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SXSWI 2014: Tips, Trends and Things to Think About from a PR Exec Attendee

By Donetta Allen, Partner & Social & Digital Media Practice Leader, Hunter Public Relations (http://www.hunterpr.com)

Never in my life have I felt FOMO (fear of missing out) as strongly as I did during South By Southwest Interactive. Turns out, I shared this feeling with
everyone I met because for every session or party we attended, there were three or more places we wanted to be at that moment in time. Keeping
track of other sessions by watching Twitter #hashtags both intensified the feeling and also made it feel as though you’re in three places at once.

Now more than a week removed from the convention center, Pedi cabs and lines for Cronuts, here are three categories of things I observed,
experienced or discussed that remain top of mind:

Brand activations:

The brands that seemed to spark the most on site conversation were those tapped into “buzzy” trends that created a unique experience for attendees. For example, Oreo
brought the 3D printing trend to life by printing cookies, basing the crème colors on current trending topics (The Zac Efron-themed cookie caused quite a stir). Other brands
grabbed attention by provided necessities, such as battery power and chargers or water. Samsung brought new batteries to brand loyalists and Radio Shack provided
emergency chargers to iPhone users wherever they happened to be. AT&T, PayPal and others provided lounges with bountiful access to power.

Two considerations for those planning for 2015: 1) you may have heard that attendees spend quite a bit of time waiting in line. Providing a way for them to interact with your
brand, while in line, could be a big win. This year, Tinder seemed to be the app people were browsing while in line…perhaps writing a haiku about your brand to win prizes
could be just as compelling; 2) finding places to charge a phone battery during the evening hours was much more difficult than during the day. Thinking outside the party
route beyond daylight hours could provide a unique opportunity for a brand.

Tech Trends:

If there is a trend other than privacy and policy coming out of SXSWi, it’s “wearables.” For many years, the focus was on the software, programming, and the apps that make
one handheld device the center of our tech world. But wearables are expanding the technology into hardware to enhance our personalized tech experiences. The popularity of
FitBit, Fuelband and other devices designed to keep track of physical activity is just the tip of the iceberg for where wearables will be going in the future. We might not all be
ready to start wearing Google Glass, but what about a bracelet that can determine your mood to decide what song to play next or a ring that detects movement and sends
the data to your computer? As wearable technology becomes mainstream, marketers will need to consider how this affects the way brands will need to communicate with
consumers. We will likely find that the more customizable the wearable is, the more tailored and personal the marketing communication will need to be.

If you’re planning for 2015: While schedules at SXSWi tend to be very flexible, plan now to attend the Accelerator competition (http://www.sxsw.com/interactive/accelerator) . During
this intense event, enthusiastic entrepreneurs pitch their startups to industry experts, venture capitalists and high profile media influencers. I attended this year on a happy
whim and found that the room was alive with innovation and creativity. The ideas presented to the panel could solve some of the world’s problems…or just make it a more
interesting place to live and provided a glimpse at what we might be talking about three, six or nine months from now. (Tip: check out Samba.me (http://www.samba.me/) .)

Things I Can’t Stop Thinking About:

At the end of the festival, I had an iPhone full of notes and a head full of new ideas, but there are several discussion topics that I just really can’t stop thinking about:

How much do we really care about privacy?  Sessions with Edward Snowden and WikiLeaks developer Julian Assange pushed the topics of policy and privacy to the
top of the discussion list for nearly everyone in attendance. On the other hand, many marketers were there to discuss how to personalize communications with
consumers based on data…that they tend to share somewhat freely. There is definitely a conflict about what privacy means – so ultimately is the question more about
WHO has access to the data?
Should I fear the algorithm (more than I already do)? I stumbled into a session about algorithms in the hopes that it would provide insight about how to win the
newsfeed battle on Facebook. Instead, I was treated to a lively debate and discussion about if algorithms are compromising the marketplace of ideas and therefore,
democracy. In a later session, Eli Pariser, founder of Upworthy, stated that an algorithm is “an editorial opinion, encoded into an equation” and added “we're talking
about it today because these little pieces of code are a lot more powerful now than the most powerful editors in media." I can’t help but think about what this means for
PR pros – is it a good thing or a bad thing that popularity can trump front-page worthy news?
Dr. Neil DeGrasse Tyson is a rock star. I completely enjoyed his honest and frank discussion about science, life and how important it is to let kids explore and
discover the world and how it works.

While there will likely never be a cure for SXSWi FOMO, the key is making the most of the activities you are able to attend, whether it’s working on an activation that you
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conceptualized and implemented or wandering the halls looking for a power outlet. Enjoy the moment and soak up what SXSW has to offer so that you can be inspired by the
speakers, brands and awesome people around you. See you in 2015!
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