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Introduction

Why this book?

A brand is a simple concept: the combination of product or service and reputation which creates preference. In other words, it’s ‘the thing’ plus what people think about the thing.

Yet, four months into my job as Brand Marketing Director at Vodafone UK, I realized that my fellow directors did not always distinguish between the terms ‘brand’ and ‘advertising’. I had spent the past ten years of my working life employed in the so-called fast-moving consumer goods sector (FMCG), which comprises mainly products sold in supermarkets, bought regularly and often by consumers. The sector had generally been regarded as the gold standard for marketing capability. I had been responsible for brands, or their advertising, such as Dove, Hellmann’s, Cadbury and Milka, and the moment when I realized that the directors of the UK’s biggest brand were often not on exactly the same page as me came as a huge shock. Then began my long march to get everyone to understand that ‘brand’ was a bigger concept than ‘advertising’. As I said to Vodafone UK’s CFO (chief financial officer): ‘Customers spend more time with our bills than with our television commercials. The brand is everything we do.’

Several years on, in the world of marketing the debate still rages, with insults traded between the ‘digiterati’ and the ‘dinosaurs’ – the latter insult aimed mainly at those in the consumer goods industry. ‘We don’t do brands,’ cry the digiterati; or ‘The dinosaurs just have to die and all will be well in the world when it is fully digital.’ ‘Digital marketing is just about channels,’ retort the executives of ‘old school’ companies, furious at losing their spot at the top of the marketing food chain, their anger fuelled by insecurity about their own digital competence.

As a marketer who has worked in both classic FMCG and digital businesses, I would like this book to help broker peace between the factions. I hope it re-establishes the building of brands as simply something that adds commercial value to an organization. Any organization. I prefer that to communism and commodity markets.

Who is this book for?

It amazes me that members of the public understand the concept of a brand pretty clearly, yet the majority of marketers don’t. Not only is that a scandal for the marketing industry but it also damages commerce. Marketers are not building as much value as they could for the businesses that employ them, and marketing is thereby becoming devalued as a profession.

I’m also staggered by the lack of investment in the training of marketers. Although the explosion of digital businesses over the last two decades has created more people with marketing included in their role, most of those people have very little training and many have none whatsoever. We now have a population of marketers who are, effectively, feral. No wonder businesses are creating new roles such as Chief Customer Officer or Head of User Experience as they seek individuals who can create enhanced customer loyalty and business value. That is what marketers used to do.

So, this book is for everyone. It is a book that the digiterati will have the most to learn from, as they build their careers mostly by understanding performance marketing and data.

Furthermore, they are often working for senior executives who haven’t needed to understand brands in the early stages of high growth. When the growth slows or the category reaches maturity, it’s then that the organization looks to find ways to grow by innovation and brand building and finds it lacks the skills within the company. I hope digital marketers will enjoy learning about brands from the book and begin to apply what they learn as they grow their CVs. They may find they have unique skills in their organization, and this will benefit their career. The book is also for the underinvested folk in ‘traditional’ marketing and their agencies who simply aren’t taught this stuff anymore. I intend it to be a practical, common-sense guide to defining and building every kind of brand. It is for students of marketing; marketers learning their craft in traditional businesses; entrepreneurs starting or scaling their business; those leading pure-play digital businesses. It is for anyone who is interested in adding value to their organization. I hope it will be illuminating and fun, enlivened by my irreverent spirit that has helped and hindered my career in equal measure.





Part 1: Strategy

Whenever I get called in to advise on brands or marketing, CMOs (chief marketing officers), CEOs (chief executive officers) or business owners immediately want to jump straight to execution. Of course, there may be things that are not working and that need an immediate fix, which is fair enough, but to build a brand and to deliver really effective marketing, you have to start with a strategy. In fact, to do almost anything well, you need a strategy.
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What is strategy?

Even personal decisions have a strategy. Consider a group of friends planning to go on holiday. You’d decide who was going with you, how much you were prepared to spend, whether you wanted sun, adventure, culture – wouldn’t you? If you all piled in with a random list of potential destinations, sooner or later one of you would interject, ‘Hang on a moment, what kind of thing are we actually planning here?’ Resolving the discussion between a camping trip to the Alps or a clubbing fest in Ibiza would be a lot easier if you had already decided it was girls only and a chance to unwind, get a tan and enjoy a bit of luxury. Similarly, you wouldn’t start a conversation with an architect by asking whether your extension should be a modernist glass box or not. I am amazed how often starting a discussion on brands or marketing without a mention of a strategy happens in business. The CEOs and MDs, especially of smaller organizations, who ask me if they should be spending more on social media or whether they need a new website are doing exactly this. Executing without a strategy.

When I counsel figuring all the strategy stuff upfront, people want to ‘move fast and break things’, and protest that this initial work will slow them down. Actually, the opposite is true. The beauty of a strategy – working stuff out properly first – is that it saves time and money pretty quickly once you’ve done it. You won’t waste days on frustrating, protracted and subjective arguments, which are often then revisited when a different collection of people are in the room. You won’t waste money on things that don’t build a consistent picture in the mind of the customer either. Despite first appearances, it makes everything you do more efficient.

Why is it important?

These days the tenure of chief marketing officers in larger organizations is very short. A recent study showed that the median tenure in the USA was just short of three years, less than half that of a typical CEO. Brands are not built that fast in the minds of the public, so if everything changes every time the CMO changes, your brand really is in trouble. Getting a well-thought-through strategy that everyone buys into will make it stick, and the brand will be built consistently in the minds of the public. One of the most effective brand-building advertising campaigns of all time, for Volkswagen in the UK, was: ‘If only everything was as reliable as a Volkswagen.’ This was due to the head of marketing there, Johnnie Meszaros, whose tenure spanned two decades. While that kind of continuity of personnel rarely happens now, getting a strategy and keeping it is the best thing you can do for a brand. Unilever, one of the best companies in the world at marketing, does not change its strategy for such brands as Dove, Persil, Marmite or Axe every time the person responsible for them changes job. It doesn’t happen there – and rightly so. Dove’s global positioning as a brand championing real beauty was created in 2004 and is still going strong. The ‘Love it or hate it’ campaign for UK brand Marmite was created in 1996, and has now entered the English vernacular.

Brands managed by their owners often do very much better at keeping the brand on track, usually because that business and its history just flows in their veins. I worked on Weetabix’s advertising when the company was owned by the George family and was always massively impressed by how good Sir Richard George’s instinct was on which TV commercials were great and which less good. The ads the owner loved always sold more. But even with smaller owner-managed businesses, setting out some key strategic principles of brand building can really help to amp up what they are currently doing or help them figure out why certain aspects of what they do just seem right.

How does strategy work?

This first half of the book focuses on what you need to think about and how you can build a clear strategy for your brand. It’s a how-to guide, with lots of examples. Some I worked on myself, and some I simply admire.

For the more brand-savvy reader, you can refresh your understanding and learn some best practice. If you are a sceptic, I really urge you not to miss out this stage. ‘Failing forward fast’, ‘moving fast and breaking things’, or whatever are the fashionable mantras of the day, were never intended to advocate for random chaos and guessing games. With a strategy, you will do everything faster and be able to take bigger risks because you will have some guardrails to guide success.

We didn’t just wake up one day and decide to pop bigger women in our ads for Dove. That campaign was born after 18 months of thinking through what the brand needed to achieve in business terms, what it could credibly stand for, what it should look like, how it was to relate to its customers, and several other aspects of its positioning. It shifted the paradigm of branding, to pioneer the idea of brand purpose, and was the first global brand to create customer engagement on its own website. It is one of the examples I will draw on throughout the book, as I led the development of the advertising and know the inside track.

To me, not having a strategy is like navigating without a map – even if you get there in the end without one, the journey is clearer, faster and more peaceable with one. And you’ll still get there if someone else takes over the driving. Even Siri doesn’t have an answer to the request: ‘Will you take me somewhere?’




CHAPTER 1

What is a brand and why do brands matter?

Some brands go way back. The Bavarian breweries Weihenstephan and Weltenburger, founded in 1040 and 1050 respectively, are disputing the claim to be the world’s oldest German monastic beer. Sudo Honke is a Japanese brand of premium sake founded in 1141 and one of the oldest brands and companies in the world. Guangyuyuan is a Chinese herbal remedy dating from 1541 and is still one of the biggest brands in China. Bushmills, a Northern Irish distillery, was granted a licence in 1609; as Colum Egan, the head distiller, says, ‘We’re not the best because we’re the oldest, we’re the oldest because we’re the best.’ Whether you agree with his assessment or not (some prefer a Scottish single malt, me included), more than 400 years in business, with the same brand, demands respect. And his brand-centric point that maintaining quality has made that firm sustainable should give pause for thought.

In the UK, in 1706, Twinings tea company was founded; in 1787 it created its logo, which is believed to be the oldest brand mark in continuous use. Berenberg Bank, from Hamburg, Germany, founded in 1590, is the second-oldest lender in the world, while the banking firm that became known as Barclays started trading in 1690 and adopted the name in 1736. The oldest US brand is Caswell-Massey, selling fragrances and toiletries, founded in 1752 and counting George Washington among its early customers. It now operates across 27 states.

Drinks, smells and money. Sustainable businesses for centuries. What’s not to like?
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Some of the world’s oldest brands: Bushmills (1609).
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Weihenstephan (1040).
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Weltenberger (1050).
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Berenberg Bank (1590).
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Barclays Bank (1690).



The world’s most valuable brands

Every year, an organization that specializes in brand analysis, Kantar, publishes its world rankings of the most valuable brands. If you’re that way inclined, it makes interesting reading. This survey values brands not only by using the turnover of the company, but also by calculating the contribution made by reputation. In 2019 the following brands comprised the top ten: Amazon, Apple, Google, Microsoft, Visa, Facebook, Alibaba, Tencent, McDonald’s, and AT&T – most of these brands newly minted and tech-based. Alibaba and Tencent are Chinese brands in the global top ten, and very new Chinese lifestyle app brands Meitan and Dianping entered the top 100 in 2019. Unsurprisingly, mobile phone companies – the tide floating many of these app-based boats – from almost every major economy appear in the global top 100, including AT&T (USA), Movistar (Spain), Verizon (USA), Orange (France), Vodafone (UK), T-Mobile (Germany) and NTT (Japan).

Playing to country stereotypes, the top 100 also includes German engineering and tech brands SAP, BMW, Mercedes and Siemens, and French fashion and beauty brands Louis Vuitton, Chanel, Hermès and L’Oréal. Here is an example of how countries’ reputations are built. Brand France is definitely chic and perhaps the worldwide brands it sells is one reason why.

From the UK, Vodafone, HSBC and Shell are in the global top 100, with Unilever’s Dove and Mondelez’s Cadbury in the UK top 20. I have direct experience of working with three of these brands – Vodafone, Dove and Cadbury – and all have an international footprint.

Zara and Movistar for Spain and Gucci for Italy are brands in the global top 100. Brands in the Spanish top 30 span a number of categories, but seven of Italy’s top 30 brands are in the luxury category, which no doubt also adds to the country’s own brand as the home of la dolce vita.
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Some of the world’s biggest, newest brands: Apple (1976).
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Tencent (1998).
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Amazon (1994).
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Facebook (2004).
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TikTok (2016).
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Google (1998).



Brands make their producers accountable

A market without brands is a commodity market. Imagine you are buying rusks for your baby, who is being weaned. There are two identical packs sold at the same price. How would you decide which to get? You shrug and buy one of them, but they upset your baby’s tummy. Another mother then says her baby is fine, so you want to get the rusks she uses instead. She comes with you to the shop and tells you that her rusks are slightly lighter in colour. You buy those and your baby’s tum doesn’t get upset.

But next time you try to get them, all the rusks are the same, darker colour. The shopkeeper tells you that the maker of the lighter rusks has gone out of business, because the costs of keeping the ingredients pure made it unprofitable. Because the customer often couldn’t tell the difference (not all babies had delicate tummies and a determinedly curious mum), the manufacturer who did not bother to pasteurize the ingredients was now the only one still trading.

It sounds like a fanciful story. But the truth is, not so very long ago, in the USSR, people had very little choice between products. And without a reason to discriminate, where is the incentive for manufacturers – whether state-owned or private – to keep quality high? The standards of hygiene in state-owned mayonnaise factories in the Soviet bloc were so poor that several people died of mayo-related food poisoning every year, most likely from salmonella from the eggs. The Western brands owned by Unilever and Kraft did not suffer from the same problem. (Russians eat a staggering 9 kilograms, or nearly 20 pounds, of mayo per head per year. My hypothesis as to why they eat so much of it is that the basic ingredients they had for decades under communist rule were so execrable that it created this enormous demand for condiments.)

Brands give customers power

In his book Alchemy (2019), Rory Sutherland recounts the story of a friend of his, raised in the Eastern bloc, where there were three different state-owned factories making bars of chocolate. When she was a little girl, her mother made her look inside the wrappers and pick out bars with the letter B, coming from a factory whose output was the most delicious chocolate. Factory B! The very start of a little bit of a brand. Helping people choose.

People want choice, they want a basis on which to make that choice, and businesses are better if they are held to account about their products because people know who makes them.

Reputation is a fundamental part of a brand. If a company’s reputation is tarnished by its use of sweatshop labour or unethical disposal of unsold goods and, critically, if its customers care about such things, it will start to lose sales. Then it will mend its ways. In 2018, Burberry was exposed burning £28 million of unsold fashion and cosmetic products to prevent them being sold cheaply. The outcry this caused has resulted in the company’s seeking other methods to dispose of stock and, perhaps more significantly, to be more focused in targeting its collections so as to reduce the amount of unwanted stock in the first place.

That is the nub of it. That is what brands are for and why they matter. A business that makes a good product and has a good reputation has the best chance of doing well, and the customer will be better off if they know what they are getting, and they can exercise their rights as a customer to buy or not to buy.

We have never had more transparency in or more scrutiny of corporate behaviour. And that is a good thing. That there is room for improvement is clear, but that does not mean that brands are a bad thing. Quite the opposite.

Brands build commercial value

Creating customer preference should add value, but should also be financially sustainable. Owners need to ensure that they offer something the customer values enough to pay more for, and that they can do so at the same or greater profit. If a business does this successfully, they will add financial value to the organization because, ideally, more customers will choose this enhanced version or new product. You might think this goes without saying.... but clearly it doesn’t. It is the easiest thing in the world to cut prices to drive growth or to make a cheaper product to increase profits. But if you drive value out of your brand, customers might actually notice and stop buying it (they aren’t daft), or you may risk competitors following your lead and driving value out of the whole market. This book does not focus on value engineering or managing a brand’s profits and losses. These are important business fundamentals, so please take this aspect as a given when managing a brand.

A clear definition of ‘brand’

There are more than half a billion results if you type ‘definition of brand’ into Google Search. For those of you who have not quite the time to sift this cornucopia of wisdom for the perfect definition, let me give you the one that I like.

‘A brand is the sum of the product and its reputation.’

Or, more colloquially, ‘the thing and what people think about the thing’.

And for product, read service, organization or any entity. I’m going to call any of these things ‘the product’ from now on to keep matters simple. To me, the product is what people buy, in the broadest sense of that word. It’s what you are offering, whatever that is.
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‘A brand is the sum of the product and its reputation.’



The product and reputation are inextricably entwined. Make a bad product and your reputation will suffer. And the reputation you have will drive the kind of products you develop. If you are known for flame grilling, then you will look for more stuff to flame grill. If you are a retailer with a reputation for high-end glamorous fashion, you may expand into homewares, but at the blingier end of the design spectrum.

Once defined in this way, the discourse about brand rises above the unedifying debate that rages in the marketing industry about image advertising versus the measurability of digital. A CEO might be highly antipathetic to brand building if, to her, it is synonymous with spending vast sums on TV commercials. She will, however, care hugely about the company’s reputation. And should be willing to invest to build it.

Brands repairing and building their reputation

Facebook had never seen the need to advertise itself much until 2018, when a particularly large scandal about the transfer of customer data together with concerns about the use of its platform for electoral interference and the dissemination of ‘fake news’ brought Mark Zuckerberg and his company in front of the US Senate and a UK parliamentary select committee. It increased its US ad budget from $50 million in 2017 to $382 million in 2018, including its ‘apology’ campaign of full pages featuring a letter signed by Mr. Zuckerberg and another campaign to tackle specific aspects that are undermining customer trust. It also launched a ‘More Together’ campaign, affirming the role of social media to connect people in groups for meaningful experiences. Whether firefighting or building, this most digital of businesses is coming of age and recognizing a need to address its reputation.
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Facebook’s 2018 ads sought to repair trust with customers.

‘Data misuse is not our friend. Facebook is changing. We’re introducing more ways to give you control of your data. We’ve already begun by putting privacy shortcuts at the top of your News Feed, and letting you restrict how apps use your information.’
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‘Fake news is not our friend. We’re committed to reducing its spread; so we’re working with more fact-checkers globally, improving our technology, and giving you background information on the articles in your News Feed.’



In 2017, a senior marketer from Amazon told me that they didn’t believe in brand building but invested everything in their product. As far as I was concerned, they were doing both. What kind of product you make (and what you don’t) will, without doubt, determine what kind of reputation you have. The simplest explanation of marketing includes the ‘four Ps’ – product, price, point of sale, and promotion. Product is part of marketing, and marketing isn’t just about promotion or communicating with the customer. Marketing and brand building include the product, and the product is the element that is common to both.

Customers are more part of building a brand than ever before

There is a lot of nonsense spouted about brands. Recently there was a widely trumpeted notion that ‘the customer owns the brand’. I don’t think you’ll find they do when there’s a product recall! However, this sentiment hints at the degree to which the customer impacts the brand’s reputation. This was always true, but now it is true at the epic scale that social media can drive.

Reputation is built more than ever by customers’ experience of the product in the new(ish) world of online reviews and social sharing. From Tripadvisor (where hospitality businesses can be made or broken by what the customer thinks) to Airbnb, what the product delivers is significant. The provision of ‘Instagrammable’ dishes is now a fundamental part of a restaurant’s offer. Exactly what is said and what is shared can be influenced by the company itself, even though it may be disseminated by a third party.

Companies are now gaming user reviews, one tactic being to invite customers declaring themselves to be happy in a private survey to post public reviews. Seems sensible – if I ran a restaurant, I might invite happy customers to give us a Tripadvisor review. That feels like common sense. However, I feel uncomfortable about doing this with automated algorithms. Some link high scorers on private satisfaction surveys to a public review site and invite them to repeat their rave review there; anyone who doesn’t give the organization a cracking score in private is not linked to the public site. In this way, a distorted proportion of delighted customer reviews is then seen by the public. I don’t like it because it is dishonest and eventually, when the public catch on, it will destroy faith in these otherwise worthwhile rating platforms.

Employers and people are brands, too

I spoke at an education conference recently about brands. A secondary-school headmistress stated that she didn’t need a brand because her institution didn’t have any competition. ‘Can your staff go and work anywhere else?’ I asked her by way of reply. She was taken aback but had to admit they could. It powerfully made the case for the employer brand. Where reputation drives choice, you have a brand. In this case, it was her organization’s reputation as an employer that was critical to the success of her school.

Glassdoor, a site where current and former employees anonymously review companies, gives this aspect importance and transparency. Reputation has always been a factor in where individuals want to work and even in how they behave when they start. It is always gratifying to me to see that Apple and Rentokil have approximately equal, and good, ratings on Glassdoor at the time of writing. I like the fact that the geeks of Silicon Valley and the rat-catchers of the world are equally fulfilled at work.

Personal branding has become a very popular topic in the era of social media. Individuals have, of course, always had a reputation, it’s just that now it is possible to build and disseminate it on a scale that is exponentially larger than in the past. And young people are more aware of their image and take pains to ‘curate’ it. In careers, personal brand is often discussed, and in bigger companies it is normal to be assessed on ‘the how’ as well as ‘the what’. Your skills and your reputation are obviously important when it comes to building a career. Back to your personal brand being the product and the reputation again.

In conclusion: brands have no right to exist, but it’s better that they do

If you find yourself in London, it is fun to wander round the Museum of Brands, in Notting Hill, the only one of its kind in the world. (Most other such museums are devoted to a single brand, and you can visit Hershey’s in Pennsylvania, Mazda’s in Hiroshima and Gucci’s in Florence; for the very devoted, there is even a Spam museum in Minnesota.) Along with others from the Vodafone European senior management team, I was taken to the Museum of Brands as part of a leadership development course. We noted how some brands had changed over the years, including Coca-Cola, which has evolved and modernized throughout its lifetime. But we also noticed many more that weren’t around anymore. That was our lesson for the morning: ‘Brands have no right to exist.’ You have to work at it. You have to invest and evolve. Organizations that neglect this are unlikely to survive four decades, let alone four centuries.

I believe that brands are an essential driver of the capitalist economy. For those who don’t like capitalism, there’s still Cuba. Brands empower customers and make producers accountable. Brands drive financial success for their owners. Critics often say that brands create aspirations that can’t be fulfilled and that this creates unhappiness. They also often imply that people will buy things they don’t want or need. My view is that the customer isn’t as stupid as the critics make out and that the alternative world without brands is far worse.

So, a brand is the combination of product and reputation. Figuring this out and building it over years, decades and centuries is what follows! Someone asked me recently why a lot of branding was ‘such shit’. My reply was that excellence is hard. That’s why it’s rare. I hope the following chapters help make it a little bit easier for everyone.




CHAPTER 2

Positioning your brand

When people talk about strong brands, they mean brands whose customers have a very strong preference for them. The holy grail for an organization is for their customers to refuse all alternative brands. Try giving a Mac user a PC on their first day in a new job, and you will see exactly what I mean.

Getting to this state is rare: most people will buy something else if they can’t get their first choice or if something is on offer or cheaper. Brand owners want to move their customers through a number of stages: awareness, consideration, preference and loyalty.

But before embarking on trying to move the customer from ignorance to obsession, a fundamental matter needs to be figured out first: brand positioning. This covers six main aspects: Which market is the brand in? Who is your brand competing with? How does it sit relative to the competition? Who is it for? What does it offer in particular that’s different or better, and why is this true? These need to be considered one by one, but they are all related, and connecting all these dots will have you go round the block several times until the logic of it all falls into place. Deciding how to define your customer is the subject of two whole chapters (see Chapters 4 and 5), so for the purposes of this one, we will assume that has already been figured out and focus on the other aspects of positioning.

Which market are you in?

This might seem a very obvious question. We make widgets: we are in the widget market. We are a watch: we are in the watch market. We are an online bookseller: we are in the book market. However, considering this wisely and more broadly for your brand can significantly improve its prospects.

Are premium watchmakers like Audemars Piguet, Breitling, Hublot and many others really in the time-telling market? If they are, they are going to have a hard time justifying why you’d pay tens of thousands of dollars for the privilege of donning one of their watches. They are more likely in the status jewellery or luxury goods market. At the time of writing this, if you go to Watches of Switzerland wanting something to tell a man the time, you can spend £446,400 on a Bovet Recital 22 Grand Recital, £70,800 on an Audemars Piguet Royal Oak Offshore or £5000 on a Breitling Navitimer. Or you could acquire the elegantly simple Tissot T-Classic Everytime for a more accessible £195, the least expensive man’s watch on the site.

Customers are clearly paying for something more. Swiss craftsmanship, yes, but also the scarcity of the watch (let’s face it, not many people can afford to drop these sums on a watch). Possibly also they are buying a signal it sends about wealth or discernment. As if to prove the very point I am making, I can’t actually read the time on the Bovet!

Amazon began life as a seller of books online, but by building its delivery and tech capability and expanding its market, it became the world’s biggest online general retailer. It’s now broadening into being a technology company, alongside Apple, Google and Facebook, by entering the cloud computing, digital streaming and artificial intelligence (AI) market.

In going for ever bigger markets, you must beware of losing focus or attempting to be all things to all people. If you try to appeal to everyone, you end up appealing to no one. A balance needs to be struck between offering something specific and relevant and attracting the biggest number of customers you can.

So maybe ‘Which market are you in?’ is not such a simple question; but it is a very important one. Once you figure this out, other decisions such as what you offer customers and what you communicate about yourself become easier to decide.

As a way to make this clear, let’s imagine you are launching a pizza restaurant in Seatown, a small, wholesome coastal resort – charming but not yet in the trendy league. You want to make wood-fired pizzas at the more gourmet end of the spectrum. You know that your customers are mostly tourists and, in that town, most of the tourists are families with children. There are 22 restaurants open for lunch and dinner in town as follows:

There are five shack-style fish places – the sort you find by beaches and harbours everywhere in the world and which in every town range from the
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