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Lights! Camera! Sales!

How to use video to expand your business in a YouTube world

By Raymund Flandez

NLINE VIDEO HAS BECOME a daily fix for
millions of people. Now entrepreneurs
are starting to cash in on that obsession.
Consider Valentina Trevino. The
29-year-old Chicago artist and film-
makerregularly posts videos on YouTube, show-
ing how she created a painting and what it
means to her—and musing quirkily on a host of
matters. In one clip, she ruminates about the
strange connection between the ballerinas in
Edgar Degas’s art and Britney Spears’s custody
battles.
The unorthodox formula has brought her a to-
tal of 8.2 million views on YouTube—and, just as
important, ahost of buyers. At the end of her clips,

Ms. Trevino includes a link to eBay, where viewers
can buy the featured piece. So far, she has sold ev-
ery painting she has offered this way—49 at last
count—at prices ranging lately from $500 to
$1,000 each. She also sells prints of her work and
merchandise bearing the images and her slogan,
“Eat Your Cookies.” Before she started the You-
Tube diary, she says, she had to give up paintingto
pay the bills. Now it brings her a regular income.

A host of small businesses are trying this new
twist on Web promotion, sending short films to
Google Inc’s YouTube and other popular video
sites, advertising everything from root beer to
blenders to bullet-resistant backpacks. For one
thing, it’s hard to beat the price: It costs nothing to
put something on a video-sharingsite, unlike buy-
ing television time or a regular Internet ad. And

the videos let companies use a creative and per-
sonal touch that wouldn’t work in traditional ads.

“It’s so different than the message-driven ap-
proach to marketing that most kinds of advertis-
ing is,” says David Meerman Scott, author of
“The New Rules of Marketing and PR.” “You
don’t have to talk about your product per se. You
can just have fun with it.”

But that leaves some big questions for compa-
nies that want to try their hand at videos. How
does a small business thrive in a YouTube
world? What makes some videos skyrocket in
viewership and others bomb? Are there guiding
principles that will produce a bankable ad?

Many entrepreneurs say luck or timing had at
least something to do with their success. But a
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closerlook at their stories reveals valu-
able lessons that any small business
can apply. Here, then, are some of the
most successful small-business vid-
eos, and the factors that took them to
the top.

BLENDTEC: BE FUNNY

By far, the most common element
among successful videos is comedy.
Rather than offering airless advertise-
ments or canned commercial mes-
sages, these videos deliver laughs as
well as pitching a product.

Case in point: Blendtec, a division
of K-TEC Inc., of Orem, Utah. In the
past year, the high-end blender maker
has drawn more than 60 million
views for its “Will It Blend?”
video series. The premise is sim-
ple. A laconic host, Blendtec CEO
Tom Dickson, uses the company’s
blenders to grind up everything
from credit cards to golf clubs to
an iPhone. Cheesy music plays in
the background, and cheesyjokes
fly freely.

George Wright, Blendtec’s di-
rector of marketing, says the se-
ries got started with a simple ob-
servation. He realized that Mr.
Dickson tested his blenders by
putting 2x2boardsinsideand let-
ting them rip.

Retail sales of the blenders
have shot up 500% since the com-
pany started the series last year.
This year, total sales are projected
to top $40 million. And the series
hasbroughtBlendtec tremendous
name recognition. When employ-
ees demonstrate the products at
big-box retailers, people come out
and say, “ “That’s the blender that
can blend marbles!” ” says Mr.
Wright. “Before that, [employ-
ees] were having tointroduce the
company.”

The videos have also brought
some new opportunities. Earlier
this year, Novell Inc., a Waltham,
Mass., provider of open-source
software and services, paid
Blendtec about $5,000 to do a

dents with injury or death in North
America since Columbine.” It segues
into photographs and news clips of the
Columbine and Virginia Tech shoot-
ings. Then comes the pitch: a bullet-re-
sistant backpack from MJ Safety Solu-
tions LLC, of Danvers, Mass.
Co-founder Joe Curran, a carpenter
for a construction company, says the
company has sold 1,000 backpacks, at
$175 each, since the video was re-
leased. He says the company has also
received hundreds of thank-you let-
ters from concerned parents, and alo-
cal police officer has started buying
the backpacks for his grandchildren.
The seed for MJ Safety was planted
in 1999, in the wake of the Columbine
shootings. Mr. Curran and the other
founder, Mike Pelonzi, started talking
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resources for an in-house video-pro-
duction staff. So, finding a partner
such as an advertising agency can help
get a video campaign off the ground or
spiff up a lackluster idea.

But there are a couple of caveats.
This option may end up costing thou-
sands of dollars—a significant payout
for most entrepreneurs, and a lot more
than most companies spend on promo-
tional videos. It’s also crucial for com-
panies to shop around for the right
partner. The videos will turn out bet-
ter if the ad agency understands the
small business well and plays to its
strengths.

For instance, back in 2005 All Nat-
ural Maine Root LLC, an organic-
soda maker in Scarborough, Maine,
was looking to boost sales but had
scant resources for a marketing
campaign. It found a good part-
ner in Door Number 3 Inc. of Aus-
tin, Texas. The ad agency liked
the product and clicked with the
company’s founders, Mark and
Matt Seiler. And the agency saw
the chance to:do a campaign that
would showcase its own creative
abilities.

Thatled Door Number 3 to give
the soda makers a big break on
price. Maine Root paid about
$20,000 for the campaign, but the
campaign could have easily cost
between $75,000 and $150,000,
says Mary Pat Mueller, president
of Door Number 3.

The two companies decided
the best approach to the videos
was comedy. “The key to a suc-
cessful viral video campaign is to
make people laugh,” Ms. Mueller
says. “That way, they’ll want to
pass it on—and, that way, they’ll
look like the hero and the deliv-
erer of the entertainment.”

The concept also fit the Seiler
brothers’ personalities. “Their
sense of humor is their brand,”
Ms. Mueller says. “If you meet
them at tastings, they’re outgo-
ing, they’re always joking.”

Together, the two firms came
up with a premise for the cam-
paign: mock exposés about soda.
Root-beeractivists pull off a late-

“Will It Blend?” video for a com-
pany event. In the movie, a num-
ber of items got blended: a Microsoft
Vista CD, razor blades, a stuffed animal,
a flash drive and a Red Bull beverage.
“We thought this would be some-
thing fun for our customer base,” says
RussDastrup,Novell’scorporate videog-
rapher. The message? “Novell Technol-
ogy allows you toblend a variety of oper-
ating systems and applications into a
seamless network,” Mr. Dastrup says.

MJ SAFETY SOLUTIONS: TAP
INTO CURRENT EVENTS

At first glance, “My Child’s Pack”
breaks all the rules of online video. It
isn’t funny or entertaining—in fact,
it’s downright somber. But it has got-
ten nearly 25,000 hits on YouTube
since early August because of its
timely message.

The video begins with a startling
statistic: “328 school shooting inci-

about their own kids and how ineffec-
tive their school policy would be in the
event of a shooting. They decided that
there was a need for “products out
there to protect children in that situa-
tion,” says Mr. Pelonzi.

This summer, when the backpack
was finally ready for release, the Bos-
ton Herald planned to publish an arti-
cleabout it. The co-founders knew that
a visual demonstration would help, so
they cribbed together a short video
with the help of family and employees.
Toward the end of the clip, Mr. Cur-
ran’s 13-year-old daughter, Amanda,
gamelysmiles assheholds up theback-
pack to shield her head and chest.

The Boston Herald provided a link
to the YouTube video, and the ground-
swell started. “In reality, we’re just
concerned dads,” Mr. Curran says.
“We’re not business marketing ge-
niuses. It just happened that way.”

Mr. Flandez is a staff reporter

in The Wall Street Journal’s New
York bureau. He can be reached
at raymund.flandez@wsj.com.

ALL NATURAL MAINE ROOT:
FIND A PARTNER

Most small businesses don’t have the

night break-in at a corporate
root-beer facility to free Maine
Root sodabottles from the Director of
Fructose Injection. A “Sugarcane
Shuffle” rapper riffsabout how “I like
my root beer all natural / cause sugar-
cane is all my tongue will allow / All
the others just taste like puppy chow/
So Maine Root just stand and take a
bow....”

Door Number 3 sent the videos to
several sites, including YouTube, stu-
pidvideos.com, ifilm.com, purevideo.
com and tvlinks.com; it also created a
dedicated site for the clips, fre-
erangerootbeer.com. To spread the
word, the agency contacted popular
root-beer and soda blogs. Major me-
dia outlets, such as CNBC and CBS’s
“Early Show,” also picked up on the
story.

Theresultshavebeendramatic. Be-
fore the campaign began last fall,
Maine Root averaged about $500,000
a year in retail sales. So far this year,
sales have soared to more than $3 mil-
lion. “Door Number 3 played a huge
part in our success,” says Mark Seiler,
Maine Root’s co-founder. “They kind
oftook a chanceonus. AndI think it re-
ally worked.”



