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Firm sets sites on venue-based ads

Becomes major player in new category:
touting brands on ski slopes, airplane trays

By Maya Kremen

E arly this year, when Brian Martin
was looking for a major investor in
his marketing business, Brand Connec-
tions, he thought he’d garner 10 offers
at the most.

Revenues for the seven-year-old com-
pany —which coordinates companies’
advertising campaigns in locations like
airplanes, golf courses and ski resorts —
had grown by an average of more than
50% a year for the past four years. But
his competition was also exploding.

The venue-based market is small but
growing fast, even during the econom-
ic downturn, as more consumer-brand
companies become aware of this rela-
tively new kind of advertising. Hundreds
of companies looking to provide brands
with ad space everywhere from doctors’
offices to elevators have cropped up.

So Mr. Martin was surprised to learn in
March that he had more than 50 bids on
the table.

Manbhattan private equity firm Veronis
Suhler Stevenson eventually paid more
than $150 million for a majority stake
in the company, which Mr. Martin start-
ed with $900 of his own money. He will
use the funds to acquire rivals.

Brand Connections was able to grow
into one of the powerhouses of this
emerging market—and attract so many
bids—by going broad while other en-
terprises stayed narrow.

“There are lots of companies in this cat-
egory, but few have been able to achieve
the scope Brand Connections has,” says
Sanjay Chadda of Petsky Prunier, the
advisers that brokered the deal with
VSS. “They have a diverse set of as-
sets, whereas other companies would
be more specialized in one venue.”

Stashing the cash

Mr. Martin didn’t spend money early
on to open offices, and didn’t hire em-
ployees until 2003. Instead, he started
putting more than $10 million from rev-
enues and private equity funds toward
acquiring companies with exclusive
rights to advertise at various ski resorts,
golf courses, airplanes and other loca-
tions. He recently received the Euro-
pean patent to put ads on seat-back tray
tables in planes and trains.

Once he had access to a fairly broad ar-
ray of venues, he was able to expand his
client roster. He convinced major compa-
nies including Mercedes-Benz and Mi-
crosoft to market their products on cruise
ships, in hotel lobbies and at other places
not colonized by other advertisers.

Coca-Cola’s Odwalla brand hired Brand
Connections to coordinate a campaign
in ski resorts, because of the chance to
“surround the consumer with the mes-
sage,” says Chris Brandt, marketing
vice president. The campaign included
free juice samples as well as videos on
plasma screens at lift lines.

“It’s not as cluttered an environment,
and you’re more relaxed and open to
new things,” Mr. Brandt says.

Brand Connections has worked with
between 350 and 500 brands in the past
three years. The outlook for the compa-
ny remains strong, despite the econom-
ic slump. With the infusion of capital, it
won’t have to rely on loans in the tight
credit market.

Some operators wary

It’s true that the operators of some alterna-
tive locations have been reluctant to sign
on with Brand Connections because they
don’t want to inundate their customers
with ads. For instance, JetBlue has agreed
to allow advertising on its seat-back tele-
visions, but not on its tray tables.

However, with the onset of a recession,
more businesses are likely to be looking
for additional sources of funds. US Air-
ways signed on because it has been look-
ing for ancillary revenues. “By pairing
up with Brand Connections, we’ve been
able to bring in even more advertisers,”
says a spokeswoman for the airline.

Mr. Martin is working on two fronts
now: making sure that big-brand compa-
nies include venue-based advertising in
their budgets, and persuading more ven-
ues to open their doors to him. It may
take time, he realizes. “We’re talking
about establishing a category,” he says.




