From Blog to Brand in Under Six Months



Introduction

Explore a personal passion.
Trust your instincts.
Build a brand that treats people like you would.

Believe a planner can do more than plan.

Those are just a few of the philosophies at the heart of Mrs-O.org, an agency developed blog
that celebrates first lady Michelle Obama’s style, and in six months time, with no paid media, has
infiltrated popular culture. It is now commonplace for the media to refer to Michelle Obama as
“Mrs. O” when discussing her style; when we began, there was no reference. With a buzzing site
community, a successful merchandise venture and a six-figure book deal, this is a story of a blog

that became a brand, and the planning firepower that drove it.




Unexpected Inspiration

Perched on my couch in August 2008, |
intently watched the Democratic National
Convention coverage. | had already tuned
into Michelle Obama’s style as media
stories began to surface every few months
— a profile in Vogue, a feature story for

the New York Times, and who could have
missed the frenzy sparked by the black and
white Donna Ricco dress worn on

The View?

But it was during the last week of August
that | found myself captivated. By the
second night of the convention, | was
excitedly Googling to find out more. Who
had designed Michelle Obama’s dress? Was
the fabric a brocade? And what did others
think? To my surprise, | was unable to find
an authority on Michelle Obama’s fashion
and style. | wanted more information and

a central online resource — and | imagined

others did too.




The Opportunity: Exploring a Personal Passion

As a young woman, my mother had taken to giving me a Jacqueline Kennedy style book
each year at Christmas. The Clothes of Camelot, Jackie Style and the venerable Jacqueline
Kennedy: The White House Years continue to be treasured books in my bookcase, their
pages worn thin from being revisited so many times. | sensed, in watching Michelle Obama

on stage during the convention, that my generation had found its Jackie O.

So here, | found myself in a perfect storm of opportunity:

+ A subject that engaged me personally and passionately.

+ A “pbrand lag”: growing interest in Michelle Obama’s style with no voice or brand satisfying
the demand.

+ Atruly creative and open-minded employer, that above all, values a good idea, regardless

of its form, scale or source, and was willing to help me explore mine.



The ldea

A Michelle Obama style forum was in order.
The website would chronicle Michelle
Obama’s ensembles, provide information
about the designers she had worn, and give

people a place to share their enthusiasm.

Michelle Obama had all the makings of

a modern style icon. Mixing high and

low end designers had quickly become a
hallmark of her style. It was a real-world,
democratic approach to fashion that deeply
resonated with a wide range of people. The
‘Democracy of Style’ idea would be at the

core of this style forum.

With comparisons to Jackie O top of mind,
a fellow planner suggested, “Why don’t we
call it Mrs. O?” in a quick email exchange. It
was short, sweet, stylish and it stuck. From
this point forward, the strategic and creative

idea became one and the same.




Making It Happen

Bringing this idea to fruition would necessitate the blurring of roles, and a hands-on “ask for

forgiveness, not permission” mentality. The role for planning, foremost, was to “do”.

| presented the idea to the Chief Creative Officer at my agency with a passionate verbal pitch. To
my delight, he bought into the idea and said we could use agency resource to make it happen. From
there, a few ground rules were set by management: Don’t spend too much money, and don’t do

anything illegal.

A blog — easy and cheap to set up, with a “comment” feature that enables outside participation
— was our logical vehicle. Images were sourced from Flickr, used through Creative Commons
licensing or with permission from the photographer. All writing and research for posts were

completed by myself and colleagues.

Aesthetics were important. A blog about the future first lady’s style needed to be stylish in its own
right. A graphic designer created our logo, and a technologist suggested a stylish blog template.
Our last step was to purchase Mrs-O.org, for an economical $20. The site launched in late

September 2008, just three weeks after the idea was first conceived.
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Our Principles for Creative Execution

At its very core, Mrs-0.org is designed to be:

+ Respectful: We intend the site to be
informative and positive. At all costs,
we avoid the cynicism and snark that is
commonplace on many blogs.

+ Democratic: We've given our site
community a voice. The site is inclusive,
interactive and human.

+ Stylish: Aesthetically, the site aspires to
be elegant, feminine and modern, just
like its muse.

+ Substantive: Through highlighting
the First Lady’s style, we also profile
Michelle Obama’s personal and social
interests, as well as the rich history that
surrounds the clothes and designers.
Capturing a well-rounded perspective
is important; women love Michelle
Obama’s style because of what it says

about her.




Growing the Brand

The site was, and continues to be, unapologetically “work in progress.” Filling the void was more
important than being perfect. But also — a democratic site is always an evolving conversation.
We would improve and adapt both the aesthetics and functionality of the site over time, as an
iterative process that took into account input from our growing community. Users have guided the
development; asking for site registration and a discussion board, these features are part of our
current upgrade.

The site has benefited from tremendous media attention that has built over time. We began by
reaching out to relevant blogs to propose link exchanges. Those links helped to reach initial traffic of
500 visits per day. As national media increasingly took note of Michelle Obama’s style, “there’s even
a blog dedicated to Michelle Obama’s style, Mrs-O.org” began to appear in online and

print newspapers.

On November 4, Barack Obama did us an enormous favor by winning the election, which in turn,
made Mrs. O our First Lady in waiting. The day following the election, the site experienced more
than 18,000 visits, and was mentioned in a front page story in the Los Angeles Times.

From that point forward, site traffic has been on an upward climb. Peaks during the Inauguration
and trip to Europe in early April generated traffic upward of 35,000 visits per day each, aided by
national and international media coverage from the New York Times, Los Angeles Times, Reuters,
Associated Press, USA Today, CNN, NPR, Vanity Fair and more.

From November 2008 to April 2009, the site has averaged 7,300 visitors per day, and over 220,000
visitors per month. Average time spent on the site is more than 2 minutes, 30 seconds. On Google,
Mrs-O.org is first site that appears when searching for “Mrs. O” and “Michelle Obama Style”. We
have 2,000 followers on Twitter, and more than 6,000 friends on Facebook.

Perhaps more remarkable than the sheer volume of traffic is the strength of the community. The
number of comments per post has reached more than 100 on average, with peaks as high as 400.
Site members have even begun to meet-up offline to share Mrs. O inspired interests, such

as gardening.

In one of many unexpected developments, |, “Mrs. T”, as I’'m known on the site, have become an
expert on Michelle Obama’s style, making appearances on The Today Show, MSNBC, Access
Hollywood and BBC Radio to comment on the first lady’s style.

The site generates revenue through Google AdSense banners, which pays for a small contract
with Getty Images. In January we signed a six-figure book deal with Hachette Book Group to write
a Mrs. O style book. “Mrs. O: Democracy of Style” will debut in October 2009. In February we
launched a limited edition t-shirt inspired by a signature Michelle Obama look; we sold more than
100 in the first week.
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Mrs.O Inspired T-Shirt

The Inspiration: Michelle Obama at Our interpretation of the look
presidential debate.

E-commerce on Mrs-O.org

Mrs.O reader wearing the Mrs.O inspired t-shirt.




Upcoming Book
Mrs.O: Democracy of Style

CHAPTER III DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL CONVENTION

At the time of the 2008 Democratic National Convention,

many Americans were still just getting to know Michelle

Obama. It was during the convention that she would step

onal stage, giving Americans an opportunity to

her on a more personal level. Quickly they would

rmth, commitment to her husband's

aign,

and of course, her ¢ conic style.

The conventi ir held in Denver,

CO, during Augus h day and evening

activities. While Michelle Obama would make a primetime

speech and host a large servic

e effort, her presence was

undeniably felt through her style as well. The week proved

to be one Mrs. Obama’s most rigorously

in great part thanks to the discerning eye of Ikram Goldr

0 served as a behind-the-scenes fashion advisor

With each passing night, Mrs. Obama's fashion choices
seemed to grow more chic: the unexpected choice of
designers, the clever use of accessories, the confidence and
ease with which she wore each ensemble. There was an
unparalled thoughtfulness and cohesive attention to detail
with each look that made for a dramatic, lasting impact. It
was during this week that many American women— this
author included—found  themselves captivated with
Michelle Obama's style.

“Michelle Obama was so integral to the landscape of
American fashion from the first moment she hit the campaign
spotlight with her husband,” said Joe Zee, Creative Director
of Elle magazine. "Here was this incredibly chic, well-
respected, smart and not to mention—beautiful — woman
that represented all the integrity and foundations of every

woman in this country, and all eyes were on her."

The political strategy of the
PERRY, 10WA Obama campaign centered on
winningthecaucusesinlowa—the
first primary vote of 2008. Both

the Obamas visited the state repeatedly, getting

to know the voters through small gatherings.

On a beautiful spring day, Mrs. Obama
attended a neighborhood coffee in Perry, lowa,
For this backyard gathering, she chose an
ensemble by Maria Pinto: a sleeveless blouse
in apricot silk charmeuse paired with a pencil
skirt in cotton. The gently draped neckline is
a signature Pinto detail, and the matte texture
of the skirt provided an interesting contrast
with the sheen of the blouse. Overall, the look

conveyed a ladylike accessibility—an  ideal

message for meeting voters.




Conclusion

This story may appear to be one of anti-planning as it focuses on what we did, rather than the usual
suspects of research, insight and charts. However, | believe that my experience as a planner is at
the heart of its success. An instinctive reading of the market helped me to identify the opportunity.
A personal passion (a skill often overlooked but essential) drove things forward. And a relentless,
single-minded vision guided the brand elements of voice, style and content. This has allowed the
site to build organically, without paid media. These are all values we often encourage our clients

to embrace. Finally we’ve had the opportunity to deploy and test them (publicly) on our own. The
overarching lesson is one of intuition, personal passion, community engagement and quick action.

In combination, they built a brand: Mrs. O.




