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CASE HISTORY:

LAUNCH OF THE 3DO COMPANY

SITUATION:
In August 1992 when a small Silicon Valley start-up approached us to handle the announcement of the company and its new 3D graphics technology at the Consumer Electronics Show, January 1993 in Las Vegas, we knew it would be a huge challenge.  Fourteen other game platforms were already on the market; only one was selling well.  Unless we could develop a strategy that would be powerful enough to position our client's technology as an entirely new consumer electronics standard, The 3DO Company would ultimately fail.

RESEARCH:  Our research to support our assignment included:

· Looking at business and positioning strategies for companies in the same category that had succeeded -- or failed -- over the last decade

· Collecting data on other "strategic partnerships" between important industry companies so as to contrast these to the tightly knit alliance of business partners and investors we would be touting for 3DO

· Evaluating, with 3DO, the marketing strategy and positioning of other products in this category against the Stanford Research Institute (SRI) consumer purchase model and the company’s thinking about its own new products to date

· Obtaining market data reports and opinions on home entertainment products from marketing analyst and investor relations firms


· Ultimately, we also collected input from editors covering the entertainment software and hardware and consumer electronics companies

PR OBJECTIVES:

· Establish 3DO's interactive multiplayer as a major technology breakthrough, capable of driving a new consumer electronics standard, like VHS

· Generate national awareness of 3DO's business strategy and powerful partners so that the company would be well positioned for future investment

· Create such early anticipation for 3DO "boxes" among retailers and consumers that it would have an impact on sales of competitive products

TARGET AUDIENCES:  To accomplish our client's goals, we knew we would need to reach several target audiences, and cause them to have definite responses and reactions:


· Marketing Analysts/Industry Opinion Leaders:  To get them excited about the technology, as well as the business strategy, so they would start a word-of-mouth buzz about 3DO as the most exciting new competitor in the interactive entertainment category

· Software Companies:  To get them to switch their loyalties from Nintendo to this new development platform

· Retailers:  To get buyers to look seriously at adding 3DO SKUs to their fall lineup 

· Consumers:  To get them to hold off on their consumer electronics purchases until fall, when the first 3DO product shipments would be made

· Business/Financial Community:  To generate the interest and excitement that would put the company in a position to raise additional capital down the road

The PR plan to accomplish these objectives had several elements:

· Pre-press conference "seeding" of the story under one-on-one non-disclosure meetings with industry newsletter editors, key editors and industry marketing analysts

· Arranging a series of cover stories in trade and consumer publications, one in each important media category, and a story in a prestigious national business publication to break the day of the announcement of the company

· A press event the opening hour of CES, announcing the company, technology, partners and business strategy

EXECUTION:  Our first task was convincing the CEO it would be safe to pre-brief key reporters and analysts, under non-disclosure.  He was very reluctant, arguing that everything should be saved for the Jan. 7 announcement.  Across several meetings, we counseled him and his marketing team that it would be impossible to generate strong attendance at the press conference or, more importantly, major news, business and trade coverage, without establishing separate messaging and without prebriefing key writers in each media category. 

After much discussion, he agreed to go on the road for face-to-face meetings with a handpicked list of editors and analysts during three separate weeks in November and December.

We constructed his presentation for these meetings very carefully:  The CEO would review the history of the home entertainment industry, demonstrating his long association with both the PC and video game industries, then launch into his analysis of the "marketing pyramid" it would take to sell into a new consumer electronics standard.  He then unveiled the exciting specs of 3DO's breakthrough graphics technology and then closed with his innovative business model.

Finally, we coached the CEO, Trip Hawkins, on how to emphasize different messages for each medium, based on target audiences.  


For technology editors, for instance, he would focus on the specs, performance leap and compression technology.  

For business publications, he would emphasize the "level playing field" his business model would create and discuss the difference between 3DO's strategy and that of its competitors.  

For video game books, he would stress the 3D graphics engine.

Our goal:  Big stories in a lead publication in each of the different media categories.

Soon a huge industry buzz had everyone talking about the upcoming press conference.  

In mid-December, we distributed the invitation to the January press conference to over 400 journalists.  Requests for additional press interviews, based on the rumors we had generated, had begun to come in, all of which were politely declined.

We also pitched and completed discussions with The Wall Street Journal.  To our delight, the reporter was bullish about the story; even suggesting the many elements could result in a front page article.

One snag.  In late December, an executive at Matsushita, 3DO’s manufacturing partner and investor, surprised us by mentioning to a key electronic trade magazine editor working from the Tokyo bureau that the company had invested in the start-up.  The result was a speculative front-page story in the trade magazine, which was picked up by Reuters and then appeared on an inside page of The Wall Street Journal, itself, fueling more speculation about 3DO but endangering our exclusives.

U.S. business writers, having received our press conference invite, called for comment.  

We stuck to our strategy, turning down interview requests and telling reporters that the company would not speak to rumors and that all announcements would be made Jan. 7.

Two days later, The New York Times ran their own speculative story, then BusinessWeek.   The press had some of the elements of the story, but we had control of a few interesting facts, including another important investor:  AT&T.  We felt that we could drive second day stories, even if publications did pre-event coverage.

To hold onto The Wall Street Journal cover page story, we now offered the reporter a broader story, a behind-the-scenes briefing on how the deal had been negotiated with each of the partners.  That morning The Wall Street Journal story hit, running down the right hand column and jumping to page 4 inside.

Total press conference attendance was at least 265 (we did not have time to get cards from the last of the attendees).  We even had to send overflow to a second room, with video and audio pumped in.  Show management later said it was the largest press event ever staged at CES.


EVALUATION:  Afterwards, we evaluated the project in terms of our PR objectives:

1.  
Position as technology breakthrough, attracting software licensees:  The leading engineering tabloid, Electronic Engineering Times, ran a front page story and called 3DO's technology "by far the most overwhelming presentation" at CES, demonstrating "unique capabilities and performance."  All the industry newsletters ran extensive stories.  Thirty-one software licensees signed agreements during the show; by the end of January, 3DO had more than 100 -- the largest number of developers ever signed up for a new consumer electronics platform. 

2.  
Generate awareness of partners, business model:  Business publication coverage included the front page of The Wall Street Journal, the business section of The New York Times, Los Angeles Times, San Francisco Chronicle, Chicago Tribune and San Jose Mercury News plus a profile in Time and another Business Week piece.  More than 30 financial analysts, from all the big investment banking firms, came by the booth to request briefings.

3.  
Create retailer and consumer anticipation:  HFD and TWICE, the two key retailer trades, ran cover stories.  ABC's "Good Morning America" aired a six-minute demo and interview with the CEO filmed in the booth.  NBC's "Today" show featured 3DO as one of the hot products at the show.  CNN and CNBC aired segments.  USA Today, Newsweek, U.S. News and AP did features.  We also had a cover story in the top enthusiast publication in each important consumer category: Multimedia World, VG & CE; New Media.  The New York Times' computer columnist did a follow-up piece.


In the next 45 days after the show, 3DO's major competitor laid off 100 employees and announced they were withdrawing from the market.  Trip Hawkins, 3DO's CEO, was offered the keynote speech at CES/June, upstaging Bill Gates of Microsoft, who had asked for the slot.  Two months later 3DO went public, a year ahead of schedule, raising $40 million before the first product shipped.

