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“Assemblage blends academic research with practical insights that marketers can immediately put to good use. It’s a clear, concise, and actionable book.”

—NIR EYAL, Author of Hooked and Indistractable

“Want to create a transformative brand? Assemblage shows you how, illustrating how brands can do good for both consumers and society.”

—JONAH BERGER, Wharton Professor and Bestselling Author of Contagious and The Catalyst

“As Jeremy Bullmore famously said, ‘People build brands the way birds build nests—from the scraps and straws they find lying around.’ Using the model of assemblage, the art of blending fine cognacs, Emmanuel Probst provides us with a much more helpful and versatile mental model for the way brands are built in practice. It is also an approach which rings true with what we are increasingly learning about human perception and behavior.”

—RORY SUTHERLAND, Vice Chairman at Ogilvy UK

“The only way to find brand success and growth is to reframe perceptions and decisions. Probst provides routes to doing just that. A real contribution.”

—DAVID AAKER, Vice Chairman at Prophet, Brand Strategist, and Author of Building Strong Brands

“Assemblage offers a holistic understanding of brands and perceptions—it is a must-read.”

—MARTIN LINDSTROM, New York Times Bestselling Author of Buyology and The Ministry of Common Sense

“Assemblage is the book I have been waiting for. Its standpoint on the marketing industry is disruptive. Its learnings are pragmatic.”

—SCOTT MCDONALD, President and CEO of the Advertising Research Foundation

“Assemblage shows the transformation power of brands for both consumers and society. It’s simply a must-read.”

—NEIL HOYNE, Chief Measurement Strategist at Google, Senior Fellow at Wharton, and Author of Converted

“Marketers and brands now have the opportunity to make a positive contribution to consumers and society. Assemblage is your ultimate guide for this new brand era.”

—JEFF ROSENBLUM, Founding Partner at Questus and Author of Friction and Exponential

“In an age of cynicism, where brands struggle to build trust and connection, Emmanuel Probst provides a roadmap. If you want to transform your brand so that it might transform consumers and society, you must read Assemblage.”

—LAURA GASSNER OTTING, Washington Post Bestselling Author of Limitless

“Assemblage uses psychology, art, culture, and real-life examples to examine how brands can approach marketing to make a powerful and positive impact on the world. I highly recommend it for marketing professionals and consumers alike.”

—SHONALI BURKE, Chief Marketing Officer at Arena Stage
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Je veux être utile

À vivre et à rêver

I want to be useful

To live and to dream

—Julien Clerc
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INTRODUCTION

A white dot is blinking across the screen from left to right. It opens up to reveal a gun barrel’s interior. From the point of view of a presumed assassin, the camera follows as James Bond walks. Bond suddenly becomes aware of the threat and stops at the center of the screen. He turns to the camera and shoots his gun directly toward it, causing a blood-red wash (the gunman bleeding) to run down the screen.

Since the release of Dr. No in 1962, the James Bond movie franchise has generated over $8 billion in box office revenue across 27 movies.1 To put things in perspective, it is estimated that half of the world’s population has seen at least one James Bond film.2 Over the years, this cinematic embodiment of British sophistication secured numerous product placements and brand partnerships with the likes of Omega, Aston Martin, and Tom Ford, along with more mainstream brands such as Michael Kors, Heineken, and La Perla.

But over the last 60 years, the James Bond brand and its associated partnerships could easily have fallen by the wayside. Instead, it evolved by constantly assembling original brand assets with newer attributes that aligned with Bond’s contemporary societal and cultural environment. As such, James Bond’s constant distinctive brand assets include the opening scene, his Aston Martin, tuxedo, and vodka martini. Other aspects and characters of the franchise have evolved as well: Miss Moneypenny (M’s secretary) is now embodied by a Black actress (Naomie Harris). James Bond’s enemies evolved from the Eastern bloc to North Korea to an over-arching virtual evil. Q (who creates and delivers James Bond’s gadgets) is now openly gay, which does not phase James Bond or Moneypenny.

The James Bond brand is an assemblage. It combines old and new attributes to engage fans and brand partners over time by staying relevant and attuned to its sociocultural and economic environment. Today, assemblages have become critical to the success of any brand. Indeed, people expect brands to not only provide them with products and services but also make a positive impact on society and the economy. Just like the James Bond franchise, brands that evolve through assemblages will thrive, while brands that don’t will become irrelevant and eventually die.

This book will show you how to emulate the Bond assemblage. It will teach you the art and science of assembling brands that thrive by transforming their customers and making a positive impact on the world.

In the 1960s, advertising legend David Ogilvy asserted that senior advertising executives and so-called creative people did not have a monopoly on great ideas. He argued that some of the best ideas come from junior employees, researchers, and everyday people. I wrote Assemblage with Ogilvy in mind.

Through this exploratory journey, you will learn from talented marketers such as the team behind James Bond, the Houdini brothers, Dr. Evil, Lil Miquela, Taylor Swift, and DJ Khaled. You’ll also discover case studies from a range of big and small brands, including Gucci, Ruinart, Omsom, and Farrow & Ball.

Whether you are a marketer or not, Assemblage will give you the confidence to create great brands that drive profit for your business, feel personal and relevant to your customers, and make a positive impact on society.



What is assemblage?

Assemblage is a French word that refers to the art and science of blending different eaux-de-vies (brandies) before bottling cognac. It is the craft of the maître de chai (also known as the master blender or cellar master) to select brandies from dozens of samples and craft a unique cognac. Much like the “nose” of a perfume house, the master blender determines the best possible combination of blends of various ages and crus that will constitute the character of the cognac.

Assemblage is a subtle combination of terroir (land), barrels, and equipment like the still. The art of assemblage combines what nature brings—the harvests—along with empirical knowledge of the craft. The master blender also relies on oenologists, scientists who leverage their skills in biology and chemistry to establish processes and bring distinctive styles to the finished product. In the final assemblage, there will be traces of the ancestral cognac, some of them 100 years old.

Assemblage is also a metaphor for building successful brands.


	Like a brand manager, the master blender is responsible for the consistency of the product over time. They do not just select but also oversee the vineyard, the harvest, and the brandy’s aging process.

	The master blender combines rigor, precision, and intuition to create a unique product that will stand out. They are visionaries who anticipate the product’s development through the assemblage.

	The master blender must also listen to consumers to understand how their tastes evolve and what products they are most likely to buy.

	In winemaking, as in marketing, money only goes so far: The quality of the raw product is just as important as a network of trusted suppliers and the audacious vision of the master blender.



In brand assemblages, elements are brought together, shaped, and ordered by actors that have the authority and legitimacy to do so. Assemblages can include people, physical features, and even technologies that allow the consumer to access the brand and its products.


	Brands are dynamic assemblages of social and cultural attributes that form clusters of association and meaning.

	Brand components can be added or removed. As such, the art and science of assemblage assess the fit between different brand elements to ensure brand longevity by adding elements to an existing framework the consumer is already familiar with.

	Stories that connect brands to a wider sociocultural context are central to establishing consumer engagement.

	Brands are dynamic and fluid; new components to assemblages can help stabilize or destabilize the brand. Understanding and balancing assemblages allow companies to balance continuity and change.



Assemblages go through two articulations. First, the attributes, drawn from a wide set of materials, are quantified. In the second articulation, these materials are coded—that is, the assemblage is solidified and endorses a specific meaning.3

Just like in wine assemblages, components of brand assemblages have “capacities” to evolve and transform when they interact with other elements. For example, water has the capacity to boil at 212°F, but this capacity only manifests when the water is heated.

When the audience is involved in the assemblage, people find comfort and satisfaction in contributing to the brand, imagining other possible variations, and predicting attributes that will be part of the assemblage’s next iteration.

Just like master blenders collect and combine eaux-de-vies, I spent the last 20 years researching and experimenting with how we can build brands that are more meaningful for consumers and make a positive impact on society, the economy, and the environment. I collected hundreds of data points, insights, and ideas through my doctoral research in consumer psychology and interactions with executives at Fortune 500 brands, students from my Consumer Market Research class at UCLA, and mentors. As such, this book is my own assemblage of the elements that are most important in creating strong brands.




What makes assemblage so difficult?

Today, brands no longer have a single meaning. Brand identity is defined in specific contexts, and actors (consumers, citizens, the public, key opinion formers, businesses) give meaning to brands in context. Brands are continuously open to contestations from consumers that shape their narratives, meanings, and relationships with these brands. In particular, we shape, contest, and augment the identity of brands on social media through our own manifestation of the brand. As such, we create a narrative by navigating the brand’s primary narrative and modifying it through our creative posts and interaction with others.

Consumer-driven cultural moments can also upend brands. This leads to costly and risky marketing efforts to create new brands or significantly reposition existing ones. Think of the Cleveland Indians, Victoria’s Secret, Uncle Ben’s, or Aunt Jemima. These brands had to overhaul their identities in response to mounting criticism from the public who deemed them offensive and disrespectful of Native Americans, women, and people of color.

Rather than controlling the brand narrative, brand managers now monitor, moderate, and channel brand contestation from consumers. Brand managers increasingly endorse the role of brand ambassadors who must listen to and represent the brand’s audience. Many marketers are loath to admit that brands are now “open source” and struggle to manage the tension between giving away and retaining control.

Consumers now have access to an abundance of options at their fingertips, which makes it harder to choose brands. These options also make it difficult for marketers and their brands to stand out. In The Paradox of Choice, American psychologist Barry Schwartz reveals that having too many options creates problems rather than solutions.4 Scrolling through thousands of swim trunks on Amazon may feel empowering but actually triggers anxiety. By way of illustration, an average Barnes & Noble store carries about 100,000 titles; Amazon carries an inventory of approximately five million titles.5 The same reasoning applies to music; your typical Walmart store carries about 55,000 tracks while Spotify stores about 70 million tracks.6


From going shopping to always shopping

We no longer need to carve out time to go to physical stores or visit online merchant platforms; mobile technology and social media have integrated shopping into our daily lives. Social apps feed us with personalized inspirations and curated recommendations, making social commerce the new storefront. Content creators and influencers play an important role in this process, presenting us with brands and products we were not looking for in a personal and organic fashion.7



The infinite scroll

As we scroll down a page on many websites, content continuously loads at the bottom without the need to click on the next page. That’s the infinite scroll—a web design practice that has become standard across social media platforms, blogs, and e-commerce websites. The infinite scroll is designed to pull us in and keep us scrolling; there is no natural stopping point. Aza Raskin designed the infinite scroll in 2006 with the earnest intention to eliminate friction for users; because we are already scrolling, chances are we want to access more of the same content.

Raskin notes that tech firms encourage us to scroll more to drive usage and financial gains.


It’s as if they’re taking behavioral cocaine and just sprinkling it all over your interface, and that’s the thing that keeps you coming back and back and back. Behind every screen on your phone, there are literally a thousand engineers that have worked on this thing to try to make it maximally addicting.8



Raskin said he did not set up his design to get people addicted and feels guilty about the unforeseen impact of his invention.

Just as with the paradox of choice outlined above, the infinite scroll eventually results in a frustrating experience for users. We naturally expect a sense of progress and to reach an end. The infinite scroll disorients us.



More is less

Overwhelmed with all these offerings, many people no longer trust brands or marketers. In 2021, Havas Media Group surveyed over 395,000 people worldwide to gauge their sentiment toward two thousand brands.9 The report showed that we’ve entered the “age of cynicism”; trust in brands is at its lowest point since Havas started tracking brand trust in 2009. Specifically, the study shows that 75 percent of brands could disappear overnight and people would easily replace them. Further, 71 percent of participants have little faith that brands deliver on their promises, and only 34 percent believe brands are transparent about their commitments and promises. Last but not least, less than half of brands (47 percent) are seen as trustworthy.



The three dimensions of the assemblage method

To succeed in the long run, brands must assemble components that support the individual (“me”), that individual’s close group (“my world”), and the society and culture they live in (“the world”).

By taking you through these three dimensions, Assemblage will show you the path to building brands that



PART 1 | HOW BRANDS CAN TRANSFORM ME




PART 2 | HOW BRANDS CAN TRANSFORM MY WORLD




PART 3 | HOW BRANDS CAN TRANSFORM THE WORLD





A humble word of caution
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