Delivering the male
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It's Rose Cameron's first visit to Hooters, but it doesn't take her more than 10 minutes to conclude that the chain's appeal to men is much more than women in skimpy tops and shorts.

"This is a decompression chamber," she says, eyeing the almost-all-male crowd from a table in the corner. Today's men "are losing all their institutions," she notes. "All day they have to control the way they behave, and they need places to relax. Men have to decompress somewhere."

For Cameron, this trip is not about decompression but research, an expedition into the suburban jungle to learn more about the people she studies. It is here in Schaumburg that Cameron can best observe her quarry: the American male, joe averageus.

Cameron investigates men and male behavior for the Chicago-based Leo Burnett USA advertising agency, where her official title is senior vice president and planning director, although most folks just call her the Man Expert. This distinction dates to 2005, when Burnett tapped her to oversee a global study of what men want, a study that found men struggling to understand their role in the world. In the words of the agency's final report: "We appear to be witnessing a new experience of male insecurity and confusion."

For Cameron, the study was a heaven-sent opportunity. She's had a life-long obsession with trying to decode the opposite sex.

"I just love men," she confides, with a machine gun-like burst of laughter.

Cameron orders dinner from the bubbly waitress and then turns her attention toward the restaurant itself, where she sees subliminal genius--not the server's pulchritude--as the reason Hooters succeeds with men around the planet, from Schaumburg to Singapore.

She notes that everything, from the food to the cutlery, is designed to appeal to men's preferences. "It's all hand food," she says, looking at the menu. Then, grabbing a steak knife from alongside her plate and raising it into the air, she booms, "And this is a real knife. I can kill someone today!"

She seizes the roll of paper towels that Hooters places at each table instead of napkins, and lowers her voice to a masculine rasp: "I've got these. I can be as dirty as I want to be, since my wife is always telling me I'm dirty."

Cameron is no less analytical toward the patrons, evaluating each group of nearby diners, table-by-table.

She eyes a cluster of middle-age men with serious paunches and Nextels clipped to their belts. "They're all construction guys--lone wolves--they work for themselves," she says "That guy there is on a diet, and if his wife knew he was eating this she would kill him."

Her gaze darts across the room to a foursome of 30-somethings. They are flirting with their waitress, who giggles in the direction of one patron in particular.

"These are old football buddies," Cameron says. "The second she leaves they're all going to say, 'She wanted you!' When men are really relaxed they reflect each other's movements. It's empathizing."

Leo Burnett uses Cameron's insights in two ways: First, she acts as kind of in-house subject expert on men. Are you wondering what men will think about your ad? Ask Rose. Are you fearful that your ad could fall flat with men? Ask Rose. She's one of several subject gurus at the firm, who keep their eyes on matters such as shopping, women and overall trends.

Second, Cameron incorporates this gender expertise into her main job as planning director, typically the person at an agency who makes sure the different players in an ad's creation-the artists, the word people, the design folks -all have the data and research they need to make a successful campaign while keeping the client's interests in mind.

Take a recent McDonald's commercial that Cameron oversaw, titled "Dad's Making Dinner." For the first 45 seconds of the 60-second spot, kids in different countries excitedly announce something in a foreign tongue. Then an American kid runs onto a basketball court and breathlessly exclaims: "Dad's making dinner!"

"Making dinner," of course, means stopping by McDonald's, and we see dads across the globe bringing bags of hamburgers and French fries home to their happy families.

This is not the first ad to play off the idea that men prefer to buy fast food rather than cook; in fact, another agency recently did a spot for Pizza Hut where the same first words--"Dad's making dinner"--emerge from the daughter's mouth before both the kids and Mom breathe a sigh of relief when they see that he's actually bought pizza and breadsticks.

But here's the difference: The Pizza Hut ad has the kids and Mom fearing what Dad was 'making for dinner,' only to be surprised that he was actually smart enough to buy fast food. In that ad, Dad is an idiot, a man-child who chose fast food because if men were allowed to cook they would burn the house down.

Cameron's McDonald's ad aims for the opposite sentiment. Say what you will about McDonald's food, these men are proud to bring it home to their families. It's a gift, a treat that not only makes the kids happy, but lets fathers maximize their time at home.

"They get to spend so little time with their kids--balancing work with family--that 'winning' experiences with the kids are really very important. McDonald's makes these types of experiences possible with the least amount of effort," Cameron says of the commercial.

It's the difference between insulting men and making them misty-eyed.

Back at Hooters, a lone male-female couple sits a few tables away and they seem to be having the least amount of fun of anyone in the restaurant. Cameron--true to her flair for quick, often filterless analysis--explains why without hesitation.

"He is fundamentally uncomfortable. His shoulders are pulled. His hand is over his mouth. Here she is thinking she's having a meaningful conversation, and he's watching the ballgame. I don't know why he brought her here," Cameron says. "Maybe she brought him to show that she's cool with it, but it does not have the effect she thinks it does."

Cameron can't hear what this couple is saying, and there's a good chance she's got it all wrong. Perhaps the man and woman are arguing about who loves the other more. Cameron is projecting, going on past experience and data and trusting her gut-all essential, everyday activities in the advertising world.

Asked how one would find out why the couple's conversation is stalled, she replies, "There's not a whole lot to ask." Many women, she says, measure their relationships by how much they know about their boyfriends' lives.

How should they measure it? "By his ability to tell you what he wants."

Relationship advice represents the one area of men's studies that might be considered Cameron's Achilles heel. Professionally, Cameron, 38, is a well-regarded player in advertising gender analysis, but the divorced mother doesn't have a great track record with men in her personal life.

"I've always kind of wondered: I'm an interesting person, why can't I get any dates?"

She soon reveals, though, that her bad luck with men might be about to change: She's just signed on with an Internet dating service, where her "big and beautiful" size doesn't seem to bother men. "I am so popular online," she says, again with an easy laugh.

Cameron is particularly interested in a man she knows as John, a promising online prospect from rural Washington state, who repairs tractors and sounds like a real cowboy hero.

"He's just a delightful guy," Cameron gushes, adding she had just sent him a die-cast model of a John Deere tractor, just to let him know she was thinking about him.

"Guys don't like roses," she says.

There is romantic promise in her voice this night as we leave the restaurant and head out into the parking lot. John could be something special, but Cameron says she's going to stay guarded, at least for now. Her heart has been broken enough that she plans to proceed with caution.

It seems an unfortunate irony that Cameron, by day a leading authority on the male of the species, struggles to understand these mysterious creatures by night. As she discusses failed relationship after failed relationship, you can hear in her voice a real worry that her professional gift could also be her personal curse.

In many ways, Rose Cameron knows what men want, and she knows it's not her.

Cameron was born on April Fools Day, 1969, in Ellsworth, S.D., where her father served in the Air Force. Dad and daughter clashed from almost Day One, and at the age of 4 he sent her 4,000 miles away to boarding school in Scotland, where the family had friends. To this day she carries two traits picked up from that period: a Scottish brogue, which grows heavier when she's nervous, and a belief that men won't accept her as she is.

"They want precious and I'm not precious. I'm pragmatic," she says.

Today Cameron lives in Arlington Heights with Arie, her 7-year-old daughter, and Marie, her divorced mother. Arie is autistic and barely speaks, in stark contrast to Cameron and her mom. At their house, the opposite sex exists only in photographs, mostly of Arie's father and of Ronald McDonald, whom Cameron knows through her advertising work. Cameron says that when Arie first saw a picture of her mother alongside the makeup-wearing clown, she wrinkled her nose, apparently thinking Mom could get a better boyfriend.

"He's a great person, actually," Cameron says of the actor who customarily plays the company icon in commercials. "I couldn't do better."

In Marie's room, a large, 25-year-old picture of Cameron and her sister hints at the childhood that was: the angelic, adorable sister smiles from underneath a headful of blond ringlets, while Cameron's hair is cut short, almost boy-like, just like it is today.

"That's my hide-from-the-world mechanism," Cameron said pointing to her asymmetrical bangs, which hang down the left side of her face.

Watching her adult daughter from across the room, Marie muses out loud: "She's such a strong personality," she says. "I never expected her to get married."

Cameron's marriage to a Canadian man, whom she met while working in Toronto for the advertising firm Ogilvy & Mather, produced Arie but ended in divorce after five years. The couple remains on speaking terms, although Cameron says she'll probably never fully get over the pain and loss of the failed union.

Cameron's job with Ogilvy & Mather was one of several where she worked on major accounts, including Microsoft, IBM and AT&T. Todd Arata, advertising director for Coca-Cola North America, who worked with Cameron at Ogilvy in New York, says her background in filling several different roles in advertising gives her unique perspective.

"She understands that research and planning gives you a plethora of information," says Arata, who still occasionally works with Cameron because Coke does some business with Burnett. "She knows how to mine for the right insight."

Another aspect that makes Cameron unusual in the advertising world is that she didn't study it during school; she graduated from the University of Glasgow with a double major in theater arts and sociology/anthropology.

It's her sociological eye and love of data that helped her assemble the academic-like focus that has made her a successful single-subject expert, says Rich Stoddart, President of Leo Burnett's North America division.

"We think she is disproportionately more valuable than some super generalist who knows a little about a lot of things," he says. "Gone is the day when the same person is going to walk into the room and say, 'I know how to reach men, women, children and animals with four legs.' Before there was just a consumer, and now expertise matters."

And just what makes Cameron an expert on men?

Nothing, really. Nothing except results. It all basically comes down to three things: her confidence, the fact that people believe her, and that her ads seem to work. Advertising is a business where you're a genius until you're not, and to many people out there, Rose Cameron can see things most people can't.

Back at Cameron's house, one finds men in her room, but they live on the bookshelves. Cameron's library includes biographies of leaders and rebels such as John Adams, Alexander Hamilton, Teddy Roosevelt and Johnny Cash, to name a few.

One of her most prized books is the graphic novel "Tantrum," by Jules Feiffer, which tells the story of a man who cannot accept his adult responsibilities, so he wills himself back into the body of a toddler.

"I wonder if the book determined how I feel about men?" she asks, flipping through its pages.

It's been a tough romantic week for Cameron, who is beginning to suspect something is not right with John in Washington. First, he wouldn't take her phone calls.

"He just got over pneumonia," she says, not fully believing the excuse, especially since he still won't get on the phone.

"I think he's married," she says before waffling. "Maybe I don't."

Such indecision about a man is uncharacteristic for her. Perhaps it's the emotional investment that clouds her perception.

"It's a shame because I liked him," she adds in defeat, although she isn't giving up hope that he'll come around.

"I think good guys still exist, I think noble guys still exist. I just don't think guys think they have the permission to go there."

When the Burnett agency undertook its Man Study in 2005, investigators interviewed more than 2,000 men in 13 countries and found that the male self-image is in great flux.

For example, most men in the study expressed the feeling that their role in society is unclear. The belief was most pronounced among French men and was least encountered in men from India. American men were in the middle of the pack.

According to the study, the greatest insult to a man is when someone declares that "he'll never amount to anything" (29 percent), followed by "everyone laughs behind your back" (24 percent) and "you're stupid" (21 percent). When asked to name their ultimate fantasy, those surveyed surprisingly ranked "ending world hunger" first, followed by "being a world-famous sports star" and "being married to a supermodel." Of perhaps most interest to Burnett, 74 percent of men said that images in advertising are out of touch with reality.

Cameron and colleagues took all this data and analyzed it, slicing and dicing it until they began to see the emergence of four categories of men, which they divided again into two overarching groups: "The Traditional Male Spectrum" and "The New Male Spectrum."

The Traditional Male, who represents 60 percent of the men in the study, defines himself through the eyes of other men and by classic metrics of success. This group subdivides into two types: Power Seekers, who measure their success against that of other men, and Patriarchs, who measure themselves based on how successful their families are.

The New Male category consists of the Metrosexuals and Retrosexuals, who are at opposite ends the gender spectrum, according to the study. Metrosexuals embrace fashion, cooking and other domains traditionally considered feminine. On the other side of the coin are Retrosexuals, the Archie Bunkers who disdain the modern environment, uncomfortable with the way the world is changing.

With all this fragmentation, marketing to men could be the most difficult advertising challenge in the foreseeable future, and keeping up with the data keeps Cameron plenty busy. A few months ago, she teamed up with the marketing firm comScore, which tracks the Internet behavior of people who have agreed to have the company monitor their Web usage. ComScore wanted to see how Cameron's four personality types used the Internet in hopes that they and Burnett could glean some knowledge amid the bits and bytes of Internet traffic.

Cameron agreed, and in keeping with that Internet theme, she and her staff-Cameron supervises four people, all men-created Facebook pages for the Metrosexual, the Retrosexual, the Patriarch and the Power Seeker, using the comScore data. She unveiled the pages at a meeting with comScore executives at the Leo Lounge, a bar/workspace at Leo Burnett's West Wacker Drive headquarters. It's the kind of decor you'd imagine in an ad agency: hardwood floors, plush chairs and flat-screen televisions hung here and there. The walls also feature artwork of old Marlboro Man ads, which the firm created back in the days when men where men.

Or actually, you could say 'men were men' because Burnett made it so: Before the firm created the Marlboro Man in 1954, Marlboro was seen as a lady's cigarette, and a poor-selling one at that, featuring the slogan "Mild as May." Cue the rugged cowboy and images of the vanished West and Marlboro becomes the largest-selling cigarette brand in the world.

During the meeting in the lounge, Cameron first unveils the fictitious profile of "Robert Patriarch," born in 1973, a man who spends the least amount of time online at home, as this is his family time-the most important aspect of his life. His favorite book is "Devil in the White City" and he likes the television show "Lost."

If you keep up on pop culture, those things were cool three years ago, which is a lifetime to an advertiser. But Patriarchs aren't driven by an urge to keep up. They focus on time with the kids. Dave Burg, one of Cameron's team members, has listed Robert Patriarch's car as a Range Rover, but Cameron says that's wrong, and asks him to change it to a minivan.

"I thought that was too stereotypical," Burg says.

Rose shakes her head, "Sometimes the stereotypes are also just right."

Up next is Leon Metrosexual, 23, whose favorite things include John Mayer, "Nip/Tuck," "Ugly Betty," "Grey's Anatomy," Edward Norton and "V for Vendetta." He is a social networker and the one most interested in fashion and culture. He's also a major consumer, which would be great for advertisers if there were more metrosexuals in the world. According to Cameron's data, despite all the chatter about this type of man in the media, there are not a lot of men like Leon Metrosexual; in fact, metrosexuals are the smallest segment of the four.

Standing in contrast with Leon is Chuck Retrosexual, who likes Steven Seagal, barbequing and speed rock-climbing. The Retrosexual is the stereotypical manly man who doesn't like the fact that the world is changing around him.

"Retro is always the hardest for me," she tells the group. "They're the ones that have the least amount of change throughout their lives."

Last is Bradley Powerseeker, the guy who wants to top all other men and serve himself. He's Ivy League, more conservative, and likes Jay-Z, "Entourage," college football, "Rounders," "Wedding Crashers," "300" and Texas Hold'em poker.

Later, in Cameron's office, she labels her virtual squeeze John as a Patriarch, at least that's the impression she's gotten during their numerous chat sessions. She likes that, she confides.

"There are a lot of patriarchs in my life: my rabbi, for one, my grandfather, who passed away."

On this day-a blustery, cold, Chicago winter day-Cameron looks out her office window and says she would love nothing more than to run away with John for a sunny vacation.

"I deserve it," she says, clicking through the "Most Romantic Getaways" section of a travel Web site, one that she keeps bookmarked on her Internet browser.

"Ohhhhh," she purrs. " I need this."

Then she snaps back to reality, realizing that before she can start linking arms and drinking champage with John, she's got a mountain of e-mail, focus groups to sit in on and several business trips planned, including one to Michigan.

Far from her virtual Caribbean getaway, Cameron walks into a meeting at the Leo Burnett offices in Troy, Mich., wearing one of her cape-like blouses, black jeans, a black turtleneck and black Beatles boots. It's hardly standard executive attire, although her art-school getup might have been the most conservative outfit in the room. Of the nine male "creatives" present-those who actually create ads-six wore tennis shoes, one sported a bleached blond mohawk, one wore fingerless gloves and another kept a ski cap on during the entire meeting, despite the room being quite warm. Their average age seemed to be around 27; and before Cameron got started, the conversation in the room focused on who was the office Guitar Hero III champion.

Burnett's Troy office has brought Cameron in to brainstorm with its creatives who are developing a campaign for the all-new Pontiac G8, set to hit dealerships this spring. It's a sporty sedan that hopes to compete with BMWs and Audis in the marketplace of finer, mid-priced automobiles. For Pontiac, it's an attempt to get back to the days when the venerable division and its GTO model ruled the road, as opposed to the current G6, which rules the rental car market.

Cameron spoke briefly about her four male personalities: the Retrosexual, the Metrosexual, the Power Seeker and the Patriarch. You can tell-using Cameron's own techniques-that the creatives are looking forward to this meeting as much as a physics lecture, but Cameron plows on. In fact, as at Hooters, she sizes up the room and begins her analysis quickly, focusing in on the Patriarch as the best marketing bet for the G8. Within a few minutes, she is telling the crowd about this archetypical man and how to get him buy this new car.

"They define themselves by the family they have," she says. "The greatest stressor for him is between work and family, and he would rather be with the family. A colleague of mine and I have been watching this for 10 years and never has the tug between these two been this bad."

Cameron pops in a DVD of a heartwarming commercial by another agency for United Airlines, which shows a man leaving his house to go to work while his son sits at home and imagines his father is a knight, slaying dragons at the office. At the end of the day, the dad comes home with a toy dragon for his son.

"Freaking brilliant," Cameron says. "This is perfect because it fits our hero archetype. They can go out and save the world, but they always come home."

Cameron buttresses her theme with the new comScore data, saying that Patriarchs use the Internet at home the least of all four types probably for two reasons: home time is family time, and they most likely do a good deal of Web surfing at work. When they do go online at home, they're most engaged in Web sites on genealogy, taxes, religion, career and cars. Of the four types, they are the least likely to visit sites associated with gambling, real estate, sports and social networking.

Cameron then plays the creatives a Budweiser commercial, which humorously posits a fictitious "Bud Institute" that has long created distractions for women, like Tupperware parties and feminism, to keep the fairer sex busy, enabling men to have time to drink beer. The ad gets a lot of laughs in the room, but Cameron cautions the creatives.

"It's a really funny campaign, but it doesn't resonate with a young married man," she says. "Traditionally, the villain has been the wife, but be really careful with that. I think we're going to see more and more of that [sensitivity] with this generation as they have kids.

"What's the villain for them, then?" she asks the group.

"Time!" everyone shouts in unison, getting into Cameron's talk, forgetting that just 20 minutes ago they wanted to be elsewhere. All of a sudden people start throwing out ideas about how to help pitch Pontiac.

"It's the alibi car. It doesn't say 'I'm trying too hard,' like the Mustang, but 'I'm not compromising myself,' " one woman says.

"This fits in with the G8. We think it's an escape and his 'me' time to and from work," a male colleague says.

Rose nods in approval, saying that the Patriarch is looking for a cool car that he can enjoy and that also fulfills his familial responsibilities, which include being a provider, so price is a major concern. She mentions commuting--something these men must do for their families' sake--as a great time for Patriarchs to enjoy a guilt-free escape.

"These are called 'Me Windows,' " she says.

For the next five minutes the room continues to toss around ideas, and when the meeting wraps up, it does so with a buzz of energy and creativity. Two months later, the first ad featuring a glimpse of the G8 is finished. In the commercial, actor Matt Dillon raises the curtain with this line: "Coming this spring, the Pontiac G8 GT-the most powerful car under 30 Grand."

Power + price = Patriarch.

That snowy afternoon in Troy, Patrick Palmer, the Burnett executive strategy director for the Buick/Pontiac/GMC account and the most senior employee in the room, says he's thrilled Cameron spoke to his team.

"It's great having someone like Rose come in because she's regularly thinking about culture all the time. We're constantly looking for people who can be the catalyst for change in the room. Sometimes it's nothing more than a word," he says.

Cameron says it's her pleasure. "The men we're making today are really, really fascinating. They're great. I can't get a date from one," she says, trailing off into laughter.

Cameron leaves Burnett's Troy office and packs her supplies into the rental minivan for the long ride back to Chicago, as snow and sleet have canceled most flights.

Never one to waste a quiet moment, Cameron chats a mile a minute on the trip home, discussing everything from being a mom (she loves it) to how to market bottled water to men. As she talks, it becomes clear that Cameron's secret to success is an unending curiosity about her surroundings, although there are some things about men that are best left unexplored, some male behavior that will always remain mysterious.

Take John: Cameron finally concedes that relationship is going nowhere, despite her best research to figure out what makes him tick.

"Who knows, maybe he's a 13-year-old boy or an old lady," she says, staring out into the dark night, as the weather worsens.

"You just never know."

- - -

Where once they went with their gut, ad people have turned to the data

Inside a University of Illinois classroom, Assistant Professor Patrick Vargas writes a math equation on the chalkboard-so full of x's, y's and fractions that the board nearly turns from green to white.

Yet as dense as that mathematical formula is, it is not appearing in a calculus course at the Urbana-Champaign campus, but in the advertising department, in Vargas' Advertising Research Methods course.

Rose Cameron and her team at the Leo Burnett ad agency employ such methods in their own research, but there was a time that this kind of work was scoffed at, with ad men-they were almost all men-turning up their nose at the numbers. For years, Burnett himself espoused the belief a good ad came from the gut, although he did eventually start a research department, headed by a man named John Coulson. Burnett's change came about a bit begrudgingly, though, as he referred to the research department's consumer surveys as "finding out what Coulson's morons say," according to "The Mirror Makers," a book on the history of advertising.

Today, such disdain of the data is unheard of in advertising, as research is central to the ad industry. The numbers have two roles: to both to find out what consumers think and to confirm to clients that a campaign works or doesn't.

"You find people who love a brand, you understand why they love it and you tell people that story. It's pretty simple," says Josh McQueen, who became head of Burnett's research and planning department in 1985 and is now retired.

"Our goal was really to understand a category and understand how our brand could be positioned within it," he says.

"For instance, we did some advertising research for Luvs diapers, understanding that boys and girls have different anatomy, so we created different diapers for boys and girls and it was just gangbusters."

To have someone look just at men and their consumer habits, as Cameron does, makes perfect sense, says John Greening, former executive vice president at DDB Chicago.

"Without understanding customers' motives, we're not able to understand the consumer's behavior," says Greening, who was the worldwide account dirrector for DDB's business with Anheuser-Busch until retiring.

With Anheuser-Busch, it was pointed out that "no matter if our consumer was 21 or 91, everyone, in their own head, is 25," says Greening. "We then took that and decided to give them entertainment that would appeal to a 25-year-old, but would seem ageless," says Greening, who oversaw the development of the "Wazzup!," "I love you, Man," and "Spuds McKenzie" campaigns.

So what does Greening think about Cameron, a woman, telling Burnett what men want?

"Who could be more objective about men except a woman?" he asked.

"When you really look at it, it's brilliant."

--Jason George
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