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      by STEPHANIE WILSON



MAINS TREAM
To reach the coveted NEW DEMOGRAPHIC of cannabis 

users, MARKETERS  are realizing they have to 
reach beyond the tired OLD STONER stereotypes.

him in the spring about how to market The Hero to 
cannabis consumers. “I suggested we re-cut the trail-
er to play up the stoner buddy angle between Elliott 
and Offerman,” he says. “Add another level to the 
story.” The directors agreed and collaborated with Wil-
fert to create the new version. Once that was complete, 
the challenge was getting it in front of its targeted 
audience of legal cannabis users—a group that runs 
the gamut from 21-year-old gamers to 76-year-old 
grandmas. Traditional methods wouldn’t work be-
cause there is no typical cannabis user. What do a 
majority of cannabis users have in common? When 
they need to buy some pot, they go to a dispensary. 
So that’s where the trailer needed to go. 

And rightfully so: that’s the exact phrasing that 
appears amid clips of Elliott and Offerman rolling 
joints, talking strains, getting high, and laughing 
about how Elliot’s deep cowboy drawl could sell “a 
shit-ton of pot” during a 60-second trailer targeting 
cannabis consumers. The custom spot wasn’t some 
bootleg ripoff cut together by pot-loving film aficio-
nados with time on their hands. It was an official trail-
er, commissioned by The Orchard, which acquired the 
film’s distribution rights at Sundance earlier this year, 
and created by the creative agency arm of The World’s 
Best Ever (TWBE), a Webby-nominated culture site. 

David Wilfert, the advertising and marketing con-
sultant behind TWBE, says The Orchard approached 

				    	   the official theatrical trailer for The Hero 
this spring, you’d think the film was a classic redemption tale about an aging 
Hollywood star played by Sam Elliot t,  the smooth-voiced, thick-mustached 
ac tor who made his silver screen debut in Butch C assidy and the Sundance Kid 
in 196 9. Nick Offerman, the burly guy best known for his portrayal of man’s 
man  R on S wanson     in  N B C’s  Par  k s  a nd  Rec re at ion,  cos  tars  .  B u t if   you  saw  a 
trailer for the same film at a dispensary in Southern California, you’d think 
The Hero  is a buddy comedy in which “Sam Elliot t and Nick Offerman Get Stoned. 
Really, Really Stoned.”

If you caughtIf you caught
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Wilfert connected with an LA-based media company that operates an 
in-store network of televisions streaming ads and limited cannabis pro-
gramming. The Hero ’s pot-centric trailer was soon part of the lineup. 
“Customers in a pot shop see a TV playing a trailer with these two guys 
smoking pot, and it’s very relatable,” Wilfert says. The spot was shown in 
182 dispensaries in California leading up to The Hero’s theatrical release. 
( Today, you can find both trailers on YouTube, but the film’s official web-
site only has the original pot-free version.)

This type of targeted marketing designed to reach cannabis consum-
ers is the latest step in marijuana’s march into the mainstream, another 
aspect of the New Normal. And it won’t be long before more major brands 

follow The Orchard’s lead. Cannabis users are an untapped demographic 
of consumers with money to burn. With marijuana now legal for adult or 
medical use in 29 states and counting, people are coming out of the so-
called cannabis closet, admitting they use the elevating plant themselves 
or support the rights of others to do so. A landmark cannabis consumer 
research study by BDS Analytics, a business intelligence firm, is under-
way, compiling demographic and psychographic data to help marketers 
better understand who is using marijuana, who isn’t, and why. The initial 
results of the ongoing study are in—and the profile of a cannabis user 
that’s emerged is so far removed from the tired old stoner clichés.

The average annual household income of California “Consumers”—
people who use cannabis—is $93,800, while “Rejectors”—people who do 
not use cannabis and wouldn’t consider it—average $75,900. Twenty 
percent of California Consumers hold master’s degrees, compared to 12 
percent of Rejectors. In Colorado, 64 percent of Consumers have full-time 
employment, 10 percent more than Rejectors. In California, 64 percent of 
Consumers are parents, and 38 percent say they volunteer their time to 
help others. In Colorado, data show Consumers identify as creative, social 
people who enjoy the fine arts and the outdoors. 

Basically, the actual modern cannabis user doesn’t have much in com-
mon with the lazy pothead depicted in popular culture since Reefer Mad-
ness became a cult classic 80-some years ago. 

But that doesn’t stop modern-day marketers from trotting out the same 
old stereotypes time and again—especially around the unofficial “high 
holiday” on April 20. This year, you may have seen a TV ad for Totino’s 

36 percent  of consumers in  
Colorado identify as very social people 
who enjoy the outdoors at  
a higher rate than those who merely  
accept cannabis use or reject it entirely.

AS CITED BY BDS ANALYTICS
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Pizza Rolls, owned by General Mills, depicting a 420 
angle and pushing a #betterwhenbaked hashtag. If 
you were near the Colorado/New Mexico border, you 
may have spotted a McDonald’s billboard likening 
breakfast burritos to joints with the slogan “Usual-
ly, when you roll something this good, it’s illegal.” 
Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, never one to shy away from 
pot references as evidenced by flavors such as Half 
Baked and Dave Matthews Band Magic Brownies, 
debuted the Chill-aco, a munchie-quashing waffle 
ice cream sandwich, on 4/20 itself.

Whereas the legal cannabis marketplace is still 
new, mainstream brands creating campaigns laden 
with old tropes is not—especially when it comes to 
the movies and/or the munchies. The stoner comedy 
genre debuted with the release of Cheech and Chong’s 
Up in Smoke in 1978, and flicks like Half Baked, Dude, 
Where’s My Car?, Harold & Kumar Go to White Castle, 
Pineapple Express, and the upcoming Super Troop-
ers 2, set to be released on 4/20/18, keep resurrecting 
the same old jokes while depicting pot users as stupid, 
hapless, and addicted to junk food. Late-night ads 
riddled with must-eat-all-the-food-now references 

may have felt edgy and fresh at some point now come 
across as stale. Taco Bell’s been making not-so-sub-
tle references to getting high for over a decade. It’s 
time to move on. 

Slowly, signs of progress emerge. In 2011, General 
Mills used Cheech and Chong to reach Baby Boom-
ers with an ad for Fiber One brownies. The online-only 
campaign sought to reassure a middle-aged audi-
ence that regular is the new high. The narrator ex-
plains it like this: “Because now that you’re getting 
older, you need a new kind of magic in your brownie.”

A few years later, in 2014, just days after Colorado 
became the first state with a legal recreational mar-
ket, Spirit Airlines released an ad with this state-
ment: “The no-smoking sign is off in Colorado.” An-
other declared, “If you want to make a beeline for 
Colorado right now, we don’t blame you—but we’re 
up to take you to plenty of chill destinations.” The 
absence of stereotypical references at first glance 
seemed promising. But, alas, one step forward was 
followed by one step back. The ad concluded: “Book 
today…and be sure to pack some munchies.” (Be-
cause there aren’t any snacks in Colorado, obviously, 
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the stoners ate them all.)
That part aside, these big-name brands were among 

the first to dip a toe into what is on track to become 
a marketing mainstay as more states legalize can-
nabis use. In the interim, companies have to be care-
ful not to alienate customers who still believe what 
they were taught in DARE—cannabis is a no good, 
awful, very bad drug—while also appealing to peo-
ple who know better. 

Wilfert explains that any company marketing to 
cannabis consumers, young or old, needs to under-
stand that users have a special connection that sets 
them apart from the status quo. “Pot smokers relate 
to each other,” he says. “Because of how marijuana 
has been criminalized over the past century, we’ve 
been placed into a secret club where we have shared 
the wonders of this plant. Now it is our duty to open 
the club’s doors to everyone.” 

Sari Gabbay, a marketing consultant and creative 
director in Los Angeles, spends most of her time 
these days trying to fulfill that duty. Her creative 
agency is called Redefining Cannabis, and the firm’s 
goal is just that: create brand campaigns that “de-

fine a new era of cannabis culture,” as the website 
states. Redefining Cannabis grew out of Gabbay’s 
U2R1 Media agency, which worked mainly with life-
style and hospitality clients such as Hilton Los An-
geles and Égard luxury watches. Today, Redefin-
ing Cannabis lists Cannabis Retreats, Erbanna high 
fashion, and a selection of gourmet edible compa-
nies among its array of clients. Gabbay launched 
the new firm a few years ago to deal with cannabis 
branding and marketing for small businesses try-
ing to distinguish themselves from other similar 
companies—all of which are new to the newly legal 
consumer. It’s taken over most of her time. “I’m a 
cannabis entrepreneur now,” she says.

She explains that cannabis brands aren’t that 
much different from companies in any other indus-
try looking to market themselves without playing 
into the stereotypes. “More companies are looking 
to us for expertise in how to break into the market 
without looking like stoners themselves,” she says 
in our interview. “People come to me and say, ‘I know 
what I do, but I don’t know how to market myself.’” 
So she focuses her efforts on research, working with 
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the client to develop a plan to connect consumers 
with the brand in a meaningful way. “We are their 
voice,” she says of her cannabis accounts. “How they 
communicate will help change people’s perspective 
about the plant.”

She tells her clients that consumer education is 
the key to getting rid of the stigma that continues to 
surround cannabis use—especially when it comes 
to the medical benefits. (She does note that in Cali-
fornia, where cannabis is already a fully established 

part of the wellness community, the stigma isn’t as 
strong as it is in other states.) “We’re developing prod-
ucts that are science-based, that have real science  
behind them. Cannabis is real medicine, and we’re 
working with other brands to spread that message, 
to drive consumers to that space. Big companies are 
not going to sit back [while cannabis brands target 
their customers with new products].”

Scotts Miracle-Gro is one of those big compa-
nies—one of the biggest names in the lawn and 
garden realm in fact. Under chief executive Jim 
Hagedorn, Scotts has invested more than a half bil-
lion dollars into the pot industry in recent years, 
launching a hydroponics subsidiary in 2014 that’s 
focused on cornering the ever-expanding market of 

cannabis growers. Hawthorne Garden Company is 
the umbrella over a portfolio that includes acquired 
companies such as General Hydroponics as well as 
craft brands like Black Magic Performance Hydro-
ponics sold at Home Depots in select markets where 
cannabis is legal. The hydroponics subsidiary is pro-
ducing upwards of $250 million a year, according to 
an October 2016 report by Bloomberg.

This is big business, and it’s charting new terri-
tory. The first television ad for Black Magic could be 

used as an example of the right way to market to 
cannabis users and growers. First step: just say no 
to stereotypes. Black Magic’s ad didn’t portray pot 
growers as tie-dye-wearing slackers. It showed clips 
of clean-cut guys in their 20s and 30s, dressed like 
guys that age do, tending to plants in a variety of 
Instagram-worthy urban settings. The look was so-
phisticated, the message modern and inspiring, the 
takeaway clear: Black Magic is leading the charge 
into a future where cannabis growers (and users) 
can come out of hiding, emerging from literal base-
ment grows and proverbial closets empowered to 
garden with a “higher purpose.” To yield to no one. 
This is the future. And under the grow lights, the 
future looks bright.

The average annual household income among  
 California cannabis consumers is $93,000,  
with 20 percent of those consumers  
holding master’s degrees. 64 percent  
of California consumers are PARENTS.
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