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Well over half of all new products introduced each year are line extensions. Much has been written about
the wisdom of extending brands, and how over-extension can harm the core brand. However, less attention
has been paid in the marketing literature to best practices in developing advertising campaigns for the
launch of line extensions.

This omission is noteworthy, as the strategies and creative approaches utilized in launch period advertising
for a line extension play a critical role in the ultimate success of the new product. Furthermore, the
advertising for the line extension has the potential to produce significant confusion about the base brand,
and can contribute to dilution of core brand values.

Based on over 25 years of experience diagnosing the effectiveness of line extension launch campaigns, we
have identif ied and analyzed the potential for success of various approaches to this unique advertising
situation.

The Basic Communications Challenge
For any advertising to succeed, it must engage, communicate and persuade. To diagnose the performance
of an ad or a campaign, the Communicus System provides answers to the following questions based on in-
market results:

1. Doesthe consumer engage with the advertising?
2. What brand or product does the consumer think is being advertised?
3. What message or brand benefit is being communicated?
4. Doesthe advertising motivate action at the point of sale?
Ą And, in the case of line extensions, is the advertising selling the base brand or the line

extension ?

The Special Challenges of Line Extension Advertising
The level of consumer engagement with an ad execution and the nature of the communications achieved
are often affected by pre-existing attitudes, needs and beliefs. For example, a consumer who is more highly
involved with a particular brand is more likely to engage with advertising for that brand. Likewise, a
consumer who has a specific set of beliefs about a brand brings those beliefs to the advertising
engagement. These preconceptions often color the messages that the consumer takes away from the
advertising engagement.

Base brand 
impressions
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Assuming that you are extending a well-established
brand, the consumer may be more likely to engage with
your line extension advertising on the basis of familiarity
with your base brand. However, once engaged, one of
three scenarios may occur with respect to the brand
communications:

Å Some consumers will perceive the execution to be
advertising the base brand, and will attach the
message/benefits to the basebrand

Å Some consumers will understand that the execution
is advertising a new product, and will attach the
message/benefits to the line extension

Å Some consumers who engage with the ad will fail to
link the message/benefits to either the line extension
or the base brand.

For most line extension advertising, the desired outcome
is to:

ÅEngage the broadest possible group within the overall
target, and to

ÅCommunicate messages/benefits associated with the
line extension.

To accomplish this, a common tactic is to use the base
brand name to convey credibility and to transfer those
base brand benefits and values that will enhance the
appeal of the line extension. And, of course, from a sales
perspective, the intention is usually to build overall brand
saleswhile minimizing cannibalization.

The Communicus Approach
The foundation of the Communicus
System lies in the longitudinal research
design in which the same panel is
interv iewed both before and after real-
world exposure to an advertising
campaign. In order to isolate and
diagnose campaign effectiveness, we
first determine who has noticed and
engaged with each execution, and then
compare the changes that occurred in
attitudes and behavior between those
with different levels of advertising
engagement.

For the analysis of advertising impact to
be valid, it is essential to have an
accurate means for distinguishing who
has actually seen the advertising and
who has not. The Communicus proven
measurement techniques differ by
media, but all involve a limited form of
recognition ïa respondent is exposed
to an ad or commercial in a way that
will trigger recognition if he/she has
actually seen the advertising before,
but the limited cue provides a proving
procedure for weeding out false or
confused claims. Those who remember
having seen a particular ad are then
asked aided brand identif ication
questions.

Validation work on these techniques
has consistently produced accuracy
rates within the 90%+ range, with
awareness levels proven stable for at
least a year after actual advertising
exposure.

If advertisingis identified with the line extension:

Impact on line extension: Likely

Impact on base brand: Possible

If advertising is identified with base brand:

Impact on line extension: Unlikely

Impact on base brand: Likely
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Three Strategies for Advertising a Line 
Extension
Our research across a wide range of campaigns
has identif ied three basic creative strategies that
are employed in the launch advertising for line
extensions. Each strategy has inherent strengths
and weaknesses in its ability to generate
engagement, effectively communicate the brand
and its benefits, and to successfully create
awareness and trial. An examination of the likely
performance of campaigns of each of these three
types can prove useful in identifying the strategy
most likely to succeed for your line extension, and
in suggesting specific steps to overcome possible
weaknessesthat accompanyeach strategy.

STRATEGY 1: 

UTILIZE THE BASE BRAND CAMPAIGN
Incorporating the line extension into the existing
brand campaign enables an advertiser to capitalize
on pre-existing campaign equities, and may
provide a means to build awareness of the line
extension without the expense of funding an
entirely new campaign.

Procter & Gamble has employed this strategy in
advertising the Swiffer line of products. Executions
for the Swiffer Sweeper, Swiffer WetJet, and
Swiffer Dusters all feature stories that revolve
around women who use the Swiffer product and
send their old mops, brooms, and dusters packing.
The old tools take on the role of an ex-boyfriend,
with sad love songs and desperate attempts to get
the woman back.

In general, this strategy tends to be effective at
generating high levels of engagement and brand
linkage because people are already familiar with
the campaign. However, integrating a line
extension into an existing campaign also comes
with a serious risk of failing to communicate either
the identity of the line extension or its unique
benefits versusthe basebrand.

In order for this strategy to be effective, the
advertiser should create a strong focus on the line
extension and the benefits that differentiate the
new product from the parent brand.

Across the Communicus database of line extension
advertising, this strategy ïwhile often generating
strong engagement and building usage of the base
brand ï has the lowest chance of the three
strategies in generating trial of the line extension.
The main reason for failure: the tendency of the
consumer to link a campaign with which they are
already familiar with the base brand and not the
line extension.

STRATEGY 2: 
EXECUTE A COMPLETELY NEW CAMPAIGN
Another option is to create an entirely new
campaign for the line extension. This strategy is
often perceived to require a substantially greater
financial investment, given the developmental,
production and media costs associated with a new
campaign launch.

A recent campaign that utilized this strategy was
Coca-Colaôslaunch of the Coke Zero brand. This
campaign looked nothing like traditional Coca-Cola
advertising, with Coke Zero positioned not as an
extension of the brand, but as an alternative to it.
Stories for the new campaign revolved around the
Coca-Cola brand managers attempting to prove
that Coke Zero stole the taste of Coca-Cola,
emphasizing that Coke Zero tastes just as good
but has zero calories.

In general, creating a completely new campaign
for the line extension offers the strongest way to
communicate and differentiate the new productôs
benefits. However, notwithstanding the success of
the Coke Zero campaign, this strategy carries more
risk than does utilizing a campaign with some
familiar elements. As such, completely new
campaigns on average tend to have less successat
generating engagement than launches that use at
least someexisting campaign equities.
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And because base brand equities are not being
exploited, new campaigns for line extensions are
also at a clear disadvantage in generating brand
linkage, as is true with advertising for new
campaignsand new brands in general.

STRATEGY 3: 
DEVELOP A NEW CREATIVE APPROACH, BUT 
BUILD IN KEY EQUITIES FROM THE BASE 
BRAND CAMPAIGN 
The third option is a blended approach: employing
specific brand equities from the base brand
advertising, while creating a new campaign that
focuses on the unique benefits of the line
extension. This approach typically uses
spokespeople, musical signatures, story types, and
other brand campaign elements that have, over
time, been successfully linked in the mind of the
consumer with the base brand. However, the
specific focus of the line extension executions is on
line extension benefits; as such, specific stories,
creative approaches and/or other elements are
adapted or re-created.

When Microsoft launched Windows 7 in October
2009, the campaign concept was an evolution of

Best performer

Mid-range

Worst performer

The grid below summarizes the strategies with the highest and lowest chances of success at each of the 
four advertising imperatives:

/ƘŀƴŎŜǎ ƻŦ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎ ŀǘΧ

Engagement

Line extension brand ID

Line extension benefit 
communication

Trial of line extension

Existing 
brand campaign

Completely
new campaign

New approach with
existing equities

the ócustomerstoryôtheme that had been
employed within the Microsoft Windows brand
advertising since 2008. The original Windows ñIôm
a PCòcampaign featured PC users talking to the
camera about themselves, focusing on the people-
friendly nature of the brand. The new Windows 7
campaign maintained the creative approach of real
people talking to the camera, but this time the
stories revolved around the new product and its
innovative features. The new executions also built
off the original tagline, with each customer stating:
ñIôma PC,and Windows 7 was my ideaò.

When well-executed, this strategy can capitalize on
both the base brand equities and the unique
benefits of the line extension.

On average, this blended approach that utilizes
core brand campaign equities has the highest
chance of gaining correct brand associations for
the line extension, and is also most likely to
produce trial of the line extension. However,
striking the right balance is critical, as our
experience indicates that a significant risk of mis-
associations with the base brand is present for this
type of campaign.
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DIFFERENT STRATEGIES FOR DIFFERENT 
MEDIA
To launch a line extension for a major gum brand,
one advertiser chose to utilize different creative
strategies for TV and print. The TV executions
mirrored the base brand campaign but added new
visuals built around the efficacy claim, while a new
print campaign was created that focused strictly on
line extensionôsenhancedefficacy benefits.

Results : Both the TV
and print campaigns
were engaging, and
strong line extension
brand ID effectively
built awareness of the
new product. However,
the TV was less
effective in conveying

the efficacy message, and was consequently less
successful in generating trial of the line extension
than was the print campaign.

Implications : When integrating a new brand into
the base campaign, the advertiser should insure
that the line extension benefits are the focus of the
óstoryô. In this case, based on the initial learning,
the advertiser modified the TV creative while
expanding the print budget to improve the success
of the launch.

BASE CAMPAIGN WITH ALTERED BRAND 
BENEFITS
A marketer of branded fresh food products
launched a prepared frozen dinner line within the

format of the base brand campaign. The key
difference for the line extension executions was a
shift of storylines from a focus on quality/all
natural benefits to quality/convenience benefits.

Results : The strong
engagement and base
brand linkage carried
over from the original
campaign to the line
extension executions,
but many consumers
identif ied the campaign
with the base brand

instead of the new product. Additionally, because
the focus was on convenience, the new executions
generated negative impact on the all-natural
associationsfor the base brand.

Implications : This example highlights the risk of
damaging your flagship brand with a line extension
that has conflicting or contradictory benefits. The
failure to differentiate distinctive products being
sold under the umbrella brand can be detrimental
to both; the use of a single campaign only
heightens the risk of a blurring of benefits that can
produce a weakening of the brand franchise.

A COMPLETELYNEWCAMPAIGN
The marketer of a well-known confectionary brand
developed new campaign for the launch of a
flavor-based line extension. Across all media, the
storylines and visuals all revolved around the rich,
authentic new flavors; no brand cues from the
existing base brand campaign were utilized.

Success Stories & Cautionary Tales
On average each of these three strategies has clear strengths and weaknesses, but the success of a
campaign cannot always be predicted based on averages. The actual examples of line extension
campaigns detailed below illustrate how a strategy that worked in one case could be a failure for another
and how, sometimes, a combination of tactics is the answer.

V

V

V
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Results : Those within
the target who were
engaged by the
advertising understood
that the product
involved tantalizing
new flavors. However,
overall engagement
was low in relation to

the media spend, and brand ID was very weak. As
a result, the campaign did not succeedat creating
awarenessor trial for the new flavor-based line.

Implications : As an advertiser with a long-
running successful base brand campaign, this
advertiser might have been wise to consider using
some existing campaign equities, but building a
strong flavor messageinto each execution.

ANOTHERCOMPLETELYNEWCAMPAIGN
A new low-sugar variety of a popular breakfast
cereal was launched with a campaign unrelated to
the well-established base brand advertising. The
line extension campaign featured creative and
entertaining storylines that revolved around the
óhalfthe sugarôbenefits of the new product.

Results : The new
campaign proved to be
highly engaging, pro-
duced strong brand ID
for the line extension
and effectively con-
veyed the low-sugar
message. Moreover,
the ads had a positive

impact on trial of the new product, and produced 
no measurable negative effects on the perceived 
taste of the base brand. 

Implications : A well-crafted campaign for a new
line extension can succeed, even without
borrowing equities from the basebrand campaign.

V

So what is the best advertising strategy for 
launching a line extension?
There is no one right approach to advertising a line
extension. While general patterns can suggest the
overall chances of success on specific campaign
metrics, averages cannot predict the outcome of a
specific creative approach for a specific line
extension launch.

When developing the creative strategy for a line
extension launch campaign, the advertiser is
cautioned to keep in mind common failings that
caninhibit marketplace success:

ü Failure to generate engagement with a new 

campaign
ü Failure to make the identity and unique benefits 

of the line extension the focus of attention
Å Instead, selling the base brand and 

reinforcing base brand benefits
or

Å Wasting money on unbranded creative
ü Blurring or diminishing the base brand 

strengths  through use of creative that:
Å Doesnôt differentiate

or
Å Detracts from base brand equities

Once the creative approach for your new line
extension has been developed, a good copy
testing system can help identify its strengths and
weaknesses. However, the only way to truly isolate
the impact of the campaign on both the new line
extension and the base brand is through early in-
market measurementand diagnosis.

Because of its high degree of accuracy and
sensitiv ity to the effects of advertising, the
Communicus System is an ideal means to gaining
the understanding that can help to insure that,
whatever strategy youôvechosen, your line
extension launch advertising provides the best
possible chance of successfor the line.

V
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For more information on our line extension 
findings , or on the Communicus System  

for multimedia campaign evaluation, 
contact Jeri Smith  at jeri@communicus.com
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