Infectious Tag Lines

In “The Selfish Gene,” Richard Dawkins coined the term meme and gave birth to the study of memetics. Since the publishing of Mr. Dawkin's book in 1976, advertisers and media designers have become infatuated with the concept of the meme and how memetics can be used as a tool of their craft. 

A quick definition of memes would be ideas or bits of communication that get caught in the minds of people. Examples of memes are tunes that you find yourself humming long after you have heard them or a catch phrase from a television commercial that pops into your mind during a conversation on another topic. In fact, some memes are so effective that they have been referred to as a virus of the mind , capable of spreading throughout a culture and infecting all that are exposed to them. 

Although the idea of creating a virus of the mind might seem a little sinister, when a writer sets out to author a good tag line, they are really seeking to construct a meme; one that will clearly communicate and be memorable. 

On Web sites and other multi-media projects, the use of an effective tag line is often overlooked because there are so many other forms of communication that seem to have more appeal (e.g., images, animations, audio, etc.). Web site designers should keep in mind that although a visitor may remember an impressive graphic or some other site feature, they may not recall very much more about the content of the site. Because of this, in many cases a well-written tag line may be the one piece of tangible information that a viewer will come away with. 

Understanding this gives anyone that is faced with creating an effective tag line a very good place to start. By determining the answer to the question, “If I could only say one thing to a site visitor, what would it be?” the tag line author has already completed the most difficult part of the job. To finish, all that must be done is to convey the information in a brief and memorable way. 

The following case study illustrates the process of developing a good tag line: 

Daytime Academy is a children's daycare facility that has decided they need an effective tag line on their Web site. After a good deal of discussion they have determined that the one thing they want parents to know about their facility is the children spend their time at the daycare in educational, but entertaining activities. After distilling this information into one short sentence, the tag line author writes the following first draft: 

We have fun and educational activities for your children. 
Although this tag line conveys the correct information, it comes across as a little too cold and factual for a place where children are supposed to have fun while learning. This not the only problem with this draft; it is also not very memorable. The next draft is a little better: 

Daytime Academy : Where learning is fun! 
This tag line is friendlier and much more to the point, but unfortunately it may not be distinctive enough to stick in the minds of parents. Daytime Academy needs a tag line that parents will identify with and personalize, as well as one that emphasizes the fact that children actually enjoy learning there. 

The author decides to try a different approach and writes a tag line as if it were being said by a child: 

“Guess what I learned today!” 
Not only does this tag line convey that the children at the Daytime Academy spend time in educational activities, but it also relates the child's enthusiasm about what they learned… and each parent will envision their own child saying the same thing to them. 

Alone and out of context a good tag line can often sound tactless or trite, but their effectiveness in advertising and marketing is fairly documented. Unfortunately for we consumers, it seems that the advertising memes that stick with us are the ones that are the least sophisticated. Our minds are filled with silly little songs and abrupt catch phrases that continually remind us of which products to buy. 

As an example of this, think of one or two of the television or radio commercials that you find most annoying. More than likely you will also be able to immediately identify a tag line type meme from the commercial. To most, it may seem counter-productive to have a consumer product associated with a corny meme, but in a world where people are bombarded with advertising media, most of the marketing battle is just to have the consumer remember that the product exists. This does not mean that a tag line must be tasteless or obnoxious to be effective, but it does illustrate the importance of a tag line that is memorable. 

Take away points from this lecture: 

· Tag lines are often the one bit of information that a viewer comes away with 

· Tag lines should reflect the most important information 

· Tag lines should be brief 

· Tag lines should be memorable 

