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Toyota Goes After Copycat Hybrids

Buyers Are Asked to Believe
Branded HSD Technology
Is Worth the Extra Cost

By GINA CHON 
Staff Reporter of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
September 22, 2005; Page B4
Toyota Motor already has established a name for itself as the leading maker of fuel-efficient hybrid cars. Now, it hopes to keep rival auto makers from riding its coattails.

Starting next week, the Japanese car maker will begin running ads in television, print, radio and online as part of a $30 million campaign aimed at turning the company's vague collection of under-the-hood innovations into a branded technology that consumers will recognize -- and pay extra to get. The effort will kick off with 30-second and 60-second ads on television and in movie theaters asking questions like "What if the air was clean again?"
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More than 100 billboards, 1,200 gas pumps and 630 bus stops will also be plastered with slogans promoting fuel economy and clean air as the byproducts of Toyota's "hybrid synergy drive," or HSD, technology. The campaign aims to position HSD as a cut above the hybrid engines other car makers are starting to rush into the market.

"We want people to know that HSD is technology truly unique to Toyota and is different from other manufacturers' technology," says Steve Rabosky, chief creative officer for Saatchi & Saatchi's Los Angeles office, the ad agency that created the hybrid campaign. "So we are branding HSD as a Toyota-specific product."

Toyota's campaign comes at a time when rising gas prices are increasing consumer attention on fuel economy. Gas-electric hybrid vehicles can get as much as 60 miles per gallon.

"We're leveraging [high gas prices] more and more every day now," says Jim Farley, a senior executive at Toyota's American sales unit in Torrance, Calif., who oversees Toyota-brand marketing.

But it also points to a common challenge faced by companies that gain an early edge when technology shifts: How do you turn that into a sustainable advantage? Inevitably, an onslaught of copycat products arrives from competitors, driving down margins, eroding the leader's pricing power and sometimes reducing a wonder of technology to a mere commodity.

Apple Computer so far has managed to keep its iPod music player positioned above cheaper follow-on products. Intel had great success branding its computer chips with its groundbreaking "Intel Inside" campaign.

Others haven't fared as well. Palm, for instance, once owned the handheld organizer market but now slugs it out with dozens of bigger, deep-pocketed rivals.

For Toyota, branding a type of engine poses a bigger challenge than, say, branding a music player. DaimlerChrysler's Chrysler Group has established its Hemi V-8 engine as a brand name, but it is unclear how long it can continue to command a hefty premium now that General Motors is offering more models with V-8s, and others are rushing to follow. In the past, car makers have touted transmissions and all-wheel drive systems, but rarely created long-term leverage in the marketplace.

Toyota has been selling hybrids since 1997. In the first eight months of 2005, the company sold 72,849 Priuses in the U.S., more than double the amount sold in the year-earlier period. It plans to add hybrid engines to a majority of models and sell one million hybrids a year globally by the early 2010s.

Other car makers plan to challenge Toyota. Yesterday , Ford Motor said half of its models in the Ford, Mercury and Lincoln brands will be available in hybrid versions by the end of 2010. In August Ford ran a modest ad campaign focusing on hybrid technology, and more are coming.

"Clearly, we want people to associate hybrids with Ford and we want to make sure we are on people's radar screens in that area," said Jon Pepper, a Ford spokesman.

BMW, DaimlerChrysler and GM are also working together to speed the arrival of their own hybrids. Volkswagen, its Audi luxury brand, and Porsche are also collaborating.

Toyota's HSD campaign is designed to reach consumers while they are driving and will feature slogans such as "Commute with Nature," "mpg:)" and "There's Nothing Like That New Planet Smell." A billboard greeting drivers leaving the Lincoln Tunnel in New York City will read, "Miles and miles and miles per gallon."
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