Photo Trade News 

“Getting Serious About Sales Promotion” Excerpt

by Don Sutherland

June 2002

“..Ask anyone, for example, what the next turn in camera marketing should be and you’ll hear everything but pixels.  What, no more pixels?  If we don’t count pixels, how do we know how good a camera is, and how much to pay for it?  Pixels have been the razor’s edge since the dawn of 1996 (when VGA first hit the fan with its blazing 640x480).

But no, “It’s not a megapixel war anymore,” said Karen Thomas of Thomas PR, the other day, when asked.  “It’s about applications. There’s enough megapixels for most consumers, but the question is what can a consumer do with a digital camera that can’t be done with a film camera?”  Thomas Public Relations has a track record in the biz, having been alongside Olympus since the first D-300L was launched.  That very camera was among the first to include an LCD playback screen.  “You can see pictures instantly” was certainly a valid boast at the time, and Olympus made sure everyone knew it. But that was, again, 1996.  Now that it’s now, that boast is generic.  Individual cameras within the digital market can’t make that claim competitively against one another. They need something else.

In a sense, Olympus is in an ideal position to pooh-pooh pixels.  Their top-of-the-line models, the E-10 and E-20N, lead the pixel-derby at 4-Mp and 5-Mp respectively.  Pixels aren’t everything, but they do play their part.  Still, it was the original E-10, on the day of its intro, that Olympus was stressing the quality of the lens built into both models.  “The best ever designed for a digital camera,” they said. 

But film cameras use great lenses, too.  What fulfills that first requisite order, “that can’t be done with a film camera?” 

There are plenty of things.  We ran a five-part series called “Digicams Can” a few months ago, dedicated to nothing but the things digicams do that film cameras can’t. Olympus themselves have explored the theme, with cameras like the E-100RS.  It was capable of shooting 15 frames per second.  No film camera shoots 15fps (except specially constructed ones).  The inertia of the film is too much for most cameras, the threat of the film snapping at high speeds is too severe, and you’d have barely more than two seconds’ worth of shooting in a 35 anyway, before the roll was used up. 

None of these are problems for a digicam, so their potentials for high-speed shooting are far greater than a film camera’s.  A better digicam is great for Olympus, but does it do anyone else any good?

From an industry-wide point of view, the answer’s obvious and well-known.  A digital camera can start-up a photography business infrastructure like no other camera can.  Film cameras will benefit from the fallout, but it’s digicams that build the case for, say, self-serve kiosks as minilab front-ends.  The whole notion of point-of-purchase pix -- photo printing as an impulse item -- has a million means of expression, all too few used.  I don’t know about your neighborhood, but my neighborhood Sunday Supplements haven’t said much about the new photo infrastructure.

“Camera companies need to educate the public through PR and advertising on why they should buy a digital camera,” said Thomas. “I don’t think that’s been sufficiently conveyed to the public yet.”
