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MULTICULTI • Loose translations 

Win Hispanic market 
with proper research 

RANDOM SAMPLI 

Slackers! 
Employees in Northem and 
Westem European countries 
are more likely to be absent 
from work than their counter­
parts anywhere else in the 
world. According to 

By DEBORAH l. VENCE 
Staff Writer 

F
or all the interest among marketers in 
the lucrative Hispanic consumer seg­
ment, missteps, misfires and unin­

, tentional insults get in the way of the 
message with frustrating regularity. 

Companies with the best of intentions 
undennine, or destroy, their chances of mak­
ing the sale in a variety of ways: by using 
identical marketing campaigns for main­
stream and Hispanic markets; by relying on 

multicultural, mul­
tiethnic campaigns 

SPOTLICHT to target Hispanics, 
instead of creating 
a promotion exclu­

sively for that market; by bridging the lan­
guage gap in only one part of the sales 
process, which makes completing the sale 
difficult, if not impossible; and-an oldie but 
still relevant-by making unintentional 
errors in Spanish-language translations. 

"Even those successful companies in the 
U.S. Hispanic market are spending much less 
than the potential this market represents. 
This is reflected in poor research and strate­
gy that provoke more mistakes," says Oscar 
Gonzalez, director of the food and beverage 
industry practice for InfoAmericas, a market 
research firm based in Coral Gables, Fla. 

Mainstream marketers need to address 
those errors if the business is to grow as 
much as observers say it should: Hispanics 
are the largest minority group in the United 
States, comprising 13.4% of the total popu­
lation, or about 38.5 million in 2002, accord­
ing to a recent study updating the 2000 cen­
sus figures by Spanish-language television 
company Telemundo Communications 
Group Inc., based in Hialeah, Fla. The report 
also predicts that Hispanic population 
growth will average 2.8% annually from 
2002 to 2020, by which time Hispanics 
would be 18.9% of the U.S. population. 

But companies that market to Hispanics 
dedicate only 3.2% of their marketing bud­
gets to target this segment, according to 
McLean, Va.-based Association of Hispanic 
Advertising Agencies, while they should 
spend at least 8% of their budgets to reach 
that segment, the group says. Total Hispanic 

consumer spending in the United States in 
2002 was $531 billion, according to Telemu­
ndo. 

The four biggest mistakes that marketers 
make trying to reach this audience, observers 
say, are: 

Failure to cross the cultural divide 
One of the worst things a company can do 

is use the same marketing campaign to target 
Hispanics that it uses to target the main­
stream market. Hispanic marketing experts 
point out that a successfully targeted ad is not 
just a case of add-Spanish-and-stir. 

Consider, for example, a telecom client of 
San Jose Group, a Chicago-based consortium 
of marketing communications companies: 
The company was using the same direct mail 
campaign to market its Caller ID product to 
the Hispanic market as it was for its main­
stream clients. 

"For several years, this is a client who 
attempted to cross-sell this product to local 
telephone customers who were Hispanic, 
and after some time, were convinced that the 
Hispanic segment was simply not interested 
in the product," says Jennifer Woods, execu­
tive vice president of San Jose Group. "It did­
n't make sense as to why this was unsuccess­
ful." 

But the way the product was being mar­
keted was actually offensive to Hispanic con­
sumers. 

"It was positioned and marketed and sold 
as a convenience device-that it would help 
you enjoy your time by screening your calls. 
Hispanic consumers see the idea of screening 
calls as one of the rudest things you can do to 
your family and friends," Woods explains. 
"There was a cultural disconnect there." 

San Jose Group's solution was to change 
the d irect mail packaging, emphasizing for 
the Hispanic audience that instead of "keep­
ingyou distanced, that this product connects 
you with your family and friends." The prod­
uct remained the same. 

"It was the wording and the graphic design 
that was made much more inviting," Woods 
says. 

Companies may be missing the boat by a 
wider margin if they are using Spanish-lan­
guage narration or copy with an otherwise 
soft-focus image campaign. Woods points out 
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that Hispanics overall do 
prefer to hear about prod~ 
liet benefits. 

"Generally, Hispanic 
consumers appreciate 
having more detail about 
product features and ben­
efits because many of 
these products-and 
even entire categories­
may be new to them in 
comparison to the level of 
development that exists 
among the non-Hispanic 
consumer segment," she 
says. 

There's Hispanic, 
and there's multicul­
tural 

Though companies 
pride themselves in their 
efforts to reach out to 
multicultural markets 
today, experts say that 
depending on how His-
panics are portrayed in a 

results of a study released 
in December by New York­
based PricewaterhouseCoopers, in 2001, workers in 
that region were absent on average nearly two 
weeks for workers whose absence included mater-
ni(y leave, and only slightly fewer ~ ~they didn't take 
matemi(y leave. Compare that to hardworking employees 
in Asia, the Middle East and Africa. More than 1,000 com­
panies in 47 countJies participated in the survey. 

Playing hooky 
Region 

Absence (di\YS) 
including 

matemi(y leave 

Absence(~) 
excluding 

matemi(y leave 

Australasia 
Eastem & Central Europe 
Mediterranean 

6 
10 
10 
6 
10 
12 
5 
9 

5 
8 
8 
4 
8 
10 
4 
7 

Middle East & Africa 
North America 
Northem & Westem Europe 
Other Asian countries 
South America 

marketing campaign could actually end up 'minority' markets. African·Americans or His­
panics on their own may not be a large 
enough market to justify a national market­
ing campaign through an increasingly con­
solidated media industry. So (marketers) try 
to bridge African-Americans and Hispanics 
together to make the budget work." 

The issue promises to stay with multicul­
tural marketers fo r the foreseeable future. 

"It is only going to get harder to justify 
either approach," Prosper says. "For exam­
ple, now there is a new phenomenon called 
retro-acculturation claiming that, as young 
Hispanics grow older, they actually re­
embrace their cultural differences and re­
immerse themselves in their language and 
customs." 

A lack of continuity 
Executives say abou t 50% of the Hispanic 

market-the unacculturated and some semi­
acculturated Hispanics-prefer to be mar­
keted to in Spanish. But the companies that 
choose that route can't do it just halfway, 
warns Andrew Nuttney, partner with New 
York-based Research and Advisory Group, a 
consultancy specializing in marketing finan­
cial services to ethn ic markets. It's a lesson 
that Washington-based Geico Direct, an auto 
insurance company, learned the hard way. 

Nutmey says Geico, which is not a client of 
his consultancy, had disappointing results 
from its first foray into the Hispanic market­
place in the third quarter of 2001, when the 
company launched a separate Web site for 
Hispanic consumers (www.geicoenes 
panol.com). 

"The Geico campaign was focused across 
most major Hispanic population centers on 
the West Coast, as well as in Texas, New York 
and Chicago, and if it had any specific cul­
tural focus, you could say it was Mexican, but 
dialect wasn't the problem in the campaign 
as much as after-lead sales and service," he 
says. 

The company's Web site was received 
favorably by Hispanic consumers. But when 
those customers reached the sales process, all 
the materials were in English, plus, customer 
service calls and e-mail messages sent to His-
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offending, rather than pleasing, the Hispan­
ic audience. 

Take DaimlerChrysler, which introduced 
its new sports vehicle, the 2004 Pacifica, in a 
30-second commercial spot in April. The ad 
features an African-American couple picking 
up Hispanic friends at a brownstone before 
heading to the Lenox Lounge in Harlem, N.Y., 
where the driver and his date enter. The His­
panic couple remains in the vehicle watching 
the rear-seat video entertainment system-a 
depiction that some Hispanic marketing 
executives reportedly have objected to. 

Erika Prosper, director of account services 
and planning for San Antonio-based Garcia 
3600

, notes that the commercial was one of 
the first multicultural ads to be created by the 
Global Hue ad agency, which now has a more 
urban multicultural focus rather than advo­
cating separate Hispanic, African-American 
and Asian-American efforts. 

"This has been done at a time when the 
Hispanic advertis ing community has been 
trying to explain to clients why multicultural 
is not necessarily the best approach to take 
toward these different markets," Prosper 
says. "This stand-offberween the ethnic-spe­
cific approach and the multicultural 
approach has been a long time coming as the 
younger generation ... comes of age in a soci­
ety that is more accepting of diversity and 
multicultural friendships and relationships." 

DaimlerChrysler says the goal of the ad 
was simply to reach both audiences at the 
same time. "It's unfortunate that people see 
the ad that way. It's had us scratching our 
heads," says James Kenyon, senior manager 
of sales and marketing public relations for 
DaimlerChrysler. "People are reading way 
too much into that spot. (The goal of the ad) 
was for Hispanics not just to enjoy the fea­
tures in the vehicle, but we wanted to do a 
multicultural ad based on one of the largest 
multicultural cities in the country. We felt 
that both African-Americans and Hispanics 
would be attracted to (the ad)." 

John Price, president and co-founder of 
InfoAmericas, contends that, "Multicultural 
marketing is an erroneous compromise by 
marketers and their clients to build enough 
economy of scale behind budgets to go after 
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George L. San Jose President and Cheif Creative Officer of The San Jose Group a multicultural advertising agency.
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panic customers were in English, Nut­ Prosper tells of another example 
tney says. involving a national U.S. airline's intend­

As a result, business among Hispanic ed message, "Now all seats have been 
consumers slowed down for Geico upgraded, so you will be flying in all 
because of poor post-sales experience. leather seats." As translated, the line 
Existing customers turned away, and the used the words "en cuero," which in 
experience led to negative word-of­ some parts of northern Mexico could be 
mouth across communities, Nuttney says. understood as "in leather," but the gen­

In late 2002, Geico revamped the His­ eral combination of the words means 
panic marketing program to ensure that "naked" in most Latin and South Ameri­
everything was written in Spanish and can countries. The copy-"vuele en 
that sales and customer service were cuero"-was understood as "fly naked." 
handled in Spanish, as well, using "The most common mistake that mar­
McNeil Multilingual Inc., a Springfield, keters make is not paying enough atten­
Va.-based company that specializes in tion to who is translating their copy. You 
language translation services, says Suraj would be surprised how often compa­
Singh, managing director of McNeil Mul­ nies just use an in-house employee who 
tilingual. (However, Singh has no data speaks Spanish as their translator," Pros­
tracking the results of the site's linguistic per says. 
renovation.) "They assume that because this per­

son speaks the language, they can also 
Translations gone bad write and read in Spanish, which is not 
Stories of bad translations make the often the case. (And) we have to realize 

rounds of marketers more often than an that our handy-dandy in-house person 
e-mail chain letter. Consider the transla­ also carries with them the slang he 
tion of the Perdue chicken slogan, "It learned from his family," she says. 
takes a tough man to make a tender "Errors in Spanish translation are all 
chicken," which in Spanish apparently about cultural relevancy in the transla­
meant, "It takes a sexually excited man tion, whether it works in a particular 
to make a chick affectionate." Another marketplace or not," says Christine Clav­
was the Coors beer slogan, "Turn it ijo-Kish, CEO of Miami-based LatinClips 
Loose," which in Spanish became, "Suf­ Inc., a company that provides Web-based 
fer from Diarrhea." monitoring services focused on tracking 

Such mistakes usually do more dam­ Hispanic media in the United States. 
age to a company's dignity than its bot­ "You need to know the market, and 
tom line. Still, it's easy to translate a mar­ know that the culture is varied to know 
keting tag line poorly, and it's easy to whether you've phrased everything (cor­
avoid translating it poorly, too. rectly)." • 
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