Q. Like everybody else I suppose, my wife and I enjoy watching those Super Bowl ads. We have a very small business and cannot afford a lot in the way of advertising, but I was still wondering what we should be taking away when we watch the big guys do advertising.
JP, Columbus, Ohio
A:  I think you are onto something. Of course very few companies have the financial wherewithal to spend $2.million 3 for 30 seconds of advertising, let alone the costs associated with creating a memorable ad. But that does not mean that we can’t learn something from them, because we can.
A few years ago, USA TODAY asked readers to rate their all-time favorite Super Bowl ads (http://www.usatoday.com/money/advertising/sb01/2001-01-27-favorite-ads.htm.) A glance at the most popular and memorable ads certainly offers some insight:
Be counter-intuitive: There are simply so many ads in so many places these days that it is difficult to be heard above the din. One way is to do the unexpected. Be counter-intuitive in your advertising. Here’s proof:
The favorite ad among those who took part in the survey was that great Coca Cola commercial from 1980 featuring “Mean” Joe Green, wherein the Pittsburgh Steelers’ Hall-of-Fame player accepted  a Coke from a young fan, and then tossed the boy his jersey. 
The ad works and is memorable because it was so unexpected. Who woulda thunk that a player nicknamed “Mean” would have a soft spot for an innocent young fan? Is there some way you can shake up your readers/watchers/listeners and get them to notice your ad by doing something similarly unexpected?
Stand out! This is a tall order. As indicated, it is getting increasingly more difficult to do something so different that you stand out from the crowd. It seems that advertisements are getting louder and more crass every day, in an apparent attempt to be more outrageous, to stand out.
But standing out can take other forms. Think about the second favorite Super Bowl ad of all time: Apple’s very memorable 1984 Macintosh ad. When the female athlete runs through a room of drones and destroys that Orwellian big brother, we find out “why 1984 won’t be like 1984.”

I have heard that this ad ran only once, during that Super Bowl. That is hard to believe given how memorable the ad is. But the take-away is this: Standing out can be done intelligently. It need not be crude or loud to succeed. But it does require being different.
Laughs work, sometimes: Budweiser and Miller are famous for creating humorous ads that get people talking around the proverbial water cooler the next day. The only problem with a funny ad is that sometimes people remember the humor and not the product. 
Stretch believability: The fifth most favorite ad is memorable because it is literally unbelievable. Larry Bird and Michael Jordan engage in the world’s hardest game of “horse” for a Big Mac – “Over the building, down the street, twice off the rim and in.”
Similarly, in eighth place is a Pepsi ad in which a thirsty boy sucks on a straw so hard he ends up inside the Pepsi bottle. Over the top is memorable because it is, well, over the top.
No, we don’t have the money for the kind of production values seen in these fun advertisements, but we don’t need it either. The important thing is to notice what is working for the big boys and copy it. They spent the millions on market research figuring out that these sorts of ads sell, now all you need do is apply that research to your business.
Today’s tip: Kim Komando and her radio show is a wealth of computer information. She is committed to making your computer time better and more efficient and her daily tips are really quite helpful. You can sign up and get them at http://www.komando.com/tips_index.asp.
