Aerial Advertising

One of the more unique advertising tools in a marketer's arsenal is Aerial Advertising.  Who hasn't heard of the Goodyear Blimp or seen a plane towing a banner with some advertisement?  The question is whether or not this mode of advertising is effective and specifically for a public service campaign.  Obviously at some price every advertisement has a positive net value.  In the case of aviation advertising it is a matter of identifying what price it becomes an effective medium.

Basic Types


There are three basic types of aviation advertising.  For the purposes of this paper I will define them at this point in the manner which I will refer to them throughout the remainder of the paper.  First is Towed Advertising.  This encompasses using an airplane to tow a banner with either a logo or message on it.  It is usually used over beaches, stadiums, or rush hour traffic jams because the crowds are in one place and can thus be subject to as many multiple passes as the client pays for.   The second is Heli-Advertising which makes use of a helicopter to sometimes tow a banner but more often to drop materials on a stationary crowd.  The third is Airship Advertising which encompasses a variety of lighter than air vessels on which the advertisement is placed.  Airship Advertising can be performed by either a blimp or balloon passing slowly along a crowd's line of sight or by a stationary blimp or balloon (called an aerostat) which is tethered to the ground in a location where a crowd will continuously notice it.


Due to the restrictions placed on all types of aircraft by the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) following the attack of September 11, 2001, no aircraft can fly directly over a stationary crowd in a stadium anymore. For that reason, we will eliminate helicopter airdrops as an option.  Also, due to the high cost of operating a helicopter as compared to a plane in towing a banner or an airship for more stationary advertising, we will reject Heli-Advertising as an option for our Public Service campaign and examine the other options more in depth.

Towed Advertising


Towed Advertising has tremendous advantages over many other types of temporary advertising.  There are many pilots with airplanes who are willing to engage in this activity.  The cost of the equipment they need is minimal (above the cost of the plane itself) and so as a weekend activity they can earn some money towing banners which helps them pay for the cost of the plane.  The pilots usually require access to a local airport where they can pre-stage the banners to be towed along with a ground crew to hook the messages to the plane.  One of the greatest advantages is that multiple messages can be towed.  So for instance, a message announcing the product or service can be followed by a message with a website telling the audience where to go for more information.  This is particularly effective at a beach or stadium where the target audience is likely to stay in place for several hours.

There are two types of banners that they can tow.  The first is simple lettering which is placed in a screen in order to hold the five or seven foot letters upright.  Some of these lettering systems have a background so that the letters can be placed on both sides of it and thus seen from both sides.  This is important if the lettering will be towed BETWEEN the target audience and seen from both directions. However it is more often the case that the cheaper system will be used where the lettering is only on one side and the plane flies a pattern such that the entire audience can see the wording, i.e. around a stadium.  This type of message is often included in the price of the flights or for a nominal fee.  Obviously there is a limit to the number of characters that can be included in such a message.  According to Airsign.com and Nighthawk.com, the cost is $800 to $1000 per day (two or three hours depending on the market).


The second type of banner is like a flying billboard.  Its advantage is that it can be reused and that it allows four color graphics.  The disadvantage is that it is very expensive to produce and if it is ripped or damaged in any way then it is unserviceable in the future.  Because of its four color quality, it is becoming the more popular method with advertisers but it must be remembered that not too much should information should be placed on it and that the sun as a backdrop can cause it to be unreadable from certain angles.  The cost of a four color banner is  $2 to $4 per square foot according to aerialservices.org and most companies have a 1000 square foot minimum.  The banner can be reused for multiple events.  The cost of the flights is the same as for lettering ($1000 per day).


Towed advertising can also combine these two methods into perhaps the most effective method.  The banner is immediately behind the plane with a logo or message that is consistent and then the lettering is towed behind that and is changed throughout the events being targeted to give different information to the target audience.  The cost is a combination of the two methods.

Airship Advertising


Lighter-Than-Air (LTA) aircraft come in a variety of sizes and shapes.  Non-tethered balloons are either spherical (usually filled with helium) or vertically-elongated spheres (filled by heating the air inside them using propane burners - hence the name "Hot Air Balloon").  If allowed to float freely, they find their direction by the pilot changing the balloon's altitude and riding currents going in the desired direction.  Free floating balloons are good for media events where they can be witnessed by television on take-off or at night when the propane/oxygen mixture can make the balloon "glow."  While a multi-colored balloon provides a great visual for the people that see it floating along, it is hard to know if it is floating close enough for the message to be read.  The cost of buying a flyable balloon typically runs from $15,000 to $20,000 and the pilot must be FAA certified.  Time on a balloon can be rented with a banner attached by velcro to the balloon itself and this option is considerably cheaper.


Non-tethered blimps are essentially horizontally-conical shapes filled with helium that have the message written on them (as the Goodyear blimp does), attached to them by velcro, or provided by a lightboard that is programmed to provide the message to the target below.  One big advantage is that blimps are not just floating on air but can be steered, unlike non-tethered balloons.  Also, they provide a flatter surface on which to put a message, thus increasing the likelihood that the entire message is seen. 

Depending on the size of a blimp it will either be manned or remote-controlled (RC).  These blimps come in a variety of sizes from 15 feet to 50 feet for the remote controlled models or from 30 feet to 200 feet for manned airships.  Lightship Industries leases large Goodyear-sized blimps and the associated crews for roughly one to three million dollars per year with either the lightboard or gigantic banners for delivering the message to the target.  Remote controlled blimps can be bought on eBay for about $8000 or new for $20,000 to $30,000 from a variety of manufacturers.  The size of the blimp will dictate how much helium is needed which is a variable cost because helium cannot be recaptured for repeated use.  One tank of helium costs approximately $75 and can be used twice for a fifteen-foot blimp or two will be needed for the larger blimps.  The banners are considerably cheaper than those flown behind planes due to less stress being put on them.  RC blimps can be rented for about $1000 per day plus expenses (travel, ground crew, banner, landing zone space, etc.)


Much like towed advertising, Airship Advertising requires a space to land the blimp as well as a ground crew to control it.  RC blimps do not require a FAA-licensed pilot but do require that the pilot receive permission before flying within three miles of an airport or near a crowd.  RC blimps are very limited in their ability to remain aloft due to restrictions on fuel-- either their gas or electricity will run out in approximately an hour.  Due to this factor they usually will run on 30-minute cycles which means that the time over the target audience depends to a great extent on how far away their landing zone is from the target.  So where a plane towing banners can make a dozen or more passes over a football game that is three to five miles from its staging area/airport, a blimp may only make four or five passes.  However, those passes are of a much longer duration so it allows the message to have more impact.

Aerostats


Tethered balloons and blimps are often the cheapest method of engaging in Aerial Advertising.  A variety of companies can provide balloons and blimps from 6 to 15 feet in size costing only a few hundred dollars including having the logo on the material.  These aerostats have to be filled with helium to float but due to their smaller size the helium will last much longer - from two events per tank for the fifteen-foot blimp to ten per tank for the six-foot ball-shaped aerostat.  Another advantage of an aerostat is that it can have a banner attached between itself and the ground and that it can be rapidly brought down and the banner replaced.  

While of a smaller size, the effect of a larger airship can largely  be replicated due to the aerostat not being required to stand off from the crowd.  For instance, while FAA regulations require that an aircraft be 1000 feet from a stadium or beach, an aerostat can be in the parking lot as little as 100 feet away.  Therefore the letters on the aerostat can seem as large as those on a blimp or towed banner which AboveAllBalloons.com demonstrates with a chart showing distance versus lettering height considerations.  However, due to its smaller size, the aerostat can only have a reduced message before its curvature directs the letters away from the target.  This is a problem because unlike a towed ad or a blimp, the very fact that it is tethered means that some people will not be in a position to read the message. 

Reach, Frequency, Impact


The reach and frequency of aerial advertising depends greatly on who the target audience is and how aggressive you are in seeking them out.  Obviously most people are outside at some point and could be subject to aerial advertising if you engaged in the process continuously.  An aerostat along a highway would serve much the same function as a billboard and be seen by most people passing that way as many times as they pass by.  However, the better way to use aerial advertising is to fly it over concentrations of people, i.e. beaches, stadiums, rush hour traffic.  If the reach and frequency of aerial advertising is measured using those audiences as the target, then reach jumps to almost 100 percent and frequency to as many passes as you make during the event.  According to AirSign.com, a survey of over 2000 people who were on Miami Beach when a towed banner was passed overhead 30 minutes earlier found that 88% of them could remember the banner passing by, 79% could remember what was advertised, and 67% could remember at least half of the message. Results like these are what most advertisers dream of.


Since our marketing campaign is geared to a public service message, the results found by the Maine Lottery are instructive.  When the State of Maine wanted to announce its new lottery it budgeted $100,000 to promoting the lottery spending $8,000 on aerial advertising.  At the end of the campaign, 70 percent of the people sampled were aware of the new lottery and over 18 percent of them said they had found out about it through aerial advertising.  In terms of impact, eight percent of its marketing budget had yielded an 18 percent awareness rate.

Target Audience


For our campaign, we will examine three options that would seem to make the most sense.   Beaches can be ruled out because a political campaign occurs in the late fall months of September through early November which is not the height of beach season.  Traffic jams are mentioned in the literature but the truth is that Mississippi doesn't have that problem in any meaningful way.  There may be spot jams but it is hard to tell when they will arise and where.

However, NCAA football stadiums of Mississippi's four largest colleges (Ole Miss, Mississippi State, Jackson State, and Southern Miss) will have 15,000 to 20,000 college educated Mississippians in them on any given weekend.  They hold their games in the early fall just prior to election and by early November people haven't written the teams off if they have had a bad season.  Tailgaters held in conjunction with the games are likely to serve alcohol so attendees will likely have an interest in Mississippi's alcohol laws. By the time of the election each team will have had four local games and four away games, yielding 16 opportunities in Mississippi to reach a crowd that is far more likely to vote than the general public and to be opinion leaders in their home communities.

Our Options
Having settled on advertising at NCAA football games as the means of targeting our audience, how will we deliver the message?  Three methods need to be examined for a cost effective impact.  One advantage to aerial advertising is that it is "scaleable" meaning that we can purchase as much of it as desired and that our cost per thousand (CPM) will remain stable.

Towed Advertising would cost approximately $16,000 plus $4000 for two banners to tow behind the plane.  This assumes that the games are not all simultaneous and that we can use two banners.  Assuming that 80,000 people will see our ad at four games with eight passes by the aircraft, yields 2.5 million potential impressions.  That potential divided by the $20,000 cost yields a CPM of $7.81.

Purchasing a used RC Blimp would lower the costs of such a project because we could sell it at the end of the campaign for perhaps a 20 percent loss.  If we were to purchase a blimp then storage costs come into play as do transportation costs.  By purchasing a used bus that could provide a solution to both requirements we could again recoup much of our costs at the end of the campaign (plus the bus can be painted with the message of the campaign to provide a "Rolling Billboard" effect).  Assuming $8,000 for a 30 foot RC Blimp, $4,000 for a bus (with paint job) $1,000 for the banners, and $150 per day of helium yields a total cost of $15,200 upfront to reach eight of the football games with 640,000 possible impressions.  This equals a CPM of $23.75.  This CPM drops to $7.50 if we are able to sell the equipment at the end of the marketing campaign.  If we buy two sets of RC Blimps and associated equipment then the CPM will remain roughly the same.  

However not included in these costs are crew and pilot training and labor costs.  If we were to hire this job out to someone who already owns a blimp then the total costs would equal $16,000 for flight time, $2,000 for the banners, and up to another $2000 for incidentals which are negotiable (travel, helium, crew pay).  At most it would cost $20,000 which is the same for towable aircraft but because we get fewer passes the CPM doubles to approximately $15.00.

Aerostats provide the lowest CPM.  Assuming that we buy them in bulk with the added lighting option for nightime viewing, the four would cost less than $2,000 for even the eight to ten foot balls (AboveAllBalloons.com).  Assuming another $500 for a variety of banners and that the labor costs are $200 per day ($40 per hour for a five hour game) plus $500 for helium would yield a total cost of only $3,000.  Conservatively estimating three impressions per game but lowering the estimate by a third due to people who will miss seeing the message due to it being tethered yields a total possible impressions of 634,000.  This means that a conservative estimate of the CPM is $4.75.

 The size of the aerostats is such that they can be transported in a car by the person hired to handle the setup and changing of the banners.   An added advantage is that the aerostats can be used repeatedly during the week by interested parties (restaurants and bars) that are strategically located where they can be seen in an effort to reduce our CPM even further.  This is because if they are not fully deflated then they can be refilled by adding regular air to get just enough lift to float them.

Recommendation


My recommendation is to combine the Towed Advertising with the Aerostat Advertising.  The CPM of a combination is $8.98 which is barely a dollar above the towed advertising alone.  Motion is what provides much of the attraction of aerial advertising and for that reason either the towed method or the RC blimps need to be part of our promotion effort.  I think that while owning the RC blimps would lower the CPM, it also requires a level of expertise that a short political campaign doesn't allow us time to master.  If we use aerostats then we already have a "floating ad" and since there isn't much difference in the CPM for hiring either a blimp or towed ad I believe we should go with the towed ad.

What makes this option most effective is that with the tethered ad we can do more than just raise Awareness but we can also provide more from the AIDA process including Interest and perhaps some Decision-making as well.  The last ad either towed or tethered can say "Come Visit Us in the Parking Lot for More Information" or by offering a Free Breathalyzer there.  Since they can find us by looking up at the tether it is easier to gain that foot traffic to provide more movement through the AIDA process.  In addition to using the aerostats throughout the home games or during the week, one added advantage is that for very little additional money we can take them to away games as well. This will again have the effect of lowering our overall CPM.

Considering all of these factors, I think that combining towed advertising with aerostat advertising is the best option for meeting this particular client's needs.

Executive Summary

This paper examines various alternatives in Aerial Advertising.  The goal is to find cost effective ways to raise Awareness of our client's message that the Mississippi DUI limits are set too low as encourage likely voters to vote accordingly for legislators who share that sentiment.  The election is in November of 2007.


Three types of Aerial Advertising are examined in depth:  Towed Advertising which is usually performed behind a small airplane at approximately 60 miles per hour over large crowds, Remote Controlled Blimp Advertising on which an ad is placed and then flown slowly over a targeted crowd, and Aerostat Advertising in which a tethered balloon or blimp is flown in the air with a message either on the aerostat or hung below it.  The crowds that are normally chosen are beaches, traffic jams, and sporting events in open stadiums.


Reach, Frequency , and Impact of Aerial advertising are examined from secondary sources.  Aerial Advertising has been shown to be a cost effective means of raising awareness for marketers trying to deliver a Public Service message as we are trying to do for our client.


This paper further examines the three options for using aerial advertising at home football games for Ole Miss, Mississippi State, Jackson State, and Southern Miss.  It is felt that the audience in the stands for those games provides a good match to likely voters and opinion leaders in Mississippi who may be receptive to our client's message.


The recommended option is a combination of Towed Advertising and Aerostat Advertising.  The conservative estimate of the CPM for this option is roughly $9 and options are given for lowering this even further.  This method of advertising is expected to provide Awareness and Interest in our client's message and perhaps some Decision as well.  It is not expected to provide much in the way of Action by way of moving the targets through the AIDA Process.
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