Car Advertising Finally Goes Electric
by Ira Boudway and Kyle Stock
Jan. 15, 2022 (abridged)  – If you watched NBC’s Monday Night Football in the fall, you might have seen a Hyundai ad called “Gas Card.”  It goes like this: a dad gives his daughter a gas station gift card; she never uses it, because she drives a plug-in hybrid Tucson from Hyundai; she gives the card back to him on his birthday.  The style, as with the other spots in Hyundai’s campaign for its new electrified SUVs, will be familiar to any regular viewer of American television: a bit of light humor unfolds in some sunny place where yards are well-manicured, traffic is light, and neighbors are friendly.
“We want it to feel like it’s part of our brand,” says Angela Zepeda, chief marketing officer for Hyundai Motor America.  “We’re trying to grab a little bit of their heart or their funny bone.”
The Hyundai campaign was part of a watershed year for electric vehicle advertising.  Many of the major automakers, for the 1st time, began giving plug-ins the kind of nationwide push typically reserved for their best-selling combustion engine models.
Car brands collectively ran 4 times as many national television ads for EVs in 2021 as they did in either of the previous 2 years.  General Motors Co., Ford Motor Co., and Volkswagen AG, among others, spent an estimated $248 million on nearly 33,000 spots, up from $83 million spent on 8,000 commercials in 2019, according to data from marketing analytics startup EDO, Inc.  Meanwhile, ads for traditional models slid by more than 35,000 airings, with automakers lowering their national TV budgets from an estimated $3.8 billion in 2019 to $3.1 billion in 2021....
“It’s really striking that, even though everyone saw electric coming for a long, long time, no one was really messaging it at any scale,” says Krim, “until suddenly you don’t have any conventional cars, so you might as well sell the future.” 
....  Audi made the most dramatic shift.  Over the past 3 years, its ad allocation has flipped from majority combustion engine to majority EV.  In 2019, the German brand spent an estimated $22 million on nationwide EV ads and $56 million for traditional models.  In 2021, it spent $54 million on EVs and $13 million on the remainder....
Until this year, the history of EV advertising has been defined by absence.  Tesla, the market leader, famously doesn’t advertise and the legacy automakers mostly neglected the few electric models they offered.  In many cases, EVs were money losers, so-called “compliance cars,” built to satisfy federal and state emissions requirements.  Advertising was largely limited to digital inventory, direct mail, and other low-cost options targeted at consumers who had demonstrated an interest.  If you were an early adopter in a state with an EV mandate for automakers, you might have been served an online banner, but that was about it....
That is changing, as the legacy brands are devoting more resources to building EVs that will entice a new kind of buyer.  “Our strategy is different now, because we are electrifying our icons,” says Karna Crawford, director of marketing communications at Ford.  Crawford pointed to the recent launch of the Mustang Mach-E and the F-150 Lightning coming in the spring.  “That means that we prioritize these vehicles as central to our marketing strategy.”  In 2019, Ford aired fewer than 100 EV ads, according to EDO.  In 2021, it tallied nearly 1,500.
Taking EVs mainstream will require educating consumers.  “We’re not just assuming that people know about that technology and now they’re just comparison shopping,” says Zepeda, “It’s about teaching.”  To use the industry jargon, the brands are all “selling the category”—trying to convince consumers that an EV is not a millstone keeping you from straying far from home, but a delightful new technology that allows you to skip the gas station.  “It really isn’t about advertising,” Wahl, at GM, says, “it’s about creating a movement.”
....
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