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Praise for
The Power of Cult Branding



“An essential guide for marketing in the 21st century.”

—ALAN M. MECKLER,
chairman and CEO, Jupitermedia Corporation

“Ragas and Bueno teach us the real principles of creating a symbiotic loyalty between our customers and our brand. We need to make our customers partners.”

—PHIL LEIGH, vice president of
digital media research,
Raymond James & Associates

“A masterfully instructive book on what it really takes to build a powerful brand today. It should be required reading for students at the country’s top business schools. I recommend it wholeheartedly to entrepreneurs, executives, visionaries, and managers, who should not just read it, but also live by it!”

—Edward P. “NED” GRACE III,
managing director, Grace Venture Partners
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Preface

OLD HABITS die hard. Even after living through the dot-com and Web implosions of 2000 and 2001, far too many marketers and entrepreneurs still seem to be in dreamland when it comes to the very important task of brand building. This frustrates the two of us to no end. Did those responsible for marketing and branding learn nothing from the hundreds of venture-backed technology startups that failed over the past twenty-four months?

We scratch our heads and really wonder.

Sure, we may no longer be blowing millions of our clients’—or our own—money on flashy Super Bowl ads and extravagant “launch parties,” but many of us still haven’t put down the Kool-Aid entirely. We may all talk a good game at industry gatherings about learning great marketing lessons from the recent debacle, but we are an industry that is clearly still in denial.

Many of us are still trying to market our brands like it’s 1999.

How do we know this? Because every week we invariably encounter a company either through our consulting work or through scanning the business media that has just announced or is planning to announce plans to launch a massive new advertising campaign. Sometimes the companies making these announcements are small and unestablished, but other times they are entrenched multinational corporations. They all have an itchy trigger finger when it comes to advertising.

Of course, there is nothing wrong with advertising or ad campaigns. On the contrary, we are strong believers that even the most magnetic brand will eventually die a slow and painful death without some form of consistent advertising support. No, it’s the comments by these companies’ executives and marketing directors explaining why they launch these massive campaigns that really drive us up the wall.

Their rationale can generally be summarized as follows: We’re launching this new campaign because we want to “build our brand.”

There is nothing wrong with wanting to build your company’s brand, either. Brand building is a good thing. What’s idiotic about this thinking is that apparently a lot of executives in corporate America and on Madison Avenue still think the most effective (and perhaps the only) way to build a successful magnetic brand is to advertise and advertise and advertise.…

After all, if you advertise to death, consumers will eventually have no choice but to fall in love with your brand.

Baloney!

When we see this behavior repeated again and again, it only confirms our belief that brand building is the least understood area in all of marketing. Effective advertising is only one small part of what a company must do to build a magnetic brand and establish lasting customer loyalty.

You don’t have to take our word for it. Just look at what happened over the past three years to the majority of dot-com companies that excitedly burned through hundreds of millions of dollars in venture capital on splashy advertising to supposedly “build the brand.” If there was ever a group of companies convinced that nonstop traditional advertising was the key to brand building, it had to be these firms.

Surprise! Most of these dot-com companies were dreadfully wrong and are now dead and buried six feet under.

Many suffered from what we call the Revolving Door Syndrome. In other words, these firms paid huge dollars to get their initial customers in the door, but because their product or service produced a lousy or inconsistent brand experience, they lost those customers and had to spend more millions luring new ones. In trying to con the new customers, they neglected the ones they already had. It’s not surprising that brand loyalty was virtually nonexistent in the old dot-com land.

While the two of us have always been fascinated with marketing, branding, and customer loyalty, we’ve both had experiences over the past four years that have really heightened our interest in this area. Having worked or consulted for numerous Internet companies during this time (some big home runs, some flameouts), we began to realize that perhaps the biggest factor in the downfall of the dot-com sector was its lack of brand-loyal fans. We think a loyal cadre of core repeat customers could have saved many a dot-com firm from ruin.

Every sustainable business must have a loyal core group of repeat customers. It’s that simple. Build and sustain customer loyalty or die.

Easier said than done, of course. There isn’t exactly a blueprint that an entrepreneur or marketer can follow to start turning his or her customers into loyal believers.

While there are dozens of fancy marketing books on bookstore shelves about brand building and customer loyalty, few if any contain the kind of battle-tested and practical advice that we were seeking in this area for our own use. Nor did they offer fresh ideas. Unfortunately, most marketing books have always read to us like the same ideas recycled over and over again. We wanted to find a real guide we could use with our clients and within our own businesses to help create a loyal core of repeat customers.

After multiple trips to the local Barnes & Noble and some caffeine-fueled late-night searching on Amazon.com, we were forced to the conclusion that the battle guide we had envisioned had yet to be written. A realistic book on branding simply didn’t exist. To us, this smelled like a sweet opportunity and a huge challenge rolled into one. Add to this the fact that we’re both entrepreneurs, both marketers, both writers—and are two individuals not shy about sharing our opinions—and we knew what we had to do. We had a book to write.

The book you’re holding in your hands is the product of more than a year of meticulous research and scores of interviews with loyal customers and managers of nine very special modern brands. We worked tirelessly and tried to leave no stone unturned when it came to understanding the secrets to long-lasting brand loyalty. That’s why inside these pages you’ll find the real behind-the-scenes stories of these nine brands and their fanatical followers, as well as advice on how you can turn your own customers into loyal followers who become walking, talking brand evangelists for your company.

This isn’t the kind of book that pulls any punches or tries to hide for safety behind conventional marketing wisdom. Truth be told, we sometimes enjoy making noise in a quiet but crowded room. In fact, if some of the ideas and conclusions that we’ve reached in this book help to spark debate and controversy within your own company or the marketing and advertising world as a whole, then so be it. We want to make you think. We want you to question the very way you’re doing business today and how you plan to do business in the future. If we do that, we’ve accomplished our job.
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Introduction
Our Search for the Secrets
to Brand Loyalty

WE ARE A society that is absolutely addicted to brands.

We love them. We need them. We surround ourselves with them.

When they delight us, we build them up. When they disappoint us, we tear them down.

When it comes to our favorite brands, we enjoy telling whoever will listen how great they are and why we love them so much.

Yes, our society has brands on the brain.

Heck, we often judge others—even total strangers on the street—by the brand of car they’re driving and the designer label on the clothes they’re wearing.

Many of us don’t realize the power that brands wield. Yet every single time we buy a product or service, we make a conscious decision to purchase one brand over another. Brands hold more influence over our lives than many of us would care to admit.

This is absolutely the reason every company in the world wants to build a magnetic brand. Brands are spheres of influence, and the most magnetic brands flat out win in the marketplace. They get repeatedly chosen over the competition. They bring higher prices than the competition. And if they’re a strong enough brand, their customers not only use their products, but evangelize to the world about them.

There is likely no one reading this book right now that can tell us they wouldn’t like to own, control, or work for a company that holds a magnetic brand. Magnetic brands sell more products and make more money than the competition. And isn’t that the ultimate goal of every business? To make as much money each year as possible?

Most important though, magnetic brands exhibit a high degree of customer loyalty. Their customers not only choose their product or service over the competition once or twice, but do so week after week, month after month, and year after year. Customers are hooked and happy, and that’s what really makes their loyalty such a beautiful thing for businesses. This much devotion gives a brand almost a locked-in cadre of customers who will come back with more business. A core group of happy repeat purchasers. While the companies that make lesser brands constantly struggle to bring in new customers only to churn through most of them, magnetic brands sit back confidently knowing that they always have a built-in customer base.

As students of marketing, we have, not surprisingly, always been fascinated by magnetic brands and what makes them tick, as well as consumer behavior and customer loyalty. About two years ago, after much debate between the two of us, we came to the conclusion that some magnetic brands demonstrate such a high degree of customer loyalty among their customer bases that they deserve to be put into a category all by themselves. They are more than just magnetic brands. They don’t just greatly influence purchase decisions, they actually become a crucial part of their customers’ lives and actual identity.

One thing led to another, and soon the two of us were reading about the history of cults and infamous cultic groups and leaders. Jonestown and Jim Jones. David Koresh and the Branch Davidians. Marshall Applewhite and Heaven’s Gate. Which followers of an organization have ever shown more loyalty, devotion, and attraction to some person or some thing than members of a cult? While there is no commercial product in the world that a person would ever die for, there are very interesting similarities between extreme cults and a special breed of magnetic business brands. It is these brands’ super high customer loyalty that we found so fascinating and began to study.

The Difference Between
Destructive and Benign Cults

Having done our reading, we combined the two ideas of cultic groups and magnetic brands and found that the combination perfectly described a new, separate class of magnetic brands. These special brands all command super-high customer loyalty and almost evangelical customers or followers who are devoted to them. Because of these characteristics, we decided to call them cult brands. In developing our terminology for this phenomenon, we came up with the term “cult branding” to describe the process of actually turning a company, person, place, or organization into an entity with devoted followers who identify with it and show their commitment in various visible ways. Now, before anyone starts trying to attach the negative aspects of the word “cult” to this approach to marketing, let us briefly explain the very sharp differences between cultic groups and cult brands.

As part of our research, we began talking to numerous cult experts. We were fortunate enough to conduct a detailed interview with Rick Ross, a well-known thought-reform consultant. For over fifteen years, Ross has studied cultic groups and helped rescue family members trapped inside cult compounds. He served as a consultant to the FBI and the bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco and Firearms during the Branch-Davidian stand-off in Waco, Texas. Having seen cults in action, Ross breaks them down into two distinct groups: destructive cults and benign cults.

Ross describes destructive cults as “groups with an absolute authoritarian figure at the top of a pyramid scheme of authority where there is virtually no accountability for that leader.”1 Destructive cults hurt, harm, manipulate, and often brainwash their members. The leader of a destructive cult really doesn’t care about the well-being of the members. In fact, such leaders openly exploit and abuse their members, usually for their own personal benefit. Benign cults are a different story. Ross defines these non-injurious cults as “any group of people that are intensely devoted to a person, place, or thing,” but where the relationship between the follower and the cult is harmless or benign.2

The important thing about benign cults is that they help fill the emotional wants and needs of their followers in a positive way. Benign cults and their followers enjoy a mutually beneficial relationship, with both receiving a real sense of satisfaction, accomplishment, belonging, and enlightenment from the relationship. Benign cults are never destructive. They don’t harm or injure their followers either physically or mentally. Benign cults have leaders who are accountable to the group, and the leaders value the feedback of their followers. For the purpose of this book, whenever we discuss cult brands and cult branding, we will always be talking about benign cults.

Cult Branding Won’t Work
for My Brand and My Customers

Everyone likes to believe they are strong-minded and not easily influenced by others. Nevertheless, the reality is that every human being is readily open to influence in one way or the other. Many of us are influenced every single day by advertisements, a persuasive sales person, or even a friend or family member, and we don’t even realize it. Influence happens, and often there’s little we can do about it. Even so, we take comfort in telling ourselves that cult members must be weak-minded people or poorly educated or folks that are stupid or crazy or a mixture of both. Of course, this is a classic case of “it won’t happen to me” thinking.

Even though millions of people succumb to cult tactics each year, no one likes to think of himself or herself as a victim or—worse yet—a sucker. Instead, we keep telling ourselves that we’re far too intelligent and savvy to ever fall for cult persuasion. Cults are for other people. While this makes us feel good, it couldn’t be further from the truth! Read what Dr. Margaret Singer, arguably the world’s foremost expert on cults, has to say. In her book, Cults in Our Midst, she reports, “Research indicates that approximately two-thirds of those who have joined cults came from normal, functional families and were demonstrating age-appropriate behavior around the same time they entered a cult.”3

This finding by Dr. Singer gels exactly with the experiences of cult expert Ross. He told us that his work over the years has demonstrated again and again that cult members “represent a typical cross section of the population.” Maybe you still refuse to believe that you and your customers are susceptible to cults, influence by others, and persuasion. That’s fine. Look at what a third expert has to say. Jerry Whitfield, a former Scientologist, has worked professionally in the thought-reform field for over a decade, having helped clients on four continents. He painted for us the following picture when we asked him for a short profile of today’s typical cult member:


The general profile of a cult member is a person who has above average intelligence, is open and honest with other people, and anticipates that people will be open and honest back to them. This person has the ability to think in abstract terms and is probably altruistic. They want to help and change things. They want to improve their life and the lives of others. This probably describes almost every fireman in the world.4



Now, if Whitfield’s profile doesn’t sound like a good description of you, your friends, family members, coworkers, or relatives, then we don’t know what is! Let us be clear. We don’t mean to frighten or alarm you about the power of cults and the influence and persuasion they wield. We included this section in the introduction to demonstrate that many of the ideas and theories we have developed around cult brands and cult branding are genuine and aren’t coming from somewhere in left field. Cults good and bad have used them successfully for centuries. It’s only now that marketers are starting to implement them with any real frequency in the business world.

In fact, we live in an ideal operating environment for cult branders and cult brands. Today’s society is full of fragmentation—from broken families and high divorce rates to increasing violence and rising crime rates. As this fragmentation continues, the basic human need for feelings of security, belonging, and social interaction does not go away. It can’t be replaced. We still all want to feel loved by a group. Singer touches perfectly on this topic of fragmentation in our society and the huge opportunity it presents cults for recruiting new adult followers in the following passage from Cults in Our Midst:


Many adults today are overwhelmed by the confusion and apparent coldness of our society: the senseless violence, the rampant homelessness, the lack of meaning, the widespread loss of respect for authority figures, the vast numbers of unemployed and marginalized, the insecurity and instability of the job market, the loss of family communication, the lessening role of the established religions, the failing sense of community or even neighborhood. No less bewildered than the adolescents, many mature adults are finding less and less to hold onto in today’s technoculture.5



While Singer wrote this section with destructive cults in mind, her evaluations are just as relevant for understanding and explaining why we believe cult brands will become increasingly powerful and important in the marketplace over the next decade. Cult brands aren’t just companies with products or services to sell. To many of their followers, they are a living, breathing surrogate family filled with like-minded individuals. They are a support group that just happens to sell products and services. Picture a cult brand in this context, and you’ll have a much better understanding of why these brands all have such high customer loyalty and devoted followers.

Think of your own family for a moment. Sure, you’ll fight with your parents and siblings sometimes, but chances are you’ve never entirely broken away from your family for an extended period of time. You need the love, attention, and sense of belonging that they offer you. That’s exactly how cult branding works. It isn’t rocket science. It builds customer loyalty. It grows sales. Society only helps to accelerate the drivers behind its success. Your customers buy cult brands. They are influenced by cult brands. So, let down your guard for a few hours and start thinking how the branding ideas in this book can recharge and revitalize your own business.

We’re confident that the lessons, tips, and advice we share with you will apply to your business, whether it’s a mom-and-pop shop or a Global 2000 organization. We’ll assume from this point forward that your mind is wide open to new ideas and that you are ready to look at marketing and branding in a whole new light. Let the fun begin. The keys to the Cult Branding Kingdom are within your reach if you choose to grab them!

Meet Mister Maslow—The Father of Cult Branding

The connection between customer loyalty and cult brands is an area that up until now has been filled with lots of questions and relatively few answers. For example, we all know that certain brands enjoy incredible customer loyalty and devotion. And that the most loyal customers of certain brands will do seemingly almost anything to support their cherished brands. But why? Why are certain brands so important and meaningful to some customers that they feel compelled to tell the world about them? What makes them go that extra mile?

Successful brand owners will tell you that a solid grasp of human behavior—what motivates people to do certain things and act certain ways—is at the very core of successful marketing. That is why the research for this book included reading many writings on the topics of human behavior and human motivation. This eventually led to study in the field of humanistic physiology, and particularly the work of the late great psychologist
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The Seven Golden Rules of Cult Branding


	Consumers want to be part of a group that’s different.

	Cult brand inventors show daring and determination.

	Cult brands sell lifestyles.

	Listen to the choir and create cult brand evangelists.

	Cult brands always create customer communities.

	Cult brands are inclusive.

	Cult brands promote personal freedom and draw power from their enemies.
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The Nine Cult Brands
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