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Praise for The Brand Benefits Playbook

“Allen and Debbie’s book on positioning and brand benefits is a must-read for anyone seeking expert insights in this field. Their exceptional qualifications as thought leaders and innovators, backed by successful projects resulting in billions in shareholder value, make them unparalleled in advancing the science and art of positioning and brand promise. Through their accessible and actionable approach, they offer a unique blend of original research, academic work, and hands-on experience, making the journey into strategy both enlightening and enjoyable.”

—Jeff Hudson, CEO, Venafi

“There’s an old adage that marketing is about selling the sizzle and not the steak. It would be more accurate to say that it is about selling benefits, and The Brand Benefits Playbook provides readers with a master class. In a world where consumers are besieged by an onslaught of parity products, services, and brands, there’s never been a better time for marketers to step back and consider how the benefits perceived by consumers can lead to better segmentation, targeting, and positioning strategies.”

—Larry Vincent, former Chief Branding Officer, United Talent Agency (UTA)

“Allen and Debbie have built a profound yet simple model and process that identifies and aligns your brand benefits and segmentation to optimize and activate those benefits in your go-to-market positioning. They have not only been teaching these core concepts in positioning and branding for many years at the university level but also leveraging that unmatched knowledge to help position and build some of the largest and well-known brands in the world.”

—Joe Terry, CEO, Culture Partners

“This book is a treasure trove of valuable advice for leaders focused on developing and leveraging their brands for growth. It offers play-by-play advice that moves strategy from the customer back into the organization’s decisions, competencies, and culture to find a powerful and defensible way to go to and win in any market. If you want growth, you should read this book.”

—Christine Moorman, T. Austin Finch, Sr. Professor of Business Administration, Duke University’s Fuqua School of Business, and Founder and Director, The CMO Survey

“Debbie and Allen are the preeminent experts on branding and positioning, two often-misunderstood pillars of modern marketing. They speak in practical, accessible terms yet always with a critical, broader view that puts their ideas into a larger, deeper context.”

—Ann Handley, bestselling Author, Everybody Writes, and Keynote Business Speaker 
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INTRODUCTION

Some of the greatest thinkers in business have emphasized the power of a customer-focused perspective; namely, focusing on what customers want from the things they buy and use. The Brand Benefits Playbook expands on this perspective, showing that a focus on the benefits that customers want in the brands they buy can provide an integrated lens on marketing decision-making—from market segmentation, to target segment selection, to brand positioning, and more.

Indeed, the various “plays” in the playbook provide a systematic, step-by-step approach to the marketing of new brands and existing ones. This integrated perspective is important and unique since marketing decision-making typically lacks a coherent framework. The plays in our playbook are applicable to any marketed entity; not just products or services but also large organizations, small businesses, start-ups, experiences, people, nonprofits, and even musical bands! They are also relevant to marketers in business-to-business (B2B) and business-to-consumer (B2C) markets.

Additionally, most marketing problems can be addressed when organizations focus on the benefits that customers want. For example, consider some examples of problems our clients have commonly expressed:

[image: image]Competitive Pressures

•“We’re losing too much business to our competitors.”

•“We seem to be in a commodity market.”

[image: image]Messaging Problems

•“Our messaging doesn’t resonate like it used to.”

•“Our messaging is all over the place . . . we need to get clear.”

[image: image]New Product Launches

•“We have launched a new product and don’t know why sales are so slow.”

•“We’re not sure how to easily explain our product’s features to customers.”

[image: image]Top-of-the-Funnel Problems

•“We’re not targeting the right customers.”

•“Our salespeople are going after the wrong customers.”

The playbook that we propose shows how all these problems (and more) can be addressed through the lens of brand benefits. Before we dive in, let’s look at each “play” in the playbook.

[image: image]Play #1 introduces the concept of benefits. We describe the types of benefits that customers might want in whatever they buy and use and show how a focus on benefits can help all kinds of organizations: from mom-and-pop shops to Fortune 100 organizations. We describe why this focus on benefits works and articulate practical ways to identify what benefits customers in your market want.

[image: image]Play #2 emphasizes your brand and how customers perceive it now in terms of its benefits. We show why we emphasize brands rather than products. We also introduce the concept of perceptual maps, which provide insight into how customers perceive your brand now and how your brand’s positioning might change.

[image: image]Play #3 allows you to view the brand benefits that operate in your market and how you can segment your market on these benefits.

[image: image]Play #4 describes how to choose a target segment based on your market segmentation results and articulate how your brand should be positioned to this target segment in terms of the benefits that are most important to them.

[image: image]Play #5 examines whether the positioning you propose for your brand is credible given the strengths of your organization.

[image: image]Play #6 articulates whether the positioning you propose is defensible given the competitive marketplace in which you operate.

[image: image]Play #7 presents a replay of a case study that uses a real-world example to illustrate the foundational ideas associated with Plays #1 through 6.

[image: image]Play #8 shows how to make your positioning resonate with customers throughout the customer journey (from prepurchase, to usage, to postpurchase judgments).

[image: image]Play #9 describes strategies for growing your brand based on its benefits. For example, Nike started out as a running shoe company, but the brand’s focus on the benefit of “sports performance” has allowed it expand to myriad products for which sports performance is essential, including other sports shoes, sportswear, sports gear, and more.

Throughout the book we illustrate these ideas using real-world examples and insights from our own research and consulting experiences.

Our Road to This Book

So, how did we become interested in the ideas in this book? Here is a brief background.

Allen first learned about positioning a product as a newly minted assistant professor in the Graduate School of Business at Stanford University. Though he’d just received his PhD in marketing from the University of Wisconsin, he was an unlikely pick for Stanford, given his earlier career as a professional musician. Although his band never scored a record deal, they played throughout the country, often as the opening act for major recording stars like Lynyrd Skynyrd, Bonnie Raitt, and Kenny Loggins. While you might not think this has anything to do with brand benefits, it does—keep reading!

At the University of Wisconsin, Allen’s PhD dissertation in marketing was good enough to land him a job at a major university. But before that happened, some highly ranked schools thought his background was, well, just too strange. During an interview at Harvard, the faculty openly wondered if he was a dilettante (Allen’s vita listed his degrees in engineering, counseling psych, management, and marketing) and questioned his ability to handle their demanding MBA students. Allen told them he was able to manage, with confidence, a cherry bomb thrown onstage during a show at a bar in Missoula, Montana. So yes, he would be able to handle demanding MBA students.

In contrast, the marketing faculty at Stanford thought Allen’s experience performing in front of crowds was an asset. The Introduction to Marketing class he would be teaching involved learning and teaching the formal aspects of positioning a product. As the faculty noticed, every musician implicitly knows about positioning, because they understand what connects with their audience and can deliver on it. He was able to connect what he would be teaching with his real-world experience, giving students a valuable and unique view of positioning. Eventually, he would teach positioning in the Executive Program at Stanford as well as other programs worldwide.

As a teacher, Allen quickly learned that positioning was aimed at a segment of the market and not the whole market. Segments were simply groups of customers who cared about the same things when considering a product or service. But what were these things customers cared about?

About this time, Allen came across a well-known quote by Harvard’s Ted Levitt: “People don’t want to buy a quarter-inch drill. They want a quarter-inch hole.” The idea is that customers care less about what features a product has than about the benefits it provides. This seemed reasonable given Allen’s experiences in music: audiences like the music, sure, but what they like even more are the emotional and social experiences they derive from listening to it. So, he reasoned that if you focus on benefits when positioning a brand, you are focusing on what customers really want. In addition, he learned that to track a brand’s (and its competitors’) current and future positioning requires a perceptual map. A perceptual map captures how customers in the market perceive your brand relative to competitors’ brands based on the benefits that customers want. Over time, it became clear that a benefit focus helps you see potential competitors more clearly, and it helps the organization develop new product ideas.

Allen began teaching MBA students about segmentation, perceptual maps, and positioning using Levitt’s idea of benefits as well as the concept of marketing myopia, a potentially deadly outcome that has befallen organizations and industries that focus on what their organization or product provides as opposed to what customers want. When teaching in executive programs, Allen always asked participants how they positioned their products. He never once heard a response about the benefits that customers want.

A few years after joining the Stanford faculty, Allen invited Jeff Hudson to be a guest speaker in his class. Jeff had been the CEO of Visioneer, a company devoted to captured documents and photographs. At the time, Jeff was a senior vice president of corporate development at Informix Software, a relational database company. Once Jeff had seen Allen’s work on positioning and benefits, he asked him to come to Informix to position one of their products. Informix was a company that mainly focused on the features of their database products, not its benefits. This is when Allen first formalized a systematic process for positioning products in an organization.

Over two days, Allen worked with about fifteen people to develop a shared belief framework about how Informix could best compete in the growing information systems market. Based on a shared understanding of the marketplace and customer benefits, their prime mission was to outline a clear and precise message to communicate Informix’s role in the systems management market to customers.

What got the attention of the employees at Informix was Allen’s segmentation of their market. Segmentation (dividing up the market into groups of customers who differ in the benefits they find important)—as well as a perceptual map (a visualization exercise that depicts how customers view the various products in the market in terms of their benefits)—gave them a new understanding of where they stood in the market and how the competition was entering and fortifying different segments. Someone called this view the “playing field” of marketing. At the end of the multiday workshop, after they’d constructed a unique positioning statement that resonated with everyone, the team applauded. They knew where they stood and how to move forward.

Over time, Allen became responsible for positioning most of the products at Informix, including their flagship database product. The company became a major player in relational databases for banks and other high-security industries and was eventually acquired by IBM.

Over the next few years, Allen moved to the University of Southern California and continued to work with numerous technology companies to help them position their products. In doing so, he continuously updated and refined his positioning process. He worked with satellite companies, music distributors, insurance agencies, banks, telecom companies, and more on their positioning and marketing strategies. After teaching an executive education class to Northrop Grumman and Hughes Space and Communications executives on competitive analysis, Allen’s positioning process evolved to include a strong emphasis on competition and game theory. So, instead of simply identifying a position, Allen would ask clients to play out a competitive game. This exercise shows people how their competitors might respond to the organization’s proposed positioning, what the organization might do in response to competitors’ actions, and so on. By evaluating competitors’ potential responses to the proposed positioning, his clients became convinced that the proposed positioning was highly defensible.

Positioning is a promise to the market, so it’s up to organizations to fulfill that promise through their marketing activities. Like most consultants, Allen was not asked to stay around during the actual execution of his plans. The only way to know if the brands’ success in the market could be attributed to the proposed positioning was to track whether the promise was fulfilled via a perceptual map.

With a great deal of experience teaching as well as positioning products and services for a wide variety of organizations, Allen teamed up with Debbie (coincidentally, his wife) and together we wrote this book. Debbie is a globally recognized multi-award-winning expert on evidence-based customer decision-making and brand strategies, emphasizing customer benefits. She has coauthored books and top journal articles on branding, including an award-winning research article on positioning and brand strategy. She is one of a handful of scholars who are fellows of the American Marketing Association, the Association for Consumer Research, and the Society for Consumer Psychology. Debbie was also named Distinguished Marketing Educator of 2023, an award given jointly by the American Marketing Association, Irwin, and McGraw Hill. She has also consulted with a broad range of organizations in such industries as life sciences, consumer packaged goods, advertising agencies, online ventures, and others. More relevant to this book, she has taught numerous customer-behavior courses; all with a focus on how understanding customers’ desires and behaviors guides marketing decision-making. Debbie has also coauthored (with C. Whan Park and Andreas Eisingerich) a companion book to this one (titled Brand Admiration: Building a Business People Love) that emphasizes how a benefits-focused perspective can help organizations build brand admiration and sustain it over time. Combined, we bring eighty years of academic and real-world experiences to this book.

In our early discussions about the book, Allen would use the term product, and Debbie would call the same thing a brand. Allen’s perspective was that of positioning a product—and he termed it product positioning. Eventually, Allen learned from Debbie that while organizations make products, customers buy brands. Debbie also introduced Allen to the various types of benefits that make up markets.

This book joins together the work Allen has done (mostly in the “business to business,” or B2B, space) developing a rigorous process for positioning with Debbie’s insights as an expert on benefits and brand strategy (mostly in the “business to consumer,” or B2C, space). These two perspectives, when combined, provide a unique and integrated perspective on the playbook that marketers should follow when positioning a brand, executing on that positioning, and growing the brand. Indeed, the titles of our chapters outline the various “plays” that make up this playbook—the best way to operate within the “playing field” of marketing.

A final point before we begin: marketing, unlike most other functions in an organization, does not have a standard, agreed-on vocabulary. Because of the lack of standards, marketing language tends to be confusing. For this reason, and to make this text more accessible to any reader, we clearly identify key terms used in the book in bold and define them as they appear.




PLAY #1

FOCUS ON BENEFITS

Let’s start with the basics. To an organization, a brand (Tide) is a “value-generating entity,” meaning that it earns revenue to organizations. To customers, a brand (Tide) is a name (often accompanied by a logo) that reflects what this entity gives them (its benefits) relative to other brands in the market.1 Benefits are the desirable outcomes that customers expect to receive from your brand. This holds true whether those customers are in B2B or B2C spaces, and whether you sell a product, service, sporting event, entertainment product, nonprofit, cupcake, or anything else.2 Benefits help customers reach their goals and reduce their pains.

Think about the benefits that consumer brands like Amazon provide and customers want. You get access to an incredible assortment of goods that provides the benefit of finding what you need. Reviews and questions regarding a particular product provide the benefit of reassurance—enhancing certainty that what you get is what you want.

The ability to order items easily and know that they will come as soon as possible provides convenience. Amazon’s benefits are entirely different than those of other retailers like Nordstrom. Yet Amazon faces competition from other retailers trying to offer the same benefits. To keep up, Amazon will need to either deliver higher levels of these benefits or add new ones.


Benefits are the desirable outcomes that customers receive from your brand.



Benefits can be inherent in the product itself: one of Häagen-Dazs’s benefits includes its delightful taste. A high-performance computer processor provides the benefit of speed for whoever uses the computer. But benefits can also be realized through a transaction process. For example, an efficient transaction process (e.g., short checkout lines, ready access to customer service, secure ordering, and easy returns) provides the benefits of convenience and reduced frustration. Benefits can be realized when customers use and experience your brand, as when customers realize benefits like ease of use or pleasure from use. Some brands like Four Seasons, Taylor Swift, and the Pittsburgh Steelers have benefits that come when the brand is experienced (e.g., Four Seasons’ luxurious accommodations, Taylor Swift’s amazing songs, or the Steelers’ exciting play). Customers can also realize benefits like a more organized home when they dispose of unneeded goods, as nonprofits like the Salvation Army and Goodwill realize.

Product features, attributes, or characteristics are important because they can give rise to the benefits that customers want.3 But we should not confuse these product features with benefits. Features refer to what the product has or offers; benefits refer to what the product does for customers (see Exhibit 1.1). For example, a hand-tooled Birkin handbag costing $35,000 allows customers to signal their status to others (a benefit) so that customers feel pride and admiration from others (a goal). If you focus on features, you are missing what customers really want.

It’s easy to confuse benefits with pain points or goals. You will often hear organizations focus on customers’ pain, especially in B2B markets. The reduction of pain is a goal. Benefits are what the product provides so that customers can achieve their goals and eliminate their pains (again, see Exhibit 1.1). As you will learn in this book, if you focus on your customers’ goals or pains, you will miss out on understanding what you need to do (what benefits to provide) to help customers reach their goals or relieve their pain.


Features refer to what the product has or offers; benefits refer to what the product does for customers.



EXHIBIT 1.1. How Benefits Relate to Brand Features and Customer Goals/Pain Relief

[image: image]

If you’re not convinced that customers want benefits, look around the room you’re in right now and find something you own and like. Ask yourself, “Why did I buy that?” Sure, it might have some appealing features, but why did you want that feature? You liked it because it provided some benefits that you wanted.

Product reviews such as those in Consumer Reports typically evaluate and compare brands in terms of the benefits they provide to customers. Likewise, customers typically talk about the benefits they’ve experienced, such as speed, convenience, efficiency, comfort, and breathability, as opposed to specific product features.

TYPES OF BENEFITS

There are three types of benefits that customers might want from brands: functional, symbolic, and experiential.4 You’ll find examples of these types of benefits when you look at existing brands and markets.

Functional Benefits

Functional benefits provide solutions to problems and challenges so that customers feel that they have control over their environments.5 Functional benefits also help customers by conserving limited resources, whether they be time and money or psychological and physical resources. Brands can enhance customers’ limited resources through functional benefits—for example, by helping them earn money, sleep better, feel stronger, or be more knowledgeable.6 Examples of functional benefits include reliability and durability (saving time and money, reducing stress, and providing a sense of control), convenience (saving time and making use easy), protection or safety (providing security and control), and information (providing knowledge and efficacy).

A recent client of ours in the training industry had customers looking for a wide variety of functional benefits, such as the ability to customize not only training but also the extent to which customers would get state-of-the-art training or how engaged users were in the training. Once we identified the benefits of their existing product, we helped the organization clearly see what types of customers they should be targeting. This was done by segmenting the market so they could understand which benefits each segment wanted and where the client had an advantage over their competitors. For example, one segment cared mostly about the breadth of available training topics and the observability of results, while another segment cared mostly about cost and the level of engagement of the training.

Many brands offer and promote functional benefits, as Exhibit 1.2 demonstrates. Functional benefits remove negative states and effectively help customers eliminate pain and achieve their goals. Think about the brands that your organization sells or that you, as a customer, buy. Chances are, you can identify brands that offer mostly functional benefits. These feelings contribute to happiness, as they make people feel capable, competent, empowered, secure, safe, relieved, assured, knowledgeable, and confident. Thus, functional benefits can be important motivators of brand purchases.

In many contexts, customers don’t consider products in isolation. For example, you go to a shopping mall for clothes rather than a specific garment. You decide to upgrade your kitchen and bring in a designer, but to have your new kitchen become a reality requires electricians, plumbers, construction people, and much more. In a technology context, you might sell a digital signal processor, but the buyer needs a logic board as well.

In these situations, a functional benefit that customers want is convenience, or one-stop shopping. Some customers care deeply about one-stop shopping, which drives them to a department store, while others prefer boutique shops. Some customers want their kitchen designers to be “prime contractors” who handle all the plumbers, electricians, and other tradespeople involved in a kitchen remodel. To some customers in the database industry, a preference for one-stop shopping means that they want a database company (e.g., Oracle) whose software applications all work seamlessly together.

These examples illustrate the importance of understanding the customer’s usage system. A usage system is where customers must use multiple products together to get value out of the group of products. Think of a smartphone and the service that it provides: talk, text, and data. A user can’t get much use for smartphone if it offers only calls, or data, or text (they want all three). Understanding the customer’s usage system is essential because customers’ decisions can be based on the system, not just one part of the system. If customers need the whole system, then the benefits will be for that entire system, rather than one part (a particular product) within that system. If you don’t sell the entire system, then your product must be compatible with the other parts of the usage system.

Experiential Benefits

Experiential benefits engage your customers’ five senses (touch, sight, sound, smell, and taste), as well as their thoughts and feelings. If you’ve ever enjoyed—and we mean really enjoyed—a good meal at a restaurant or listened to good music, you know what we’re talking about. A beautifully designed product or an aesthetically pleasing work of art both offer experiential benefits. So too do “person brands” like comedians, who arouse a customer’s sense of humor. Experiential benefits have mood-regulating qualities, such that we are in a better mood once we experience them. For example, think about the experiential benefits you might receive after getting a massage. Chances are, you’d feel deeply relaxed afterward (at least, until you returned to the office!). Or imagine the most recent romantic comedy movie you watched, novel you read, or football game or concert you attended. Activities like these can make people feel warmhearted, entertained, engaged
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “CUSTOMERS”?










KEY TAKEAWAYS


	Benefits refer to the desirable outcomes that customers want from the product. Benefits are distinct from, but related to, product features and customer pain and goals.

	There are three broad categories of benefits: functional, experiential, and symbolic.

	Benefits help organizations in ways beyond merely being customer focused. They help organizations avoid marketing myopia, anticipate potential new competitors, identify new growth opportunities, develop new product ideas, build brand equity, and understand the impact of shocks and trends, and provide a lens through which strategic and tactical marketing decisions can be made.
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