Increasing growth in number of travelers



Fuel costs have fallen
Threats:
Fuel cost variability 

Industry movement to more efficient planes

IMC Objectives

The marketing communications strategy has three primary objectives:

1. “Increase positive feedback on Air Canada customers’ experience of arranging, booking and confirming travel plans by 35 percent by January 2008.”

The objective is to increase the positive feedback received from customers in follow-up telephone surveys on how Air Canada delivers on simplifying the process of arranging for their travel plans – a “feel” communication objective that will be a start to rehabilitating the brand experience. Obviously, there is a need to set benchmarks before the objective can be measured. Evaluation of current satisfaction levels in the booking experience are needed before this can be quantifiably measured.

2. “Determine that at least 50 percent of customers between August 2007 and January 2008 have a more positive experience flying with Air Canada than with the company’s competitors.” 

As a result of the changes in customer relationship management techniques, Air Canada will seek to increase the percentage of customers who interact with Air Canada, not because they have to but because they want to, maximizing the impact of the brand on those customers. As Bill Douglas, CEO of Texas-based Douglass Distributing, said, “What we want to do is provide the customers a very pleasant surprise and leave them delighted with the experience."

3. “Persuade 55 percent of the target market segment that Air Canada is the most customer service-focused Canadian airline brand in the domestic market in the 90 days of the campaign, starting September 2007.”

This objective pertains directly to the media campaign, and its effectiveness at changing the brand image.

CREATIVE MESSAGE STATEMENT – AIR CANADA

The objective of the Air Canada “Here to Get You There” campaign is to emotionally compel domestic family travelers that flying with Air Canada is a simple and hassle-free way to travel within Canada, because of a renewed commitment to total customer satisfaction. The tone of the campaign is thoughtful and emotionally charged.

Brand Positioning 

POSITIONING STATEMENT 

Air Canada offers competitive, simplified air travel fares and a superior travel experience that our customers love, and our competitors hate.
It has become clear there is a need to use both a feature and an attribute of Air Canada’s intended shift in strategy to prioritize customer satisfaction for the IMC campaign. The feature to be used is the simplified booking system, which eliminates the confusion and perceived deceptive advertising that airlines have been accused of in the past, as detailed by the Consumer Measures Committee in 2004.
 Because airlines have not historically added airport levies, fuel surcharges or taxation to fares, customers have in recent history suffered from significant “sticker shock” when purchasing airfares. The solution for Air Canada is to move to a customer-focused booking system called OnePrice, where costs are clear, unambiguous and detailed up-front, to eliminate the perception of misleading advertising and duplicity in airfare prices. 

The attribute to be used in the campaign is the renewed focus on hassle-free travel. By both encouraging and empowering Air Canada employees to resolve customer problems as quickly and painlessly as possible, customers benefit from less travel stress, a sense of empathy from the assisting employees – and the brand itself as a result – and an overall much more positive product experience.

But why is this positioning strategy appropriate? When we examine it in comparison to Westjet Airlines, Air Canada’s primary competitor, we see several compelling reasons. The first is to provide a foil for Westjet’s current marketing campaign, which, quite simply, focuses on Westjet “not being Air Canada.” Their most recent television spots feature a humorous comparison of Air Canada and Westjet, and identifies Westjet’s USP as being those aspects of their business model that are different from Air Canada – and the humour resonates with the target segment. Examples of Westjet positioning statements and brand promises are:

· Westjet employees are friendlier than Air Canada employees.

· Air Canada doesn’t care about its employees or its customers; Westjet does.

However, answering these ads with a counter-comparison of the two companies does little to deliver the brand message. The brand needs to be positioned by stating what Air Canada does, rather than what it does better than Westjet. Westjet has been able to position itself as providing a superior customer service experience, but this is only because Air Canada’s customer service has historically been so poor.

In terms of Air Canada’s customer relationship management, the features and attributes chosen for use in this campaign reflect two words: rebuilding trust. Customers trust that Air Canada maintains its fleet, so that their planes are as safe as they can be. Why? Look at Air Canada’s safety record, identified as one of the safest airlines in the world.
  However, it is likely that few current customers would identify Air Canada as “trustworthy.” By example and track record, Air Canada has earned this reputation – many domestic customers feel treated as though they are second-class, because they aren’t business class flyers. The positioning strategy is reliant on the same concept: that Air Canada can rebuild its reputation for commitment to maintaining the customer relationship through action. The IMC campaign’s goal is convincing the target customers that Air Canada can follow through on the brand promise. As Gary Prouk of Toronto’s Sebastian Consultancy in said, “They [Air Canada] have bad consumer DNA.”
 The campaign is poised to change that.

PERCEPTUAL MAP
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The Perceptual Map visually illustrates the movement that is the objective of the message strategy. There is marginal movement in pricing of fares, which will likely be a result of the campaign focusing on the simplification of the fare system. By displaying “bottom line” simplified pricing, the fares should move slightly downward when averaged, but the dramatic shift in customer care is the most important objective in the marketplace perception movement.

Creative Media Strategy 
The creative strategy for Air Canada starts with the tagline:

Air Canada: Here to Get You There.
The tagline simplifies the message objective to its essence: Air Canada and its employees are ready to help you get where you’re going. “Here” emphasizes the supportive nature of the effort. Its use is intended to create a sense of presence in every aspect providing the product, and the impression of anticipatory customer service. This “here when you need us” concept is a key part of the message strategy, since it best represents the shift from previous iterations of the corporate mission at Air Canada. The second part of the tagline, “to get you there,” is meant to reinforce the core product focus of Air Canada: moving people.

It’s in the tagline that we see the first indication of the tone for the message strategy. “Here” and “there” are clear, strong, concrete words, meant to express a sense of purpose. The storytelling is to be accomplished through a combination of inherent drama and problem/solution formats. Virtually everyone who has travelled by air has had to deal with the stress of schedule uncertainty, baggage loss or delay, or sense of isolation in the often-overwhelming size of the airport. The stories will focus on emotionally evocative situation that are easy to identify with by the target segment. The solution to the problem, and resolution to the situation, is then provided by the competent, caring expertise of an Air Canada employee.

As mentioned in the creative message strategy brief above, the tone is one of positive, quiet competence, mixed with emotional conviction. Emotionally evocative with a sense of both authenticity and credibility is a key tonal aspect. The target market’s inherent distrust of institutions – and, with its history, ubiquity and market dominance, Air Canada definitely falls into this category – means that the skepticism and cynicism in response to the message will likely be high, making it more critical that the message tone and style is both genuine, and friendly. 

The tone and style is reinforced not only in the language, but also in the visuals. The style of the visuals will use dark, high contrast, desaturated imagery and themes, with isolated or stark, overemphasized subjects. Black and warmer sepia-style tones The visual concept is to single out an individual or a situation from their surroundings – visually pulling a problem out of a crowd, as one example – and illustrate the problem/solution story around them. An emphasis on the dramatic aspect of the visuals is through the use of black space. Traditionally, the starkness of white space serves a similar purpose, but doesn’t lend itself as effectively to use with warmer tones as black does. Product or image focus lost without the contrast of white space in print materials is gained in the more dramatic emphasis on the imagery. A visually comparable ad design would be the Tim Horton’s commercial series that focus on family history and relationships – dark, but warm tones.

The Media Mix 
Air Canada’s new campaign focuses on reigniting brand loyalty, and awareness of its renewed focus on total customer satisfaction, following up on the adjusted brand promise in the integrated marketing communications campaign of committed customer relationship management, and a positive customer experience. The concrete, time specific, and measurable goals that Air Canada plans to achieve are:

1) Starting September 1, 2007, Air Canada’s new media campaign will reach 50% of the targeted audience a minimum of seven times in the first 45 days.

2) In the second half of the campaign, from October 15 to November 30, 2007, the message reach objective is 65% of the targeted audience, with a minimum frequency of seven impressions.

The three-month campaign is scheduled to begin at the same time as summer ends, as school begins and new television lineups are introduced. As the temperatures drop, people spend more time inside, and in front of the television and computer, and are much more accessible through media vehicles than in summer months. This is also the time of year when many Canadians make winter travel decisions and book holiday travel. 

The campaign is scheduled to end as the amount of retail Christmas advertising increases, at which point the effectiveness of the campaign will be measured. However, there will also be a rapid analysis of media effectiveness after the first 45 days, to determine if the first campaign objective has been met, or if there is a need to adjust the media mix in the second half of the campaign period.

Media Strategy

It has been determined that three different media classes will be used to communicate the brand message, and achieve the IMC objectives: television/video commercials, online banner advertising, and a unique sponsorship/brand publicity opportunity. Each of these media classes, however, is a hybrid implementation, that will allow for broader exposure. 

Television/Video Commercials

The proposed utilization of television is appropriate because it is the most effective at telling a story – and that’s what the produced pieces will do. The ads will be a series of dramatizations of customer service success stories that are emotionally charged, in the classic “problem-solution-company” style. The ads will focus on children and family, not using fear, but reinforcement of the safety needs, where security of family lies, in Maslow’s hierarchy of needs.
 Specifically, the ads will deal with a problem experienced by a vulnerable family member, a child, older parent or pet that is resolved by an Air Canada employee. People identify and internalize what they see and what they have an emotional connection to, and the use of these subjects in ads have shown to consistently provoke an emotional response. The customer has to feel a connection to the message in order to feel a connection to the product; using the noted themes is a way to make that connection.

Using this media class will reach the target audience through two methods. The first is through the purchase of two national television spots per episode during shows that have been identified by viewership analysis to have a compatible demographic. Each of the three major networks in Canada – CBC, CTV and Global – has between 45 and 55 per cent of their viewers in the target demographic age (25-54).
 CBC, in particular, has a strong presence in not only the heavy TV viewers, but also has a strong presence in the light TV viewer group, according to CBC sales team manager Rhonda Madey. This segment is more difficult to reach, making CBC an attractive choice, Madey said, especially since targeting top U.S. prime programs results in a tendency to overachieve against heavy views, with high GRPs. The high GRPs are not necessarily a negative, given the media objective of a frequency of five, but must be taken into consideration when making buying decisions.

The campaign will target a diverse set of television vehicles, from three different national networks, on the nights specified during the weeks that they are scheduled:

CTV:

CTV National News (Monday/Wednesday/Friday evenings)



Corner Gas (Sunday evening)

Global: 
House (Tuesday evening)



Las Vegas (Thursday evening)

CBC:

Little Mosque on the Prairie (Tuesday evening)

National News (Monday/Wednesday/Friday evenings)

Hockey Night in Canada (Saturday evening)

The mix of shows is meant to cover a fairly wide variety, but to make certain to access the light viewers, who are easier to reach through the CBC vehicles. The mix also contains two top twenty BBM-rated shows in Canada (House and Las Vegas) to access the heavier viewers – but attached to a vehicle that has high involvement, as opposed to one a reality-based show, which hold a majority spots on the top-ten list from BBM Nielsen Media Research.
 The ads would be run in a majority of urban and suburban Census Metropolitan Areas (CMAs) as defined by Statistics Canada, areas of 100,000 urban dwellers or more. In 2001, there were 25 CMAs identified by StatsCan.

The second place that the television commercial is a useful tool is online. Wide dissemination of the commercials on social video sharing sites is a way to gauge the strength of the emotional reaction to the ads. When ads are compelling, people feel an urge to share them. By placing the ads on video sharing sites like YouTube, Metacafe, iFilm and Yahoo! Video, a wider audience is reached for next to no cost (a significant advantage of the medium) – and the analytics feedback is instantaneous, as the sites track views and viewer comments. The goal is for the ads to be compelling enough to create some viral marketing effect, encouraging the dissemination of the ads through individual contacts and sharing. However, there is much less control for targeting the right segment in this type of distribution – or controlling the public viewer feedback comments on the ads. In the short term, this campaign will utilize continuous scheduling, until the three-month period is over, at which point the effectiveness of the campaign will be evaluated, and considered for continuation in early 2008.
Online Rich Media Banner Advertising

The timing is finally right for utilizing rich media in online advertising. Over 22 million Canadians are now internet users – more than two-thirds of the population.
 And more than 8 million are broadband subscribers – meaning that almost a third of the population is able to handle high-bandwidth file downloads – like video, for instance. With the proliferation of Flash technology in all major browsers on all major platforms, the ability [image: image1.png]


to utilize the medium for a similar dramatic effect, except via the web browser, is now possible. As an example, the sample skyscraper (vertical) ad at right could be animated to have the clouds in motion over the heads of the three people holding hands, simulating travel motion, and drawing attention to the ad, while the text fades in, one paragraph at a time.
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The proposal is to use Flash-enabled advertising on major online news services that target Canada specifically – Yahoo Canada, CBC Newsworld, MSN.ca, and Canada.com – that have identified a readership that is compatible with the psychographic and demographic of the target market segment. As well as traditional banner advertisement pushing traffic to online versions of the video ad pieces, the campaign will utilize both Yahoo Messenger and Windows Live Messenger advertising opportunities, which dovetails well with banner campaigns on both sites. MSN.ca, for instance, cites that almost 50% of site users in the demographic of 25- to 54-year-olds with children, access both the “Careers” section of their site, and use MSN Live Messenger.
 Messenger is also a unique positioning opportunity because it allows pinpoint targeting. Everyone who signs into MSN Live Messenger has a .NET Passport account, in which they are required to enter demographic data. While the average click through rate is relatively low, the ability to target a segment so accurately makes it a significant opportunity for optimizing the media buy. 

As is illustrated in the second sample ad, the ads can also drive purchase traffic to the new Air Canada OnePrice ticketing system, in order to meet the other IMC objective, illustrating the competitive pricing of Air Canada as compared to WestJet. The tone of this advertising will also reflect a warm, rich colour scheme, but the series of advertisements is to be web-only, and reflects the behavioural path of the secondary objective, as opposed to the affective objectives of the first ad series focus.
Sponsorship/Brand Publicity

Some research into opportunities to show how Air Canada’s attitude towards customer relationship management has changed resulted in a unique way to drive both positive brand publicity and a change in public perception and brand attitude held by stakeholders. In October of 2007, the Special Olympics Summer Games will be held in Shanghai, People’s Republic of China, the first time they have ever been held in Asia, and only the second time they have been held outside the United States.
 Seventy-five Canadian team members will travel to compete in Shanghai this year, along with 19 coaches and nine mission staff. Air Canada has the opportunity to sponsor the team through an in-kind donation of the use of a Boeing 777-300ER for transportation of the athletes, support staff and their families to Shanghai for the event. This would be a notable and newsworthy sponsorship, not only because of the nature of the organization and its widespread support in the populace, but also because of the use of a new, well-equipped and unique aircraft, one of only two in the fleet and the newest addition this year. The planes use the most powerful jet engine in the world, and are the first of a series of new acquisitions for Air Canada in the next five years. 

The use of the plane would underscore the importance of Canada’s Special Olympians, and further support the IMC objective of increasing brand value and positive brand appeal. It also would likely result in significant news coverage and third-party endorsement, as a result of the strong human-interest angle to the sponsorship. Again, the perceived vulnerability of individuals with special needs emphasizes Air Canada’s message of complete customer care already utilized in its television advertising campaign. This sponsorship could also be the genesis of a new, philanthropic era for Air Canada, where it continues to support Canadian Special Olympics. In addition, it would create an intriguing possibility to “one-up” another Special Olympics sponsor who is both a partner – and a competitor. Air Miles currently makes donations of travel miles for athlete and coach travel.
 While Air Miles and Air Canada work together in booking flights, if Air Canada were to create an ongoing sponsorship deal for Canadian athletes, specifically in regards to domestic travel, it would be a significant coup. While it may not further endear itself to Air Miles, it would be unlikely to affect either Air Canada’s relationship with Air Miles (given their reliance on Air Canada’s product availability), or Air Miles’ relationship with the Special Olympics. Air Miles would be able to continue to sponsor international travel for competitions, as well as maintain its relationship for booking travel on Air Canada flights for its customers. Air Canada could simply take over a portion of the travel costs itself.

Media Scheduling

The schedule for this campaign is one of pulsed positioning, to sustain the target market segment’s interest in the brand positioning strategy over an entire quarter. This is done for three reasons:

1) to try and reach a large proportion of the target audience several times, through multiple avenues in each media class;

2) to take advantage of the buying period for domestic holiday travel, approaching the Christmas season;

3) to maximize sponsorship exposure during the World Special Olympics in October 2007.

The pulsing schedule also allows for individual evaluation of competing media and channels for comparison and evaluation once the campaign has been completed. Some of the chosen channels are directly competing, and seeing the effect on the fall campaign will also be useful in planning the winter campaign. This allows us, without better response data, to evaluate the different vehicles comparatively, over different time periods.
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The pattern of pulsing the ads is highly interconnected. Global’s “House” and “Las Vegas” shows have similar viewer profiles, so there is more likely to be repetition between the two. CBC’s “Little Mosque on the Prairie,” however, is a light viewer-identified show, which actually competes in its time slot with “House.” Because the viewer profile for these two shows is slightly different – yet both are part of the target segment – they complement each other well. House, however, had almost double the average viewership during the past season, according to BBM. “Las Vegas” is a viable choice for Thursday night reach, with a viewership slightly larger than “Little Mosque,” and a heavier viewer profile. “Corner Gas” was chosen to almost mirror Las Vegas in the weeks of targeting, mostly because of its success in the Sunday night slot, and its very Canadian-focused audience, very similar in nature to “Little Mosque.” And, of course, the beginning of advertising on “Hockey Night in Canada” coincides with the beginning of the 2007/2008 NHL season. This vehicle has, according to CBC marketing materials, historically been a strong performer, and highly engaging of its viewers. Further, 58% of its audience is composed of the 25-54 age demographic.

The dominant part of the positioning is the advertising presence on both the CTV Evening News, and the CBC National News. Both represent a Monday-Wednesday-Friday repetition, with only overlap during the launch of the campaign in the month of September. The abrupt ending at the end of September is meant to allow a bit of “breathing space” before the PR and media pickup of the story on the World Special Olympics, and the Air Canada sponsorship. The goal is to achieve some third party endorsement and validation by the television media of the refocused brand identity and mission, and the exposure to the campaign that has already taken place by that point.

The web presence, on the other hand, seeks to capitalize on the exposure during the World Special Olympics, and use the medium as a way to not only draw traffic to the Air Canada web site, but also drive traffic and awareness of the event and Canada’s competing athletes. The strongest part of the web marketing happens not only at the launch of the campaign, but also during the week of the event itself. The other pulsing during the 13-week campaign is meant to allow for comparison of vehicles once the campaign is completed, for efficacy and reach – hence the reason for the alternating exposure of the two Messenger banners (Yahoo and MSN). Fortunately, the ability of web traffic analytics to accurately track referrals makes evaluating the vehicle effectiveness that much easier.

Campaign Budget

The absolute budget for the campaign is broken down into each of the three media classes, and the vehicles used in each media class.

1. Television

The cost of producing a series of eight ads (six themed ads, two corporate sponsorship ads) is approximately $480,000, assuming an average of $60,000 per ad. As mentioned previously, television advertising costs have been different to find, but Business Week Magazine estimates that primetime 30-second spots have a value of approximately $20 per thousand primetime viewers in the USA.
 I chose to use that amount as the estimator for advertising costs.

The cost for airtime for advertising spots is as follows:

Approximate average minute audience (AMA), based on AC Neilsen data:

Show Name
AMA
Cost per Episode
Episodes
Total

House: 
2200000
$20x2200=$44000
5
$  220000

Little Mosque: 
1100000
$20x1100=$22000
4
$    88000

Las Vegas: 
1150000
$20x1150=$23000
7
$  161000

Corner Gas: 
1700000
$20x1700=$34000
7
$  238000

HNIC: 
1300000
$20x1300=$26000
5
$   130000

CTV News: 
1600000
$20x1600=$32000
42
$1344000

CBC News:
1450000
$20x1450=$29000
21
$1218000

Adding the cost of the production of the advertisements to the media buy costs, we arrive at a total of $3,879,000 for television advertising.

2. Web Advertising

Web advertising is notably less expensive to access than television advertising. Sales representatives quoted the CPM as $26 for MSN.ca and $31 for Yahoo.ca. With a determined placement for each site of 100,000 impressions per day for 35 days (seven weeks from Monday to Friday), the total buy for MSN.ca is $91,000. The total buy for Yahoo.ca, also seven weeks from Monday to Friday, is $108,500 for the 13-week period. Canada.com quoted an impression rate for skyscraper ads of $17 CPM for the three determined vehicles, the Vancouver Sun, Toronto Star and main Canada.com page, 80,000 impressions per day on the main site, and 40,000 impressions per day on the other two sub-sites, based on the lower CPM rate. The total cost for the Canada.com buy is $68,000.

Interestingly, the comparative price levels for the messenger banner advertising on the two networks – Yahoo and MSN – are actually reversed, reflecting the higher adoption rate of MSN’s Live Messenger product. According to recent data from ComScore, 60% of instant messenger users prefer MSN’s product to other competitors.
 MSN shows a twenty-fold dominance over Yahoo’s Messenger product in Canada in impressions. Consequently, MSN Live Messenger 234x60 banners have a CPM of $3.60, and Yahoo Messenger $2.80. Purchasing 30 days (six weeks) with daily impressions of 100,000 results in a budgeted buy of $10,800 on MSN Live Messenger. Purchasing 25 days (five weeks) with daily impressions of 100,000 means the Yahoo Messenger buy is $7,000.

One advantage of the reuse of the television spots on video sharing sites is that there is no cost to post the ads online – the viral campaign has a zero cost as a result.

3. Special Olympics Sponsorship

According to Jets.com, the cost of chartering a heavy jet for a flight from Vancouver to Shanghai would be approximately $386,000 USD ($440,000 CDN). By estimating $300 per flight for connections to Vancouver for 200 passengers, we can estimate the total value of the sponsorship of the Special Olympics team flights to be approximately $500,000. However, the expected news coverage of the sponsorship would offset this cost to a significant degree.

The total budgeted cost of the campaign is then:

1. Television Advertising - $3,879,000

2. Web Advertising - $285,300

3. Corporate Sponsorship - $500,000

TOTAL:
$4,664,300
Campaign Evaluation

We can see from the communication objectives detailed earlier that two features stand out. In the first two objectives, Air Canada is looking for an increase in positive customer feedback, and in the third objective, a decrease in the gap between MC brand expectations and reality. The media objectives specify a mark by which we can also measure success. The assumption in the two sets of objectives is that, by reaching the latter, Air Canada will achieve the former. The best measures of effectiveness to use as specific pre-testing measures – copytesting, consumer juries and in-home testing – will hopefully confirm that the message resonates with the target market segment. At the midpoint and end of the campaign, evaluation through national telephone surveys, and web traffic analytics, will be used to measure the message recall and resonance, as well as response rate via clickthroughs to the OnePrice site. These tools allow us to see if, indeed, there is a decrease in the gap between MC brand expectations and reality, the IMC plan has been successful in changing perception. An increase in positive customer feedback means that not only is the message being heard, it is being reinforced in the customer brand experiences. By measuring the effectiveness of the campaign impact, we are able to control the campaign impact.

Campaign Pre-Testing Measurement
Any major campaign that begins without testing of concepts and creative strategies is akin to cooking for a dinner party without a recipe: creative intuition may result in a satisfying meal, but it’s far more likely to be successful with the right ingredients. 

There are several ways that the concepts can be tested. First, consumer juries, similar to focus groups, will be used to evaluate comprehension and reaction of the campaign pieces, which will include photomatic roughs of the television ads (succession of photos with real people and scenery that act as a mockup of the finished commercial), as well as the online banner advertisements in their finished form. The consumer juries will be convened for a four-hour period, during which they will be exposed to three of the television ads, and six of the online web banner advertisements. The advantage of using a consumer jury is that the size eliminates some of the problems associated with focus groups; sample sizes are larger than focus groups and dominant members of the group have less ability to create bias in responses. It is important to note, however, that consumer juries still suffer from sampling size issues – they are not quantifiable because the sample sizes are too small – and not truly being representative or definitive, and so must be evaluated as such. The consumer juries will be created in eight major centres across the country: Vancouver, Calgary, Winnipeg, Windsor, Toronto, Ottawa, Montreal and Sydney, to get a cross-section of national opinions. Once the tabulated measured responses to the campaign are evaluated, the creative strategy will be adjusted accordingly, if there are strong indicators of a need to do so.

Once the ads have been finalized, an effective way to test the final television spots is using Ipsos ASI’s product, Next*TV. The system uses in-home exposure to advertising within the targeted segment, measuring ad breakthrough, related recall, and exposure effectiveness.
 This provides a “second look” at the advertisements by the target segment, in a much less formal consideration – more of a field test that the controlled environment of the consumer juries used in the earlier concept testing.

Campaign Evaluative Testing

The campaign will be allowed to run without concurrent testing. The reason for this is that the brand awareness and recognition of Air Canada is one of the highest in the country; the goal is not to measure either facet of the brand, but the brand attitude and gap testing. This, in my opinion, is better tested after multiple exposures to the campaign through the two media. Instead, an evaluation will be done at the 45-day mark of the campaign, through a national telephone survey by Ipsos Reid, which will measure advertisement recall rate, and brand attitude change. The same type of survey will be performed at the end of the 90-day campaign. The purpose of the telephone survey at 45 days is two-fold. First, it provides the opportunity to make changes to the online advertising campaign, if necessary, given the ease with which these ads can be adjusted. Second, it provides an overall preliminary evaluation of the campaign’s effectiveness, both through television and online media. The telephone survey at the conclusion of the campaign will allow Air Canada to measure the ability of the campaign to achieve the IMC objectives.

For the online portion of the advertising, there is more data available to analyze, however. Clickthroughs to advertisement gateway pages and to the Air Canada OnePrice web site can be tracked a variety of ways. The primary is through the MSN, Yahoo and Canada.com web sites and messenger applications, which can provide the most comprehensive demographic data (given their pre-existing user data entered), and will provide that data as part of their impressions and clickthrough reports. The secondary is on the Air Canada sites that receive the clickthroughs – however, these will have less demographic data attached to them than the other traffic. The last way to receive and analyze data is through the traffic to the social video sharing sites – like YouTube – where the television commercials will also be uploaded. This data is even less accessible or telling for data analysis, as YouTube doesn’t provide access to demographic data about their traffic. However, the number of views will be somewhat telling as to the popularity – and how wide the dissemination is – of the videos virally.
Conclusion

In creating the IMC strategy, what strongly resonated all the way through the process was the importance of support for the message through the actions of Air Canada’s internal stakeholders. Marketing and corporate strategies working in combination with marketing communications is the most effective way to build brand loyalty. The reason that integrated marketing communication works is because it aligns the message that an organization wants to deliver at every level – and that alignment is so sorely needed by Air Canada.

The mix of communication tools that I chose to utilize in developing the brand rehabilitation strategy for Air Canada was decidedly conventional – and that’s not a bad thing. Air Canada’s dominating position and near-universal domestic brand recognition make using nontraditional vehicles and strategies less appealing. These seem more effective when pursuing recognition and awareness objectives, or in crowded industries, because they make the brand stand out. Indeed, this was a part of Westjet’s marketing strategy in its early days, as it tried to create awareness of its brand. By using traditional vehicles, I believe the emotive creative strategy is allowed to have more impact, because the delivery method doesn’t distract from the marketing message. Using television advertising, with all its drawbacks, is a familiar vehicle – and one that continues to be effective in reaching the target market segment.

I believe that the plan is successful in delivering a consistent and clear message. Each marketing communication tool, as I envisioned it in the case of the television commercials and as the example web ads showed, was designed with strongly contrasting colours, sharply focused subjects, and clear, consistent copy that was effectively written with the communication objectives in mind. With the web advertising, the colour schemes were chosen not only to mirror what I envisioned were the colour schemes for the television commercials, but also to contrast effectively with the front pages of both Yahoo.ca and MSN.ca, both of which utilize soft, lighter colours, and predominantly white backgrounds. In a medium that is increasingly cluttered, as web content providers continue to further leverage their traffic to drive advertising revenues, it becomes even more crucial that ads are well-designed and highly visible.

In terms of creating relationships with the target audience, the television ads as described should be effective at eliciting response. However, I think that they will be more effective at conveying information. The ads themselves are meant to elicit an emotional response, not necessarily an actual customer-initiated inquiry. Because the advertising in both media are focused on brand quality and altering the brand opinion through image messages, the qualitative nature of the success of the IMC plan is difficult to measure. However, I truly believe that Air Canada is a brand that could be “liked” again with the described shift in corporate strategy as related to CRM. The message delivered through marketing communication is important; validating it through action is the true method to achieve the objectives.

Reflective Summary

When I looked back over my contributions to online discussions, I was disappointed overall – in both my participation, and the total amount of dialogue over the last several months. I did participate in several of the discussions in tandem with the materials I was working through in the first portion of the course, most notably reflecting on the ING Direct television commercial featured on the Globe & Mail Hard Sell feature. One statement I made, I hoped would elicit more response:

To be honest, I'm surprised that there is no dynamic rebranding by the IP address and its associated ISP, so that, for instance, if I'm connecting from a BC-assigned IP address, I see Vancouver-style imagery. The technology exists and is widely used by many other sites, and would help to make the site less generic than it is now.

I was disappointed when there was not only no response to that particular point, but to the any part of the comment, until weeks later, other than by the instructor. It is an unfortunate byproduct of non-paced courses that the transitory flow in and out of students, combined with a more specialized course subject, leads to fractured and infrequent discussion – and makes it even more difficult to carry on a meaningful dialogue. I actually reflected on this in my journal in April:

“-frustrated over so little discussion in the course – makes responding to comments moot when they were entered months ago.”

The unfortunate result, in my case, was that I was apathetic in participating in the discussions, such as they were. Interestingly, it was only in the late part of May and the early part of June that I found some insight to take out of the discussions, as Goran Bucan, a fellow student, made several comments that I found useful when he discussed Starbucks and its corporate advertising woes during the Cheyenne Rodeo Festival:

“The hidden message that is implicit in the ad is that "Starbucks supports local community events and sponsors the Cheyenne rodeo festival. Starbucks is a good company. They contribute to the community". Thus, the ad completes the corporate advertising objective of putting Starbucks "in a good light" and encouraging goodwill feelings and attitudes from people towards Starbucks as "their" coffee brand.”

I felt that what Goran had contributed dovetailed nicely with the type of branding effort that I was attempting to accomplish with the corporate sponsorship opportunity between Air Canada and the Canadian Special Olympics team. I also found the opposing views of of two students when evaluating Westjet’s branding efforts to be an interesting anecdotal contribution to my competitive analysis of Air Canada’s competitor. Again, the unfortunate part of that dialogue was that the two entries were made over seven months apart – so any further discussion between the two was highly unlikely.

Overall, I found that the materials helped me to see more of the “big picture” of creating an IMC campaign. My career experience includes significant amounts of creative work for customers, both in print and web media, and I found that the course materials widened my awareness of the process as a whole, from corporate strategy development to post-campaign evaluation considerably. Creative tends to get all the glory in advertising work. The amount of supporting information required to make the creative message effective is huge – and makes the idea of developing that message using primarily intuition about the target market segment not only naïve, but also potentially disastrous.

Finally, I was very appreciative of the course materials that delved into effective media buying and the importance of the right mix. I spent six years working for a newspaper, and have a significant amount of experience with the newspaper and print advertising processes, as well as the web advertising market and radio buying. However, television buying was a completely new experience – and a frustrating one. Newspapers and radio stations are very open about their advertising rates; television networks guard them jealously, it would appear. Upon reflection, I would have preferred to use an alternate brand with which I could utilize a wider variety of media for the campaign – if for no other reason than to provide me with a wider experience of the processes involved. However, the opportunity to work on a brand in such obvious crisis was educational – and allowed me to broaden my perspective of the IMC process, and how tightly interwoven it is with not only sales, profitability and corporate strategy, but with the entire group of both internal and external stakeholders.
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