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BRAND REAL


INTRODUCTION

The world does not need another brand. We’ve got plenty of them, and to be honest, many are underwhelming. After twenty years in the branding trade, I wrote this book because I’m as frustrated as the average consumer by the way so many brands consistently disappoint. Not real brands, mind you. Real brands are excellent at fulfilling, and often exceeding, our expectations. They are so focused on keeping promises that they define the very concept of “brand”—they make tough strategic decisions about what to offer customers (and what not to offer them), they attract and retain employees who care, and they grow without straying from the sense of purpose they symbolize. It’s the real brands that inspire fierce loyalty.

It takes great discipline to create and manage a real brand. But you’d never know that by the way a lot of managers talk about branding.

A while back, I was interviewing a prospective client. During our discussion I asked him questions that I refer to as the reality check:

• How indispensable is your brand to your customers?

• What’s your rate of employee turnover?

• What does your brand do better than any competitor, and why does it matter?

• How easy is it for competitors to replicate your brand experience?

• How easy is it for customers to do business with your brand?

• If your brand disappeared tomorrow, why would anyone care?

On this particular occasion, his answer stunned me. He said, “I’m not looking for a management consultant. I’m talking to you because I need a nice new brand to make up for the problems you just asked me about.” And there it was: the trouble with modern branding, right there out in the open, staring back at me without any sense of irony. My prospective client ran a company that was being commoditized. He couldn’t keep good employees because “they all end up wanting too much money.” His company was engaged in a constant race to keep up with competitors, so he relied on “cost management” (i.e., cutting corners) and aggressive pricing tactics as his means of differentiation. And doing business with his company was a nightmare. He’d outsourced and subcontracted so many pieces of it that a customer was apt to believe the company was schizophrenic. Yet somehow he believed he could solve all of these real problems by hiring someone from the outside to design a better logo, tidy up the website, and clean up the advertising. That’s not branding. That’s stagecraft.

Needless to say, we didn’t end up working together. He thought I was arrogant and expensive, and I thought he was delusional. The experience agitated me because that kind of thinking is widespread, and it poisons the well for all brands. So I began writing a manifesto about what it takes to be a real brand. Real brands make and keep a promise, and they deliver simple-but-powerful experiences. My manifesto began as a guideline for the strategists who worked for me, but before I knew it, my notes became the outline for this book. My goal: to show you what it takes to make and keep a brand promise.

I’m fond of a quote by F. Scott Fitzgerald: “Don’t write because you want to say something. Write because you have something to say.” I have a lot to say about branding. I invest a little bit of myself every time I work with a client to create or strengthen a brand, and I find it rewarding when the effort results in a stronger relationship between the client’s brand and the audience it serves. I suppose that’s why I take it personally when I hear branding described as a graphic design exercise—a cosmetic attempt to manipulate the truth. Brands should stand for something or they shouldn’t stand at all. If you want to create a real brand, you have to make a promise and be willing to bet the farm on it. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a small business in Peoria or a large corporation with offices in every corner of the globe.

Real brands make promises they intend to keep. This is as true for a brand that stands for a product as it is for a brand that stands for a person. Everything you may already understand about a brand—names, logos, advertising, package design, retail experiences, customer support, and so on—is really just an extension of that promise in action.

We’ll start in Chapter 1 by debunking one of the most common assumptions about branding: that names and logos can solve business challenges on their own. In Chapter 2 we’ll explore the mind of your audience to understand how they remember brands and recall them when it really counts.

In Chapter 3 you’ll discover the common ways that a brand can make or refine a promise. After more than one hundred years of brand evolution, you’ll see that there are some useful patterns at your disposal.

Chapter 4 looks at one of the most bothersome branding challenges: how to create a brand architecture that provides room for growth without sacrificing the essence of the brand’s bond with customers. For rapidly growing brands, architecture—the purposeful organization of brands and subbrands within a portfolio—is often a nagging issue. You’ll find some specific ways to make brand architecture a tool for growth instead of an obstacle to progress.

In Chapter 5 we’ll examine how to position brands within a competitive category. We’ll discuss establishment brands and challenger brands, and how they engage in an ongoing battle for category leadership.

Chapter 6 will help you better understand the minds of consumers. Specifically, you’ll see how consumers attach their identities to brands and why it’s more important to be relevant than to be liked.

In Chapter 7 we’ll explore the power of brand narrative and how brands rely on storytelling to communicate a promise and connect with consumers’ identities.

Names and logos attract a lot of attention. In fact, they’re often mistaken for the brand itself. But in Chapter 8 you’ll learn the truth about the role that names and logos actually play in branding. And we’ll see that a brand’s identity serves an important purpose that’s often overlooked.

In Chapter 9 we’ll see just how much the brand experience affects consumers’ future decision making. We’ll look into the thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of branded experience to provide you with a better perspective on how to prioritize your brand’s operating plans.

Finally, we’ll discuss the critical importance of aligning a brand internally and the most effective ways to engage people on the inside so they can deliver the brand promise to the people on the outside.

A brand, at its heart, is a promise to deliver. When the brand experience doesn’t live up to that promise, customers take their business elsewhere. This book—intended for anyone on the inside of a brand—is a practical guide for making a brand’s promise stand up when and where it matters most: at every customer touch point.


CHAPTER ONE

REALITY CHECK

It’s Time to Move from Brandlore to Promising Brands

If branding began as a way to mark cattle and claim ownership, today it is a way to mark minds and claim “mindshare.” When it works, it is quite powerful. The trouble is that many marketers aren’t clear on what a brand actually is, which is why we are in a dangerous state of overbranding. In a recent advertisement for a leading smartphone, I counted no less than twelve features of the phone that were branded with clever names or graphic symbols. Including the brand name and identity for the phone itself, that means this one product embodied thirteen brands. During a stay at a popular hotel chain I was surprised to see that my bed, my shower, the room service option, and even the air in the room were all marketed with unique brand names. This penchant for elevating ordinary things—and often their subparts as well—with shamelessly clever brand identities threatens to dilute the value of all brands.

One reason I decided to write this book was to clarify the relationship between brand behavior (what brands do and why it matters) and brand identity (how the brand looks and feels). Though there are many brands that own beautiful logos and distinctive names—think of the mythological symbolism of the Starbucks logo or the clever repurposing of the word blackberry to name the famous Research In Motion (RIM) device, the Black-Berry—there are just as many successful brands that use logos that are little more than a word mark (Facebook) or that are identified by names that are blandly descriptive (General Electric). Believing that the aesthetics are the substance of a brand is as much a mistake as assuming that a penguin can fly simply because it has wings.

When he was twelve years old, my son Lucas was struck by an entrepreneurial impulse. He decided to launch his own photography studio and asked me if I would buy him a copy of Adobe Photoshop so he could create his brand. (This anecdote proves that the apple does not, in fact, fall far from the tree.) My first instinct was to grab my chest and rail about the price of Photoshop, then a $700 piece of software. But I decided instead to seize the opportunity to learn what he thought a brand was.

“Dad, you know what a brand is. That’s what you do.”

“Oblige me.”

“You know. It’s a cool logo and stuff.”

Intrigued by my son’s interest in my profession, and nauseated from having it reduced to “stuff,” I asked him to tell me more about the business concept behind his brand. How was he going to service his clients? What kind of value would he provide? This conjured some eye rolling because in his mind it was painfully obvious. People would want to hire him because he’d post really great flyers around the neighborhood. He’d use his brand to make them look so good that customers would be inspired to call him, and when they learned that he charged only $25 for a photo, the price would win them over. All he needed was a great logo, he said. That’s why he needed Photoshop.

“Why do you think people would be willing to pay you $25 for a photo?”

“Because it’s cheaper than going to one of the professional studios,” he said.

“But if I’m a potential customer, how do I know that the photo you take for me will be worth $25 or more? How can I trust that you know what you’re doing?”

More eye rolling. “Because I’ll have a good brand.”

While I found Luc’s circular logic amusing, I was set on using it as an opportunity to educate him about how business actually works and how brands stand for value. (I did not provide him with the requested seed money, by the way. I decided this was also a good opportunity to teach him a lesson on venture capital.) But in that conversation, my smart kid raised illuminating questions. For instance, he asked why I spent so much money to buy the first model of the iPhone when I knew it had inferior battery life, poor reception in our home, and no compatibility with my office e-mail system? Wasn’t that proof that I was just buying a brand instead of value? Why did I sometimes select a bottle of wine that I had never tasted before simply because I liked the name or the design of the bottle’s label? Wasn’t that proof that names and logos mattered? Luc reasoned that I made an awful lot of decisions based solely on how much I liked a brand’s aesthetics, or not. He surmised that a lot of consumer behavior is irrational and unpredictable, driven mostly by reaction to creative presentation, not substance.

BRAND CONTAMINATION

If Luc had observed Congress’s lengthy debate over what to rename the legislation formerly known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) or the social media frenzy that ensued after retailer Gap changed its logo, he would have valid proof points for his observations.

When Representative George Miller (D-California) suggested in a 2007 interview that NCLB might be “the most negative brand in America,” he caught my attention.1 Though it’s not unusual for lawmakers to point fingers at brands, there wasn’t a household name sitting in the congressional hot seat. It was No Child Left Behind (NCLB), legislation that had enacted standards-based education reform in 2001.

As chairman of the House Education Committee and one of his party’s leaders, Miller had a dilemma on his hands. Every Democratic colleague making a run for the White House had pilloried NCLB in stump speeches, decrying it as a clear indictment of President George W. Bush. In truth, NCLB had been championed for years by advocates on the left, most notably Democratic stalwart Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts. As the rhetoric increased, Miller found himself in the awkward position of defending the act on the one hand, while maintaining solidarity with his party on the other. What was a Democratic leader to do? Rebrand, of course.

Representative Miller suggested that NCLB suffered from a classic case of brand contamination. He argued that the act had become an extension of the George W. Bush brand, and as the president’s approval ratings slid, NCLB became less popular by association. He believed the situation might improve if it was given a new name—one freed from association with an unpopular administration. The idea stuck. By 2009, when President Barack Obama’s new education secretary, Arne Duncan, tackled the issue on his own, he dusted off Miller’s strategy. “Let’s rebrand it,” he said in an interview for the New York Times. “Give it a new name.”2

Within days the Beltway was buzzing with suggested names, including more than a fair share of sophomoric puns on the acronym. Three of my favorites included REDO (Resourcing Educational and Development Outcomes), AACAAA (All American Children Are Above Average), and NEW TEST (Not Even We Think Educational Standards Teach).3

If national opinion polls were any indication, however, Americans didn’t seem to think rebranding was the answer. A 2009 Gallup Poll found that nearly half of Americans believed the legislation had made no difference in public education. More than half of those familiar with the act said it made education worse, and one-quarter of Republicans agreed with them.4 Even Marian Wright Edelman, the founder of the Children’s Defense Fund—an organization whose tagline, “leave no child behind,” had inspired NCLB—publicly stated that the act “dismantle[d] all of the gains we have made for children.”5 Though the experts and the public seemed to believe there was more to the challenge than rebranding, in 2010 No Child Left Behind was renamed the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

MIND THE GAP

On October 4, 2010, a lot of Gap customers questioned the logic behind the change the iconic retailer made to its logo. Though it was somewhat unceremoniously introduced that day, it didn’t take long for customers to light up social media with vitriol. “Your new logo makes your brand look cheap,” one customer wrote on the company’s Facebook page.6 Another customer contributing to the growing Twitter frenzy tagged it an “atrocity.” By day’s end, the rancor had attracted the attention of major news media, and an army of branding experts and identity designers tripped over themselves to explain why the new Gap identity was a “crap logo.”7

Gap certainly didn’t see it that way. Spokesperson Louise Callagy described the new mark as a shift from “classic, American design to modern, sexy, cool.”8 Designed by Trey Laird of Laird+Partners in New York, the new identity abandoned nearly every aspect of the blue square signature that the brand had used for more than twenty years. The crisp, thin Americana typeface gave way to the generic utility of the Helvetica font. And the large blue box morphed into a faint exponent set to the right of the word mark. Most critics assumed that the offset square was a reference to the old logo and meant to imply that the brand was “thinking outside the box.” Instead, the Gap faithful viewed the change as throwing the baby out with the bathwater. While Gap’s managers believed they were simplifying the look and feel, the public thought it was signaling a change in the value it might provide. “New Gap logo looks as if it were done in Microsoft Word,” said a viral Twitter post.9 Was Gap going to start cutting corners?

Seven days later, Gap retired the new design and framed the debacle as a lesson in online culture. To remedy the situation, it announced that it would let its fans decide what its mark should look like. It invited customers to submit their own logo design ideas on the crowdsourcing site 99designs. While more than 1,000 amateur and professional designers accepted the challenge, submitting over 4,600 entries,10 the move launched new controversy. The branding community objected to Gap’s decision to resort to crowdsourcing to solve a strategic problem. Most experts thought it marginalized the link between strategy and design, and many consumers seemed to think that leaving the identity to the masses was a sacrilegious way to care for a beloved brand. Some just thought the move was as cheap as the first logo attempt. In a widely circulated blog post, veteran designer Mike Monteiro defended the design trade by delivering an analog to Gap. “Never in my experience has any of your employees offered me a free pair of pants because the ones I was wearing looked bad. I wouldn’t expect them to. Their job is to sell me clothes. My job is to sell design.”11

The contest came and went, and Gap awarded prizes to a few, but as of this writing the legacy logo lives on. Despite the intense public outcry about the changes in its brand identity, industry analysts estimate that Gap lifted its holiday store sales that year by approximately 5 percent.12 (This led some to theorize that the whole controversy was a publicity stunt.) But the Gap logo experiment raises two interesting questions: Why did ordinary consumers care so much about the proposed logo change? And: Should future brands pick their logos through a beauty contest?

Questions that arise from the No Child Left Behind and Gap cases are difficult to answer today because we have all been conditioned to think about brands in a way we wouldn’t have just fifty years ago. The concept of “brand” is now a strange and puzzling part of our cultural vernacular, and it’s a far cry from its origin.

THE SIMPLICITY PRINCIPLE

Brands exist because we hate uncertainty. In our purchasing and consumption decisions, we rely on cues to predict what we should expect from products, services, and organizations. The cues often come from symbols like names and logos. Branding relies on the simplicity principle, which posits that we are inclined to choose the simplest hypothesis that is consistent with the data presented to us. Sometimes, the only data we have are meaningful symbols like a name or a logo. But here’s an important reality check: Too many brands are heavy on symbolism and light on predictable outcomes. When they don’t deliver on a promise, we have new data to factor into our hypothesis: our experience with the brand. Real brands simplify our understanding of what we should expect in the brand experience, and they focus their attention on delivering against that expectation again and again.

Your brain performs millions of functions every second. It is a remarkable computer—more powerful than any thinking machine we’ve yet designed. Part of your brain’s power comes from its extraordinary efficiency. Your brain is designed to conserve energy through pattern recognition. Did you ever notice how little conscious thought is required for you to stop your car when you approach a stop sign? A stop sign is a cue that triggers a pattern of behavior. There was at least one time in your life when you invested a lot of mental energy to understand how stop signs, the rules of the road, and the motor function needed to drive a car related to one another. But after a while, your brain memorized the relationship of the required behavior (depth perception, muscular contractions, etc.) to the value associated with such behavior (you won’t crash) and the cue that signaled this pattern to begin (a red, octagonal sign bearing the word Stop). The cue enables a shortcut. When you see it, you don’t have to consciously think; you know what to expect and what to do. Because of this, you conserve mental energy that you can redirect to other activities such as changing the radio dial or conversing with a passenger. That’s the same mental machinery that enables brands to work.

This link between a cue and an expected outcome is so ingrained in your mind that you are likely to associate red signs with a need to stop, even in non driving contexts. You have been conditioned to behave in a specific way every time you are presented with that cue. That’s why so many cancel and stop buttons are red. You expect that a red signal is a cue to stop, and you are so conditioned to behave this way that you would probably bring your car to a stop even if you encountered a red octagonal shape stamped with the word Go. It takes a lot of mental muscle to constantly study your environment for exceptions. Unless primed to do so, your brain doesn’t anticipate the unexpected. It’s simpler and more efficient to rely on cues to predict future outcomes. And that is precisely the reason we have populated our world with brands: to simplify understanding in order to influence behavior.

Brands provide symbolic cues that influence your expectations and behavior because they are linked to relevant benefits that you value. That link between cues, expectations, and experience is critical because we all favor brands that consistently meet or exceed our expectations, and we punish the ones that don’t. It’s that simple.

Framed in this context, my son was mostly right when he used my purchase of the first iPhone as evidence that I bought a brand instead of a product. I knew that first iPhone was functionally inferior to competitive devices. But, I had been purchasing first generations of Apple products since 1987, and for the most part Apple exceeded my expectations. I had many rational and purely emotional reasons to expect that the iPhone would satisfy me (and it did), but if the iPhone had been released by an unknown brand, I probably wouldn’t have made the same decision. My behavioral choice was guided by the pattern of my experience with the Apple brand, not its logo.

Unfortunately, we live in an age when it is too easy for us to mistake brands for the critical cues of brand identity, and that makes us prone to discount the value of an exceptional branded experience. It doesn’t help that we liberally use the word brand in everyday speech. A brand can be a traditional packaged good like Tide or Crest, but it can also be a person like Tiger Woods or Martha Stewart. It can be a story-based franchise like Harry Potter or Star Wars, or it can be a virtual service that isn’t tied to a monetary transaction, like Facebook.

To make matters worse, we have fetishized brands by crediting too much of their success to the design of their brand identity. My son’s request for Photoshop is telling. A lot of people believe they can create a great brand if they have the right creative tools. You might be tempted to believe that launching a great brand is as easy as buying Photoshop or holding a contest on 99designs. That’s partially because the digital world we live in makes it easier and less costly to create a logo or design a beautiful piece of communication then ever before. We are saturated with creative expression, and that’s why there are a lot of great names and stunning logos that stand for nothing. For the simplicity principle to work, a brand’s identity has to link to real, value-producing behavior. That’s when identity becomes a true cue to a cause-and-effect relationship. On its own, identity is to brand as sex is to parenting. You can spawn a great name or logo, but that doesn’t guarantee you’ll raise a great brand.

That’s not to say that brand identity is irrelevant. Luc was again quite right when he observed that I select some wine by my reaction to the label. Unfortunately, his observation ignores an important modifier of the simplicity principle: context. In the same way that I might decide to run a stop sign if I were rushing someone to the emergency room, the context of my brand experience moderates my brand behavior. When I consume wine, I like variety. It’s boring to drink wine from the same producer again and again. While I’m generally prone to brand loyalty, it doesn’t serve me very well in this context. The trouble is that there are so many wines to choose from that I will often rely on the value signaled by the label. While it is certainly an imperfect cue, in the context of the relatively low-risk purchase behavior of buying a bottle of wine to try something new it’s a cue that reliably moderates my expectations. I’ve certainly had great wines with terrible labels, and I’ve drunk plenty of bad wine packaged with a clever name and a beautiful logo. The purpose of this book is to convince you that the latter case isn’t a sustainable strategy, and that you’ll create long-term business value when you align the expectation cued by the label with the experience that’s in the bottle.

THE FORGOTTEN DISCIPLINE OF BRANDING

Branding is a strategic discipline. It should influence how people behave—both customers and employees. It’s not magic. It’s not happenstance. And it’s certainly not guesswork. It requires purposeful conduct. Real branding is something managers do to create value by delivering branded experiences that meet or exceed people’s expectations. It is an important act of business strategy. In fact, though branding is rarely described as such in business management curriculum, good brand strategies guide mission-critical decisions in capital investment, human resources, research, product development, and operations management.

Simplification is an important aspect of branding discipline. Brands excel when they simplify the way we think about value-producing behavior. But don’t confuse simplification with being simplistic. It’s simplistic to think you can create incremental customer value by changing a name or logo. Simplification, on the other hand, is a managerial process that creates stronger associations between a brand and its real benefits. It relies on two powerful mental processes: encapsulation and objectification. Through encapsulation we connect a lot of information about brand-related behavior and the value it produces, and through objectification we link that encapsulated value proposition to a brand identity. It is the simplicity of what the identity represents in our mind and how it influences our own behavior that makes real brands contagious. A brand identity should cue a subconscious thought process. Sometimes the cue is as simple as a color (IBM’s “smarter” approach cued by the color of “Big Blue”), or a shape (the elegant design and functionality of the products represented by the bitten Apple), or a distinctive sound (the liberating fares and convenient service linked to the Southwest Airlines “bing”). The cue can be subtler still, like a scent (the sexiness of youth linked to the fragrant scent of an Abercrombie & Fitch retail store). But the cue is only a trigger, not the substance. Think of identity cues as the henchmen of the simplicity principle. They provide another data point that leads our minds naturally to the simplest hypothesis. Cues perform the kind of mental magic we would normally associate with telepathy. They make it possible to transfer information about value. Real branding uses the simplicity principle to harness this seemingly telepathic phenomenon. However, it works only when we exercise the management discipline to fulfill the promise that is expected by the cue.

A brand promise is not the same as a brand position. It is a common nugget of brandlore that the two phrases mean the same thing. They do not, though they are related to each other. A position asserts a line of argument (as in “what position shall we take in this message?”) or it pinpoints a location in perceptual space (as in “which position do we or shall we occupy in the mind of the consumer?”) Positioning thrives on “open space”—perceptual territory that your brand can claim because it is unclaimed by competitors. Imagine you operate a brand in an environment where every competitor uses a red logo. To effectively position your brand, you might choose to make your logo blue because that color is “ownable.” This example is a gross oversimplification of positioning, but it illustrates one reason a position is different from a promise. You position to be different and to stand out. It’s an essential activity, indeed, but it is possible to reposition a brand by focusing on purely cosmetic changes and not deliver any real, incremental value. In contrast, when you make a brand promise, you still stake a position, but you also create a covenant with consumers. You commit to deliver value.

Positioning is an artful and intelligent way to design messaging campaigns. One particularly useful application is to position in order to deposition a competitor. Coupled with semantics, a position can help you cast doubt on your competitors and it can cause consumers to reconsider their current behavior. Used in this way, positioning is a powerful redirection tactic that transforms public opinion in a short period of time. Consider how Republican pollster Frank Luntz described the way he depositioned the estate tax in a matter of days. “It’s not an estate tax,” he said. “It’s a death tax, because you’re taxed at death. And suddenly something that isn’t viable achieves the support of 75 percent of the American people.” It’s compelling proof of why positioning is useful, but it also demonstrates the difference between a position and a promise. Luntz’s position didn’t prescribe value-producing behavior.

A brand promise is the glue that aligns experience with expectations. Without it, you may stake any number of positions, but they’re little more than marketing tactics. You don’t have to promise anything to take a position. You can change your look so people think you are something that you are not (a beautiful wine label attached to an undrinkable vintage). You can send out messages that appeal to distinct audiences and trends. You can use evocative words, imagery, and experiences to create a perception of what you might aspire to be or what you want others to think of you. But that’s not the same as promising to deliver specific value and executing all of your business activities to live up to that promise. Many brands have fallen into an endless cycle of repositioning initiatives, constantly redefining the brand in an effort to satisfy market trends and shifts in consumer tastes. This never-ending positioning process actually destroys brand value over time because it confuses us and makes us question what the brand really stands for. It weakens the brand’s credibility by eroding the link between our concept of the brand, what we expect from it, and what we know of its reputation. Here’s how it works.

If you lend me $5 and I promise to pay you tomorrow, on the next day you will expect me to give you $5. If I do, you will find me to be a man of my word. You’ll be likely to lend me $5 again, and when someone mentions my name in a similar context you might vouch for me. Your experience with my brand helped me establish a good reputation. On the other hand, if you show up the next day and I pay you only $2, you’ll have doubts about me the next time around. If someone asked you about me, you might be inclined to warn them. My reputation is in danger because of your most recent experience with my brand, which did not live up to the expectation I set with my promise to you. It won’t matter how I go about positioning myself next time. I can dress differently. I can make claims about cleaning up my act. I can try to convince you that I am financially stable or I could tell you I aspire to lofty goals. None of that is likely to impress you because I didn’t fulfill my promise the last time. My positioning activities might convince other people to give me $5, but as soon as you log on to Twitter and squawk about your disappointing experience with my brand, I’d have what public relations experts call a “reputation problem.”

In a 2004 study published in the Journal of Consumer Research, credibility was shown to be one of the strongest factors driving brand consideration and preference. We prefer brands that make credible promises. But the most interesting part of the study was the drivers that lead to brand credibility: trust-worthiness and expertise, and trustworthiness trumps expertise.13 You may be an expert, and I may associate your expertise with the delivery of value, but if I don’t trust you, all the expertise in the world won’t win my business.

When a brand behaves according to its promise, it develops a good reputation that leads to trust, which can make a brand more credible than competing alternatives.

Looking at a brand through the lens of a credible promise, it’s understandable why renaming No Child Left Behind was folly. The policymakers hadn’t promised to make any real change in the value delivered by the legislation. Instead, they hoped a name change would reposition public opinion about legislation people distrusted based on experience. In a similar way, Gap’s logo debacle made consumers worry that the brand was being too simplistic, perhaps cheapening its value. The new logo made them question the brand’s credibility.

A promise differentiates and positions a brand by defining what it is, what it does or doesn’t do to create value, and why it matters. There’s a subtle element in a brand promise that you often don’t find in a brand positioning. A promise distinguishes what the brand is willing to omit as much as it defines what it will deliver. This distinction creates credibility. It’s easy to misconstrue an omission as something negative, but omissions are an important part of behavior. They define what a brand explicitly doesn’t do. If you think about it, people often define themselves and their behavior by what they aren’t and what they don’t do. “I don’t drink. I don’t smoke. And I don’t play cards,” was once a popular saying that defined an individual’s valor. Brands are no different. Southwest Airlines has prospered by not doing some things that other airlines do: no assigned seats, no first-class cabin, no meal service. These omissions are not marketing gimmicks, they are fundamental service decisions that drive the business model and they contain memorable attributes that make the brand salient because they support the brand’s promise to deliver great value through low fares and friendly service.

CHOOSE OR LOSE

Why Brands Must Link Promises to Tough Choices

Think about the brands that you admire the most. Chances are that you admire them for a few specific things they promise to do extraordinarily well. In order to do those things extraordinarily well, they choose to do other things in mediocre fashion or even poorly. Apple is famous for ignoring product features that competitors would describe as critical to success. Early versions of the MacBook had deplorable battery life. The iOS operating system does not allow mobile devices to use Adobe’s popular Flash platform. And when it was first discovered that the iPhone 4 had a design flaw in its exterior antenna that caused the phone to drop calls just by holding it in your hand, Apple told customers to hold the phone differently. But you’d be hard-pressed to find someone who’ll tell you that Apple delivers an experience that falls short of expectations. Apple carefully chooses the value its brand promises to deliver, and it also chooses what it’s willing to sacrifice in order to fulfill that promise.

Brands rise when they make tough choices. Does your brand make tough choices? That’s perhaps the most important reality check for modern brands. Sadly, most brands can’t answer yes. In pursuit of growth, market share, stock performance, and countless other objectives, many brands try to be everything to everybody. In so doing, they fall into branding’s “kitchen sink trap.” This occurs when you claim to deliver any value that could conceivably appeal to the broadest possible audience. When you fall into this trap, you usually end up with an utterly complex idea that is guaranteed to either miss expectations or blend into the crowd. Consider the following promise statement for GoogSoft, a fictitious software company:

GoogSoft develops affordable, scalable, and innovative tools, technologies, and mobile applications that enable people to be more productive, creative, and connected when they are using the Internet by developing solutions that are the most intuitive, feature-robust, and completely customizable in the industry.

At first blush, what’s wrong with it? Put this book down and ask yourself what sticks in your mind about the GoogSoft brand. Maybe it was the affordable part, or the creative benefit, or the completely customizable solution. You might remember one part of this promise, and I might remember something else. If we polled hundreds of people and asked them what they remember about the GoogSoft brand, we’d have a distribution of results that reflected a statistical average for blandness. That’s because GoogSoft isn’t making choices. It’s throwing everything that might matter to consumers into its brand promise. It is unlikely that it can deliver an experience that meets these expectations (cheap, scalable, feature-rich, innovative solutions that enhance productivity, creativity, and connectivity). Table 1.1 illustrates what I mean.

Imagine the data in this table is the result of a brand equity study we conducted. There are many ways to measure brand equity, but for our purposes I’ve chosen an approach that is inspired by EyeOpener, a research tool developed by my friend and colleague, Rolf Wolfsberg. The listed attributes correlate to the actual drivers of brand preference within GoogSoft’s competitive category. They are shown in order of importance to consumers. The middle column lists which brand leads on each attribute, and the number to the right measures GoogSoft’s performance on this attribute relative to the category leader. When the number to the right is negative, it indicates how far GoogSoft trails the category leader. When the number is positive, it tells us how much of a lead GoogSoft has on this attribute relative to the next nearest competitor. GoogSoft has the most leverage on three attributes: ease of use, customization, and affordable pricing. It lags significantly on feature-richness and connectivity. While it may frustrate us that people don’t believe our brand is as feature-rich or connected as competitors, it’s folly to make these attributes part of our promise unless we’re choosing to deliver the value associated with those attributes. And choosing to win on those attributes might cost us the attributes with which we currently win—being easy to use and inexpensive. We should think very carefully when we make that decision because, according to our study, being easy to use is very important to customers and we’re the clear leader on this attribute. While we invest our time trying to add more and more features to win attribute number 4, we may cede ground to competitors on our most credible and relevant brand promise. If we decide that the future lies with the lagging attributes, we must be prepared to sacrifice the value we own in the leading attributes.

TABLE 1.1
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Unfortunately, a lot of brands want to own all the attributes. They don’t want to sacrifice one set to gain another set. This is what leads to the kitchen sink trap.

But that’s not the only strategic trap. Some brands fail because they live according to a hollow promise that mistakes the simplicity principle for haiku. Brands that define their value using the hollow promise fall in love with evocative words and artful expressions that are hard to translate into behavior. Here’s an example of a hollow promise for GoogSoft:

GoogSoft is an emergent creativity enabler.

Read that promise again, close your eyes, and try to imagine an emergent creativity enabler. I suspect you might be left with a bit of a blank slate, and that’s precisely the problem with the hollow promise. It’s a head-scratcher. It is born of the best of intentions, but it fails to guide value-producing behavior.

I come across the hollow promise a lot in my line of work. It’s most often the product of the marketing team, not the business owners. They invest a lot of time to coin what they believe is a defining line. Perhaps they argue to themselves that mobility and connectivity are low-level expressions of a high-level need—the need to evolve with technology. They consult a thesaurus and decide the word emerge is the best choice to describe evolving technology. Eureka! GoogSoft is all about emergent solutions … solutions that make people creative! Maybe they consider the word make pedestrian, so they return to the thesaurus and they brainstorm and they settle on the word enable. It’s just a matter of time before they transform that expressive verb into a compound object: an emergent creativity enabler. As proud as they are of this artful line, they’re crestfallen when someone asks how to teach people inside to develop “emergent creativity enablers.” What does emergent mean to the average person? And, more important, why on earth should I care about “emergent creativity enablers”? I don’t recall ever adding one to my Christmas list. This is precisely the reason so many chief financial officers are suspicious of branding initiatives. But the hollow promise is not branding. It’s wordsmithing. Real branding clarifies three fundamental questions:

• What is it?

• Why does it matter?

• How does it create value?

When we talk about value, it’s important to be specific. Sometimes, in an effort to retain our options, we are tempted to overgeneralize about the value the brand delivers. Consider the following example:

GoogSoft makes technology solutions that deliver superior value to customers and consistent financial returns for shareholders.

Promise statements like this one fall into a different kind of trap; they describe table stakes. If a brand doesn’t deliver superior value to customers, it’s not much of a brand. The questions are: What kind of value do you provide and how do you provide it? Likewise, if your brand is part of a for-profit operation, you’d better deliver consistent financial returns or you might not be in business tomorrow. There’s nothing in a table-stakes promise that differentiates, nor does it define value-producing behavior.

Allow me to illustrate real branding in action—the type of branding that guides business decisions as much as it inspires creative expression.

A TALE OF TWO BRANDS

How Washington Federal and Washington Mutual
Shared Only a Common State

“There’s a lot people don’t know about us.”

Roy Whitehead looks more like an aviator than the CEO of one the nation’s strongest banks. While he dresses every bit like a banker, there’s something about him that suggests he might own a bomber jacket and you’d certainly trust him to pilot your plane. Canvas the halls of Washington Federal and you’ll be hard-pressed to find someone who disagrees. But the story of the Washington Federal brand isn’t about Roy Whitehead. He’s just one of many examples that explain why the brand is one of banking’s best, despite the fact that it isn’t as well known as its national peers. Like many other brands, the team at Washington Federal contemplated a change to its brand identity. But unlike the people behind the No Child Left Behind and Gap changes, the Washington Federal team wanted to make sure that any change in its identity clarified and signaled the foundational values that made their business a success.

“We have never had a layoff. Not once. And we’ve been around for more than ninety years.” When Roy says this, he’s not engaging in recessionary grandstanding. His statement is a core tenet of Washington Federal’s value-producing behavior. The bank believes it cannot deliver value to its customers if it doesn’t treat its employees with fairness and respect. The average turnover at the front line is lower than industry average. It’s staggeringly low among its more seasoned staff, and that sense of ownership among its staff has translated into personal service delivery and very high levels of customer satisfaction.

Discipline makes Washington Federal a strong brand. Its culture is driven by a passion for “commonsense banking.” It is a value so critical that it has led it to smart but unusual choices. For example, the bank has not installed ATMs at its branches (though it has inherited a couple dozen in acquisitions) because it believes personal contact creates strong relationships with customers, and the cost of installing and operating ATMs would interfere with its capability to deliver this value.

If you think that Washington Federal is a small-time bank, think again. It maintains one of the highest capital levels of the nation’s 100 largest financial institutions. In 2009, the year the recession punished most banks, Washington Federal generated more than $40 million in profit from 160 branches.

The bank is unapologetic about its profitability. In fact, Whitehead will tell you the bank has a “societal obligation to perform well.” In his reasoning, if a bank isn’t strong and profitable, it is a threat to its community. Throughout the Washington Federal culture you’ll find a belief in commonsense banking because that approach allows the bank and the neighborhoods around it to flourish together.

It’s ironic that for nearly a hundred years, Washington Federal competed against another Washington financial institution that professed to serve the community but failed in the end. Before its catastrophic demise, Washington Mutual was once known as a bank that focused on customers first. It established a credible reputation as a relationship-focused bank through a heritage of activities such as a school savings program that taught K–6 students how to handle money, with an emphasis on savings. Many customers grew up with a branch in their school, where they learned the value of disciplined financial practices.

Unlike Washington Federal, Washington Mutual pursued growth at the expense of this core brand value. It aggressively expanded toward a dream of being for banking what Walmart is to retail, through the heavy use of subprime mortgages that were often immediately sold to third parties and credit card programs that catered to customers with subprime credit. It did all of this by positioning itself as a bank that knew “the power of yes.” Of course, this promise wasn’t very credible or sustainable. At some point, a bank has to say no so that it can protect the interests of all of its stakeholders.14 In the end, Washington Mutual failed because it set unrealistic expectations and made empty promises.

The people of Washington Federal believe they have an obligation to be candid with customers. “We’re not afraid to say no so that we can protect a client’s interests,” Whitehead told me. “That’s why we don’t have commissioned salespeople. It’s to protect the client’s interest. And that’s why we carry our mortgages. We want our borrowers to find a loan they can actually afford. Our goal is to see them own the paper one day. Yes, we sometimes say no. You can do that and preserve strong relationships with your clients. In fact, the best clients respect you for it.”

Despite its reputation for consistently delivering on a promise of commonsense banking and a commitment to customer relationships that routinely exceeded expectations, Washington Federal did face a brand challenge. The bank’s identity didn’t send the right signals and in some ways limited its ability to develop relationships with new generations of customers. Because Washington Federal chose to keep costs low so that they could deliver good returns to customers and shareholders, its identity was dated and beginning to send the signal that the bank was underfunded and small. The original company name, Washington Federal Savings, mistakenly led some customers to think the bank only offered deposit accounts, when in fact it was a valued mortgage lender and growing commercial banker. It had also acquired two banks (First Mutual and First Federal), which it wished to consolidate under one brand. (See Figure 1.1.) When you looked at a Washington Federal branch, with its generic signage and its nonexistent ATMs, you might mistakenly have thought it was a dying brand, when in actuality it led most of the nation’s banks in return on assets.

Washington Federal had a legitimate rebranding need. It delivered an exceptional experience, but it was having a hard time encapsulating the value-producing behavior that made it so credible. The answer to its branding challenge was a new identity that linked common sense to flourishing neighborhoods in the simplest of ways. (See Figure 1.2.) Its new identity didn’t rely on an ornate logo. Instead, it’s almost an antilogo: the words Washington Federal stacked and followed by a period. The identity also included the tagline “invested here,” a less-than-subtle reminder that the bank measures its success by what Whitehead called “the greater good”—an investment in the local community through solid performance and adherence to strong values. “The greater good doesn’t mean that we build ball fields and adopt stray puppies,” Whitehead added. “It means that we understand people in the community rely on a bank as a financial foundation. When we fulfill that obligation, the community is stronger.”

FIGURE 1.1
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FIGURE 1.2
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Everything about the new identity was designed to simplify the way people think about Washington Federal. It encapsulated the most important linked concepts: a simplified approach, a disciplined commitment to common sense, and an orientation to local interests. The bank is willing to sacrifice other attributes to deliver consistently on this promise.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll look at brands that are bigger than Washington Federal. Some are global icons with spectacular awareness and loyalty. But I deliberately chose to finish the first chapter with the story of the bank because, unlike No Child Left Behind and Gap, it refreshed its identity for the right reasons. It didn’t use identity as a reactive marketing tactic. Instead, it wanted its identity to accurately set the expectation that its brand lived up to every day. It aligned a credible and compelling expectation to a great experience. And it viewed brand as more than a marketing function. The business was the brand. Washington Federal succeeded because it made a meaningful promise to its customers that it knew it could fulfill again and again. Common sense, indeed.


CHAPTER TWO

WINNING THE MEMORY
GAME

Despite my own best efforts and those of my colleagues in the branding trade to persuade you otherwise, there’s no magic to branding. The “magic” we observe when branding is done well relies on basic principles most of us mastered in the games of our childhood. Branding is just another type of memory game.

Imagine you and I shuffle a deck of ten cards consisting of five unique pairs of matching pictures. We spread all the cards facedown on a table. Then we take turns flipping over two cards at a time. If the two cards you flip over match, you get to add the pair to your stack. But if the cards don’t match, you have to turn them back over and it’s my turn to play. We continue playing this way until all the cards are removed from the table. You win by remembering where cards are when you need to match a pair. In fact, the pairing process makes memorizing easier.

Branding works in a similar fashion. Every day we are exposed to many brands. Each tries to grab our attention by presenting us with a unique symbol or cue. To win this memory game, you have to help the consumer pair two separate ideas: what your brand is and why it matters. As simple as that may sound, many brands struggle in their efforts to help consumers match the two ideas.

The popular perception is that we remember brands with catchy names or logos. While a logo or a name might indeed catch consumers’ attention, that’s no guarantee they will remember it when choosing between your brand and a competitor’s. In fact, if you don’t anchor your brand to something concrete, consumers might not include you in their consideration set at all, even though they still think your logo is really cool.

I opened this book saying that a real brand makes a promise that is predictably fulfilled in each brand experience. To do this, your brand must consistently remind me why I should care about it at all. It has to take root in my memory as something specific. There shouldn’t be any guesswork. In this chapter, we will explore what makes some brands easier to remember than others. We will also discuss why so many aspiring brands are ignored, denied entry, or downright evicted from our minds.

THE ROAD TO AND FROM MEMORY

Think of memory as a two-way street. First, memory is about storage. Your memory is a place to file away information for later use. Unfortunately, your brain can’t remember everything. If you tried to store every experience, every idea, and every mundane piece of data that you encounter in your life, you would quickly exhaust your supply of brain cells. That’s why your brain is selective. It filters through all the information that streams by you in a day, and it uses clever rules to decide which information is worth storing in memory. To win the memory game, a brand’s first priority is to pass the brain’s fitness test and earn a lease on some memory cells.

Storage is only half the battle, though. Each of us stores a lot of information in memory that we seldom retrieve. It’s called forgetting. You know how it goes. Suppose you’re casually rifling through your closet and you come across a shirt you’d totally forgotten. Now that it is in plain sight, maybe you remember when and where you bought it, or maybe you remember odd little details and emotions from the last time you wore it. These memories flow into your stream of consciousness with little effort. All it took was a simple reminder—a cue. Until you were cued, the shirt was out of sight and out of mind. But the cue unlocked memorized information about the shirt. How well a brand is retrieved from memory is a critically important factor when you play the memory game. We forget about a lot of brands we encounter, but that doesn’t mean they don’t get stored in memory. It just means they aren’t top of mind. An effective brand is easy for us to store in memory and hard to forget.

If you want to win the memory game, you need to answer three important questions:

• What is it about my brand that will help me pass the brain filter?

• What can I do to ensure my brand sticks in a consumer’s long-term memory?

• How do I encourage a consumer’s brain to recall my brand at relevant moments in time?

Fortunately, there’s good science to help you answer these questions. For starters, we know that associating a brand with a concrete idea makes it more likely to be understood and stored in someone’s memory. Concrete ideas are specific. They connect to concepts we already know and understand. They are tangible, not abstract. We’ll talk more about them in a moment.

Once you’ve defined your brand concretely, repeated exposure improves its chance of making its way into the consumer’s long-term memory. Repetition plays an important role in making a brand top of mind.

Finally, the brands that are recalled most often are connected to a consistent system of cues. Variety might be the spice of life, but to ensure the highest rate of memory retrieval, real brands help us connect dots. Through consistency, they use cues that trigger a chain reaction of memory retrieval that reminds us why the brand really matters to us. Specificity, repetition, and consistency are the ingredients of brands that win the memory game. It may sound like common sense, but if you do a quick survey of the branding universe you’ll find a lot of brands that ignore the rules and end up ignored.

REAL AND CONCRETE

Here’s a simple question that frequently stumps a branding team: “What is it?”

“What is what?”

“What is the brand?”

“Oh, that’s easy,” the team says. And then they wax on with abstracts describing ways for me to think about the brand. They might say something like “the brand is all about wonder.”

“Wonder?”

“Yes. That’s what the brand makes you do. It makes you wonder.”

I specifically chose this example because I found this one-word brand promise in a strategy document provided by a former client. Forget the fact that it isn’t quite clear why “wonder” is a consumer benefit. I’m not sure I’d pay a dollar for the chance to wonder. My first question was what was a customer buying that provided the wonder in the first place?

“Is it a product?”

“Well, yes,” said the client. “But the brand also represents the corporate brand. It’s both. A product that makes you wonder built by a company that creates great products because they harness wonder.”

I’m taking some liberties here, but it’s not too far adrift from conversations I’ve actually had with clients and with very smart, passionately inspired strategists. Unfortunately, “harnessing wonder” probably won’t win the memory game. It’s too abstract.

You can tell me anything you want about your brand—how easy it is to use, how inexpensive it is, how good it will make you feel—but if I don’t understand what it is, I probably won’t remember anything about its “essence” or “personality.” To understand the value of anything, your brain first attempts to classify it. It searches for a category of things to compare it with—a specific point of reference.

Embrace the Nouns

It’s not a coincidence that a child’s first words are almost always nouns. The way infants use their limited noun vocabulary is profoundly significant for brand strategists. An infant frequently uses one word as a complete sentence. She might say “Mama” to identify her mother when she enters a room. Later, when she’s in need of comfort, she might say “Mama” as a signal that she wants to be held. And while she’s playing with something that belongs to her mother, she might say the word mama to describe her activity. She’s seen Mommy doing this. The child can use that one simple word to mean many different things—some purely functional and some wonderfully expressive. In branding, your goal is to provide customers with a similar anchor—a concrete subject matter upon which you can create multiple, relevant meanings.

If I tell you that Brand X is a new running shoe that’s designed for a hip-hop lifestyle, you are more likely to remember that it is a shoe than you are to remember that it is positioned around a hip-hop lifestyle. A hip-hop lifestyle is more abstract than a shoe. We could debate what a hip-hop lifestyle means for hours. In fact, some consumers who like your shoe might not even know what “hip-hop lifestyle” means. But we would all agree pretty quickly on what a running shoe is. The challenge is that “running shoe” is a generic idea, and “hip-hop lifestyle” might define the essence and value of Brand X—the factor that differentiates it from competitors and gives it staying power. This paradox is what leads brands astray. The abstract idea is sexier and more proprietary than the concrete one, but the concrete idea sticks to memory with less effort. It does more than stick. Recent research suggests that concrete ideas are recognized faster, are recalled from memory with greater ease, and are perceived to be more credible than abstract ideas.1 That’s why a concrete association should always anchor your brand strategy.

Use Anchors for Abstraction

I know what you’re thinking. Concrete associations are so boring. You study the big, rock-star brands around you and you say they are so much more than a noun. They have so much meaning. They seem abstract.

There’s a strong relationship between abstract ideas and concrete anchors. Let’s say that you love a good story. Do me a favor. Please point your finger at one. Maybe you just pointed at a book. A book is a concrete object that we use to anchor the abstract idea of a story. But a story isn’t really a book. Stories have many forms. They can be movies, conversations, songs, and even pictures. The concept of story exists only in our minds. You can’t really point your finger at a story, but you can point out some of the things that embody the idea of a story.

Suppose you’re a sucker for romance. Draw me a picture of love. You might have drawn something that looked like a heart, but a heart is only a symbol—a symbol that represents the idea of love. This pairing of something abstract with something concrete is the essence of how a brand wins the memory game.

A lot of new brands and repositioned old brands fail because they purposefully avoid concrete anchors. They mistakenly fear that a concrete association limits their future options. Helio was a wireless carrier that launched in 2006 by defining itself as a mobile virtual network operator (MVNO). Forget the fact that few people know what a mobile virtual network operator is. When consumers wanted to know whether Helio was a type of phone or a type of phone service, Helio’s response was that it was neither. In its advertising Helio advised customers, “Don’t Call Us a Phone Company; Don’t Call It a Phone.” The brand was presented to consumers so abstractly that they didn’t know what to think about it at all. It’s no surprise that it lost more than a half a billion dollars in its first three years. It was acquired by Virgin Mobile in 2008 for $39 million in stock, a small fraction of the $440 million originally invested.

Rather than limit a brand’s growth potential, a concrete anchor provides a foundation for growth. Remember, getting past the memory filter is an important part of the battle. Brands are like viruses. Survival depends upon their ability to latch onto a host. Once they do, they can mutate into something bigger and they can spread within our memory. First, however, they have to stick. We remember things that are easily understood better than things that make us work to understand them. Concrete ideas stick.

Unfortunately, most managers fear them. “If people associate my brand with a very specific thing,” they reason, “I won’t have license to expand.” To which I say, the average consumer still equates Nike with shoes and Amazon with books, but that hasn’t stopped either of them from growing profitably and extending their brands into lucrative new business segments with great growth potential.

Consider two of the biggest and most abstract brands in the world: Apple and Starbucks. Not long ago we thought of Apple as only a quirky type of computer that less than 3 percent of us used. Starbucks was a convenient place to buy a decent cup of coffee. Each brand began life positioned very concretely—so concretely that the core idea behind the brand was part of the brand name. It was Apple Computer and Starbucks Coffee. But after years of brand evolution, these brands are variously described as a way of life, a design philosophy, and a culture. Each company dropped the originating category word from its brand name. It wasn’t relevant anymore. In fact, you probably know each of these brands so well that you could easily imagine what they would do in completely unrelated product categories such as an airline operated by Apple or a Starbucks collection of office furniture. But if we were to do a random poll of consumers, I wager you’d hear them often use the words computer and coffee as points of reference for Apple and Starbucks, respectively. Since I’m not a gambler, I’d wager only because I’ve conducted the polls and found this frequent association to be true.

THE FIVE BRAND TYPES

Consumers tend to categorize brands into five dominant types: cultures, destinations, products, services, and ingredients. Of course, these types are not mutually exclusive. Many brands could be categorized as any and all of the five types combined. It doesn’t matter whether you can logically place a brand into one bucket and one bucket alone. It matters which bucket people tend to put the brand into most readily, and whether or not that bucket best serves your strategy.

Starbucks is good example. Starbucks is a unique culture of people, it’s a destination, a product (coffee-based beverages), a service (it prepares coffee so you don’t have to), and it is an ingredient (you can buy ice cream from your grocer that contains Starbucks coffee). That multiplicity is part of why Starbucks is such a powerful brand. However, if you study the history and strategy behind Starbucks, you’ll quickly find that its managers purposefully defined it as a destination. They wanted Starbucks to stick in people’s memory as “a third place between work and home.”2 They believed this memory root would lead to the most profit and that it would create a competitive position they could defend and leverage.

By defining Starbucks as a place, its executives made decisions they might not have made if they had wanted Starbucks to be known first and foremost as an ingredient. For example, they invested for years in building thousands—some say too many thousands—of Starbucks locations around the world. After decades of exposure and familiarity, we think about Starbucks in many ways, but the “place” metaphor lingers and differentiates it. Where shall we meet? Let’s find a Starbucks. But first, let’s consider the five types of brands and how they differ from one another.

Cultures

Trader Joe’s, Southwest Airlines, and IBM are all brands that succeed because when we think of them we think of their “people.” We might also think of each one as a place, a service, or a provider of technology products, but it’s very hard for us to separate their respective cultures from what they are or what they do. When culture is our mental anchor, we easily and naturally associate the brand with values—values that matter to us and values we expect to experience when we do business with these brands. Values are the reason it’s hard for us to place these brands into other buckets. You can say that Trader Joe’s is a retail destination, but most consumers attach the brand to the friendly culture that makes its stores work well. You can say Southwest Airlines is a low-fare airline service, but its most loyal customers think of it as an extension of family. You can say IBM makes some of the world’s most powerful computers, but it has become a powerhouse of industry.

A culture-focused brand behaves according to values that matter to employees, customers, partners, communities, and investors. This type is most common in large, diversified companies—where no single product or service defines the brand. It is also the dominant brand type that defines organizations that own and operate brands that are seemingly disconnected from the corporate brands. For example, consumers know Tide and Post-it Notes as product brands. They don’t typically think of them as cultures. But Tide and Post-it Notes are products of two corporate cultures, Procter & Gamble and 3M, respectively. These cultures behave according to a value system that influences the design, manufacturing, distribution, marketing, and customer support behind the product brands. While the attributes of the Tide and Post-it Notes product brands probably matter most to consumers, the value systems of Procter & Gamble and 3M matter more to their employees, retailers, investors, and suppliers.

A lot of professional service companies (law firms, advertising agencies, consultancies, etc.) define and differentiate themselves as particular culture brand types because it’s hard to discern the differences among the services they provide. With no disrespect to the legal trade, it’s hard to evaluate the service quality of different firms. It all looks the same to the layperson. However, a layperson can easily evaluate the cultural differences among firms. I can meet with several law firms and decide which one seems like it’s the best fit.

In fact, the link between cultural values and the individual consumer’s values is becoming far more important in nearly every context. In a 2010 study by Young & Rubicam, 71 percent of U.S. consumers agreed with the statement “I make it a point to buy brands from companies whose values are similar to my own.” Nowhere is this sentiment more strongly felt than in the hearts and minds of the Millennial Generation (people born in the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s). A 2011 study of more than seven thousand Millennials worldwide advised, “In order to achieve a more authentic role, it’s helpful for brands to understand what young people value in their REAL friends.” These consumers favored brands that could credibly demonstrate authenticity, fairness, and social contribution.3

Destinations

It isn’t always the who but the where that makes a brand stick in our minds. I previously described how Starbucks used this strategy to stand out and develop legions of followers around the world, but many countries and tourism organizations obviously leverage the same strategy. When you focus your brand on the destination type, you complete the sentence “Where do you go to …?” Our lives are dominated by a sense of place. Cognitive linguist George Lakoff argues that orientation is a metaphor we frequently use in our language and understanding. We connect so many parts of our lives to destinations on a journey. We talk about going uptown or downtown as easily as our moods go up and down. We relate the concept of “home” to many more places than where we live. It can be the place where we’re born or the default website to which we point our browsers. Among concrete brand types, a destination has some of the deepest symbolic roots and a bounty of opportunities for attaching meaningful abstract ideas.

Naturally, nations, cities, and tourist destinations tend to brand around the destination type, though some of these places prefer to brand around culture. Where a culture brand aligns values, a destination brand promises a change in orientation. We favor these brands because they deliver an experience we can find only when we go there and nowhere else. Starbucks “third place” promised a comforting, socially oriented experience that you couldn’t find at home or at work. This is just as true when you think about most geographically focused destination brands; whether Ireland or the State of Hawaii, the brand promises a change in orientation you can experience only by going there.

But destination brands aren’t limited to physical places. Television networks have focused their branding around “destination programming” for many years. A television network is a virtual place where you can change the orientation of your viewing experience. Now that a majority of U.S. households have access to cable or satellite television, offering hundreds of channel options, the focused networks like ESPN have enjoyed explosive growth and popularity because they have positioned themselves as destinations with distinctive and predictable orientations. The same is true for many online brands. Facebook has thrived and become one of the world’s most successful online brands because of the way its members think of it as a place to go to connect with friends. In 2011, Google declared that Facebook was its chief rival. I found the distinction interesting because, from a branding perspective, Google is defined in most people’s minds in a very different way. Google sticks as a service (which we’ll explore in a moment). When you consider that distinction, you can understand why it has invested so much money to create new, socially oriented services and features that aim to define Google as more of a destination, like Facebook. In fact, Facebook is perceived so strongly as a place that AdAge’s Simon Dumenico compared it to a bar where “[y]ou’re used to a certain amount of advertising in the bar—all those neon signs you’ve learned to ignore—so you’re basically accepting, while also a little wary. But the truth is, you mostly just come here to kick back and hang out with your friends—to kill a little time and shoot the breeze.”4

While most people think of Sony PlayStation as a product brand, when it relaunched Home, a service that allowed gamers to play downloadable games, they defined it explicitly as a place—a “game park,” to be exact. Like a real-world theme park, PlayStation wanted people to think of Home as a place you went to on your console to explore hundreds and hundreds of downloadable games in a very social, playful way. Gamers responded by spending an average of seventy-two minutes on Home during a typical session. Home stood for more than a service. It was a different way of seeing and experiencing games, and it was anchored to the very concrete idea of a destination—a place to hang out with other gamers.

Products and Services

In some ways, product and service brands are very much alike. We are predisposed to think of each in terms of price, function, and quality. When you are defining the strategy for a product or service brand, you are concocting a recipe. It’s the benefit derived from the mix of features and functions that you string together that anchors the brand to our memory. For example, if Brand X is an automobile, it might offer superior road handling at a premium price. Meanwhile, Brand Y might offer lesser handling while being priced for affordable luxury.

Product brands are easy for our minds to conceptualize. They are physical things. We can see and touch them. Some of the best product brands are top of mind solely because all of the branding is contained in the product. Dyson vacuum cleaners are a perfect example. People who use them swear by them, and the product design is so iconic that it sticks in our minds and is inseparable from our understanding of the brand.

Where it gets tricky is in product categories where every product has basically the same features. Coca-Cola is a good example. In taste test after taste test, consumers cannot discern any real difference between Coke and Pepsi. Because they are so competitive, there is very rarely a significant difference in price. That’s why Coke and Pepsi spend billions of dollars in advertising and promotion to try to link their brands to cultural values. And research suggests that consumers do associate Coke and Pepsi with values more than price, function, or quality. However, it’s deceptive to reflect on these two legendary brands and assume that your product or service brand should take the same path. Coke and Pepsi have the benefit of scale and time on their side. When they launched in the late nineteenth century, they began by differentiating themselves with functional and qualitative attributes. Early on, Coke had trouble convincing customers that “the real thing” tasted better than the products of its imitators. That’s part of the reason we have the legendary contour bottle. It was introduced in 1916 to help people differentiate Coke from other soft drink brands. But when Coke and Pepsi capitalized on the then-untapped soft drink market in every corner of the globe, they ran out of opportunities to differentiate on the basis of price, quality, and function. So each switched the emphasis of its brand promise to a set of cultural values. It doesn’t change the fact that the brands first stuck in the cultural consciousness as a type of product.

Lately, sustainability has become an important focus of many product brands. “Green” brands have surfaced in product categories as diverse as laundry detergent and paper towels. It’s reasonable to assume that consumers who have strong feelings about the environment and the sustainability movement would always prefer brands that are aligned with these values. But a 2010 study in the Journal of Marketing proved how strongly our brain connects product brands with functionality. Respondents were exposed to two private-label hand sanitizer brands. One was called Up & Up Green (Eco Friendly) and one was called Up & Up White. The products were featured side by side on a table at the entrance to a college cafeteria. Above the table was a sign reading, “Swine Flu Alert. Use Hand Sanitizers As Often As Possible.” In one leg of the study, the respondents were clearly being observed, with a researcher in plain sight making note of which sanitizer people used. In the other leg, the observer could not be detected. When respondents could tell they were being observed, they gravitated toward the green brand, perhaps thinking it was the socially acceptable choice. But when they didn’t know they were being observed, the majority chose Up & Up White. The moral of the story is that when functionality really matters (such as when you’re worried you might catch swine flu), values often take a backseat.

With service brands, we run into a different challenge. We can’t really see or touch a service brand. A service isn’t a concrete thing; it’s a means to an end. A service brand relieves us of the burden of labor, often by having other people do it for us. For this reason, it’s hard to separate a lot of service brands from the people who deliver the service. It creates a challenge that is the reverse of a product brand’s challenge. A lot of product brands would like to differentiate themselves based on the values of their culture, but consumers are prone to think about them in terms of price, quality, and functionality. In contrast, many service brands would love to be conceptualized purely on the basis of their price, quality, and functionality, but consumers tend to judge them based on the culture that delivers the service.

Let’s say I run a dry cleaning service. I work hard to get your shirts cleaner and better pressed than any other brand. I have a competitive price point. And I offer additional services that other cleaners don’t. But to deliver that service, I underpay my employees. Consequently, I’ve bred a toxic company culture. When you come in to pick up your dry cleaning, a sour, overworked cashier greets you and provides an unpleasant experience. You will probably judge my brand on that cultural fact more than on the quality, price, and features of my service because you are predisposed to think of my people and the service interchangeably.

A technology service such as Google can avoid some of this confusion. It is evaluated more like a product in that people tend to categorize it according to its function more than its culture. Search is a service that helps you find what you want on the Web. Gmail helps you send and receive e-mails. Your brain thinks about this brand first as a technological solution that is a means to an end and then maybe as a culture with certain values. In fairness to Google, it has invested considerably to draw attention to its culture. Insiders know that it allows employees to spend 20 percent of their time working on personal projects and that its code of conduct is “Don’t be evil.” While those values may strike a chord with employees and investors, the average consumer views Google as a type of service.

On a separate note, I find it interesting that in an interview with the New York Times, Amazon CEO Jeff Bezos defined the Kindle Fire, a tablet device, by saying, “I think of it as a service. Part of the Kindle Fire is of course the hardware, but really, it’s the software, the content, it’s the seamless integration of those things.”5

Ingredients

The ingredient brand is the most misunderstood, misused, and abused type of brand. A lot of people think ingredient brands are a new phenomenon, popularized by Intel’s successful “Intel Inside” brand campaign of the 1990s. That’s hogwash. We’ve had ingredient brands for as long as we’ve had brands. Shoppers have looked for orange juice made with Sunkist oranges. We’ve attended blockbuster motion pictures filmed in Technicolor and searched for exercise gear made with genuine Lycra. And then there are all the culturally significant and staunchly protected ingredient brands. The French government vigorously pursues sparkling wines that falsely claim to be Champagne. Italy has established a standard that must be followed in order to claim that a suit is “made in Italy.” And until the ascension of Starbucks, the best restaurants made sure you knew that the coffee they served was 100 percent Columbian. Ingredient brands have always had an important position in the brand landscape.

An ingredient brand is something that a host brand includes to make itself more valuable. When the ingredient brand is very powerful, it can claim a significant share of the premium a consumer might be willing to pay. For example, if I offered you two generic-brand chocolate chip cookies, one made with Nestle Toll House Morsels and the other with generic chocolate chips, you’d probably be willing to pay a few cents more for the cookie containing Toll House Morsels. The ingredient brand adds value. I tell students and clients that an ingredient brand lives to “bless” other brands—like a laundry detergent that contains Clorox bleach.

Contagion theory is one of the more fascinating strains of consumer research. In ways that often appear to be completely irrational, consumers perceive that one brand can rub off on another brand and make it better or worse. In one study, consumers were observed keeping certain products and brands on different sides of their shopping carts, presumably because close proximity lessened the value. Similarly, consumers have often developed a more positive point of view about a previously uninteresting brand because it included a valuable branded ingredient. For an ingredient brand to work, it has to be contagious. The quality that it provides has to rub off on the brand that hosts it. When ingredient-branding strategies fail, it is usually because the branded ingredient is irrelevant to consumers.

I once had a client that manufactured components for mobile phones. This client’s products were valuable ingredient brands. Customers were willing to pay a premium for the technology because it made the products better. However, the client spent millions of dollars branding specific features that were incorporated into the core component. It created distinctive names and logos and went through costly processes to trademark and protect these features within the ingredient brand. They were ingredients of the ingredient. Customers cared about those ingredient ingredients about as much as you might care about the brand of cocoa that went into a Toll House Morsel found in a Mrs. Fields cookie. When we studied the market, we found that customers were familiar with few of these “feature” ingredient brands. In some cases, the customer had heard of the feature but didn’t know what it really did or how it contributed to the value of the core ingredient. It was clear that the features didn’t need to be branded at all. They didn’t make the core ingredient brand any more valuable. When we pressed the client, we learned that it was impossible to separate featured ingredient brands from the core component brand. In other words, these featured ingredients were included by default and they never appeared elsewhere. What’s the point of branding an ingredient that doesn’t tip the scale for the host and can’t be leveraged broadly? There is none.

To create a successful ingredient brand, you must satisfy three criteria. First, the brand must make a distinct contribution to the brands that include it. Ideally, the brand is associated with a single attribute. Toll House Morsels taste better. Clorox bleach promises whiter whites. Narrow, focused associations work better for ingredient brands than broad, fuzzy associations.

However, the narrowness with which we think about ingredient brands is also a potential hazard that is best illustrated by “Intel Inside.” Back in the 1990s, consumers had been conditioned to believe that the best computers had the fastest processors. As an ingredient brand, Intel guaranteed speed, and consumers were willing to pay a premium for it. More recently, however, devices have changed. PC sales have tapered off significantly as consumers rely more on their smartphones and tablet devices. The relationship between performance and processor speed is a lot less clear. Instead, consumers are drawn to connectivity, battery life, and product design. This explains why Intel has invested heavily to reposition its brand. When it launched its “sponsors of tomorrow” campaign, it seemed almost as if Intel wanted consumers to think of the brand as a culture. But the values associated with a culture are less persuasive in an ingredient context, and they are often in conflict with the values and attributes the host brand may want to own in the consumer’s mind. Intel is still the dominant semiconductor brand in the world. Only time will tell whether or not they can use their market position to reframe the way that consumers think of them, and whether or not that really matters to the corporate brand’s long-term success at all.

Second, an ingredient brand must be perceived as additive. While you might be able to buy and consume an ingredient brand off the shelf on its own (I confess, I have snacked a time or two on a bag of Toll House Morsels), ingredient brands are at their best when they are incorporated into the formulas of other brand types, predominantly products and services. If they can’t be added to something else, they’re not ingredient brands. That may seem obvious, but I’ve been pitched by too many brands that claim to be ingredients but are destined for death because they will live most of their lives going it alone. An ingredient brand is a beneficial parasite. It cannot exist without a host.

Third, ingredient brands should provide their owners with sizable leverage. They do this in one of two ways. Sometimes, they provide leverage to the owner by offering an exclusive advantage between product or service life cycles. You can find Apple’s iOS operating system only on Apple branded devices. iOS is an ingredient brand that provides Apple with a constant source of value as the company introduces newer and newer generations of iPhones and iPads. If Apple introduces a new type of device—for example, an iCar—it can use the iOS ingredient brand as a true selling advantage for the new platform. It creates leverage by ensuring compatibility and ease of use. This differs from ingredient brands that provide leverage by getting themselves included in the broadest possible mix of third-party products and services, where an ingredient brand like Bluetooth creates a positive network effect. This mode of leverage can spawn lucrative licensing deals, whereby companies sometimes compete for the right to include the ingredient brand in their own product or service formulation.

If you intend to launch an ingredient brand, make sure you satisfy all three conditions. Your brand should be narrowly linked to a specific value. It should be additive in nature. And it should provide you with uncommon leverage. If it doesn’t do all three, it’s probably not an ingredient brand and you’d be better off getting people to think of it as one of the other brand types.

THE BRAND STACK

When I tell clients that they need to clarify the type of brand they want to be, I often get a lot of resistance. They argue that it’s not practical to think of a brand in one narrow dimension. They’re surprised when I agree with them. When I ask them to clarify the type of brand they want to be, I’m not asking them to limit their options. I’m asking them to tell me which type of brand will give them the most competitive advantage.

To demonstrate what I mean, I draw a brand stack (see Figure 2.1). Let’s say that we surveyed all of your customers and a large sample of prospective customers. We played a sorting game in which we asked customers to put your brand into one of the five buckets. We keep track of three metrics. First, we record the bucket they were forced to put your brand into. Did they sort it into the “culture” bucket or did they sort it into the “product” bucket? The second metric we measure is how long it took them to choose a bucket. If they did it right away, we can assume that it was pretty easy for them to categorize you the way they did. If it took them a long time, we can assume that they were conflicted by the choice. Last, we asked them to do the exercise three more times, each time removing the buckets they chose before. This helps us choose their picking order.

FIGURE 2.1

[image: image]

After we analyze our three metrics, we draw a stack that shows how people are likely to categorize you. The top bar is “top of mind.” That’s the way most people think of you right away. One layer down is the secondary way people think of you. The size of the bar gives you a sense of frequency compared to the other associations. It’s possible that consumers indeed think of your brand along all five of the typologies, but the brand stack shows us the type into which people are predisposed to sort you. We can use the brand stack in two ways. First, we can get a good sense of what people think today. Second, we can decide whether or not the way people think is aligned with our strategic goals. If your brand stack reveals that people think of you as a product and your long-term growth strategy requires that you be thought of as a culture, we can take steps to reposition the brand so that values are emphasized over product attributes. Conversely, if you believe your future lies in becoming the necessary ingredient behind other brands and the world views you as a product with many attributes, you’re going to have to scope down to succeed.

The beauty of the brand stack is that it reveals the multiple dimensions of a brand and doesn’t assume that it’s all or nothing. It can be used over time to compare shifts in associations. There are many different ways you could design a study to capture a brand stack. It could be a purely qualitative exercise or a rigorously quantitative endeavor. Your goal is to map the relative strength of each type and the ease with which your audience links it to the brand.

BEFORE YOU BUILD A BRAND …

In this chapter I’ve outlined the differences among the five dominant brand types. Specifically, I’ve tried to persuade you that, despite all the exceptions to the rules, the average consumer sorts brands into one of these five types and that the concreteness of that type is the foundation of why and how consumers memorize the brand. I’ve also tried to convey that you shouldn’t fear concreteness because focusing on a specific brand type creates a vital anchor—a way to stick in the mind of the consumer. It does not limit the brand’s ability to grow more abstract over time, nor does it limit a brand’s potential to infiltrate new markets, new product or service categories, or new brand extensions. Brand types are obviously not the whole story. In the next chapter I’ll present the other half of the equation: the way in which a brand delivers value. But before we go there, allow me to suggest that you not brand at all. That’s right. If you are thinking about launching a new brand or if you are considering whether or not to invest in a lagging brand, I want you to reconsider.

I told you that branding is a memory game. It makes sense to invest in a brand only if you can make it easy to memorize and hard to forget. But our commercial landscape is littered with brands that are hard to memorize and easy to forget.

If you find yourself struggling to anchor your brand to one of the five brand types, that’s a warning sign that your brand may be destined for failure. This is true particularly if you are launching a new brand. You’re asking too much if you want consumers to immediately link your brand to more than one type. Either they will choose a dominant type on their own or they’ll pass you by. Similarly, if you’re trying to reposition a lagging brand, you need to focus your brand on a dominant type in order to change direction. Otherwise, you’ll be like the driver who gets stuck in the mud and keeps spinning his wheels, hoping that eventually something will take hold. It’s better to throw something under the tire and try for some traction.

You also must consider two factors that I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. Repetition is essential. If you cannot ensure that your brand idea will be repeatedly exposed to your audience, your brand is not going to stick in long-term memory. Let me make it clearer for you. Do you have the resources to associate your brand repeatedly with multiple brand types? Resources = time and money. Lots of managers have told me that “brand” will be the key to their business’s success. Then they show me all the different ways consumers should think about their brand. When I ask them how much they plan to spend to launch and maintain so many fronts for their brand, I often have to suppress a laugh. You don’t have to have a billion-dollar marketing budget to create a brand, but it gets more and more expensive to secure the required repetitions when your brand has multiple definitions.

Furthermore, you have to be prepared to spend beyond the act of creation. Do you have sufficient budget to remind people what your brand is and why it matters at every relevant touch point with your audience? Too many companies position their brand, create a brand identity, and then wait to update packaging, build signage, or develop corporate identity materials. Every one of your brand’s touch points has the potential to increase the repetition of brand exposure and categorization. You need those repetitions to make your brand stick the right way in someone’s memory.

The breadth of touch points also provides you with the third essential element. You have to consistently apply the brand for people to cue it up in memory. If you aren’t prepared to align all the relevant pieces of your brand so that they loop back to the brand promise and the core idea that will solidify your place in a consumer’s memory, don’t brand. If yours is a culture brand, are you prepared to invest the considerable time it takes to educate, inform, and inspire the people within your organization so that they behave in a branded way? If yours is an ingredient brand, are you prepared to invest the time with your partners or internal product teams to ensure that they think about the value of the ingredient in a consistent way that creates the most leverage for your brand? Consistency is essential, and if you aren’t prepared to ensure that consistency, then I beg you, please, don’t brand.

However, if you are ready to commit your brand to a life of concreteness, repetition, and consistency, onward!
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