
In perhaps the most famous letter ever written to the editor of a 
newspaper, an 8-year-old girl named Virginia O�Hanlon said she 
turned to �e New York Sun to �nd out if there was a Santa Claus 
because her father told her, �If you see it in �e Sun, it�s so.�

�e campaign asks,  
�What if you didn�t know?� 
and o�ers the answer that 
�Sun people know.� 

�e campaign includes radio 
commercials, billboards and, 
of course, advertisements in 
the pages of �e Sun and on 
its Web site. 

More than a century later, 
another Sun, in Baltimore, 
is asking readers in an  
innovative campaign to  
consider the opposite:  
What if you don�t see it in 
�e Sun?

�e campaign, now under 
way, asks, �What if you 
didn�t know?� and o�ers the 
answer that �Sun people 

know.� �e campaign is the �rst work from an agency named 
MGH, based in the Baltimore suburb of Owings Mills, Md., which 
�e Sun hired in December along with a marketing consultant, 
James Dale, of the �rm of Richlin/Dale.

�e campaign includes radio commercials, billboards and,  
of course, advertisements in the pages of �e Sun and on its Web 
site, baltimoresun.com. �e budget for the ads in the outside  
media outlets is estimated at $950,000. �e value of the internal 
space is di�cult to quantify but is expected to total in the millions  
of dollars. 

�e campaign comes as newspapers like �e Sun � and newspaper 
owners like its parent, the Tribune Company � are struggling  
to adapt to the rapid changes in the industry. �e wrenching  
dislocations range from the decline in spending by mainstay  
advertisers like department stores to the increase in competition 
from online sources of news.

�e campaign for �e Sun is di�erent from the responses that many 
other newspapers have o�ered to declines in their circulation.  
�ey have aimed ads at former readers, or at people who have never 
been subscribers or single-copy buyers.

�e Sun campaign, on the other hand, is intended to appeal to  
what are known as light readers � that is, people who subscribe  
to �e Sun just one to three days a week or buy it occasionally  
on newsstands or from vending machines. �e goal is to o�er such 
customers positive reinforcement, to transform their sporadic 
readership into a regular habit.

��e light bulb went on that there are two kinds of people,�  
says Linda Yurche, director for marketing and communications  
at �e Sun.

��ere are the people who know things, who are informed,  
who keep up on life,� she adds, �and the people who are content 
with sound bites, who are not interested in a deeper understanding 
of their world.�

For the �rst group, the campaign �is reminding them of what the 
value of �e Sun is so they�ll read it more often,� Ms. Yurche says, 
by mentioning �things they might not necessarily know from  
the radio or TV or sur�ng the Web.�

�Any marketer will tell you you�ll sell more peanut butter to people 
who eat it once a week than who never eat it,� she adds. �It makes 
great sense.�

To underline the importance of reading �e Sun, in print or online, 
to the audience that Ms. Yurche calls �the low-hanging fruit,�  
the ads are based on �what actually ran� in the newspaper and  
on the Web site, she says, in realms like local news, sports,  
entertainment, features and personal �nance.

One billboard asks, �What if you didn�t know the movie you�re 
seeing Friday night stinks?�

�What if you didn�t know Brian Billick is going to make some 
changes?,� another sign asks, referring to the coach of the Baltimore 
Ravens football team.

Ads running in �e Sun ask the Billick question along with these: 
�What if you didn�t know your electric bill is going up?� �What if 
you didn�t know it might be time to re�nance your house?�  
�What if you didn�t know you could lose your house over unpaid 
ground rent?� �e latter refers to regulations in the Baltimore area, 
dating to the colonial era, requiring homeowners to pay small  
fees on the land their homes occupies.

In the radio commercials, announcers ask some of the same  
�What if you didn�t know� questions posed in the other ads, along 
with queries about bus service; a �new exhibit at the Walters,� 
meaning the Walters Art Museum; �what channel the playo�s are 
on�; the death of a favorite high school teacher; �which high-
de�nition TV to buy�; and �who�s on steroids and who�s not.�
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Executives at MGH who are working on the campaign �decided  
we can�t be generic in our approach: �Read �e Sun because you�ll 
�nd out important things,� � says John Patterson, executive vice 
president and creative director at the agency.

�It�s a focus on useful, relevant information,� he adds, and a 
reminder about �the amazing amount of information every day�  
in print and online.

At the same time, the campaign seeks to avoid the �temptation  
to yell at people, to berate them into reading,� Mr. Patterson says, 
because it would be counterproductive �to make them feel bad.�

�We had an epiphany in Week Two of working on the ads,  
to acknowledge the readers and praise them,� he adds, �and make 
them feel like they are part of the biggest reading club in town.�

One aspect of the focus on occasional readers, says Natalie Dixon, 
vice president and account director at MGH, is practical.

�If you�re a one- or two-day-a-week reader, you may not know about 
new columnists and sections,� she explains. ��e campaign does a 
good job moving you around, introducing you to new features you 
may not be familiar with.�

And the campaign is, as the 
saying goes in journalism 
these days, platform 
agnostic, in that �if someone 
never picks up the paper,  
we�d be O.K. if they click 
online,� Ms. Dixon says.

��e true goal is to get 
someone to interact with� 
�e Sun in whichever 
medium they choose, she 
adds. �We just want that 
incremental business.�

Another nontraditional 
element of the campaign  
is that the �What if � 
questions refer not only to 
editorial content but also  
to advertising content,  
albeit in generic form.

�What if you didn�t know boneless chicken breast is on sale?� the 
ads ask. Other questions include �What if you didn�t know there�s a 
bargain fare to Fort Lauderdale?� and �What if you didn�t know 
men�s casual wear is 50 percent o� this weekend only?�

Just as the campaign is distinct, Ms. Yurche says, because �it treats 
print and online as equally valid channels,� it is also distinct because 
�it treats advertising content as content, not an interruption.�

�We�re saying that�s great if that�s why you�re buying the paper,�  
she adds, referring to the advertising. �More power to you.�

Some ads are scheduled in advance, Ms. Yurche says, while  
others are topical so the campaign �feels fresh,� based on current 
events or articles that are to appear imminently in �e Sun and  
on the Web site.

For example, the commercials that run during the news, weather 
and tra�c reports on local radio stations are being customized  
to be timely and �t their surroundings.

Last month, when Robert Little, a Sun national correspondent,  
won a George Polk Award for three articles about the Army testing  
a blood coagulant on service members in Iraq, a spot asked, �What 
if you didn�t know the Army is experimenting on U.S. soldiers?� 

Also, the ads in the newspaper run in the appropriate sections,  
so that, for instance, readers see the ads about ground rent in the 
local news section and the sports-related ads in the sports section.
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