
		

		
			Praise for Teenage Wastebrand

			“You know an idea is great when it makes you think ‘why didn’t I think of that?’ Evelyn hits it out of the park with a book that is thorough, relevant, and unique in the marketing world.”

			—Mark W. Schaefer, Best-selling author of 
KNOWN and Marketing Rebellion

			“Applying intuitive lessons from human adolescence to brand-building, Evelyn Starr’s Teenage Wastebrand is a story-driven, example-rich, actionable read!”

			—Whitney Johnson, Author of Build an A Team

			“Teenage Wastebrand is a fun, easy-to-read, and practical guide to solving your brand’s issues and cultivating brand leadership. Evelyn Starr’s brand adolescence concept is an innovative lens for diagnosing why brands fail to scale and helping them get back on a growth track.”

			—Denise Lee Yohn, author of What Great Brands Do and FUSION: How Integrating Brand and Culture Powers 
the World’s Greatest Companies

			“Evelyn Starr shows you how to bust through walls and break through revenue plateaus. Teenage Wastebrand is a must read for entrepreneurs working to scale their businesses.”

			—Jeremy Miller, founder of Sticky Branding, author of 
Sticky Branding and Brand New Name

			“This is an entertaining, enjoyable, and useful book. It’s extremely practical, chock full of examples, and anecdotes. It also contains numerous tips and suggestions. I highly recommend it to anyone interested in taking their brand to the next level.”

			—Dr. Graham Kenny, strategy expert and regular author in the Harvard Business Review

			“Evelyn Starr illuminates how most brands enter an adolescence juncture, when a disparity emerges between original brand intent and brand evolution from your consumers’ viewpoint. Decisions at this fork of the road after an initial run of success determine if brand growth continues, or conversely stalls or gets thrown into chaos and failure. 

			“From brands ranging from Netflix, Crocs, Lyft, and Facebook, to myriad entrepreneurs who all had to navigate these treacherous waters to move forward, Starr weaves engaging behind-the-scenes stories and pop culture references from hit teen movies with key brand growth principles. Starr offers a smart, highly actionable framework across all verticals of a business for getting unstuck - whether resolving a brand identity crisis, refining brand attributes, codifying your brand identity, moving beyond self-centeredness, or attracting the right consumers. 

			“A great must-read for everyone from seasoned CEOs to striving entrepreneurs!”

			—Stacy DeBroff, CEO and founder, Influence Central
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			For Dan, 
who always believed
I could write the Great American Novel
and is still waiting.
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			Introduction: 
It Was Going So Well until It Wasn’t

			I began my business as a corporate refugee in November 1999 when I was two months pregnant with my second child. My patience for endless meetings, face time, and office politics had run out. 

			I had not anticipated leaving my job, so I had no business plan. I contacted past colleagues and professional connections and offered freelance marketing research and strategy services, skills I had built during my years of working for consumer brands Veryfine Products, Dunkin’ Brands, and The First Years. At the urging of a copywriter friend, I offered writing services too. 

			Gillette became my first client, signing on when I was eight months pregnant in April 2000. They were wonderful, helped my brand get started, and together we deepened a meaningful professional connection that still exists today.

			For the next 10 years, connections and referrals helped me build a portfolio of marketing research, strategy, and copy­writing projects.

			In 2008 my husband launched his own investment advisory firm. I got to help him build a brand from scratch. It was so exciting! We launched it on June 20, 2008. 

			Just in time for the financial crisis.

			Happily, the brand withstood this early test and took root.

			After things steadied for my husband’s brand, I found myself in August 2009 needing to jumpstart my business pipeline and realizing that my 10-year-old brand was not as well-defined as the one I had just helped my husband create. 

			The cobbler’s shoeless children, right? How could I be a self-respecting marketer without a well-defined brand? Being a generalist is the kiss of brand anonymity. I knew it was time to declare a niche, define my brand, and go deep.

			But I struggled with what my niche would be. For 18 months I grappled with ideas. A marketing consultant colleague urged me to choose a food industry specialization based on my corporate experience, or focus on all new products or all existing products. Nothing felt right. 

			I felt uncomfortable in my own brand skin. It was as though the brand I thought I knew so well was actually a mystery to me.

			On January 5, 2011 it came to me: my brand is having an identity crisis!

			I could finally put a name to my feeling.

			But wait — identity crisis?! That’s crazy, I thought. That’s usually the realm of teenagers. 

			Teenage Memories Come Flooding Back

			Nightmarish flashes of high school returned. Many classmates saw me as the nerdy girl who read every book assigned and took BC Calculus. The popular kids made fun of me. The class voted me “female class bookworm” in my senior year. My actions and values (reading and doing homework) defined my image in their eyes.

			My friends — people who talked to me in class and spent time with me outside of class — had a different perspective. They admired my academic achievements and perseverance, appreciated my kindness and compassion, and smiled at my enthusiasm for the color purple and all things French. We came together as friends through shared values and mutual respect.

			It dawned on me that my brain was replaying these visions because my brand needed to stand for something that would determine the clients I would attract, the same way my teenage image had attracted like-minded friends.

			My brand needed an identity. 

			And, like high school, my audience’s experience with me would shape that identity. 

			As I talked to other business owners, I discovered I was far from the only one feeling stuck. Growing pains abounded. Plateaus were common across the board, and often happened after the company’s initial momentum stalled. 

			Researching resources, I could not find any that addressed this problem. Searching for brand development advice led to information on logo design and advertising messages. Brand gurus like David Aaker had much wisdom to share on brands conceptually, but none prescribed what to do when you are stuck in the space past your start-up years but before your business had established regular growth. 

			As I was falling asleep on Thursday January 20, 2011 at 11:45 pm, I had an epiphany. 

			What if brands had an adolescence like humans? What if instead of being fully formed from the start, they needed time to explore and find their identity? And what if they exhibited adolescent symptoms to signal this phase?

			Like an identity crisis.

			My curiosity piqued. After some test marketing of the concept proved it memorable and engaging, I began describing myself as specializing in work with “brands in adolescence,” brands that had stalled after their initial success. I wanted to attract companies in this phase to see if my theory about brands having adolescent symptoms held true and to help them get unstuck. 

			This book is the result of what I’ve learned over nine years of studying brands, the way they develop, and why many of them get stuck after an initial burst of success. 

			In addition to working with clients who had brands in adolescence, I’ve conducted hundreds of hours of research and dozens of interviews. My research included reading thousands of articles and over a dozen books. I’ve reviewed hundreds of brand websites. Many business owners who approached me after hearing me speak shared their brand-in-adolescence frustrations and experiences as well.

			To date I’ve analyzed over 160 brands ranging in size from sole proprietorships up to multibillion-dollar behemoths like Google and Facebook. 

			What This Means for You and Your Brand

			If your brand has stalled or plateaued after a good initial run, you are not alone. I’ve encountered many founders who launched businesses in the 1990s and 2000s who have hit a similar wall. Owners who knew their brands were capable of more and could envision that growth, but did not know how to scale the wall and get past it.

			

			Brands experience growing pains akin to human adolescence and often exhibit similar symptoms. In this book I am going to show you what these symptoms look like. I’ll help you diagnose your brand and then provide you with the path that can help you address the problem and get back to growth.

			I am not trying to be cute or to play brand psychologist. Rather, I prefer straight talk to marketing jargon and have found the lens of adolescence helpful in understanding the hurdles brands face and how to address them. 

			As you read this book, you’ll be able to see your brand’s issues from a new perspective, one that is easy to relate to. If you’ve parented a teenager, you’ve already seen some of these symptoms in action. I’m not going to throw marketing speak at you, but rather describe each symptom and remedy in plain talk.

			Symptoms of brands in adolescence include:

			
					Identity crisis

					Running with the wrong crowd

					Self-centeredness

					Suffering from FOMO and trying too hard to fit in

					A need to make new friends

					Defending a varsity team spot

					Oversleeping

					A need to assert independence

			

			Not every stall or plateau signifies brand adolescence, however. Brands can encounter forces that might feel like brand adolescence but are not. These include:

			

			
					Economic downturns

					Technology shifts

					Entrepreneurial distraction

			

			Brands can also experience growth spurts or find a sweet-spot size and decide to stay there. 

			In addition to showing you what your brand might be experiencing, you’ll see examples of how others have faced similar predicaments. Brands you know like Airbnb, Zagat, and FedEx. Brands you may know like Spotify, Crocs, and Life is Good. Smaller brands you may not have heard of, but that have navigated — or are navigating — their adolescence and that will share how they surmounted those hurdles. I bet some of these brands share similarities with yours.

			Knowing the problem gets you on the road to solving it. I’ll take you further, with approaches to solving the problem based on the symptom your brand has. Like human adolescence, course correction is rarely done in a day, but brands are resilient and these actions can help you get your brand back to growth mode.

			The sooner we start, the sooner you get your brand unstuck.

			To begin, we need to talk about what a brand is from a human point of view to ensure we have a common perspective — and then we’ll dive right into the symptoms. 

			Let’s go!

		

	
		
			

			Part 1: Awkward Adolescence, It’s Not Just For Humans Anymore

			In order for us to have a productive discussion about your brand, we first need a common view of what a brand is.

			As a business owner you might think of brands as images or entities that marketing creates. A logo you paid a designer for. A clever tagline. An ad campaign. But that’s not what a brand is or how it is formed. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			A Brief Bit about Brands and Brand Adolescence

			How Brands Form

			I spent the beginning of my career conducting market research and developing new products for three New England brands: Veryfine Juices, Dunkin’ Donuts (now just Dunkin’), and The First Years. Anytime I mentioned where I worked, there was a good chance someone would volunteer an opinion or image of that company or of their products and services. I listened to these views with great interest.

			Over time, I noticed people’s views of the brand were the sum total of every experience they had ever had with it. Not just what they saw in the company’s advertising or packaging, but every product usage or service encounter. And their memories were long.

			The employee who always remembered their name and how they liked their coffee. The tang of their favorite flavor of juice. The ease of using a portable booster seat. All of those bode well for the brands.

			Getting an order wrong. Spoiled or damaged products. Rude service. Those cast a pall on the brands.

			Even if the company had no control over the outcome of the experience, people factored it in to their impression of the brand. For example, if the product was out of stock, people were disappointed not only in the retailer, but in the brand. If customers had a tough time parking at a restaurant, their ratings of their experience went down across the board, including quality of the food.

			While detracting from the brand when it could not control the experience seemed unfair, I realized the more successful brands took this into account and tried to work with their partners to ensure a good experience. Fighting human nature was futile.

			We Brand to Survive

			Humans’ tendency to classify things is well documented.1 Psychologists link this tendency to our earliest iteration as humans when we learned to assess an animal as predator or prey. Taking time to make that judgment could be the difference between finding dinner and being dinner.

			Most brand encounters risk less dire outcomes now. 

			Few of us are dodging predators, but all of us are fielding an avalanche of communication. We don’t have time to process every choice we face anew. Just to survive, we accumulate associations through experience with an entity — a brand — so the next time we encounter it, we have a reference point for action.

			Oh yeah, that was the company that gave me free shipping on my return and a refund with no questions asked. I’ll do business with them again. Or . . . that was the company that did not respond to my inquiry for a week. I’ll not waste my time. 

			The more experiences you have with a brand, the more extensive and nuanced your image of it and your feelings toward it become.

			What is a brand?

			A brand is the expectation of what you will get when you interact with an entity based on prior experiences with, and impressions of, that entity.

			Note that the consumer or receiving party is doing the branding. 

			If you are doing business with people, you have a brand. Whether or not you’ve decided to have a brand, you’ve got one. Whether or not you’ve created a logo, penned a tagline, posted a website, or none of the above. You cannot stop people from gathering impressions associated with your brand name and storing them in a file in their brain. 

			Brands Are Dynamic 

			If you are an entrepreneur and have launched your product, you had a shot upfront to tell the world what your brand sought to achieve. You named your brand, maybe set up some initial guidelines and staked out a competitive position. Or maybe you were like many founders, immersed in start-up mode, focused on gaining traction and generating cash flow to stay afloat. Maybe you didn’t have the time to set guidelines or communicate your purpose beyond getting your offering off the ground.

			

			Either way, you sent your brand baby into the world. Like a child though, once launched you cannot control your brand. 

			People have interactions with your brand unbeknownst to you. They see your packaging, advertising, and social media posts; engage with your employees and distributors; shop for and use your products — all out of your view and earshot. The longer your brand is in the world, the more its audience has time to experience it and to formulate their image of it. Every interaction they have with it factors in.

			As more and more people experience your brand and form an image, the image may migrate from your original intention. It is hard to know how your customers and your audience will perceive your brand and what aspects will dominate their impression. 

			In fact, it is likely that the majority of your brand’s image does not come from your company at all.

			A McKinsey study revealed that two-thirds of touchpoints during the active evaluation phase of a purchase come from consumer-driven marketing activities like reviews; word-of-mouth recommendations from friends, family, and social media connections; in-store interactions; and recollections of past experiences.2 

			Even the one-third of touchpoints that does come from company-driven marketing gets filtered through the customer’s lens: whether they found it believable, whether they liked it, or whether it offended them. It’s hard to know exactly how your messages are perceived, internalized, and stored.

			What Causes Brand Adolescence?

			If you have guided your brand past start-up mode and have been in the marketplace long enough to see significant growth, then your brand has had plenty of time for the world to weigh in with their impressions and influence it.

			A brand is thrust into adolescence by the disparity between what the original brand was intended to be or how it entered the world and what it has developed into. Some of the reasons this migration occurs can include:

			

			
					The brand team is no longer just you with the idea, but several people who have brought their own ideas and values to the brand.

					Experience with your offerings has created a particular image in the minds of your audience, which may emphasize different attributes and aspects of the brand than what you thought would be the most salient ones.

					Your offerings have migrated or expanded from your original products to reflect customer requests and needs. Your product portfolio differs from what it was in the beginning.

					Reviews of your products have recommended your brand for strengths different from the ones you have emphasized.

					Word of mouth has spread and taken your brand to markets you did not foresee or in an order you did not forecast.

					Operational scaling has hit the brand with challenges that require new approaches, new systems, and new hires.

			

			Growth challenges brands. Early on, brands can accommodate growth just by adding a little more talent here, a few more raw materials there. Successful brands hit a juncture, though, when the gap from where the brand started and where it needs to be to continue growing has widened beyond incremental adjustments. 

			The gap can be in marketing messages — the original that no longer resonates and the unknown message that will drive sales now.

			The gap can be in operations — the original production setup has maxed out and the brand needs a bigger space, more employees, a new system, or maybe all of the above to continue to meet demand.

			The gap can be in customer experience — between what the customer expected when they placed the order and what they got in delivery. Or in solving any issues with delivery.

			The gap can be in employee experience — between what the brand claimed about its culture and work environment during the recruitment process and what the employee actually experiences.

			In his book Marketing Rebellion: The Most Human Company Wins, Mark W. Schaefer reports that, 

			“Businesses believe 81 percent of their marketing messages are relevant and useful, in contrast with 84 percent of consumers who say these communications are NOT useful at all!”

			“Businesses say they’re slow to respond to consumers about 25 percent of the time, but consumers disagree and contend that businesses are slow 83 percent of the time.”

			“Businesses think just 13 percent of their marketing messages are unsolicited, while consumers feel 85 percent of the messages they receive from businesses are spam.”3

			If your perception of your brand differs from that of your customers, you are clearly not alone!

			Potential gaps exist in all areas of the brand and when the existing fabric of the brand has stretched to a breaking point in one or more gaps, growth can slow, stall, plateau, or even decline.

			Brand adolescence is the first time this occurs, as these problems are often caused by missing elements or actions that are necessary for the brand to mature.

			Like human adolescence, brand adolescence is a growth stage that can exhibit a range of symptoms. Brands can:

			

			
					Have an identity crisis by lacking a clear purpose and defined attributes that resonate with customers and are understood and implemented by everyone on the brand team.

					Run with the wrong crowd by targeting an audience that is either too small to support the brand or one that does not value what the brand offers.

					Be self-centered by putting management’s interests before customer needs and concerns.

					Try too hard to fit in by chasing what other brands are doing instead of finding a niche it can own and standing for something specific.

					Need to make new friends by maxing out its initial target audience or losing them for some reason.

					Need to defend their position by proving a niche that is viable and lucrative enough to attract a lot of competitors.

					Oversleep by ignoring industry developments and market trends.

					Assert their independence by growing to the point where their leader no longer has the skill set or interest in the management needed to lead them through the next level of growth.

			

			If at least one of these brand adolescent symptoms resonates with you, feel free to dive right into Part 2 which explains each symptom in detail. 

			If none of these resonate or if you are unsure, it is possible that your brand is being a typical obstinate teenager and refusing to be categorized. Or that your brand is not in adolescence, but stalling or plateauing for another reason.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Scenarios That May Masquerade as Brand Adolescence, 
but Are Not

			While brand adolescence symptoms are common for brands that stall after their initial run, they are far from the only reason your brand might be stuck. Other forces and factors might look like brand adolescence because they coincide with your brand’s first plateau. In this chapter, I’m going to touch on five other reasons your brand might be stuck at this juncture. If one of these rings a bell for you, brand adolescence is not your problem.

			Economic Downturns

			Economic downturns can thrust brands that are thriving into chaos. Take, for example, Bob Van Andel, who had to get creative to save his fledging software product business.

			In the mid-1990s as the internet was surging, device management required either a human present to enact commands or a master console that would send messages to the device and receive the responses. In 1995, Bob got the idea to create an embedded web server that allowed the user to interact with the device — a printer, for example — using a graphic interface over a web browser. 

			Bob incorporated Allegro Software Development Corporation in February 1996 and launched the product with a partner. 

			Xerox became a customer early on, putting Allegro’s embedded server into their printers and other products. Allegro charged a separate license for each product. 

			Business was robust early on. Bob opened a bottle of Champagne to celebrate each sale. In year three, he shifted to once-a-quarter celebrations as new sales had grown too much to celebrate individually.

			Allegro was five years old when the dot-com bubble burst in March 2001, throwing the US economy into recession. Since the company sold device management to internet hardware companies, there was a lag until those companies felt the effect of the burst bubble. Allegro’s sales level held on until the second quarter of 2002.

			The recession highlighted a key problem with Allegro’s model: selling product-specific licenses meant the company only made money when customers launched products. It was hard to predict when the next product license would come along.

			The company tightened its belt, but revenue kept shrinking. Some customers who had licensed Allegro’s device management products defaulted before their planned company saw the light of day. By 2004 things looked grim.

			Bob’s plan for Allegro to survive was to propose a shared pain to keep the team together rather than let someone go. Everyone took a pay cut in May 2004. Bob kept track of employees’ pay sacrifices. 

			Meanwhile, in 2003, Allegro introduced a product line for consumer electronic products. Instead of licensing them, Allegro offered them via subscription, creating a regular revenue stream.

			In 2005 Allegro’s customer electronic product line began to take off and the company turned around. By the end of December 2005, Bob repaid Allegro’s employees. His plan saved the company.

			By 2008 they had contracted enough subscriptions to generate sufficient income to make enduring the Great Recession easier than the one in 2001.

			Economically trying times demand cool-headed actions to keep your brand viable. These conditions are out of your control and not a brand-in-adolescence symptom.

			The Technology Brand Treadmill

			The speed of innovation causes technology brands to mature faster and in a different manner from other industries. Tech brand teams can feel like they are running at full speed and still fighting to get unstuck from a brand growth plateau. The threat of obsolescence means tech brands can quickly become irrelevant. Shifts to new technological platforms to stay relevant can slow growth. 

			This is not to say that technology brands don’t have an adolescence. They often do, and at a younger age than other industries. The fast pace of technology accelerates brand maturation, making tech brand years more like dog years than human ones. 

			Keeping up with the technology industry is hard and expensive, however plateaus due solely to technological changes are not a brand-in-adolescence problem, but a fact of life for those in the tech industry. 

			Netflix is a prime example.

			In 1997, Reed Hastings and Marc Randolph founded Netflix to free consumers from defined television schedules by providing on-demand entertainment. Initially the delivery of on-demand entertainment was physical, mailing requested DVDs to subscribers which eliminated their need to leave the house. DVDs were a new technology at the time. 

			Though Netflix led with DVD mailings, Hastings claims to have known from early on that delivery would eventually be over the internet. DVD sales and rentals peaked in 2006.4 Netflix launched their streaming service in 2007 when the
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