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In Europe, Marketing
Beer As 'American'
May Not Be a Plus

By DAN BILEFSKY and CHRISTOPHER LAWTON 
Staff Reporters of THE WALL STREET JOURNAL
July 21, 2004; Page B1
As brewing goes global, American beers are having an identity crisis in Europe.

The makers of Miller Genuine Draft had hoped to tap into Europeans' love affair with American brands as they make a big push into the new market. SABMiller PLC, based in London, even considered spotlighting the American eagle on the can in television ads. But focus groups at hip bars in Eastern Europe showed that Europeans hold American beer in low regard.

Now, "We want Miller to be an international lifestyle brand -- not just be seen as American," says Alan Clark, European chief of SABMiller. Any mention of America is absent from Miller's marketing in Hungary, Slovakia, Poland, Italy, and Romania. And in the Czech Republic, the company is playing up the Czech lineage of its Pilsner Urquell beer. Anheuser-Busch Cos. is trying another tactic: deliberately emphasizing Budweiser's American roots. In one of its early ads in the United Kingdom several years ago, "loveable" military soldiers were shown downing the beer. Today, Anheuser imports its Budweiser advertising campaigns from the U.S., which feature funny American bar scenes and pickup lines.
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"We are America," says Stephen Burrows, head of Anheuser-Busch's international arm. "We recognize that everybody doesn't want that, but a lot of people do -- and those are the people we are after."

Beer analysts tend to favor SABMiller's ignore-America approach and warn that playing up a brew's U.S. roots could fall as flat as a two-week-old glass of beer. Europeans have a healthy appetite for Big Macs and American-style blue jeans, but they are ardently loyal to less-pricey national brands.

"Europeans generally are very snobby toward American beers because they think they taste like water," says Nicole van Putten, an Amsterdam-based beer expert. "They prefer to drink European imports, even when they go on holidays to the U.S."

European beer lovers also tend to associate American beer with lighter beer -- sometimes to the detriment of sales in Europe. Both Miller and Anheuser-Busch withdrew their flagship light beers from store shelves in the U.K. a few years ago after they flopped with British drinkers. The brewers had failed to understand that in Europe, "light beer" is synonymous with lower-alcohol content rather than fewer calories. SABMiller has since changed Miller Lite's name in Europe to Miller Pilsner.

The push to market U.S. brews in Europe has taken on new urgency as beer consumption in the U.S. is stagnating and an expanded European Union promises more affluent lifestyles among new member countries that joined the union on May 1. American brewers are trying to cash in on a growing market there for foreign beers, which sell for much more than their local or regional beers but don't cost much more to make. SABMiller in particular is trying to offset sluggish sales of Miller Genuine Draft in the U.S.

[image: image7.jpg]



Miller Genuine Draft isn't advertised as an American beer in a Turkish ad that urges drinkers to go out to listen to new music.
One of the keys to conquering Europe is Russia, where beer consumption is growing about 8% annually. Ari Mervis, SABMiller's Russia chief, says that while many Russians want to emulate American affluence, they tend to favor German and Czech brews over American beer. As a result, "we are better off marketing a lifestyle than a country," he says. As part of that effort, the company recently hired a team of young Russian -- not American -- women, dressed them in police uniforms, and dispatched them to Moscow's Red Square to stop stylish 20-somethings and invite them to a Miller party, where more than 2,000 people showed up.

SAB also decided to brew the beer locally in Kaluga, 74 miles southwest of Moscow, in order to save money on import duties and to help give the brew some Russian cachet. The strategy appears to be working: In Russia, the volume of Miller Genuine Draft sold grew about 70% over the past year, while the amount of upmarket premium beer sold increased 30%, according to the company.

Anheuser argues that the globalization of American icons in music, sports and entertainment rubs off on its flagship Budweiser brew. While Americans have thrown French wine into the gutter to protest French opposition to the U.S.-led war in Iraq, Anheuser still thinks its "classic American beer" marketing approach is the right one. "To the extent that someone doesn't like America, I suppose that could influence purchase decisions, but I haven't seen that," Mr. Burrows says.

From 2000 to 2002, Budweiser increased its share in the U.K. beer market -- its most profitable internationally -- to 2.9% from 2.7%, according to Euromonitor, a global market-research firm.

Mirroring its U.S. strategy, Budweiser has signed sports and music sponsorships in its European markets. The brewer recently announced that Budweiser will be the official beer of the 2006 Winter Olympics in Torino, Italy -- its first sponsorship of an Olympics held outside the U.S.

Yet not everyone is sidling up to the bar for an American brew. Beckett's, a popular Irish pub in Budapest, doesn't carry Miller or Bud because "it's too expensive and there are too many good local brands for it to make sense to carry American beer," says Annie Vaczi, a bartender at the pub.

Write to Dan Bilefsky at dan.bilefsky@wsj.com and Christopher Lawton at christopher.lawton@wsj.com


