
		
			[image: Cover Image]

		
	


Praise for Disruptive Branding


‘A treatise on branding in times of change that will guide marketers through their daily challenges.’

Stefan Schindele, Brand Strategy, A1 Group

‘The authors prove that disruption is an attitude of creativity, agility and innovation that all brands should strive for. They provide a detailed and inspiring explanation of the process. A great book – highly recommended!’

Professor Robert Paulmann, Founder, CXI Conference

‘Jacob Benbunan and his team are the most disruptive people in the branding world, helping anybody in the start-up or corporate world who wants to rock the boat and do things very differently. This book is a must-read for anyone wanting to cause any abrupt or sudden change in new or legacy industries.’

Carlos Muñoz, Founder, Volotea and Vueling Airlines
A truly compelling read for those who believe that the best evidence of corporate authenticity is brand consistency.’

Ana Busto, SVP, Brand and Communications, ENGIE




Disruptive Branding

How to win in times of change


Jacob Benbunan

Gabor Schreier

Benjamin Knapp


[image: Kogan Page (logo)]




Contents




	About the authors

	Acknowledgements

	Introduction: Why it is vital to explore disruptive branding

	01 Convergence and divergence: What change means for brands

	Introduction

	From local to global

	Convergence of consumer and producer

	Convergence of physical and digital

	Divergence: Stepping away from the competition

	In summary

	References





	02 What makes you tick: Define what drives your organization

	Introduction

	What is a brand strategy?

	Why do you need a brand strategy?

	Disruption: What happens when you don’t have a brand strategy?

	How to select the components of a great brand strategy

	How to define your brand idea

	How to make your brand strategy work long-term

	In summary

	References





	03 Strategy made visible: Bring your idea alive through design


	Introduction

	What does design touch?

	Design starts at the top

	Believe in the power of design

	Design disrupts

	Playing design catch-up

	How to design your brand

	Beware the three Ps: Process, politics and power

	In summary

	References





	04 Help your people to help you: Engage your employees


	Introduction

	Why internal engagement matters

	Internal engagement in the modern workplace

	How to engage staff with your brand

	The hallmarks of an effective engagement programme

	The phases and structure of a brand engagement programme

	Two initiatives we recommend

	In summary

	References





	05 A promise delivered: Shape the brand experience


	Introduction

	What is a ‘brand experience’?

	Why does experience matter?

	Brand experience vs customer experience

	Designing your brand experience

	Experience touchpoints

	Making your experience holistic

	Designing a brand experience: Best-in-class principles

	In summary

	References





	06 Prove it to succeed: Develop on-brand products and services


	Introduction

	There is no brand without product

	There is no product without brand

	How product and brand reinforce each other

	Launching new products

	Expanding the range: One brand for many products

	Ensuring the product is ‘on-brand’

	In summary

	References





	07 Building customer loyalty: Disrupt through great service


	Introduction

	Customer service doesn’t just help the brand: It is the brand

	Customer service as a disruptive tool

	Designing excellent customer service

	In summary

	References





	08 Your idea made physical: Create branded environments


	Introduction

	What are branded environments?

	Designing branded environments

	Designing branded environments: Key steps

	In summary

	References





	09 First impressions: Launch your disruptive brand


	Introduction

	Phase one: Pre-launch

	Phase two: Launch

	Phase three: Post-launch

	In summary

	Reference





	10 Measure, improve, repeat: Measure brand performance


	Introduction

	Why is it important to measure brand success?

	What to measure

	How to measure

	Measurement in practice

	What happens after measurement?

	In summary

	References





	11 Constant reinvention: Stay ahead in times of change


	Introduction

	Is a rebrand really necessary?

	How to change your brand

	In summary

	References





	Index






ABOUT THE AUTHORS


Jacob Benbunan
 Jacob Benbunan founded Saffron Brand Consultants with the late Wally Olins and is its Chairman and CEO. His clients include Vueling Airlines, Akzo Nobel, A1 Telekom Austria, ENGIE, Sodexo and Siemens. Before Saffron he was a principal at Wolff Olins, where he worked with brands including Orange, Repsol and Acciona.
 Gabor Schreier
 Gabor Schreier is Chief Creative Officer at Saffron, with responsibility for the creative teams across the business’s locations. He played a core part in consolidating Saffron into a leading international brand consultancy and has had an instrumental role in its work for A1 Telekom Austria, Gulf Air and YouTube. Previously he created identities for Daimler and Smart in Germany.

Benjamin Knapp
 Benjamin Knapp is Saffron’s Chief Growth Officer, driving corporate strategy and service development. His clients include Xing, the V&A, A1 Telekom Austria and Kyocera. Ben leads Saffron’s place branding practice and has worked on branding for a number of cities and countries including London, Vienna, Poland and Trinidad and Tobago.

About Saffron

Saffron Brand Consultants is a global brand consultancy founded in 2001 by Jacob Benbunan and Wally Olins. We believe that brand is a means to an end and can harness the change companies face. With the global experience and stamina to guide clients through new and often disruptive realities, Saffron’s team of strategists, designers and programme managers ensure brand delivers at every part of an organization. From brand idea to visual identity, from employer brand to experience design, Saffron makes brand work.



Acknowledgements


Writing this book has been a journey that has involved the efforts and dedication of many people.

We would like to thank all of our colleagues at Saffron, both past and present, for their help and dedication in shaping our ideas on the discipline. We would also like to thank the many clients we have worked with over the years – without them there would be no brand book at all. Our special thanks go to the V&A, BQ, Vueling, Rostelecom, Voith and A1 for generously agreeing to appear in our case studies and for their contributions to the content.

In writing this book, we have benefited from the expertise and manpower of many colleagues. Our particular thanks go to Fernando Ortiz Ehmann, Charlotte Black, Adrian Pring, Silke Lampka, Amanda Calvo, Cristina Domecq, Isabel Rubio, Michèle Richner, Rose Robertson, Jo Kassis, Miren Martínez, Matt Atchinson and Andrew Harb, who have all contributed their time and effort to making this book possible. Our thanks also go to Emma Daniels who stepped in at the final hour to help us make it over the finish line and to Tom Bourke and David Angulo for their work on designing the diagrams.

We would especially like to thank Carolina Aishemberg for her unwavering dedication in ensuring that the moving parts of writing and editing a book worked impeccably and for putting in the many hours required to ensure this book saw the light of day.

Most of all, we want to thank Claire Huxley. Without her tireless efforts it would have been simply impossible for you to be holding this book in your hands. Claire read, edited and reread our drafts and helped make the final version a smooth read. She made it possible for a Spaniard, a German and an Austrian to write a book together in three different cities and to sound as good as we’ve never done before.

Last but not least, we want to say thank you to our families for their support and understanding during the long hours we spent researching, writing and editing.



To our wives, Ana, Joanna and Susana




Introduction

Why it is vital to explore disruptive branding


From London to Shanghai, Paris to São Paulo and Istanbul to Lagos, businesses and industries are experiencing seismic changes in the way they work. New challenger brands are appearing, apparently overnight, rewriting the rules of industry and reaping impressive market capitalizations. In their wake they leave disoriented boardrooms and executives – not quite sure what happened, how they could have prepared and whether their company will survive in the new landscape. Whether transport, entertainment, hospitality, photography, energy or retail, it seems that no one is safe from the pull of disruption. Every brand now falls into one of two categories: the disruptors or the disrupted.

While disruption may only recently have reached the radar of the general public, the concept dates back a long way. As early as the 1950s Joseph Schumpeter spoke about the ‘gale of creative destruction’, a term that described the ‘process of industrial mutation that incessantly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, incessantly destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one’.

Then in the 1990s Jean-Marie Dru, Chairman of advertising group TBWA, coined the French term stratégie de rupture to describe the innovative strategies he and his colleagues had to develop in response to clients that had brands in trouble. As Dru describes, the term tended to have negative connotations. ‘It was employed to describe something that was problematic or even calamitous, like an earthquake or an epidemic’ (Dru, 2015).

In 1995, American academic and business consultant Clayton Christensen came up with a theory he called Disruptive Innovation, which strove to capture the relationship between new challenger start-ups and more established businesses. Christensen defined disruptive innovation as ‘a process by which a product or service takes root initially in simple applications at the bottom of a market and then relentlessly moves up market, eventually displacing established competitors’ (Christensen, 1997). The idea gained traction in the business world, with its romantic framing of start-ups as a kind of David against the Goliath of established companies.

This tends to be the idea that journalists write about in headlines about every new start-up on the block. Therefore, this is also how most of us have come to view disruption. The story of disruption has become one of geeks working out of garages in Silicon Valley putting fear into the hearts of out-of-touch corporate fat cats. It is the domain of tech-savvy start-ups and the scourge of big business. It is something that small, daring companies do, and that all other businesses must try to either protect themselves from or simply avoid. Expensive advisors come up with strategies akin to building a castle with a deep moat; they speak of battening down the hatches and waiting out the storm.

We disagree both with this protectionist approach and with its polarizing definition of disruption. Disruption is not something to be hidden from, to protect against or wait out. It is not a wave that only start-ups can ride to fame and fortune and established businesses are forbidden or unable to capitalize upon. Disruption as a principle is much older than any of the descriptions given above. It has been at work in human history, certainly economic history, for many hundreds if not thousands of years. It has brought us industrial revolutions, amongst many other big steps forward. For businesses, disruption should not be an end goal, but a mindset that is used to examine and improve what the business does and how it does it. It is the act of changing perspective, thinking differently, and finding a better way. It is an attitude of creativity, agility and innovation that all brands, no matter how big or small, young or old, should strive to incorporate into their business.

The diverse audiences of brands today are more connected, more informed and more empowered than ever before. At the same time, they also have more choices than any other generation. In order to survive – and thrive – in this environment, brands have to be prepared to continually push themselves to deliver the best possible experience for their audiences, even if this sometimes means changing in leaps and bounds. In other words, they need to learn to think and act disruptively about their own brand. They should ensure that everyone inside the organization, especially if it’s a big and established one, is prepared to question what has come before and engage in the hard work to improve an already successful brand – in how it speaks, how it is designed and how its audiences can experience it. If they don’t, they can be sure that a competitor will.

Jean-Marie Dru wrote:


When it comes to defining Disruption from an academic perspective, we recommend not using the definition that refers to start-ups. It is too narrow… there is Disruption each time people do not think in a gradual, incremental, linear way. Each time they make strategic leaps. And this can happen at any level. You can imagine a disruptive product, a disruptive business model, a disruptive marketing plan, a disruptive communications strategy.



For Dru, disruption is a catalyst of imagination, an alternative to the uniform way of thinking, an agent for change, an accelerator of anticipation. To be disruptive is to break the rules and shake the market.

In other words, disruption is a byword for innovation and creativity. These are tools used not only to build disruptive businesses, but also their brands. A disruptive mindset in branding means taking the attitude and practice of disruption and applying it to brand creation and management. It means challenging the notion that brand refers only to visual identity and marketing communications. Harnessing brand in a disruptive way means understanding that every part of a business needs to be ‘on-brand’ – from products to customer service, from physical and digital retail to internal engagement. To create a truly disruptive brand, organizations need to be authentic to their corporate history and ethos, relevant to their audiences and differentiated from their competition.


For an insight into what this can look like, let’s consider three of the world’s leading disruptive brands.

From its beginnings in 1976 to its valuation as the world’s most valuable company in 2018, Apple has always adopted a restless and fearless attitude towards innovation and change. In fact, it’s fair to say that Apple has been disrupting for over four decades. From the Macintosh computer to the iPhone, from the iPod to the Apple Watch, Apple has built its brand on taking existing technologies and disrupting a market by making the technology simpler, more human and friendlier than anyone else could. This willingness to develop new things and question the existing is part of what sets Apple apart. It forgets the rules and redefines the problem in a way that is true to its own creative spirit. When the reference in computers was International Business Machines, Apple named its business after a piece of fruit. When everyone else built beige boxes, Apple created beautiful objects that people proudly put on top of, not underneath, their desks. Apple brought the spirit of disruption to its business and to its brand.

From humble beginnings as a DVD-by-mail service in the 1990s, Netflix has grown into one of the world’s leading entertainment brands. But how? What stopped Netflix from going the way of Blockbuster? The answer lay in its attitude towards change. Instead of burying its head in the sand in the face of broadband’s ability to deliver high-quality on-demand movies into the home, Netflix set about embracing digital delivery of content with open arms. It found a way to evolve, while remaining true to what the brand had stood for in the first place. This attitude has served Netflix well; in 2018 the platform reached 130 million customers worldwide. It has also positioned the brand to extend in other directions, including the world of original content, with considerable success – in 2016 Netflix-produced content won 54 Emmy nominations – making it a serious challenger to established film studios. By evolving in order to stay relevant, Netflix has not only avoided disruption, it has become a disruptor itself.


SpaceX has disrupted the spaceflight industry. While the beginnings, with many failed launches, were not promising, things started changing in 2009. That year, SpaceX’s Falcon 1 became the first privately developed liquid fuel rocket to deliver a commercial satellite to Earth orbit. After that, the achievements kept on coming. Over the years SpaceX has made history by innovating in an industry that was previously accessible only to the governments of powerful and wealthy nations. Not only has SpaceX been able to reach the same level of knowledge as heavily financed state-owned agencies, it has also differentiated itself by developing completely new technologies, such as rockets that can return to Earth so their parts can be reused. Its achievements in product design are now threatening to drive the price of satellite launches dramatically down. This could result in a considerable competitive advantage and open the door for companies that could not previously afford such services. The willingness and ability to question received wisdom on how spaceflight worked, what paradigms it was built on, have made SpaceX an important player in the industry in a very short time. It has built a reputation, a brand, on the ability to look again and think again – to put into action a powerful conviction that another way was possible and even better.

What do Apple, Netflix and SpaceX all have in common? One answer is great products. But this is not the sole cause of their success; after all, Apple did not invent the smartphone, and Netflix certainly wasn’t the first company to rent out films by post or online. Rather, the common thread connecting these companies lies in their willingness to engage with disruption and to think in radical ways about the ways they can improve and evolve – including their brand. Whether they provide entertainment or create tools for the world’s thinkers and makers, their decisions are always propelled by what their brand stands for.

In this book we share the most important insights that we have gathered from several decades of working closely with some of the world’s most disruptive brands. We will show how every business can design its brand using disruptive thought and action. We’ll show how when disruptive branding becomes a lens through which a business is examined and purposefully designed, multi-channel experiences, more innovative services and a powerful internal culture become possible. Over the course of the following 11 chapters, we’ll share how to position your brand to compete with disruptive challengers – and to challenge and disrupt yourself.

In Chapter 1, we consider what it means to be a brand today. We look at the many changes currently taking place in the world from globalization and the rise of the internet to the explosion of choice in every industry. We consider the many converging and diverging forces influencing brands today, identify potential ways in which these changes can threaten brands, but also what opportunities they present. We explain the key ways that brands can ensure they remain relevant in the face of such upheaval and how they can embrace disruptive thinking to avoid being disrupted themselves.

Chapter 2 discusses the importance of brand strategy as part of creating a disruptive brand. We examine the three components of a strong brand strategy: what a company does, how it goes about doing it and why it is different to all other companies that do the same or something similar. We look at the ways that this strategy should influence everything a brand does – from the environments it designs to the customer service it offers. We show how a well-defined brand strategy can help an organization overcome challenges and grow, position themselves as leaders and successfully translate it in everything they do.

In Chapter 3, we turn our attention to design. We show how it is used to bring a brand’s strategy to life and that design is much more than a logo or a colour scheme – it is one of the most powerful tools available when expressing a brand for global audiences. We discuss design as the vehicle to make a brand’s strategy tangible across all touchpoints. We underline its relevance and importance on the inside of your organization and the contribution design makes to your employer brand. To emphasize the impact that design can make, we look at brands that have embraced design and used it to give themselves a considerable advantage in today’s competitive world. Finally, we detail the steps to follow in order to ensure that great design is implemented at every level of your organization.

Chapter 4 discusses the importance of internal engagement when it comes to building and maintaining a strong brand. We show that for a brand to be effective with external audiences, it must first be lived internally. We show how an employer brand helps your organization appeal to fresh talent and motivate current employees to jointly deliver their best work. We offer some practical tips for how to build an effective internal engagement programme based on mapping the employee journey from the day they join the organization through to the day they leave.

In Chapter 5, we take the principles we have learned so far and consider how they shape the way that audiences experience a brand. We explain how brand experience relates to the ways in which an individual perceives their interaction with a brand. We go into the four core aspects of a brand’s experience as product, behaviours, environments and systems to show how each of these components needs to be combined to deliver on the brand promise made to audiences. We explain the importance of experience in shaping the long-term perceptions of a brand, and how an inauthentic or disjointed experience can pose serious problems for a brand as it grows.

Chapter 6 focuses in detail on the importance of on-brand products and services. We discuss the mutually dependent relationship between product and brand, and the way that each shapes and reinforces the other. We look at the steps that brands need to take in order to successfully launch new products and the best ways to manage a portfolio of products and services. Next, we give some examples of organizations that have successfully expanded and diversified their offerings and how they have ensured that their brand is kept at the forefront of everything they do.

In Chapter 7, we consider another fundamental element of building a disruptive brand: customer service. We talk about how, in times of increased choice and transparency, the way that staff and systems serve customers is fast becoming one of the most important ways to differentiate and promote a brand. We look at examples of industries where customer service is changing the way customers buy, and we show how businesses that have historically neglected customer service are now facing threats from brands that are incorporating it as a core part of their model. We explain the core elements of on-brand customer service and give insights on how to make it a hallmark of your brand.


Chapter 8 examines the ways that brand is expressed through physical spaces both inside and outside a business. Ranging from the workplace to the retail space, we explain how brand is as important inside an organization as it is outside, and how this translates to the environments where staff work and external audiences experience the brand.

In Chapter 9, we discuss all of the essential steps of launching a brand. We examine three phases – pre-launch, launch and post-launch – and detail each of the necessary actions that are needed in order to make the most of a brand’s moment in the spotlight. These include both internal and external considerations. First, we look at the importance of aligning everybody in an organization with the changes made to the brand and including them in the launch in order to cultivate a sense of ownership. Then, we show the ways in which an organization should prepare in order to share its brand with external audiences. We give tips on how to leverage media and events to make as much impact as possible.

Chapter 10 talks about the importance of measuring how well the efforts being made in disruptive branding are working. To establish how KPIs can help ensure that a brand continues to perform and thrive in the long term. We talk about what measurement can do to help a brand succeed and which metrics it can measure in order to understand its performance. We then discuss the methods of data collection and the steps that need to be taken after measurement.

In Chapter 11, we talk about how disruptive branding never stops but is an approach based on constant (r)evolution. We examine the tell-tale indications that a brand is not performing as it should and offer advice on how to get a brand back on track. We also look at some of the core moments in a brand’s life cycle where change will automatically need to be considered. We look at some examples of brands that have had to start over in some capacity, whether that means completely from scratch or making some smaller changes. Through these insights, we show how to embrace change and help your brand evolve in step with society.

Disruption is a very real force in business. Consider that only 50 per cent of companies that were part of the Dow Jones Index in 1995 are still part of the index at the time of writing in 2018. We truly believe that brands are not inevitably subject to disruption, that they can in fact disrupt themselves before someone else does it to them. By approaching the following chapters either in order or going straight to those subjects most on your mind, you will gain an understanding of how the disruptive approach to branding can serve your business. By adopting some of the approaches we describe in this book, we are confident that your brand will be amongst the disruptors rather than the disrupted.
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Convergence and divergence

What change means for brands


Introduction

The world is changing. The fourth industrial revolution has fundamentally altered how we live, think, work and relate to one another. Technology is transforming every area of our lives. The way we shop, the way we learn, even the way we find love. There are now more SIM cards on the planet than people, with 7.8 billion counted in 2017. Breakthroughs that had long seemed to be the stuff of science fiction are now (sometimes literally) just around the corner, from drones to self-driving cars. At the same time, the world is getting smaller. Increased mobility and the fast-paced flow of goods, people and ideas has meant that the concept of ‘local’ has changed. Brands that operate in just one country are becoming the exception. The rise of social media and the fact that everyone has a platform has meant the boundaries between brands and consumers have blurred.

In other words, we are at the dawn of a world where all points converge: digital into physical, consumer into producer, global into local. What was once separated into silos is now integrated, comprehensive and seamless. This revolution is taking place at a truly breakneck speed.

But what does this mean for brands? Forces of Convergence and Divergence act upon the world in which brands operate and brands that wish to disrupt or ensure they aren’t disrupted must be conscious of these forces – even master some of them. This changing landscape and the intense competition put brands in a position of having to converge or diverge to survive.


The result of these shifting sands is that brands now operate in a much-changed context compared to that in which they were invented. Saffron’s co-founder Wally Olins described this best in his 2004 book On Brand, explaining that brands originally emerged as signs of product quality and barely existed outside of packaging:


Once upon a time brands were simple household goods – soap, tea, washing powder, shoe polish, boring everyday products that were used up and replaced. The brand was a symbol of consistency. At a time of product adulteration, unreliable performance and variable pricing, it stood for standard quality, quantity and price. The brand’s image projected and sustained the product.



SOURCE Olins, 2004

Today, of course, much of this has changed. Brands are now used not only to express standardized quality but to express the authenticity, the relevance and differentiation of entire organizations. Where the product was once the only proof point of a brand, it is today only one of many. Where there was previously limited and mostly local competition for a brand, it is today endless and global in origin. Where previously they were limited mainly to the FMCG sector, brands are now used universally, even for highly complicated and niche B2B businesses, all manner of service businesses, even for nations and cities. They also need to perform across a dizzying array of touchpoints, and in more countries and cultures than ever before.

Brands that can keep abreast of these rapid changes and harness them for their own gain stand to reap the rewards by disrupting the markets they compete in, while those that struggle are likely to be disrupted themselves. This chapter will demonstrate some of the ways that your brand can navigate change, whether by enhancing your current offering or creating something completely new.

From local to global

We live in a global village. From Chile to China, the United States to Ukraine, Nigeria to the Netherlands, brands are increasingly becoming a reference point that we can all share and understand. Whether it’s our bank, our mobile phone or our sports shoes, certain brands have succeeded in permeating almost every continent on Earth. Often, this is made possible by a brand’s willingness to adapt to its surroundings. In other words, to think globally and act locally.

The convergence of local and global is most obvious in food brands. In the 20th century, we saw US food and restaurant brands spread beyond the general stores and main streets of their homes and lay down roots all over the world. In the 21st century, we are seeing these brands do their utmost to localize in their new locations and tweak their offering to appeal to the tastes and loyalties of a local market. This localization can refer to the product itself, the brand’s environments or even their communications campaigns. When Starbucks opens a branch in a 19th-century Kyoto tea house, or Coca-Cola hands out branded headdresses at Rio de Janeiro’s Carnava
l, they are both demonstrating a commitment to localization. The core ideas and commitments of their brand have not changed: Starbucks is still providing a ‘third place’ where customers can spend time over coffee and Coca-Cola is bringing people together through moments of happiness. But, the expression of these concepts has been tailored to suit the audience.

Another example is McDonald’s. Once a paragon of standardization and basing its business success on replicating a tightly controlled system across the United States and then the world, America’s biggest burger joint is today one of the best examples of a brand that has successfully mastered the convergence of local and global. As McDonald’s has become more global, it has also become increasingly local in its approach. The iconic burger chain was founded in 1940 by Dick and Mac McDonald in California, USA and since then it has spread all over the world: as of 2018, it operated around 36,900 restaurants in 101 countries worldwide.

As McDonald’s has grown, it has always been aware of the benefits of localization, adapting its offering based on local tastes and needs. This was evident as early as 1963, when they introduced the ‘Filet-of-Fish’ sandwich in its Cincinnati restaurants in order to cater to the area’s Catholics who did not eat meat on Friday (Cain, 2018).

As McDonald’s has expanded internationally, this strategy has remained. When in 2014 McDonald’s found itself struggling in large foreign markets like Russia and China, they cited a failure to localize correctly as a key problem. At the time, CEO Don Thompson said:



The reality is we haven’t been changing at the same rate as our customers. So we’re changing and we’re changing aggressively. The key to our success will be our ability to deliver a more relevant experience. We have listened to our customers and we better understand what their future experience should look like – personalized, local, a contemporary and inviting atmosphere and choices on how they order, what they order and how they’re served.




SOURCE Kelso, 2014

Fast forward to the present day, and McDonald’s menu localization has been repeatedly reiterated as a core tenet of their renewed global success. In China, chicken nuggets are replaced by ones of tofu and fish. In Chile, avocado purée outsells ketchup and barbecue sauce. In India, the Big Mac is absent from menus, but the vegetarian Maharaja burger is hugely popular in its place. This localization strategy seems to have worked: in 2018, McDonald’s reported their best comparable sales performance in six years and a positive sales performance across the globe.

While localization is certainly a necessity for some brands, it is worth noting that it is not always essential. One brand that has managed to stay essentially the same regardless of its market is HSBC. By positioning itself as ‘The world’s local bank’ it is able to blend in wherever it goes, its brand standing for service and a welcoming, if neutral, cosmopolitanism.

To avoid being disrupted by the convergence of global and local, brands need to be clear on what they stand for (see Chapter 2 on developing your brand idea). Whether their mission is to sell fast food, or be the world’s local bank, a brand needs to have a clear Brand Idea which they can then execute flexibly (McDonald’s) or monolithically (HSBC) across their touchpoints.

Convergence of consumer and producer

Another force of convergence that can disrupt brands is the changing role of consumers. Historically, customers wishing to engage with a brand used to have few options. They might send a letter to the brand’s customer service department, or perhaps apply for a job there, but beyond that there were few other options to ‘go behind the scenes’. Today, the advent of social networks has meant that anyone and everyone can have a platform and contact is free, easy and instantaneous. This has allowed people to interact with brands as never before, providing feedback and sometimes even shaping brands’ directions.

To describe this phenomenon, US futurist Alvin Toffler coined the term ‘prosumer’ in his 1980 book The Third Wave (Toffler, 1980). A prosumer is a person who both produces and consumes a product. In some cases, the word ‘produce’ is literal; in social networks, for example, the user also produces the content which is the product that people come to see. This is especially true of YouTube, for example. In many cases, however, the word ‘produce’ can be interpreted in a slightly less literal way. While consumers do not physically manufacture a product themselves, their input can still play a key role in its creation and promotion.

One example of this is the rise of the ‘influencer’, a prosumer who helps market and create value for brands by sharing their personal experiences of using a product or service on social media. Platforms such as YouTube and Instagram have proved fertile ground for this kind of activity – users start sharing their experiences organically, speak candidly about their love (or otherwise) of specific products. Influencers can make videos around anything, but the trend is especially popular in fashion, beauty, tech and travel. Over time, some of these vloggers and micro-bloggers will attract a large following, causing brands to start approaching them directly for paid partnerships. The do-it-yourself and (supposedly) rough-and-ready nature of social media implies a level of authenticity that glossy magazine advertising lacks, meaning that these endorsements can be extremely effective for brands.

Another way that consumers can become prosumers is by simply raising their voice to express their opinions. The blurring boundary between consumers and brands has given the former more power than ever before to effect change – and disrupt brands as a result. They have endless choice and can vote with their feet. Just as prosumers can use social media to advocate for a brand, they can do the same thing to advocate against it. Whereas protesting against a brand’s actions was once an arduous process involving phone calls and snail mail, it is now fast and simple with an infinitely wider reach. Brands once might have felt they could ignore an individual’s letters without worry; now, an unanswered tweet has the potential to snowball into an avalanche and cause lasting damage to unprepared brands.

An early but high-profile example of this came in 2010, when social media was still in its relative infancy. And it concerned US clothing chain Gap’s logo.

For over two decades, Gap’s logo had consisted of white serif capitals on a dark blue square. Then, in 2010 they launched a new logo, consisting of a new design featuring a sentence case sans serif with blue square motif (Figure 1.1).




Figure 1.1 Original Gap logo (left) and the 2010 update (right)







The change was met with a divided online response, with many commentators mourning the loss of the much-loved original logo and querying the value of the new one. CNNMoney described the customer response as a ‘backlash’, adding:


A new logo is a gamble. It can brighten up a company’s image – or enrage loyal customers. The Gap learned that lesson the hard way […] Since the logo’s debut on Monday, Gap customers have been storming social media sites like Facebook and Twitter to tell friends – and the company – just how they feel about the new logo…




SOURCE Ellis, 2010

The feeling was clear. Gap customers were disappointed with the logo and were using their voices, amplified by social media, to urge Gap to reconsider. And it turned out that Gap was listening. Less than a week after launching the new logo, Gap’s then brand president Marka Hansen released the following statement:


Since we rolled out an updated version of our logo last week on our website, we’ve seen an outpouring of comments from customers and the online community in support of the iconic blue box logo. […] At Gap brand, our customers have always come first. We’ve been listening to and watching all of the comments this past week. We heard them say over and over again they are passionate about our blue box logo, and they want it back. So we’ve made the decision to do just that – we will bring it back across all channels.




SOURCE Hampp, 2010

In this instance, Gap decided that it was willing to absorb the cost of scrapping the new logo – if it meant keeping its customers on board.

In the years since the Gap debacle, this push and pull has become a fairly frequent occurrence in the world of brands; whether it means dropping an advert that causes offence or changing the way an item is packaged to reduce waste, brands are now more likely to listen to consumer comments than before.

The trend of prosumers demonstrates how power in society is shifting. Whereas consumers were once passive with little or no choice, they are now ultra-active at the driving seat of a consumer-centric highly competitive world, with the power to disrupt established brands. This can also be said of brands that exist outside of the commercial sphere. In the political and civic sphere, new technologies have enabled citizens to engage with governments and institutions to an unprecedented extent. This arguably began with the sharing of information during the Arab Spring and has since evolved to encompass virtual messaging, WikiLeaks and grassroots movements, impacting political situations all over the world, from Donald Trump’s election to the Catalan independence movement. In this sense, the everyday person is no longer voiceless or passive. They have the power to demand, instigate and propagate change.

Brands, therefore, be they companies, institutions or governments, have moved from being ‘black boxes’ to being ‘crystal boxes’. Transparency and honesty are demanded and the reaction to those who fail can be merciless. The most successful brands are able to harness the benefits of the new prosumers and use social channels to make customers an important part of their value creation. Those that are unable to adjust accordingly are in serious danger of being disrupted.

Convergence of physical and digital

Another example of how convergence can affect brands is in the merging of physical and digital. Since the advent of the internet, businesses have tended to see their online and physical stores as separate entities. However, now that digitally connected devices are everywhere, all the time, this approach is no longer sustainable. Brands that were created in a physical-first world need to be able to thrive in a world where digital permeates throughout the physical. Those that fail to do so may see their fortunes flounder.

The early noughties doomsayer view that the internet would kill physical shops has not proved to be entirely true. What we have seen instead is that many people still prefer to visit physical stores and purchase items themselves, but that these shopping trips are regularly influenced by online behaviour. Research by Deloitte in 2017 found that digital interactions influence 56 cents of every dollar spent in brick-and-mortar stores (Simpson et al, 2016). The age-old act of ‘window-shopping’ has been digitalized; consumers now spend time researching products and prices online before heading out to a physical store to actually make a transaction.

This is especially true of products where customers want to try the look, feel and fit of an item – clothing, for example – or when the experience of purchasing is itself part of the draw – luxury handbags or perfumes. The savviest brands have already adapted to this new way of shopping. It is now fairly common for clothing websites to feature real-time inventories of stock in their physical stores; a customer looking for shoes can discover which stores stock their size, what colours are available and exactly how many are left in stock, all by browsing on the brand’s website. As a result, those that fail to offer this service look archaic in comparison.


The convergence of digital and physical is also having an impact on the shop floor. US DIY chain Home Depot’s website offers the technology to locate the precise location of the product within the store, down to the very section of the aisle. This helps customers to save time as they move around the stores, which are large, and gives staff the time to focus on fulfilling other duties beyond directing customers to products.

The convergence of digital and physical is not just changing the way bricks-and-mortar stores operate. It is also achieving the reverse effect. Some businesses that have always been online-only are starting to trial the use of physical presences. Consider the trajectory of Amazon Books. More than 30 years after Amazon was founded as an online-only way to sell books – a then radical decision that ultimately ushered in the age of online retail – the company launched a new sub-brand tasked with establishing a physical foothold in book selling.

Amazon Books’ stores draw upon Amazon’s vast swathes of customer data, gleaned over the past few decades from its website, to enhance the physical retail experience. Displays are curated according to customer activity on Amazon.com, with sections such as Books with More Than 10,000 Reviews on Amazon, Highly Rated, 4.8 Stars & Above, and even Page Turners: Books Kindle Readers Finish in 3 Days or Less.

Jennifer Cast, vice president of Amazon Books, explained this strategy in an interview with Business Insider in 2017: ‘In today’s world, when you know what you want you can easily go online and buy it. With a physical store, our mission is to be a great place to discover books’ (McMahon, 2017).

Although the cynics may find amusement in the idea of Amazon reinventing the very bookstores it has been blamed for wiping out, it is hard to deny the savvy behind its decisions to incorporate data at every turn. Because of digital-first companies like Amazon, an entire generation has grown up expecting personalized, optimized experiences. In employing the digital principles of user experience (UX) to shape physical experiences, Amazon is ahead of the curve.

In an age of multi-touchpoints, the view that UX only applies to the online world is a myopic one. The International Standard on Ergonomics of Human–System Interaction, published in 2010, defines user experience as a ‘person’s perceptions and responses that result from the use or anticipated use of a product, system or service’ (ISO, 2010). The ISO also lists three factors that influence user experience: system, user and context. In a world of convergence, restricting UX to computer, tablet or smartphone devices is misguided. A consistent and homogeneous UX across all touchpoints is a key part of building a brand.

Where previously, different channels of sales and customer service could be handled independently, they now need to be managed as one all-encompassing channel. This means treating all interactions under one umbrella, whether they are bricks-and-mortar or online. A seamless experience is the minimum requirement, truly disruptive brands will bring out the best of each channel and use it to support others. We will spend more time considering experience in depth in Chapter 5.

At the same time, brands must not get lost within or become overly dependent on any one technology. This is because technology is changing all of the time, as are customer perceptions. A brand that puts all of its emphasis on a single channel or technological fad may soon find themselves in trouble.

Arguably, one example of this is Snapchat. The photo-sharing social network was founded in 2011 and proved wildly popular with teenagers and young adults in the years that followed. By 2016, the app had hit 10 billion daily video views and in May 2016 the brand announced that it had raised $1.81 billion in funding. Two years later, however, Snapchat’s future was starting to look less clear.

The first quarter of 2018 was Snapchat’s worst ever in terms of growth, with a rate of just 2.13 per cent – compared to 5.05 per cent in Q4 of 2017. This performance was accompanied by waning interest among current users. This came to a head in early 2018, when celebrity and teen idol Kylie Jenner tweeted ‘sooo does anyone else not open Snapchat anymore? Or is it just me’ to her 24 million followers. Shares of the app’s parent company Snap Inc dropped by 6 per cent, representing a $1.3 billion drop in market value (BBC, 2018).

So what was Snapchat getting wrong? What was causing them to lose relevance? The truth is that their problems ran deeper than a celebrity’s scepticism. Snapchat’s edge had always come from its two main features: firstly, the ability to send images that would disappear almost immediately after they were opened; and, secondly, the photo frames or filters that changed the way your face appeared. These two elements were the very crux of their offering and the main point of difference from other social networks. However, in 2016 Snapchat’s competitors started to close the gap. Instagram released their Stories feature, which allowed users to post photos that disappeared after 24 hours. Facebook followed by integrating a similar function into their Messenger app, including the face filters that had made Snapchat so popular. To quote Wired magazine:


This was a multi-front war. By adopting all of Snapchat’s features in different parts of its empire, Facebook and Instagram could slow Snapchat’s growth. Hundreds of millions of people use Facebook and Instagram but don’t use Snapchat. If they started enjoying silly Facebook lenses or recognized the appeal of impermanent Instagram Stories, they might never bother downloading Snapchat.




SOURCE Gallagher, 2018

The hypothesis is this: Facebook and Instagram had an advantage because they already had a large user-base that would benefit from the added features, without relying on them. Snapchat, on the other hand, would struggle to compete with all the extra features that Instagram and Facebook offered.

Facebook’s actions were very much in line with their wider business strategy. This attitude of changing and always looking at what the competition is doing when designing new features is ingrained in Facebook’s culture. In 2012, company CEO Mark Zuckerberg issued a note to all Facebook employees where he outlined the need to keep diversifying.


If we don’t create the thing that kills Facebook, someone else will. ‘Embracing change’ isn’t enough. It has to be so hardwired into who we are that even talking about it seems redundant. The internet is not a friendly place. Things that don’t stay relevant don’t even get the luxury of leaving ruins. They disappear.




SOURCE Martinez, 2016

It is important to note that ‘staying relevant’ doesn’t mean changing who you are or what you stand for. It does, however, mean finding a way to express it that remains differentiating and relevant. The interesting thing about Snapchat is that their core idea is clear and strong – the app was designed to provide an alternative to the dauntingly permanent nature of our internet activity. In a 2013 blog post, Snap Inc sociologist and social media theorist Nathan Jurgenson laid out the company’s core vision of allowing people to use social media and be themselves without feeling weighed down by the record they leave behind – whether that’s for fear of embarrassing themselves or because they want to feel free to evolve and change. Snapchat, Nathan Jurgenson wrote, was a way of embracing this live-in-the-moment ethos: ‘One thing ephemeral media like Snapchat does is change our everyday vision from using social media to focus on a series of future pasts to embracing the present for its own sake’ (Jurgenson, 2013).

The idea is actually an excellent one. It stands out in a hyper-curated, filtered social media landscape, and we would argue that it has real disruptive potential – if harnessed in the right way. Snapchat’s challenge is to find a long-term way to express and deliver on the idea without relying too much on a single feature or form of technology. It needs to remain relevant, regardless of the latest fad.

Brands that become overly reliant on a single area of technology leave themselves open for disruption from the competition. For brands to stay immune to fluctuations in the market and in consumer habits, they need to be clear on what they stand for and ensure their offering is delivered in a channel- and platform-agnostic way. New technologies should not be seen as an end, but as a means in order to fulfil a brand’s promise. Innovations should be linked to a wider mission or core brand idea.

Divergence: Stepping away from the competition

So far we have looked at how the convergence of different forces has changed the landscape for brands, and the steps that brands have taken to stay ahead of the curve. However, another element to consider is the way brands sometimes decide to diverge completely from what their competition is doing. While this can be a risky decision, it can reap some considerable rewards.

One brand that built its existence on being different from the competition is camera company GoPro. GoPro was founded in 2002 by Nick Woodman, an avid surfer, skier and sportsman who wanted a better way to film himself and his friends surfing. He had been frustrated by the poor quality of amateur cameras when it came to action shots, but also found the cost and size of professional cameras to be prohibitive. He needed a high-quality camera that was waterproof, shockproof and mobile. Therefore, at a time when everyone else in the camera industry was creating increasingly large, feature-packed devices, GoPro decided to diverge completely, focusing purely on a small, simple camera that offered just a couple of functions.

Nearly three decades later, GoPro has not changed. Instead of offering lots of different types of camera, it offers a single core product, which the consumer can buy in a handful of data sizes. Thus, GoPro allows their concept to shine through, uncluttered and undiluted: they have positioned themselves as the option for adventurers, explorers and sportspeople. In this way, they have completely differentiated themselves from their competition. GoPro customers are motivated by doing the activity and then filming it, as opposed to watching from the side-lines.

In summary

Brands today are living in times of dramatic change. Forces of convergence are affecting all areas of our lives, from the way we shop to the way we communicate with brands. At the same time, brands are learning that building powerful, authentic, relevant and memorable experiences, no matter the medium, is the formula to success. Brands cannot ignore these changes; instead, they need to find ways to respond and master the situation. This can be through accepting convergence, or by diverging to offer something completely new.



Checklist

The forces of change and what they mean for brands


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Brands must be authentic, relevant and differentiating in order to disrupt.



	
Brand is not limited to commercial products. Everything is a brand today.



	
Brands today need to consider how they act both globally and locally.



	
Consumers are now becoming ‘prosumers’, with the power to criticize brands and demand change.



	
Lines between physical and digital are blurring. Brands need to be channel- and technology-agnostic to avoid disruption.








CASE STUDY How Nintendo achieved success by merging physical and digital
 

Understanding the brand

Founded over a century ago in Kyoto by Fusajiro Yamauchi, Nintendo has evolved to become one of the largest multinational companies in the video game market.

Although they are now known the world over for their consoles and associated game franchises, Nintendo’s origins long pre-date the virtual world. In 1889, artisan Fusajiro Yamauchi opened a store to sell Hanafunda decks, a popular Japanese playing card. Soon, he decided to expand the business and began making and commercializing western cards as well. Business grew over the next decades.

In the 1950s, Hiroshi Yamauchi, Nintendo’s third president and CEO at the time, saw a clear business opportunity in Walt Disney, which was growing strongly in the United States. What he saw is that he could begin creating cards aimed at children, using famous Disney characters. It became Nintendo’s next huge success.

With growing profits, Yamauchi began new lines of business. The first step was the creation of board games. Although business was going well and Nintendo had managed to diversify beyond the world of playing cards, it was still far from becoming a big competitor in the world of toys. One of the ways Nintendo decided to tackle this was by incorporating electronic elements into their products. This would prove to be a winning strategy and set the path for Nintendo’s future.

In the summer of 1972, the company Magnavox released the first video game console and called it Odyssey. The famous Pong immediately became the game that everyone wanted to have.


The Japanese market did not want to be left out of this phenomenon. Starting in 1973, companies like Sega or Taito produced their own versions. Nintendo took a little longer to join the new video game trend. In 1977, they launched the Colour TV Game together with Mitsubishi, which offered more game variants, was the first game to be in colour, and had a very attractive price.

During the 1980s, Nintendo continued to compete and prosper with their products which became very well known, starting with the Famicom and NES console, to the Game Boy and the development of their own games such as Zelda, Super Mario or Donkey Kong to help sell consoles. These games and characters became strong, successful sub-brands in their own right – today some of the biggest gaming franchises in the world.

In the early 1990s, Sony launched its first console, the PlayStation. One of its main features was that Sony’s games used the CD-ROM format instead of the traditional cartridges that Nintendo relied on. Around this time Nintendo slowly began to shed market share. The conservative position that the company took meant that only games made exclusively by them worked on their consoles, while Sony allowed other developers to produce games for PlayStation – as well as allowing users to watch videos and listen to music using CD technology. Nintendo’s sales declined and, on 31 May 2002, Hiroshi Yamauchi, once responsible for Nintendo’s transformation and rise to the top, resigned from his position as CEO of the company.

The challenge

After Yamauchi’s resignation, Satoru Iwata, a Nintendo games developer, took control of the company. The video game market had become even more competitive, with Sony no longer the only one to beat; Microsoft had entered the arena with its successful Xbox. The battle was now with two giants that were seeking to take over the market.

Iwata quickly realized that Nintendo could never succeed by pursuing a strategy of direct competition; Microsoft and Sony had won too much market share, and had more capital to produce more powerful consoles with exclusive games. He decided to go down the road of divergence and try a different solution: create a new experience and address a different audience.

The solution

Iwata wanted to rewrite the rule book. Instead of competing to attract the attention of the traditional ‘gamer’, he decided to target a much larger market: everyone else. The goal of Nintendo was now to expand the definition of what a ‘gamer’ could be – and with it, expand the company’s potential market.


In order for Nintendo to achieve the goal of connecting with a different audience, they would have to change the rules of interaction. But how could they attract the attention of an audience that is not used to playing video games? This is where the brand began playing a very important role as a key driver to achieve the transformation.

The way in which Nintendo approached this challenge was through convergence. They set about blending the physical with the digital.

The work

Nintendo decided to return to its roots. The brand had been founded as a simple purveyor of ‘play’, in its most low-tech, low-cost form. Its products had been sociable and universal, with no barriers to entry or complicated infrastructure. When the brand moved into video games, this spirit of simplicity and imagination had remained: Nintendo’s focus had always been on characters and story, as opposed to cutting-edge graphics and technology. This had required a certain level of imagination and creativity from players.

Nintendo decided to go back to these concepts. It refocused its brand and products around the idea of socializing and creating through play. It looked to broaden its appeal beyond the stereotype of a single player who spends time in front of a TV screen. Nintendo tried to bring out the inner child in everyone and encouraged people to meet with friends or spend time as a family, enjoy playing together, and even go out on the street in their pursuit of play.

At the 2005 Game Developers Conference, Iwata described this philosophy thus:


Even if we come from different sides of the world, speak different languages. Even if we eat too many chips, or rice balls. Even if we have different tastes in games. Every one of us, here today, is identical, in the most important way. Each one of us has the heart of a gamer.




SOURCE Iwata, 2005

In order to fulfil its objective of making everyone a gamer, Nintendo created products in which the digital reality of an immersive gaming experience converges with the physical reality of players’ bodies and diverse environments.

The first major example of this came in 2006, when Nintendo launched the Wii console. This new console re-imagined the design of controllers by introducing a handheld pointing device that detected movement through motion sensors and encouraged the player to get up off their seat and use their whole body to play.

The Wii console created a completely new way of playing video games and, in doing so, allowed Nintendo to appeal to an entirely new section of the market. Parents who had been wary of the sedentary, solitary nature of traditional video games were attracted by the active nature of the Wii, while adult women, a demographic which had always been underrepresented in gaming, were engaged by the social element of the game and its casual, low bar of entry. A 2009 study found that around 80 per cent of adult women preferred the Wii to any other console. Responding to the figures, Nintendo North America’s president Reggie Fils-Aimé told the Daily Telegraph: ‘This didn’t happen by accident. It’s the result of a deliberate attempt to expand the market’ (Telegraph, 2009).

Since the Wii, Nintendo has determinedly continued to produce video games and consoles that appeal to non-typical gamers – broadening the definition of what gaming can be. Helped by the rise of smartphones and a trend towards casual gaming, Nintendo was able to define its brand not around the most realistic graphics or most powerful hardware, but around memorable experiences far more immersive than that of its competitors.

In 2016, Nintendo hit another jackpot with Pokémon Go, an augmented reality video game, which put millions of young people on the street in search of the cute Japanese pocket monsters, all with their smartphones in hand. Another successful example of physical and digital converging, another step forward for Nintendo that now no longer relied only on its own hardware to reach its audiences.

The final example worth mentioning is the company’s 2018 foray into maker culture with the Nintendo Labo. This time, they take convergence to a different level, by proposing a ‘build-and-play’ experience, a new form of interaction where the DIY physical world converges with digital video games. An experience where the user not only plays but also creates and invents new ways of playing and interaction.

The impact

This convergence from received wisdom and mainstream marketing of ever more powerful hardware was able to reposition Nintendo in the market, increasing its brand equity and ensuring its continued existence.

By reverting to its humble roots of accessible, affordable play and interpreting it in a new and relevant way, Nintendo was able to reposition itself and reclaim a strong competitive advantage. By combining the physical with the virtual, and providing ways to play beyond traditional consoles, Nintendo managed to engage existing and potential gamers on a different level than its competition. Nintendo has managed to access entirely new audiences. Instead of being disrupted, it has positioned itself as a disruptor by building its brand on creative strength and the firm belief that everyone can be a gamer if only they could awaken the instinct to play.
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What makes 
you tick

Define what drives your organization


Introduction

From banks to industrial groups, search engines to skincare, brands are talking about their origin story and their reason for being. The question that your brand needs to answer in order to attract attention from internal and external audiences is no longer only ‘what do we do?’ but also ‘why do we do it?’ Why should anyone care to work for your brand or buy your products and services? What makes it more special than the thousands of other brands we come in contact with every day?

In today’s competitive times, it is no longer enough to have an incredible product or service. Brands looking to differentiate themselves need to go further. Adding an expensive ad campaign and professionally designed communications collateral won’t cut through the noise either. World-class customer service, sleek sales environments and a well-oiled supply chain are merely the table stakes required to compete at the top. What organizations need in order to disrupt is to orchestrate all of these contributors so they can create from them a compelling narrative and deploy it across the large number of touchpoints its internal and external audiences have with the brand.

Putting it another way, the brand must become the organizing principle and driver that directs everything you do. It expresses the reason your business exists, the impetus for your decisions, the motivation for your employees to do their best work. A well-defined brand strategy acts as a litmus test for defining whether actions throughout an organization are ‘on-brand’ or not. Marketing, communications, hiring (and firing), acquisitions and divestments, customer service – all should be driven and evaluated using the brand strategy.

In this chapter we will examine the rationale behind a brand strategy, the key ways of creating one and look at examples of brands that have got it right.

What is a brand strategy?

A brand strategy is an articulation of what a company does particularly well, how it goes about doing it and why it is different to all other companies that do the same or something similar. Especially the third question, why, is often not as easy to answer as it may seem. Why does a company exist? Why does it do what it does? Why do people like going to work there? Why should anyone pay attention to this company and become one of its customers? The answer to these questions must be detailed enough to be meaningful and at the same time simple enough to be easily understood and clear. Here is our approach to finding answers to the what, how and why of any business.

Why?

Through a process of discovery, not invention, it’s important to tease out why an organization is special. By speaking to those that have worked there and at other companies like it, by speaking to its customers and its partners, its shareholders and industry experts, we can often spot patterns. These common threads of discussion are then analysed and the one that offers the most potential for differentiation from the competition is chosen. From it, the Brand Idea is articulated: a short, clear and compelling narrative that sets forth what makes this brand authentic, relevant and different. It is an internal tool, not usually communicated externally.

How?

Based on the brand idea, it can be helpful to agree on some truths or values that express what the company believes in and how it behaves. Like the values that any person might have, these express the worldview of the brand and help guide how it makes decisions and behaves in different situations. This helps employees know how to behave and customers to know what to expect from a business. A good example of this is Google; they’ve defined 10 truths that express their philosophy and how they approach their everyday challenges. These truths can also be referred to as brand values and are the second important element to a brand strategy.



Google truths



	
Focus on the user and all else will follow.



	
It’s best to do one thing really, really well.



	
Fast is better than slow.



	
Democracy on the web works.



	
You don’t need to be at your desk to need an answer.



	
You can make money without doing evil.



	
There’s always more information out there.



	
The need for information crosses all borders.



	
You can be serious without a suit.



	
Great just isn’t good enough.






SOURCE Google


What?

What a company does is often quite tangible in either a product or a service. What a brand is like, what kind of language and what tone it uses to communicate, what imagery it uses to portray itself, and which channels are most appropriate given its target audience are all questions that are answered by the third element of the brand strategy, the brand personality. It codifies the traits of a brand that govern such aspects as communications, ie tone of voice and imagery style. The personality of a brand can be expressed quite similarly to that of a person. Is this brand quite professional and serious or more light-hearted and relaxed? Is it a conservative brand or a more modern one? The brand personality is therefore especially helpful when briefing communications and PR advisors on the brand to help them use it effectively.

Why do you need a brand strategy?

A brand strategy supports growth

Brand is a management tool. In that vein, a well-crafted brand idea is essential to guiding your management decisions. This could mean deciding how to organize your group’s hierarchy of companies or choosing which products to launch. This is especially relevant in an increasingly diversified context. As we saw in Chapter 1, the world is changing and converging. Taxi companies deliver food. Smoothie makers run music festivals. Growth can come from many different avenues; a clear brand idea can help you decide which one is right for you.

Take the example of Amazon. Since it was founded by Jeff Bezos in 1994, it has grown from an online bookshop to one of the world’s largest companies, offering a vast portfolio of products. Today, Amazon’s areas of interest include groceries, deliveries, television, artificial intelligence and even healthcare. While this relentless diversification might seem random to some, it makes perfect sense when considered in light of Amazon’s overall brand idea. Since the very beginning, Amazon has revolved around its customer. It was founded to fulfil a hitherto unmet need: ‘Our vision is to be Earth’s most customer-centric company; to build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online’ (Amazon).

If ‘the world’s most customer-centric company’ sounds ambitious, that’s because it is. It is an overarching aim that clearly outlines Amazon’s reason for being. Whether by pioneering same-day delivery or bringing digital personal assistants into the mainstream, Amazon works to fulfil their customers’ needs.


The second part of Amazon’s brand idea is also important: ‘to build a place where people can come to find and discover anything they might want to buy online’ gives Amazon the scope to expand into anything that can realistically be bought on the internet. It is broad enough to accommodate a myriad future products and services. It will allow Amazon to grow.

Amazon is not the only brand with an idea imbued with big ambitions. Nike’s brand idea is ‘To bring inspiration and innovation to every athlete in the world. (If you have a body, you are an athlete)’ (Nike). This works for a number of reasons. Firstly, it clearly outlines that Nike’s core concerns go way beyond sports apparel. Secondly, it communicates Nike’s desire to turn all humans into athletes. This is a broad, overarching aim that will give Nike the scope to keep expanding their offering for years to come.

Crucially, in the case of both Nike and Amazon, their brand ideas are broad enough to speak to any audience inside or outside of the business. Employees, suppliers, partners, dealers, potential and existing customers can find something for themselves in these ideas. At the same time, both brand ideas are specific enough to be relevant and meaningful. Only through this combination can the brand idea work effectively.



The difference between a brand idea and a tagline


It is important to note that although they might seem similar, a brand idea and a tagline are not the same thing.

As we have already said, a brand idea is a business tool. It sums up what your brand represents and is the central organizing principle that is used internally to drive everything you do. It should guide and organize all of your business decisions.

A tagline is the way that you communicate your brand to the world. It accompanies your communications and should appeal to all of the external audiences of your company. It should be snappy, memorable and authentic to your brand.

A brand idea and tagline can (and should) be designed to work in tandem. To use Nike as an example, their famous ‘Just Do It’ tagline is a snappy, evocative expression of their brand idea. It captures the idea of everybody on Earth being able to compete and be an athlete – they just need to put on their sports shoes and go.


A brand strategy motivates people

A brand is as important inside a company as it is outside of it. A clear brand idea is an essential part of establishing an employer brand that will inspire your current staff and appeal to new recruits.

Research shows that the happiest employees are those who believe in the value of the work they are doing. In fact, studies have shown that inspired employees are almost three times more productive than their uninspired counterparts (Garton and Mankins, 2015). The need for meaning is a strong part of human nature. Given that we now spend about a third of our time at work, it is unsurprising that employees are looking for their employer to help fulfil some of this meaning. Candidates are holding their potential employers to ever higher standards when choosing where to work and which purpose to buy into.

Organizations with a clear brand idea tend to attract the best and brightest employees because they’re able to cut through the noise of the labour market. People gravitate towards good stories and if a company, country or charity has one, it will attract better people who will be more motivated and will stay around for longer. A well-defined brand idea is flexible enough to appeal to employees at every level of your organization, from the lowest rung to the CEO.

A brand strategy helps differentiate

While a brand idea can help meet an internal need – to guide business decisions, to recruit and retain talent – it must of course also help differentiate the organization from the competition.

An example of this is Apple. Perhaps unlike many other brands, Apple inspires astonishing levels of devotion from its admirers. Love it or hate it, from the very beginning, Apple has stood apart from other computer companies. This feeling of difference from the competition can be traced back to Apple’s brand idea. From 1980 onwards, it was: ‘To make a contribution to the world by making tools for the mind that advance humankind’ (The Economist, 2009).

This brand idea clearly captures Apple’s difference from other tech brands. They don’t just sell hardware, they sell ‘tools for the mind’. Apple has been keen to position itself on the side of the innovators, the creators, the thinkers and designers. Its products are sold as equipment to help owners unlock their full potential. Apple helps make the world a better place. Apple does not just make computers, it helps to advance humanity.

This message was underscored in 2013, when Apple released an advert that many observers likened to a manifesto, reaffirming the brand’s positioning two years after its charismatic founder Steve Jobs passed away. It read:

We are engineers and artists.

Craftsmen and inventors.

We sign our work.

You may rarely look at it.

But you’ll always feel it.

This is our signature.

And it means everything.

Designed by Apple in California


SOURCE Ads of the World, 2013

In the years that followed, this positioning was upheld across Apple’s touchpoints. Its adverts focus on how Apple products allow users to create and improve, whether that’s by capturing artistic photographs or achieving all your communication and creative needs in one, very mobile, device. Apple’s physical spaces are also designed with creativity in mind – the stores are more like labs, where customers can explore products and learn about their features. In this way, Apple ensures that its brand idea permeates its external-facing brand as much as its internal one.

Disruption: What happens when you don’t have a brand strategy?

So far we have focused on the benefits of having a clear, authentic and relevant brand idea. What if you do not have one? What could go wrong?

The answer lies all around us. After several years of astronomic growth, many of the digital giants of the late 2000s and early 2010s are beginning to hit stumbling blocks. Increased scrutiny from users and regulators and shifting societal expectations regarding corporate behaviour have meant that many of these juggernauts – from social networks to food delivery to hotel bookings – are being forced to do some soul-searching.

This is largely owed to the simple fact that internet start-ups have traditionally paid little attention to brand. They have been product- or service-led, born from bright ideas and driven by a hunger to disrupt traditional markets. Brand has, in most cases, been an afterthought. This has led to problems as the organization grows and is faced with increasingly complex decisions and challenges.

Uber

The Uber taxi app was founded in 2009 and first started offering rides in San Francisco in 2010. By 2017, less than a decade later, Uber had become the most valuable tech ‘unicorn’ (a privately held start-up valued at over $1 billion) on the market. However, despite this stratospheric financial valuation, Uber’s ride has been far from smooth, and even as the brand secured unicorn status, a series of bumps in the road signalled that growth was causing Uber serious problems.

Firstly, reports emerged from Uber’s San Francisco headquarters that indicated a toxic internal culture. In January 2017, a widely-shared social media campaign called on users to #deleteuber because they did not participate in a taxi strike at New York’s JFK airport (which was itself a protest against President Donald Trump’s travel ban on Muslim-majority countries) (Cresci, 2017). Then in February, a former Uber engineer published a blog post describing sexual harassment she had suffered in the company (Fowler, 2017). Weeks later, footage was leaked of then CEO Travis Kalanick arguing with one of the app’s drivers. In the words of the New Yorker, Uber had become ‘one of the most successful, and most scandal-plagued companies in Silicon Valley’ (Kolhatkar, 2018). These problems were compounded later in the year when local governments of several cities expressed a desire to crack down on Uber’s services: Transport for London made the first move in September 2018 by refusing to renew Uber’s licence, explaining their decision thus: ‘TfL considers that Uber’s approach and conduct demonstrate a lack of corporate responsibility in relation to a number of issues which have potential public safety and security implications’ (Pitas, 2017).

In the face of all these challenges, Uber was struggling to find answers. They had always focused on building their product, but now it seemed the world was more interested in their brand – what it stood for, how it acted and what its plans were for the future. The lack of clearly expressed vision or brand idea beyond developing a disruptive product led to an erratic, unconsidered approach to everything from looking after employees to dealing with regulators. Could a brand idea solve every single one of Uber’s ills? Probably not. But it would certainly help steer the company as it continues to evolve and grow, taking it beyond pure product.

HMV

While tech start-ups are culprits of lacking a fully developed brand strategy, they are not the only ones. A more traditional brand that has suffered from the lack of a brand idea is the British retail chain HMV. Founded in 1921 by the Gramophone Company on London’s Oxford Street to sell records, it was a staple of the British high street throughout the 20th century. It was one of the first specialized record retailers, giving it a clear advantage; its growth continued steadily for decades and at the turn of the millennium, the company had over 320 stores. When CDs arrived in the 1980s, sparking a rush to replace music collections from scratch and ushering in a new era of listening to music on the go, HMV’s future seemed certain. In 1986, they opened the world’s biggest music store on London’s Oxford Street with a launch party that drew over 10,000 people.

Throughout the 1990s and 2000s, the rise of the internet, the growth of online retailers like Amazon and the birth of digital downloads all posed serious threats to HMV’s success. On the high street, supermarkets were selling CDs as a loss-leading product and prices had tumbled from around £18 per unit to as low as £3. In the face of all this change, HMV did not respond. Their brand had always been focused purely on their core product and had not thought about the way their brand might need to evolve. In 2013, HMV went into administration, jeopardizing thousands of jobs and the future of over 100 stores. The Guardian dubbed HMV ‘the latest retail casualty on the high street’ (Press Association, 2013). The once towering HMV brand had been disrupted.

So what could HMV have done differently? In short, they needed a purpose, expressed in a compelling brand idea that went beyond selling CDs in bricks-and-mortar stores. This could have helped them grow and evolve with the times. Imagine, for example, what the brand could be today if, instead of focusing purely on product, they had centred their reason for being around the promotion and enjoyment of music. The fact that in 2009, with losses already starting to rise, HMV bought live venues and music management company MAMA implies that they had realized this. Unfortunately, it was too little too late, and they sold MAMA three years later, just before the administrators came knocking. The brand eventually found a buyer, but the fundamental problems remained, and in 2018 HMV called in the administrators for a second time.

The interesting thing about HMV’s decline is that the visual assets of the brand were always notably strong. The distinctive shade of pink, typography, and ubiquitous dog listening to ‘His Master’s Voice’ on the record player had a phenomenal amount of brand equity with the British public, and a lot of sadness was felt at the brand’s failure. But this affection alone could not compensate for the brand’s inability to evolve.


Philip Beeching, an advertising executive who worked with HMV’s account for over 25 years, saw this as a missed opportunity:


Who was better placed to exploit the internet than HMV? The power of the brand, its heritage in music, its unrivalled access to content from film, game and music companies. Who would now have been better placed to take advantage of social media?




SOURCE Beeching, 2013

HMV had many of the tools required for success; the problem was that they lacked a sufficiently broad and relevant brand idea to take customers beyond the CD and create an experience around music and film. Even the most valuable brand assets are worth little without a clear brand idea. A brand is more than even an iconic logo, a tagline or good marketing. It is what you stand for and therefore an indispensable ingredient for success.

How to select the components of a great brand strategy

It is clear that your organization needs a brand strategy. But how do you go about building one? The brand strategy must not be a documentation of status quo. To be effective, it should be an ambitious target that will take hard work and time to achieve. A strong brand idea points to the horizon and tells staff (and, to a certain extent, customers) ‘that’s where we’re going’. Rather than merely documenting where a product, service or company is right now and what it can fairly easily achieve, a disruptive brand dares to look further ahead. It may be hard to imagine that the organization behind the brand can get there by the next quarter, the next year or even in five years’ time. But a disruptive brand will push in the right direction, it will spur the organization on in times of turbulence, because its brand strategy helps it to weather the storms of market changes, recessions and competition.


Hästens looks at beds in an incredibly ambitious way just like Four Seasons does with hotels and AKG with headphones. All these are companies at the top of their industry. The question then is – how did they get there and what keeps them going? Do you just one day decide to produce the world’s best bed, hotel or headphone? And once you produce things or deliver services that are of such quality and success, you’ve arrived at the horizon – what’s next? As we know from the autobiographies of leaders in business and government, what’s next is the next horizon. The same is true of all disruptive brands – they have an original view of what ‘best’ is, a conviction that the best is achievable and a relentless urge to do even better, to tweak, to perfect, to expand. So the state described by a brand idea is a target you set yourself but will never quite arrive at. Whenever you get close, you move it to the next horizon.

An ambitious brand idea will be able to stand the test of time. When Bill Gates founded Microsoft in the 1980s, his mission was simple. He wanted to put ‘a computer on every desk and in every home’. At the time, when computers existed in huge laboratories at a select number of companies and universities, this was visionary. The idea of providing everyone with a computer seemed lofty and far-removed. However nearly 40 years on, the brand idea has dated. Computers are no longer confined to desks: they live in our pockets, on our wrists and in our cars. It was for this reason that after Bill Gates left Microsoft, Satya Nadella updated the company’s mission to read: ‘To empower every person and every organization on the planet to achieve more.’

Discussing the change in 2017, Nadella commented that it was something he had wanted to move to for a long time. He said: ‘It always bothered me that we confused an enduring mission with a temporal goal’ (della Cava, 2017). Nadella’s words can be used as a blueprint for people looking to build their own brand idea: it is important to create something that will last and even grow with your business. In the case of Microsoft, the brand idea is very general, giving the brand plenty of room to grow into it. However, successful brand ideas can also be specific, as long as they are ambitious.

A good example of this is SpaceX, the aerospace and space transport company. SpaceX was founded in 2002 by Elon Musk with the goal of reducing space transportation costs and enabling the colonization of Mars. By 2016, this had been extended to other planets beyond Mars. Now, SpaceX’s brand idea reads:


SpaceX designs, manufactures and launches advanced rockets and spacecraft. The company was founded in 2002 to revolutionize space technology, with the ultimate goal of enabling people to live on other planets.




SOURCE SpaceX

In a way, this has a lot in common with Microsoft’s original brand idea – a computer on every desk – in that it names a specific area of technology and a desire to make it accessible and usable by all. However, although the brand idea is specific, it is also something that will take a long time to achieve. Moreover, the careful change from Mars to the far more general ‘other planets’ adds unlimited scope. In theory, SpaceX will not outgrow its brand idea until it is possible for the human race to live on any planet they choose.

Both Microsoft and SpaceX have brand ideas designed to withstand the passage of time. In Microsoft’s case, general works because it does not box the company in or wed them to a single product. For SpaceX, on the other hand, the brand’s key aim is specific, but it is also something that will take them a long time to achieve. Most importantly, both are ambitious. Microsoft wants to improve mankind for the better. SpaceX wants to reach for the stars.

It is important to realize that your brand doesn’t have to involve space travel or cutting-edge technology in order to have a great idea. US beauty brand Benefit is a great example of this; it was founded in the 70s with a simple belief that ‘laughter is the best cosmetic’. This philosophy translates into everything Benefit does to this day, from the use of humorous copy and packaging to the internal values. According to LVMH, Benefit’s parent company:


[Benefit’s] singular philosophy of well-being informs the company at every level, from the first conversations about a new solution in the marketing department, to packaging design and advertising, plus of course the daily work environment of Benefit staff […] By celebrating laughter as the ultimate cosmetic choice for women, Benefit has reinvented the art of looking fabulous while having lots of fun.




SOURCE LVMH, 2014


This goes to show that a strong brand idea is a huge asset no matter what your brand does – whether it’s exploring the galaxy or lengthening eyelashes.

How to define your brand idea

Defining a great brand idea involves four steps: Ask, Listen, Think, Refine.


	
Ask – it is time for a bit of introspection. Ask yourselves and your employees to share the things they appreciate most about your brand. Ask them to identify its strengths and what sets it apart from competitors. Think about how you would define your brand to potential employees. Ask yourself ‘what is our driving force’? Think about why your organization exists, beyond financial reasons.



	
Listen – consider what others are saying about you. Ask some of your most loyal and some of your most recent customers why you’re important to them. What is the differentiating factor between your brand and others in your space? If there is no clear differentiating factor, what could or should you aspire to do differently and take ownership of?



	
Think – with the information collected, it’s time to put pen to paper. Drawing on your findings, identify the key insights and start to consider how these might be articulated. How can they be crafted into a meaningful message that will inspire and guide your employees and your customers? What words will best capture the concept in a short and clear way?



	
Refine – once you have identified a brand idea, it is important to run several tests. Firstly, is it relevant to most or all of your external audiences? That is to say, does it capture your business’s reason for being in a way that demonstrates value to them? Will it be understood and can it be said to be undeniably yours? Secondly, is it authentic? Will it resonate internally? Is it something that truly drives you, and that your employees will recognize and rally around?





How to make your brand strategy work long-term

Once you have defined and articulated your brand idea, values and personality, the important thing is to ensure that you live up to the promise you make in them. Even the most well-crafted brand ideas can be rendered meaningless by off-brand decisions or a failure to follow through. A brand value that is spoken of but not acted upon can be just as damaging as not having one at all.

One brand that learned this the hard way was the British bank Barclays. Their impressive, altruistic mission statement was to ‘help people achieve their ambitions – in the right way’. This clearly evoked ideas of aspiration, hard work and trustworthiness. However, this was undermined in 2017 after CEO Jes Staley was involved in a scandal surrounding attempts to silence a company whistleblower. He was eventually given a hefty fine by the Financial Conduct Authority, who ruled that ‘Mr Staley failed to act with due skill, care and diligence’ in his actions (FCA, 2018). While Barclays’ brand idea was strong in theory, it had become clear that it wasn’t being delivered on – even at the very top of the organization.

Equally important is establishing a reputation based on repeated on-brand behaviour. As a long-term client of Saffron once noted: ‘It’s not enough to stand for something, you’ve got to be seen to stand for it.’ Internal and external audiences need to witness the brand behaving in a certain way again and again before they will believe and support what they see. As Aristotle famously noted: ‘You are what you repeatedly do.’


BP missed a chance to prove their brand with hugely unfortunate consequences. For years their claim that they went ‘Beyond Petroleum’ had suggested a company working hard to invest in the environment through renewable energy and alternatives to oil. This was challenged in a dramatic way in 2010 when a BP-operated oil rig exploded, causing an estimated 4.9 million barrels to spill into the sea off the Gulf of Mexico. BP’s response was perceived as slow and responsibility-shirking – they were vague about the exact scale of the spill and were also reluctant to take full responsibility for the disaster. This garnered criticism and mistrust from the public, with Slate magazine writing: ‘BP faces two crises. The first is stopping the spillage of 200,000 gallons of oil a day in the Gulf of Mexico. The other is convincing people it’s trying to stop the spillage of 200,000 gallons of oil a day in the Gulf of Mexico’ (Beam, 2010).

By failing to deliver on its promised caring, green credentials in a time of crisis, BP had lost the world’s trust.

So how can your brand stay true to its hard-won brand idea even in the face of adversity? The simple answer is to be as genuine as possible. For a brand idea to retain true meaning beyond the launch stage, it needs to infuse everything your organization does. From your hiring processes to your advertising campaigns, your employee reward schemes to your development of new products, every aspect of your business should be guided by your brand’s idea, values and personality. That’s why it’s so important to ensure your brand is authentic to who you really are as an organization – not just a collection of buzzwords.

In summary

In this chapter, we have shown the many ways in which having and effectively deploying a brand idea helps businesses succeed – even disrupt. Whether they are in the business of putting men on the moon or taking passengers from A to B, an organization needs to be clear with all audiences on what it’s about and what it hopes to achieve in future. This brand idea should be ambitious, allowing the brand to grow. It should also be authentic and relevant. Most importantly, it needs to be lived and reinforced in everything your brand does.



Checklist

How to develop your brand strategy


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Defining your Brand Idea is one of the most important things you can do.



	
It helps motivate your people.



	
It differentiates you from the competition.



	

It helps you navigate times of change and overcome challenges.



	
It is a target that you can work towards.



	
It should be supported through brand values that define what you believe in and how you act.



	
A brand personality describes how your brand will communicate and present itself.



	
The four steps of creating a brand idea are to Ask, Listen, Think, Refine.



	
Defining your brand idea is just the first step. The next is to make sure you deliver on that promise in every aspect of what your brand does.








CASE STUDY How BQ found its purpose


Understanding the brand

In 2005, a group of six Spanish engineering students launched a technology business. They were passionate about the idea of what technology could do for society. To get started, they began by making customized USB memory drives. The business grew extremely quickly; it surpassed 1,000 employees in just a couple of years, and its portfolio expanded to encompass e-readers, smartphones, 3D printers, toy robots and more. The brand became known as BQ.

The challenge

Despite their success, BQ’s founders were dissatisfied with the direction the brand was taking. Their driving vision for BQ had been to educate and empower people through technology, but they felt that this brand idea had fallen by the wayside during their rapid growth. This had implications both internally and externally. Although early employees understood the brand’s vision and direction, newer recruits understood the brand purely in terms of the products it sold. Meanwhile, the wider world saw BQ simply as a company that sold hardware, without understanding their pedagogical aims. They were not occupying the space that so motivated them in the way they should have been.

The solution

In fear of losing sight of its brand idea, BQ decided to seek help in redefining their brand strategy and in 2014 approached us at Saffron. After internal and external research, it soon became clear that a passion for education ran deep in BQ’s DNA. The partners’ guiding mission was to make technology accessible, not only in terms of price but, more importantly, in terms of knowledge. They were driven by a desire to equip customers with the necessary tools to understand and engage with technology. In their own words: ‘Technology is the engine that helps us make the impossible possible; it breaks barriers and speaks a universal language; it is the key to change the world for the better.’

BQ wanted to move away from a society that consumed technology, yet understood nothing of it; a society that knew only how to click buttons and tap screens, but did not understand any of the workings behind them. They believed that, in the same way that people did not need to be tailors or seamstresses to recognize a quality fabric or understand what to wear in different seasons, nor did they need to be engineers to understand what was wrong with their computer. For BQ, this desire to educate went beyond ‘box-ticking’ or a desire to be seen fulfilling their corporate social responsibility: it was an inherent part of who they were.

The next steps were clear: to capture this brand idea and develop it into a brand platform that could help BQ grow. In other words, to define exactly what made BQ tick.

The work

Based on the company’s inherent DNA, we distilled BQ’s brand idea into a single sentence: ‘To help people understand technology, encourage them to use it and inspire them to develop it even further.’

With the brand idea defined, it was important to find a way to express it across the entire brand. Visually, this took the shape of a digital fingerprint; a symbol like an ‘on’ button that would ignite the creation process, generating an array of colourful and dynamic identity elements. From the core symbol flows abstract, multi-coloured strokes, representing the interaction between human creativity and technology and illustrating the process of making ideas into reality. The identity symbol was then positioned on a white canvas to represent creativity and potential (Figure 2.1). This was then combined with conceptual illustrations that playfully interacted with real products to show the potential of BQ’s devices.



Figure 2.1 BQ logo



[image: The BQ logo is a series of 5 big dots going up and coming down halfway in a curve. The first dot is violet and the subsequent dots change color to reach orange in the last one.]



To articulate BQ’s brand idea verbally, it was necessary to invent some inspirational phrases that could be used as key messages across communications campaigns. We crafted a number of key messages for BQ that could be used to engage various different internal and external audiences, for example through campaigning (Figure 2.2). Phrases such as ‘If you can think of it, you can make it’ (Si puedes imaginarlo puedes hacerlo), ‘Shape your imagination’ and ‘Make what you dream’ all helped express BQ’s brand idea to further technological innovation and creation.




Figure 2.2 BQ design system



[image: Three boards on display, with Spanish words on top. In each is an image – of a chip, a tablet, and a smartphone, respectively – of which a portion is obscured by the image of the underlying circuit below that portion. In a corner is the BQ logo.]



Beyond visual and verbal elements, a further way of conveying BQ’s true brand idea was through brand experience. With the brand idea defined as a largely pedagogical one, it raised a key question for BQ’s founders: ‘If your brand idea is educational, why do you need shops?’ They argued that instead of retail spaces, BQ could create educational spaces where users could try the products and learn about the technology behind them (Figure 2.3).





Figure 2.3 BQ environments



[image: A large room where the seating arrangement is in the form of a flight of wide stairs and two rows of chairs facing a wide screen. The floor has a colorful design with colors ranging from violet to orange.]



Following the principles of human-centred design, we defined the true brand idea of BQ’s retail environment – its functions, the activities and interactions. It was a place to ask questions, to discuss ideas and most importantly to learn. The solution was a space that worked like a theatre, with three defined zones: an entrance lobby, a central arena for conferences and training, and outer areas where staff perform ‘backstage’ activities. On top of this, a rich layer of theatrical technology helps to prompt interactivity between the space and the user.

The impact

Branding is not about invention, it is about discovery and articulation. BQ’s brand idea was already completely clear in their minds; the brand work helped them verbalize it and share it with the world. The reason that BQ’s brand idea has worked so well and had such a clear impact on the brand is that it is true inside and out. They knew that their company went further than simply a consumer electronics company: they felt genuinely driven by a desire to educate.

To this day, BQ’s commitment to inspire people to ‘use, understand and develop’ technology can be seen across all aspects of the brand. ‘Use’ is represented in the smartphones, e-readers and tablets that BQ still sells with great success. ‘Understand’ is visible in the free workshops and courses that the brand offers in its store spaces across Spain for people of all ages. ‘Develop’ takes the form of BQ’s 3D printers and DIY robot kits, equipping BQ’s customers with lots of ways to explore and create with technology. It also shines through in Bitbloq, an online interface that teaches children to program.


BQ’s story is a great example of what a clearly defined brand idea can do for a brand. It also shows that the strongest brand ideas are discovered, not created. Authenticity cannot be faked, and an inauthentic brand idea is less likely to be lived and championed in the years after its launch. The fact that BQ’s brand idea is still clear in everything the brand does, years after it was defined, is a credit to how well it aligns to the founders’ vision.
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Strategy made visible

Bring your idea alive through design


Introduction

In building a disruptive brand, strategy and design go hand in hand. Your brand may have a compelling brand idea, but without making it visual, it will struggle to clearly and engagingly communicate the benefits it brings. This is where design comes in. Good design can help convey your brand’s message, both internally and externally. It can serve to give your brand a distinctive identity.

Design can also be a key disruptive force. Some of the most successful challenger brands of the last decade can be characterized as much by their attention to design as by the quality of their products. Some hit the ground running with great design from the very first day; others realized its importance later on in life. Either way, good design is a cornerstone of successful branding, while poor, clunky design can often be a warning sign of a brand ripe for disruption. In today’s times of change, the gap between brand-savvy organizations, and un-savvy ones is growing wider. This chapter will show you how to stay the right side of the divide.

What does design touch?

Briefly put, everything. Like your brand strategy, design affects both the internal and external parts of your organization.

Externally, design is most obvious in its role in product and customer experience. At Saffron, we often say that a brand is about delivering on a promise made to customers. Brand strategy is part of the story, but its impact is undermined if there is no visual dimension to it that makes clear what the difference between one product and the other is or what benefit one brand offers in comparison with another. Design is the vehicle to make strategy tangible across all of the touchpoints it has with internal and external audiences. In other words, design brings strategy to life. All of it is held together by what we call the design principles that lead to a fulfilling and positive experience, whether that is a digital or a physical one.

Internally, design establishes a visual culture within your organization. Your brand’s strategy needs to be translated into attributes expressed by words, colours, images and finally a design language that brings it all together – and convinces your people of its importance. From signs to canteen chairs, there are a myriad ways to bring design internally and ensure that it is lived on the inside as well as out.

It is important to remember that design is a toolkit. It is more than just a logo or a colour scheme. It is a combination of all these things and more. It is the visual behaviour of a brand, across all of its touchpoints. When we talk about ‘design’, we are talking about a series of elements, rules and behaviours. These include the typeface, colour code, motion principles, UX (user experience) and UI (user interface) principles and more. All of these elements combine to shape the way that people interact with and respond to your brand.

Design starts at the top

Without support from the top of your organization, the chances of running and completing a brand project successfully are fairly low. In our experience, the quality and longevity of a redesign or total rebrand diminish proportionally to the power and influence its project leaders have within an organization. For a new brand to take off, it needs to have a team of internal cheerleaders – from the moment it is first conceived to the moment it is rolled out.

So who to get on board? Direct involvement from the CEO and the top management is undoubtedly the best way to make sure your brand project leads to tangible results. It also ensures that strategy and the design work in tandem, preventing silos or fragmentation. Good relationships between company leaders and creative teams help to push a project forward and make the whole organization understand the importance of design and the cultural shift it requires.

When we look at the world’s most successful brands, there are several examples of designers who have built strong relationships with company leaders. At Apple, Steve Jobs and chief designer Jony Ive were famously close, with Jobs calling Ive his ‘spiritual partner’. The New Yorker once wrote that ‘Apple’s designers have long had an influence in the company which is barely imaginable to most designers elsewhere’ (Parker, 2015). In the article, Robert Brunner, an early Apple designer, described this power as ‘anointed to them by Steve, and enforced by Steve’, demonstrating the point to which design-led thinking became part of Apple’s cultural fabric.

This is also the case with Google. So ubiquitous is Google’s clean, modern logo and user interface that many people forget its geeky beginnings. The multi-coloured serif typeface was considered an eyesore when it first arrived. In 2013 this all changed, as Google launched its new brand (Figure 3.1). This transition is widely attributed to be the work of CEO Larry Page, who made design one of his key priorities from the very first day he took control of the company. This involvement had a crucial impact: it steered Google in a single, crucial direction. It gave design departments the permission to unleash their imaginations and sent the message to other departments that, going forward, design was of crucial importance. This level of authorization is arguably only possible when a brand’s leaders are on board. As Google designer Jon Wiley told FastCompany in 2013, ‘Only the CEO can get the entire company to focus on something’ (Manjoo, 2013). Page’s support was the single motivating factor in achieving Google’s new design.




Figure 3.1 Original Google logo (left) and the 2013 update (right)



[image: A figure shows the former Google logo as the word Google written in serif font, with the two Gs in lavender, the first o and e in orange, the second o in yellow and the l in green. The latter retains the same colors but is in san serif font.]



Believe in the power of design

It is sometimes said that people, at large, are more familiar with ‘bad’ design than ‘good’ design. This can mean that attempts to innovate or improve can be hard to accept. Redesigns can sometimes be met with a wary, even negative response from the audiences they are designed to engage. This reaction can, of course, be simply down to aesthetic preference – everyone has their own tastes. Often, however, it is caused by a scepticism about the role of design itself within brand, with many people wondering if it is really an efficient use of time and money. In a social media age where comments are king and feedback is instant, brands can live in fear of backlash, and it can often feel safer to refrain from any kind of redesign for fear of ruffling feathers. Internally, this manifests itself in a reluctance to invest in design, or champion its value.

Many businesses leave design as an afterthought, as opposed to concentrating on it from the very beginning. An obvious result of this is a poor-quality product. Good design does not come cheap. More importantly, however, this leaves brands ripe for disruption by a better-looking, better-functioning counterpart. Although the value of design might not always be appreciated in boardrooms or on social networks, it does make a difference.

Design disrupts

The attraction of what’s beautifully designed, what looks good, what provides a satisfying service is undeniable. Whether in the form of an app, a smartphone or a simple potato peeler, great design is seductive. And those brands that do decide to invest in design are raising the bar of what is expected and accepted. In the words of Bridget van Kranlingen of IBM, ‘The last best experience that anyone has anywhere, becomes the minimum expectation for the experience they want everywhere’ (Gowers, 2016).

In other words, even if you do not believe in great design, chances are that a competitor will. And, if that happens, you leave yourself open to disruption, as consumers move on to a competitor who lives up to their expected standards of design.

One brand that has used this knowledge to its advantage is British bank Monzo. When it was launched in 2015, the digital-only bank looked unlikely to pose much of a threat to the long-established British banking industry – it had no branches and revolved purely around the app. However, by December 2015, less than a year after launch, Monzo’s waiting list had surpassed 20,000 people. They simply could not print cards quickly enough. The secret of Monzo’s success lies largely in its exceptional design.

As a digital-only bank, Monzo knew that creating a quality user interface was essential to their success. If they wanted to achieve their strategy of shaking up the banking industry and providing a better service than their counterparts, they needed to persuade customers that an app could meet all of their banking needs. To make this work, the brand’s design needed to be remarkably user-led. This philosophy was built into how the company is run. Monzo’s design team run weekly user-testing sessions with customers, and an online forum to gather feedback on proposed changes and to allow users to vote on the features they most wanted to see.

By asking people exactly what they wanted, Monzo was able to design a clean, simple user interface that was intuitive and enjoyable to use. This approach immediately differentiated them from the competition. In comparison, traditional high-street banks had been sluggish in their approach to design, with clunky apps that were very much rooted in the physical.

The care and attention to usability carried over to the identity system, which was crafted to be streamlined yet approachable, with a carefully considered colour palette and icons. Even Monzo’s debit cards were designed to be different – with their vibrant coral colour, they are instantly recognizable when compared to the muted blues and pale metallics of competitors’ cards. As Monzo’s profile has grown, the cards have become something of a status symbol, causing the brand to issue warnings reminding users not to share photos of their new card, complete with unobscured card number, online. Such is the seductive, impulsively share-able draw of good design.

Monzo is a great example of the new wave of digital-led brands that champion design. However, it would be wrong to assume that disruptive design is limited to digital-led brands. If we go back one or two decades, there were already ‘disruptive brands’ which used design as a tool of differentiation and as a statement of their ambition to redefine the context of their industry. A great example of this is Smart, the brand created through a collaboration between Daimler-Benz and Swatch in the early 90s. The idea behind Smart was to reinvent the small car segment with a new compact concept. It was a remarkable venture, and one that was propelled by a clear design-led ambition: a Swiss watch manufacturer and a German automotive giant joining forces to produce a revolutionary new micro-car.

The venture is an example of the results that can be achieved when design and quality visual expression are put front and centre of the experience of a product. The fact that it came in part from Swatch is unsurprising – the watch brand is itself an example of how design can help disrupt a traditional segment such as watchmaking.

The Smart example shows that disruption is not a recent phenomenon; it has existed in many forms and under many different names before.

Playing design catch-up

In a perfect world, the ideal approach to design is to incorporate it from the very beginning of building a brand. However, in reality, this can sometimes be a challenge. In the scramble of launching a company and making it successful, design can sometimes be left by the wayside. Although this can work for a while, there will come a point in any brand’s life cycle where the need for design becomes too great to ignore.

When we look at some of the core digital brands we’ve been exposed to in the last years, it’s obvious that many of them paid little attention to design when they first appeared. In their early days, digital-led brands simply needed a logo to function and get going, with most favouring a simple wordmark. Few expressed a high degree of design quality or differentiation, and there appeared to be no wider intention to build a coherent wider visual identity system based on a well-defined brand strategy. This ‘undesigned’ style can work for a while, but growth and commercial success often mean that brands are compelled to belatedly implement a design system – hence why many of the digital giants of the past decades have belatedly found themselves focusing on design.

How to design your brand

We’ve established how important design is to creating a strong brand. But how do you go about applying those principles to your own organization?

Creating empathy in the organization

The key to making design a relevant part of the development of your brand is making sure that you have people with the right skill set in the right place. It is also crucial to empower those people. It is essential that the brand/design lead is empowered to act where decisions on strategy and design are made. Reporting directly to the CEO or top management, this person champions the brand within the company and complements this task with providing the customer’s point of view. We usually call this a brand ambassador.

As we mentioned above, design touches everything that an organization does. To make this work, it is important that employees understand the individual customer and their journey, and that the customer perspective is taken into consideration when it comes to business 
decisions. From the way that customers navigate the shop floor to how they open packaging, effective design strives to make every touchpoint as efficient as possible. Therefore, design can have an active role in combining different functions – from marketing to customer service, including IT or even finances and sales.

Creating awareness of the importance of design in the customer experience throughout the organization helps to understand the value that can be delivered, being aware of how the different touchpoints connect and build a differentiating customer experience. The design lead should be made responsible for ensuring consistency of the brand experience created throughout the customer journey and empowered to flag any gap or misalignment. By prioritizing this function, an important control mechanism is put in place that helps to constantly improve the brand performance and shapes its perception.

Design phases

Step 1: Laying the foundations

Once there is a brand strategy defined, the creative process can be articulated in the following four phases:


	

Exploration phase: here, creatives try to define visual territories that best connect with the company’s positioning. They look at shapes, materials, colours, typography, imagery or motion references that encapsulate the design idea which best expresses the attitude and personality of the brand.



	

Design phase: this focuses on the visual territories that have enough potential to be turned into design concepts. In this phase the brand-inspired design language is tested on key applications and touchpoints that best represent the reality of the brand.



	

Development phase: this phase involves reviewing the different design elements that have been created so far and establishing the principles that will govern all the design going forward. This system can be extended to products, services, experiences and brand symbols. It is much more important to be able to express the driving idea behind the design system in a set of basic principles, than rely only on the definition of rigid rules that force people to follow guidelines and ignore them in the long term. The aim is to reach the organization’s culture and routine to achieve the greatest possible buy-in to make the identity programme a success, internally and externally.



	

Implementation phase: this is the moment of truth. Now everything gets rolled out and more and more people get involved in the articulation and interpretation of the design principles. Design is tested in real conditions and adjustments are made to both the design and the brand communication. Choosing the right partners and establishing the right standards and objectives are key to success.





Step 2: Defining your requirements

Making strategy visible requires the fundamental exercise of defining the way your identity system needs to perform and come to life on the different touchpoints. In other words, this means understanding the tasks that the design system needs to fulfil across all four vectors of your brand, from communications and product design to environments and behaviour.

This is sometimes difficult to determine at the very beginning when things are not yet totally clear, but it’s always helpful to spend time looking at the key applications and how they help to define the backbone of the design system. The identity needs to work efficiently in the context in which the brand operates and builds most of its equity – whether that is on a political broadcast or a supermarket shelf. Whether you are an established global player, a specialized SME or an ingenious start-up, this self-examination will help to set priorities and get aligned. The better you understand the tasks, the more focused you can make the identity system perform in accordance with the goals set by the brand strategy. Ask yourself: what kind of ‘creative vehicle/tool’ gets you to your objectives in the most efficient way?

Ideally, this leads to the exercise of condensing the assets down to the essential elements, getting rid of everything that is not vital and that can distort or distract the focus of the system.

It is a bit like being a surgeon who knows exactly what kind instrument he or she needs to use during the operation to be as efficient as possible. The result is a neat, clear and well-defined system where every single brand asset and design element has an assigned role.

For example, a more communications-driven brand (be that online or offline) needs a clearly defined communication style, composed by the tone of voice, typography and imagery to convey the attitude of the brand. A certain degree of creative flexibility is key to provide agencies the space to keep the communication fresh and up to date within a defined framework. In communications-driven brands, typography is undoubtedly the design element that is immediately most noticeable, therefore a strong typographic system is necessary. A great example of this is the arts and heritage sector. With collections or shows that are constantly changing, many museums and theatres favour strong typographical systems to help put a distinctive stamp on their communications. In London, this has led to systems like the instantly recognizable block capitals of The Old Vic theatre’s posters, while in the United States, this can be seen in Paula Scher’s posters for The Public Theatre.

A digitally native brand needs to have its basic elements perform in a very determined way and hence the minimal structure of the brand needs to be defined. A symbol/shortcut for the app icon, a functional typeface and a clear UX approach that rules the design language in online application.

Once upon a time, the basic elements of any brand identity could be more or less summed up as follows: a logo, a colour, a typeface, a pattern and some images. In today’s disruptive times, this definition has expanded to include other elements, such as tone of voice, sounds, scents, motion principles and UX principles.

So, independently from the nature of the brand, you have to ask yourself what role you want each element and brand asset to play to get the essence of your idea across. In some cases the logo will have to do the job but most of the time the right combination of elements makes the brand really come to life. Having control of your touchpoints and believing in the power of typography, tone of voice, colour, imagery, sound and motion is the key to connect strategy with design. This way you can ensure that your identity is cohesive and all-encompassing.

Beware the three Ps: Process, politics and power

At the close of this chapter it’s worth looking at three interesting roadblocks we’ve seen emerging with increasing frequency in the projects we’ve been involved with over the last years.

Process

In principle, process is a good thing. It ensures rigour and a planned approach. It can be flexible or rigid, creative or technical, exciting or boring. Whatever it is, don’t let it get in the way of decision-making and don’t let process dominate the job or the people involved. Following the process is not the goal. You might get lost in it. The goal is to ensure the process facilitates getting the best results. The process needs to serve the objective and be adapted constantly where needed. This is especially true in culturally challenging environments, and even more so in a context where rapid prototyping, agile project management and design sprints are the new way of working.

Process can even easily result in something almost dogmatic. Especially when a rigid mindset meets preconceptions, insecurity and stubbornness.

Politics

Looking back at what has made us succeed (often) or fail in projects (less often) is, without any doubt, the influence of internal politics. Probably the first aspect here is the underestimation of the consequences of the lack of internal alignment. The second is the lack of clarity in decision-making, with priorities changing as the project goes on. It is also closely linked to internal rivalry, ignorance and short-sighted thinking. Whether you’re internally or externally involved in a project, the only thing you can do is to be smart, finding your partners in crime, walking the talk and doing the job as best as you can. All the rest is politics.


Power

This is the third and last aspect and essentially the sum of the previous two. It brings us back to our previously shared thoughts about leadership and empathy – that it all starts at the top and that the internal and external experts need to be empowered.

Wally Olins, Saffron’s co-founder and renowned branding practitioner, used to tell clients: ‘You must share the courage of my convictions.’ For more than one this might have been an arrogant and imposing attitude, but he was making a call for trust and responsibility from the leadership. Acting with power and determination when needed is vital if you want your brand to be based on a stable and authentic foundation.

In summary

In this chapter, we have looked at the importance of good design in building brands. Design is much more than simply ‘making things look good’: it is an essential step in bringing a brand strategy to life. It covers all of a brand’s internal and external touchpoints, from product to environments, while also serving to make internal change visible and inspire employees inside the organization. Good design helps differentiate your brand from the competition and futureproof it against disruptive forces.



Checklist

Great design


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Great design is an essential part of building a disruptive brand.



	
It is the visual manifestation of your brand’s strategy.



	
It is both customer-facing (external) and employee-facing (internal).



	
Design is important both inside and outside of an organization.



	
Design is much more than a logo: it is a toolkit of elements, rules and behaviour that govern typeface, colours, motion, use of photography and more.



	

In order for design to be successful, it needs to start at the top of your organization.



	
Neglecting your design can leave you vulnerable to disruption.



	
The design process can be separated into four stages: Exploration, Design, Development and Implementation.



	
When designing, it’s important to beware of the three Ps: Process, Politics and Power.








CASE STUDY How Airbnb brought their brand to life through design


Understanding the brand

Shortly after moving to San Francisco in October 2007, designers Brian Chesky and Joe Gebbia could not afford to pay the rent on the loft apartment they shared as roommates. When they found out that there was an upcoming design conference in town and all the hotels were booked out, the two friends realized that they could turn their problem into an opportunity. They came up with the idea of placing an air mattress in their living room and turning it into a designer’s bed and breakfast. The goal at first was simply to make a few bucks by offering young designers who came to town a place to crash. All amenities included: wireless internet, a small desk space, a sleeping mat, and breakfast every morning. To promote their offering, they built a basic website: Air Bed and Breakfast.

In February 2008, Nathan Blecharczyk, Chesky’s former roommate, joined the team as the chief technology officer and third co-founder of the new venture. Thus, Airbnb was born.

The challenge

With their idea successfully established, the three founders sat back and waited for success to roll in. But they were frustrated to find that things did not take off as quickly as expected. They were facing a number of key hurdles. Firstly, they had to face the fact that few people felt comfortable sleeping in a stranger’s home. Secondly, their fledging company was struggling to find investors.


Both of these problems boiled down to a single issue. The main challenge facing the brand was a lack of trust, from either clients or investors. Their new idea was strange and unfamiliar. Airbnb needed to find a way to make it seem familiar and safe. So they decided to take a step back and pursue the familiar: design. Chesky and Gebbia were industrial designers who had first met at Rhode Island School of Design. Design had quite literally brought them together. Could it do the same with strangers? Could design work as a tool to build trust between people that had never met?

The solution

As they were facing a very human problem, they decided to listen to people. What were the main fears that people had when considering sleeping in a stranger’s home? And vice versa, which fears did hosts have when thinking about having a stranger sleeping in their home? How could Airbnb use brand to assuage those fears?

From these ideas, the concept of ‘belonging anywhere’ was developed. Making people feel at home and developing a strong sense of belonging and affection to create a community feeling became a key part of Airbnb’s brand strategy. In the words of Chesky: ‘What we are about is belonging. It’s our mission to live in a world where we belong anywhere. So what we needed to do is build and communicate that’ (DesignStudio, 2015).

Airbnb was no longer about simply finding a cheap place to sleep. It had become a global travel community that offered end-to-end trips that would allow customers to transition from feeling like visitors to locals. This was the brand idea. The next step was to work out how to communicate and reinforce this concept through design.

The work

In 2008 Airbnb developed a minimal work of visual identity for the brand. Like any start-up, they limited themselves to conceiving the most basic design elements: a wordmark and a colour and an identification stamp. Although the visual identity was not thoroughly developed, the user experience was the engine that helped generate the trust that the brand needed to achieve success.

Perfecting the interface design was essential if the business were to flourish. As such, the designers developed a system in which every host had to create an introductory profile with their names, the things they like to do, the name of their dog and so on. Another important part of their user experience was the reputation system, in which both host and guest had to leave a review of their experience, but would only be revealed once both of them had done so.


After some years, and when business was running well, it was time for another change. Six years after launching, Airbnb perceived that their brand had diminished with respect to their business. So, in 2014 they went through a massive rebranding effort and launched the identity as we know it today.


We realized that the business and the community didn’t add to the brand. The business and the community had outgrown the brand. You can’t get this wrong, this is our identity. Hopefully you do it once and it lasts for a hundred years.




SOURCE Brian Chesky, Airbnb CEO (DesignStudio, 2015)

The agency, DesignStudio of San Francisco, took on the challenge of redrawing the identity of the company. For a year they embarked on collaborative work between client and agency. They travelled through the platform to deepen the real Airbnb experience. The result was a rebranding effort that impacted the business at all levels:


The simplest way to communicate ‘Belong Anywhere’ is to create a symbol, an icon. Something that people all over the world can identify; in any culture, any generation, when you see this icon it represents belonging.




SOURCE Brian Chesky. Airbnb CEO (DesignStudio, 2015)

The visual identity of the Airbnb rebranding is centred on an icon that is named Bélo. With a name that clearly evokes the idea of belonging, the symbol that represents the people, places, love and ‘A’ of Airbnb. It consists of a simple and universal outline that anyone can draw and interpret in their own way, regardless of their culture or language.

In 2014, at the same time that the new Airbnb brand was launched with its value proposition focused on the sense of belonging, a new CMO joined the team: Jonathan Mildenhall. He had been at the forefront of all the communications decisions that had positioned the brand where it is today. But more importantly, he helped to implement the brand, starting from a user’s own experience of travel promoted by the platform. In an interview for Interbrand in 2015, Mildenhall commented on the change that was needed, saying:


I realized early on that if I was going to make Airbnb successful and make Airbnb mainstream, I’d need to focus on content. Because it’s a really weird behaviour the first time you say to somebody, ‘I’m going to open up my home and let strangers come in and stay with me.’ So I have to work incredibly hard, with content, to normalize that behaviour.




SOURCE Mildenhall, 2015


The management and distribution of content is Airbnb’s main marketing strategy. And how do they deploy it? Through their own magazine: Pineapple magazine and the ‘hyperactive’ social media management. Every one of their content marketing efforts are focused on the community, and each of their campaigns and communication platforms that are developed are based on authentic, human and real experiences, experienced by the users of the platform.

The impact

In 2018, Airbnb has operations in 191 countries. The business uses design rules to keep branding consistent. The key to Airbnb’s success as a brand is its use of design along with its hosts and its neighbourhoods to create a sense of belonging anywhere in the world. It is not just about the listings that are put up on the web and on the mobile app; it is also the connection Airbnb is providing to its users and their immediate surroundings.

That is why Airbnb is not perceived as a usual hostel business. It has gone from being a hosting provider to being a platform that connects people. And that is where that sense of belonging is created.

Airbnb has made its own, distinctive place in the world. Through a solid strategy communicated by great design, it has disrupted its industry and earned the trust of millions of users.
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Help your people 
to help you

Engage your employees


Introduction

For disruptive brands, the brand, especially the strategy behind it, is as relevant inside an organization as it is outside. We know that the culture of a company should be driven by brand and that the entire organization takes responsibility for its success – from the shop floor to the boardroom. We have seen how a good brand idea can persuade your employees to believe and how brand can be used to shape internal behaviours and even the physical spaces in which staff work.

In this chapter, we will examine the role that internal engagement plays in making the brand last. We will see how the world’s most disruptive brands ensure that a sense of responsibility to the brand is deeply embedded and maintained in everything their people do. This feeling of loyalty and responsibility is known as ‘brand ownership’ and it is one of the hallmarks of disruptive brands.

Why internal engagement matters

In his 2003 book On Brand, Saffron’s co-founder Wally Olins wrote:


Kit Kat doesn’t have to answer calls, is never tired, or tense, it’s always ready and it always tastes exactly the same. Service-based brands don’t work like that. The people who stand for the organization often lose their patience, they get tired or irritated and sometimes, they’re just having a bad day and are fed-up.



SOURCE Olins, 2003


We would argue that at the turn of the 20th century, there was more of a clear difference between product and services businesses. Since then, forces of convergence have changed our expectations for brands. We now see brands as increasingly transparent entities, and we are interested in much more than what they sell. Consequently, reliance on a product (whether that’s a chocolate bar, a financial product or a fibreoptic cable) to exclusively deliver on all the promises a brand makes is no longer realistic. Too many points of interaction exist between brands and their diverse audiences; inevitably services are required either as companions to or even as integral components of any product offering. While many of these services are digital, they are invented, maintained and updated by humans.

However, Wally’s quote reminds us of the many fault lines in maintaining the perceptions of a brand. Human beings have many other concerns and challenges on their daily agendas besides helping bring a brand alive. Disruptive brands engage teams internally and ensure that a brand’s promise is lived inside-out across long periods of time. It takes a concerted effort by, amongst others, the HR, internal communications, brand and marketing teams to ensure that the relevance of the brand is clear not only to the consumer but, first of all, to those working for it.

As we discuss in Chapter 7 on designing customer service, brand should be a concern for every single member of your organization. Even better, the needs and desires of your employees should be represented in your brand’s strategy. Your brand should be built with your employees in mind; it should help those people mentioned in the Wally Olins quote above to achieve their targets. And, once it has been built, it needs to be shared and explained in a way they find relevant and compelling. The brand cannot simply be introduced to them in a big binder or online portal – it needs to engage them in a meaningful way. The first step towards engaging your employees is undoubtedly the launch – in Chapter 9 we reference the ways you can introduce a brand to your employees. But this is just the very beginning. In order for the brand to be lived, believed and championed over time, you need to adopt internal engagement as permanent endeavour. This is why we’re convinced that the effort to engage people with a brand should not be an end in itself but rather a process that helps a business and its employees address some of the challenges they are facing. In effect, the brand is introduced and experienced as a tangible solution to problems and not as an additional activity.

Consider the story of President Kennedy being told by a NASA janitor, ‘I’m helping put a man on the Moon.’ In our view, this is the ultimate example of successful internal engagement. Somebody had taken the time to explain the organization’s overarching mission to a member of the team who might otherwise have been overlooked. That man then felt the kind of pride and motivation in his work that comes from feeling that you are working towards a larger, shared goal.



Disruption and internal engagement


The saying goes that ‘If an egg is broken by an outside force, life ends. But if it’s broken by an inside force, life begins.’ Disruption is usually seen and experienced all too often as an outside force, with negative, stressful consequences for the people working for the disrupted brand. Travel agencies, bookstores and many more have had to either change or suffer the consequences. But we would argue that disruption can be a force for good that positively benefits brands – IF it comes from the inside. Those brands that have been able to cultivate an internal culture of disruption have found relevant new business models and brands to match. Where a staff is engaged and excited to move forwards together, business success becomes much more likely. This passion and drive is what people tend to mean when they talk about ‘start-up culture’ – it is the hunger to do more and never stop innovating and creating.


Internal engagement in the modern workplace

The payoff for engaging staff is clear. Team members that feel engaged with their work and understand the goals they are working towards (beyond financial gains for the company or the individual) are more productive, more motivated and more consistently show up for work (Gretz and Jacobson, 2018).

This is particularly important as millennials and GenZs become ever bigger groups amongst the workforce of many companies. These team members are motivated differently, look for different benefits and ultimately wish to work for a company and brand that they feel has purpose (Vozza, 2018).

They don’t just work for different reasons, they also work in different ways. Modern workers keep flexible hours, in flexible spaces, using all manner of different devices and, crucially, are much more interested in the output and result of their work than the process that gets them there. Naturally, older generations of employees have taken note and the employees of disruptive brands worldwide are evolving (see Figure 4.1).




Figure 4.1 Evolution of the employee



[image: A figure shows differences between older workforce and workforce comprising of millennials and GenZs.]




The differences are as follows differences between older workforce and workforce comprising of millennials and GenZs are as follows:
1. Older workforce: Works 9 to 5
Younger workforce: Works anytime
2. Older workforce: Works in a corporate office
Younger workforce: Works anywhere
3. Older workforce: Uses company equipment
Younger workforce: Uses any devices
4. Older workforce: Focussed on inputs
Younger workforce: Focussed on outputs
5. Older workforce: Climbs the corporate ladder
Younger workforce: Creates own ladder
6. Older workforce: Pre-defined work
Younger workforce: Customized work
7. Older workforce: Hoards information
Younger workforce: Shares information
8. Older workforce: Has no voice
Younger workforce: Can become a leader
9. Older workforce: Relies on email
Younger workforce: Relies on collaboration technologies
10. Older workforce: Focussed on knowledge
Younger workforce: Focussed on adaptive learning
11. Older workforce: Corporate learning and teaching
Younger workforce: Democratize learning and teaching




How to engage staff with your brand

We believe that internal engagement is much more than just telling people about the brand. Even the best internal communications campaign can only be one part of the effort towards engaging employees with brand and the goals you’ve set for your business. Achieving business targets with the help of an effective brand is not a matter of more and better communication; it requires involving your people and their individual tasks.

This is done through a concerted effort in the form of an Engagement Programme. The sum of a number of initiatives and activities, such a programme is a long-term effort to introduce the brand, familiarize staff with it and permanently influence their behaviour. Such a programme must be run by any organization aiming to either disrupt or protect itself from disruption caused by others. Whether launching a new corporate brand or working with a well-established one, engaging employees is one of the more important activities to carry out in order to successfully manage disruption.

In the engagement programmes we design and carry out with clients across the world, we place special emphasis on using the programme to help address operational issues and cultural challenges, which we believe is fundamental for the effective alignment of your people with the brand. Our goal is to engender a sense of ownership in the brand amongst all people working in the organization. In our experience, this happens best when brand can help solve the challenges of running a business and does so in ways that everyone in the business can experience. We tend not to be satisfied with brand engagement that remains theoretical and distant from how the business is run every day. The brand must, in our view, influence decision-making not only in corporate strategy but in the daily business of reviewing staff, guiding the behaviour of junior team members and in the processes of how the organization interacts with external audience groups.

It’s also important to remember that for such a programme to be effective, it must do more than make sense from a business and management perspective – it must provoke the right emotions in people. In order to achieve all of this, we have formulated a set of guidelines to help you ensure your engagement effort is effective.

The hallmarks of an effective engagement programme

1. Be clear on the objectives

Questions to ask:


	
Are you clear on the challenges your business faces?



	
Which of these relate to brand?



	
Do you and your leadership team know how you expect your employees to work towards addressing these challenges?



	
Have you developed a succinct brand strategy as a platform from which to engage your internal stakeholders?





It is important to be clear on what goals you are trying to reach with your internal engagement effort. The key is to think of the brand not as a goal in itself but rather as a conduit to solving cultural and other challenges your business may be facing. We believe that asking the brand engagement programme to deliver tangible solutions to ongoing business challenges ensures that it is taken more seriously by participants and its success can more readily be evaluated. For example, issues such as a ‘top-down’ mentality, bureaucracy or slow decision-making could be addressed as part of a brand engagement programme.

2. One size does not fit all

Since businesses are subject to constant change, a brand engagement programme must be inherently flexible in order to serve its purpose. The goal therefore is not to develop a rigid sequence of initiatives that are closely tailored to all needs you’ve identified. On the contrary, we believe disruptive brands tend to develop an array of open initiatives that can work as independent modules. These will all be geared to serve the purpose of familiarizing employees with the brand, but keep things interesting by drawing on different approaches.

The ultimate success of brand engagement is knowing how to manage opportunities with elasticity. You may find, for example, that a certain group of senior managers is already over-burdened by participation in a number of other corporate programmes and you therefore do not want to overload them. Providing tools that they can access at a time of their choice to engage this audience will prove more relevant than, for example, a three-day brand retreat.

3. Let facts do the talking

We have found that it can be helpful to use the numbers and facts of a business and its challenges to get your employees interested and invested in the goals you set for an engagement programme. This means doing more than just rolling out the same old figures on growth. Statistics relating to gender and ethnic diversity, perhaps, or about the number of office locations and languages spoken can potentially attract more attention.


The important thing is to try and find information that will surprise and engage your internal audiences. Using these to explain why an internal programme for brand awareness and alignment is needed will speak more loudly and clearly than any rhetoric your communications team may be able to put together. Set out clearly and prove conclusively that the business faces challenges that the brand can help solve.

4. Don’t overload the system

We advise our clients to avoid being too ambitious when they set the initial goals of an engagement programme. While we encourage the thought of using the programme to not only engage employees with the brand but to solve some business issues at the same time, you need to be clear on which of those issues you need to treat as a priority and which can be left for later. Trying to solve too many issues at once while also expending effort to have your organization begin working with a new or refreshed brand will almost certainly result in a failed programme. Prioritize and remember that an engagement programme should be something intended to be run in perpetuity. You will therefore have plenty of time to address issues in order of urgency. Begin by focusing on the things that are truly relevant to your goals and that have greater visibility.

5. Involve top management

Engagement programmes use brand to influence, amongst other things, the culture of an organization. As such, it’s important that senior leadership is involved and practises what the brand preaches. Setting an example by visibly supporting the brand and engagement programme will help motivate other levels of managers and employees. Ensuring their commitment to embedding the brand deeply within the business and using it to influence culture is crucial. Only when everyone sees those they look to for leadership ‘walk the talk’ will the brand be credible inside the organization.


A good example of this is Richard Branson, who spearheads all brand efforts inside Virgin Group to the extent where he has become the personification of the Virgin brand. Therefore, it’s important to involve top leadership in the process of developing the brand itself so that the engagement programme can count on their understanding and support from the start.

6. Motivate people in ways that matter

We believe that most employees have both a legal and an emotional contract with their organization. The legal contract contains all the things they’re required to do and that the company is required to provide in return. The emotional contract is formed over time and can potentially motivate people to go ‘above and beyond’ their duties. Taking part in a brand programme and working to ensure that the brand is implemented throughout the organization is something that tends to happen on top of ‘regular hours’ or ‘mandatory duties’. Therefore, it’s important to recognize which employee groups will be motivated by specific incentives in order to ensure their active support for the brand and the engagement programme. For some it might simply be overtime pay, others may want to participate in order to advance their career or even be part of brand decision-making as a recognition of their intimate knowledge of the company and how it works. For people to believe in the programme and commit themselves, it’s important to create a system of different incentives and potentially even remuneration in which the alignment with brand and its strategy ​​is a fundamental factor.

7. Make it visual

Whether a new visual identity has been developed for the brand or not, our experience shows that engagement programmes that are given their own visual language as part of the overarching corporate design of a business are more successful. It helps to make them recognizable amongst all the other corporate initiatives that usually run in parallel. Once the programme has been running for some time, it will also begin to remind employees of what the brand stands for in a visually engaging way. Finally, a visual component to an engagement programme is a helpful tool in order to bring clarity and simplicity to the culture of an organization. Expressing big and important ideas in an elegant and succinct visual form is, we believe, a valuable lesson for employees to take away from their work with the brand. Only one word of caution: it’s important that the visual identity of the brand engagement effort does not jeopardize the visual consistency of the brand overall. Therefore it’s important to ensure that the visual language of the engagement programme is closely aligned with that of the organization overall.

8. Build on the existing

In most cases, an effort to engage the people working in an organization can build on existing tools and resources to achieve its goals. As noted above, it is likely that manifold initiatives around culture, strategy and collaboration already exist inside the business. Wherever possible, it is preferable to build on these than to start from scratch. Besides the obvious economic and efficiency arguments, this will go some way towards helping the programme get started and should speed up the initial phases. Using existing meeting formats, communication lines, incentive schemes and other pre-existing initiatives is useful in order to ensure that more time can be spent focusing on the content with which you wish to engage internal audiences.

9. Involve, don’t only inform

No matter at what level of the organization a specific engagement initiative is intended to work, our experience shows that when target audiences are involved and can participate actively, a much higher degree of engagement is the result. As such, the tools we use are often interactive in the form of workshops, group activities or even digital interactions that allow for staff not only to learn about the brand but ideally to use it in a way that’s relevant to them. We also try to ensure that every activity contains some form of feedback loop in order to allow participants to provide at-the-moment views and reflections on what they are doing. This can be incredibly valuable in the effort to keep improving not only the way in which you engage your internal audiences but also the content with which you’re engaging them. Letting people know this is the case is often another powerful proof point that you truly wish to involve them in a process of ownership and active responsibility for the brand.

10. Think long-term

As we will discuss in Chapter 11 on starting over, the interval between rebranding initiatives is somewhere between 7 and 10 years. It is this period that a brand engagement programme should cover. For disruptive brands, the discipline of brand engagement has become an integral part of the work of either dedicated branding departments or their counterparts in marketing and HR.

This is partly because all organizations are subject to staff turnover and work hard to engage even potential recruits with their brand and new arrivals even more so. Furthermore, there is a very real competition for the attention of seasoned and especially senior staff in small and large businesses. Everyone works hard and is usually participating in a number of projects and corporate initiatives. The brand engagement effort must therefore be compelling enough to justify spending time with and, more importantly, to act upon what has been gained from it. The corollary here is that engagement programmes should be set up not only with short- and medium-term goals to increase internal brand awareness and fluency, but to achieve a deeply embedded sense of ownership of the brand amongst a majority of staff. This should lead to positive and measurable changes in how staff behave towards internal and external stakeholders of the brand.

11. A project of all

We often get asked how to govern an internal engagement programme. Who should be involved? What levels of seniority are needed as part of the team? It’s important to involve a broad range of people across the disciplines and units of an organization. You should try to represent, as far as possible, all the different stakeholder groups inside your business as part of the team that creates and administers the brand engagement programme. Our advice is to have two groups within this team, across which all parts of the organization are represented:

The working group

This first group takes all of the key decisions and puts the various activities of the engagement effort into action in collaboration with the appropriate corporate function ie HR, communications or marketing. Even in very large organizations this group is made up of only a handful of people – never more than eight. These will be people senior enough to sign off on the daily activities of the engagement programme and well connected enough in order to schedule meetings with key decision-makers throughout the business.

The steering committee

There is then a second, larger, group of advisors to the programme (it can also be known as a sounding board). They do not take decisions themselves but are consulted and provide valuable feedback on proposed engagement activities or other important decisions. Members of this group might include board and C-suite leadership as well as other people that can help the brand become visible and broadly used inside the business.

The phases and structure of a brand engagement programme

The following list is how the broad-ranging and long-term effort to engage a business with brand should be organized.

Planning

This phase gives you and the working group a solid understanding of: 1) what levels of brand engagement you currently have and where you hope to improve on these; and 2) what business challenges you are planning on addressing along the way. Furthermore, it’s important to be clear on the challenges and opportunities that you have given corporate politics, structure and outside forces. You may decide to run an internal survey in order to collect up-to-date data on internal engagement levels. Taking all this into consideration, a plan is drawn up to establish both the necessary infrastructure and content for the engagement programme to work.

Launching

In a majority of cases, the brand engagement effort is launched together with the new brand itself. A certain, sometimes substantial, number of people will have been aware of the new brand internally before its public launch. Nevertheless, most people inside the organization will only spend a significant amount of time with the details of the new brand once it has been launched ‘officially’ (meaning externally).

This is problematic, especially in situations in which front-line staff members are asked to represent the brand but have only limited awareness of it, while expectations are being raised amongst external audiences using advertising and PR campaigns.

As we discuss in Chapter 9 on launching the brand, we recommend first launching the brand internally, giving employees at least a few weeks (ideally much longer) to familiarize themselves with it and its consequences on their work and only then launch externally. Regardless of how much advance notice you are able to give employees, the launch of the brand engagement effort should ideally be presented by the CEO or chairman of the business. This will likely be the case if the brand and the engagement programme are launched in tandem – our recommendation.

Creation and training

This phase puts the plan created earlier into action. Teams work with the working group in order to create all materials and schedule all sessions necessary to operationalize the first wave of activities. Training of trainers begins in workshop sessions, brand ambassadors are identified and invited to kick-off events and welcome packs are distributed amongst general staff where this hasn’t already happened on launch day.

Activation

All materials produced and all trainers that have been trained are put into the field. This is where the initial effort to create the programme begins to pay off as growing numbers inside the business will in some way be coming into contact with the new or revised brand. A rapid feedback loop should be set up so that the various different methods of engagement (such as workshops, travelling exhibitions, seminars or away days) that were created during the previous phase can be evaluated and small changes can be made as different efforts are rolled out to ensure their efficacy.

Reinforcement phase

Reinforcement is a series of continuity initiatives that must ensure that the brand is established in the structure of the company. They will typically be connected with the existing and ongoing efforts of the HR and internal communications departments. An example would be evaluating staff members according to how ‘on-brand’ their behaviour and work performance has been.

Two initiatives we recommend

We want to highlight two initiatives that we regard as particularly important in the context of disruption. First, defining what the brand means for employees both current and potential as part of an employer value proposition. Second, treating the journey that employees go through from first becoming aware of your business to working with you and one day moving on as equally important to the customer journey and using the brand to influence it.


Employer value proposition

Disruptive businesses have understood the need to ‘sell’ the organization to their own employees and to potential candidates. Those that tend to be disrupted – large, traditional companies – are no longer intuitively attractive to recent graduates. What used to be seen as safe, solid, well-paying corporations are now considered old-fashioned, boring and outdated behemoths that millennials and GenZ do not want to be part of. These potential recruits look for purpose, they look for motivation beyond the corner office when deciding which brand to work for. This is where the employer value proposition can be helpful.

An Employer Value Proposition (EVP) describes the promise an employer makes towards its employees. In the same way that an FMCG company sells a promise of a product’s features and benefits to a consumer (USP), a truly disruptive company will make (and keep!) a promise to their current and future employees in the form of an EVP.

An EVP is a succinct description of what makes a business a truly special employer. It will typically contain a modulation of the overall brand idea, adapted for internal audiences. It may also contain brand values where these were not already created as part of the brand strategy definition. Typically there will also be an EVP narrative or statement that describes in some more detail what makes the organization different and relevant as an employer. Once some or all of these have been worked out, the brand engagement programme should be used to ensure that these elements are embedded in the organization and are proven to employees as part of their journey through the organization – the subject of our second recommended initiative.

Often, the trigger for companies to embark on an EVP project is rooted in a difficulty to attract talent from the outside or to motivate one or more groups of current employees. The general targets we set when working with our clients on EVP projects tend to revolve around two points:


	
Internal: Increase current employees’ motivation to work for that company, measurably improve on set KPIs eg productivity, decrease sick days, etc.



	

External: Make the company more attractive as an employer to potential candidates, so as to attract only the best (= most appropriate) talent for each open position. Far from wishing to attract more talent, most of our clients now wish to reduce the number of applications but drive up the quality and relevancy of each individual application. This is achieved by differentiating the company more clearly from the competition – this time as a potential employer.





We recommend you engage in the definition of an EVP as part of your brand engagement work because we’ve seen the results work for our clients. In case you or your colleagues would like further evidence that it’s worth your time, consider the following:


	
companies with bad reputations pay 10 per cent more per hire;



	
96 per cent agree that alignment of personal values with a company’s culture is a key factor in their satisfaction working there;



	
88 per cent of millennials and minorities agree that being part of the right company cultures really matters to them;



	
87 per cent joined a company specifically because of cultural fit;



	
80 per cent have left a company specifically because of its culture.





SOURCE Randstad, 2017

Organizations with a strong EVP are:


	
5× more likely to report their employees are highly engaged;



	
2× more likely to report achieving financial performance significantly above their peers.





SOURCE Willis Towers Watson, 2013

Finally, a strong EVP:


	
improves the commitment of new hires by up to 29 per cent;



	
reduces new hire compensation premium by up to 50 per cent;



	
increases the likelihood of employees acting as advocates from an average 24 per cent to 47 per cent.





SOURCE Corporate Leadership Council, 2004


Employee journey

Whether you choose to develop an EVP in addition to your brand idea or not, bringing either alive for employees is the central focus of brand engagement. In order to do so effectively, we believe it is valuable to audit and then improve the employee experience. Just as brand can be a driving force to create a compelling customer experience across a multitude of touchpoints, the same is true for employees. The employee experience of your brand begins long before recruits become part of your staff, through their time working at your business and continuing even after they’ve moved on but are still valuable alumni members of your network. As they move along what can be called the Employee Journey, it’s important to ensure that the brand makes the biggest possible difference to their perception of your business. By mapping the employee experience, highlights (anniversaries, promotions, etc) can be made even more memorable and challenges (poor performance etc) more easily overcome.

The goal of this initiative is to design a human-centric and on-brand approach to translate the brand idea or employee value proposition into specific actionable experiences that define and bring to life what it’s like to work for company X. Creating the employee journey has two parts: 1) a Diagnostic Journey that captures and maps the status quo today; and then 2) a prototype Aspirational Journey or desired ‘Future Employee Journey’. To bridge the gap between the status quo and the intended future, select a set of goals and identify specific criteria to support and coach HR (and any other teams to be involved, eg brand, communications, etc) in the implementation of future activities to come closer to the aspirational employee journey. Work on auditing the employee experience is usually broken down into the following five phases.

1. Research and framing

Work begins by establishing a clear view of the ‘status quo’ of employee experiences. There will be any number of different types of employees in your business and their experiences of working for you will again be variable. Understanding the different types of employee you have and how their experiences vary is the objective of this phase. This is done through documentation analysis and personal interactions in the form of work-shadowing, personal and group interviews. After having gained an understanding of what status quo looks like for all important internal audiences, carry out research to identify trends and benchmark what the competition is doing.

→ Outcome & input for next phase: project kick-off with definite scope, plan and research: internal interviews, secondary research, etc.

2. Diagnosis journey mapping

Map the phases and touchpoints that were defined during research and fill them with content from your audit. The content will be a mix of interview quotes, first-person experience from work-shadowing sessions, data from reports or with respect to benchmark references etc. (See Figure 4.2.)




Figure 4.2 An example employee journey map



[image: A figure shows the three phases of the employee journey map namely: Pre-employment, Employment and Post-employment.]



The description of parts in each phase are as follows:
1. Pre-employment
Attraction
Recruit
Get hired
2. Employment
On-boarding: 1st day to 1st month
Day-to-day
Evaluation or Feedback sessions
Critical moments
3. Post-employment
Goodbye
Alumni relationship



→ Outcome & input for next phase: diagnosis employee journey.

3. Findings, goals and diagnosis

Analyse and evaluate the findings from the mapping of the status quo:


	
Top 3 weaknesses: Where are we falling short of our expectations? Why? Are there any surprises?



	
Top 3 strengths: What areas of employee experience do we excel at? Why? Is there more investment in those? Are they simply easier to track with KPIs?



	
Biggest blind spots: Why did some aspects surprise the working team?





Next, define the parts of the employee experience you wish to prioritize and agree goals for how these touchpoints should work in future. In doing so, you will identify the gap between the current situation and the intended future outcome.

→ Outcome & input for next phase: analysis, aspirations/goals and conclusions summary and aspirations: gaps between real experience and intended one.


4. Re-mapping

Based on the status quo map, draw up a fresh representation of the journeys your various employee groups should be experiencing going forwards. Specifically highlight those areas of the journey where the most change is intended and explain how the EVP or brand idea can make a difference here. Detail how the brand will be brought alive and proven to a specific or all internal audiences. This new mapping will serve as part of the blueprint to improving the employee experience.

→ Outcome & input for next phase: aspirational employee journey.

5. Goal-related work implementation plan

As part of the brand engagement programme, work on improving individual touchpoints until the gap between the status quo and the intended result mapping has been closed. For example, a currently underwhelming onboarding experience could be reworked by very closely defining what should happen on the first day, during the first week or even month of an employee’s time with the organization. It’s important that any potential improvements are measured and confirmed to be working.

→ Outcome & input for next phase: strategy plan to attack the 1–2 main goals and assess any alternative goals for implementation.

In summary

Only when the people inside an organization feel a keen sense of ownership for the brand will they be able to bring it to life for external audiences. That sense of ownership is only possible if a concerted effort is made across HR, internal communications and marketing to not only inform but to engage a majority of the organization with brand. Not all employees require the same level of engagement, but all employees will need at least a minimum of engagement in order for the brand to have a positive effect on them. Brand engagement need not only be an end in itself but can also act as a way to solve cultural challenges inside the organization. The brand strategy can be developed further into an employee value proposition in order to be particularly meaningful to employees. The EVP can be used to ensure that the employee journey is consistently on-brand. The engagement programme is a long-term effort and should be sustained for many years after the brand has been launched.



Checklist

Internal engagement


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Internal engagement is essential to making your brand last.



	
You want your people to feel ownership and responsibility towards your brand.



	
A sense of ownership internally helps achieve better results externally.



	
Maintaining and protecting your brand is the job of everybody in the organization.



	
As such, you need to make sure that everybody understands the brand and feels connected to it.



	
Disruption itself is an internal attitude that is cultivated and promoted by the brand.



	
To engage staff with your brand, you need to develop an engagement programme.



	
Steps of developing the engagement programme:


	
define the various internal audiences you wish to engage;



	
be clear on which audience needs what level of engagement;



	
create engagement tools, workshops and initiatives for all audiences;



	
use an EVP to differentiate your business from other potential employers;



	
map the current employee journey to identify areas of improvement;



	
bring the EVP to life across the employee journey;



	
regularly measure whether engagement efforts are working and make adjustments accordingly.







	
Once your engagement programme has launched, be sure to keep engaging all parts of the business with the brand for the long term.









CASE STUDY How Voith kept its employees engaged as it went from small-town Germany to the world


Understanding the brand

Voith is a multinational technology company headquartered in Germany. Founded in 1867 as a small locksmith, Voith now has more than 19,000 employees, sales of €4.2 billion and locations in over 60 countries worldwide. It is one of the largest family-owned companies in Europe.

Voith has a broad portfolio of systems, products, services and digital applications. It sets world-class standards in the markets of energy, oil & gas, paper, raw materials, and transport & automotive. Their products and services impact the lives of people all over the world. If you have ever ridden a bus or a high-speed train, put pen to paper or turned on a light, you may well have come into contact with a Voith product without noticing.

The challenge

Around 2015, economic conditions and business performance indicators led Voith to undertake a restructuring process which included selling its Industrial Services division, making a big investment into robotics and many other business-scale adjustments. During this period, management were concerned about the impact of the restructuring on employee morale. At the same time, a big company milestone was approaching in the form of the Voith Group’s 150th anniversary in 2017.

The idea to connect the restructuring and the anniversary was born. Both the internal restructuring and the company anniversary presented an opportunity to use the Voith brand to both explain and galvanize change; getting ready for the next 150 years in the Voith Group story. It was a chance to highlight Voith’s legacy, re-engage employees with what Voith stands for and encourage them to work together across corporate silos for the benefit of the entire organization.

With its long-term experience of being at the cutting edge of technology, Voith understood the importance of staying relevant better than most. With this in mind, the organization set about evolving its brand strategy. The goal was to re-imagine the brand idea, brand values and strapline in a way that would be both authentic to Voith’s heritage and simultaneously renew the company’s positioning for growth.


The solution

Saffron was commissioned to collaborate with Voith on the task of developing the corporate brand strategy in detail. This would include various articulations of the strategy, from a mission and manifesto to positioning and personality. The strategy project would also involve reconsidering and streamlining Voith’s values so they could more effectively guide the organization’s behaviour. These elements were then to be accompanied by a compelling visual identity evolution.

In addition to the visual and strategic elements, we were asked to create a detailed plan for an internal engagement programme and implement its initial steps. This programme would serve the practical purpose of communicating the new brand to everyone in the organization and also have the emotional benefit of ensuring employee enthusiasm post-restructuring. It was to be launched as part of the anniversary celebrations and to accompany the strategic concept.

The work

As we embarked on our journey with Voith, it became clear that there was currently a solid brand strategy and a very detailed design system in place, but that various business units within the group had built similar strategic elements in parallel. Our task therefore became one of creating a brand strategy for the Group that would incorporate the spirit of that work and unite the Group behind one overarching vision. It was about taking the existent, examining it in detail and deciding, together with the team at Voith, which parts needed developing in order to allow for closer collaboration and unity. The goal was to give relevance to the brand in the face of industrial digitalization and other megatrends, while also ensuring it remained true to its heritage. How could we protect and support Voith’s 150-year legacy and family-owned character, while also championing its huge technological advancements and cutting-edge reality? And, from an engagement point of view, how could we bring all of these changes alive in a way that inspired and enthused Voith’s global workforce?

Starting from Voith’s existing positioning ‘Engineered Reliability’, we carried out a deep immersion process in order to find a brand core that was both more emotional and that connected Voith’s longstanding expertise with its future ambitions. The immersion also served as an initial diagnosis, from where we developed the engagement programme’s focus.

As we tested potential strategic directions, it became clear that Voith’s values needed to be unified from two different sets – corporate and brand values. This pointed us towards an important goal: the organization needed to understand that brand is all-encompassing, so one unique set of values should act as a consolidated credo to be lived by every member of the Voith team across the world. It was therefore clear that we would face the task not only of redefining the contents of the brand itself but of raising visibility and understanding of the advantages a strong corporate brand can bring as well. We would need to revamp Voith’s brand and embed it both in the renewed brand strategy and at the core of the engagement programme and bring it to life through the visual identity used during anniversary celebrations.

The strategy was thoroughly analysed resulting in an overhaul of values, mission and vision statements. Eventually, a new articulation of Voith’s brand was coined: Inspiring Technology For Generations. Staying true to the core of the former Engineered Reliability, the new claim sets a more emotional tone to focus on Voith’s future. From there, the engagement programme was articulated around the concept of Taking Ownership to motivate all employees to truly feel empowered within their roles, embody the Voith brand and celebrate the 150 years of history with pride and a sense of belonging.

Coinciding with the roll-out of the 150th anniversary celebrations, the new strategy and engagement programme needed to be made tangible with a renewed visual expression. The concept we developed was based on the many ‘rings’ of a tree seen in cross-section – that keep increasing as time passes. Each layer has its own characteristics (such as colour and slight shape variations) but originates from the existing structure. Based on this anniversary expression a revision of Voith’s corporate identity was rolled out in 2018.

The impact

October 2016 marked the launch date of the renewed brand strategy in front of hundreds of senior managers from Voith worldwide. Voith’s group conference periodically marks a key milestone in shaping the corporate strategy and aligning leadership globally towards the common goals. In a tightly knit agenda Voith’s results were announced, various business units’ successes and challenges were shared and new goals were adopted.

The Voith brand was a major element of the conference’s agenda along with the announcement of the brand engagement programme. The new framework and the brand engagement programme are now being planned out in detail on a global basis.
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A promise delivered

Shape the brand experience


Introduction

At Saffron, we often tell clients: ‘Brand is the promise of an experience – delivered.’

As we’ve seen by now, brand is much more than a logo, a name or an ad campaign. It is a promise that tells the user or observer what they can expect when they interact with it, buy its product, visit its spaces or use its services. It sets expectations. Whether a washing powder or a digital bank, brands are authentic and successful when they meet their customers’ expectations by delivering on the promise they have made to the world.

The idea of branding has existed ever since people started trading products and services. The very first businesses used a name and a set of visual markers to communicate their promise to customers – that the product was safe and of high quality – simultaneously differentiating their products from those of the competition.

Back then, delivery of that brand promise was almost always product-led. Whether it was washing powder or cornflakes, a customer’s experience of using the product would dictate their impression of the brand. A positive experience – be that bright white clothes or a tasty breakfast – would leave a good impression of the brand. A brand would deliver on its promise if a product served its purpose and offered value for money. That was enough. Nobody really thought of ‘designing’ experiences to cater for an ongoing relationship and interaction with the customer.


As the world has become more complex, so have our relationships with brands. We saw in Chapter 1 how convergent forces of globalization and digitalization have changed the way customers interact with brands. Brands now live in far more places than the product box; they are countries, professional services, celebrities and so on – all competing for our attention from our phones, our TV screens and in physical stores. This multitude has led to a clamour of voices, where brands need to say more, more often, in order to be heard. Brands promise the world a lot, every single day. For them to stay authentic, they need to deliver. That is where ‘experience design’ comes in.

What is a ‘brand experience’?

We can define a Brand Experience as the positive, negative or neutral perceptions that an individual has of a brand before, during and after being exposed to it or actually interacting with it. Every time a person interacts with a brand, the experience they have contributes to a lasting perception of it in their mind.

These interactions can be personal and intentional, such as buying from a brand’s website or using a product, and they can also be more general and passive. For example, a person’s opinion of a brand is influenced when they come across the brand in a public space. Driving past an advertisement on a billboard or walking past a retail space in a mall can leave an impression on a person, whether they are already a customer or not. Everything we perceive about a brand without intentionally interacting with it, such as visual identity, communication and branded environments, are still part of our brand experience. Both active and passive impressions create a lasting perception that will shape a person’s opinion of a brand.

Disruptive brands know that purposefully designing these experiences can have a lasting positive effect. By ensuring that the many touchpoints needed are aligned, they can convey a consistent and strong message.

The holistic sum of these experiences define what brands are today; they are ever-evolving ecosystems of visual, tonal and behavioural elements.

Why does experience matter?

As we have already covered, today’s consumers have become prosumers. They are more informed and have higher expectations than ever. The lines between industries are also blurring, to the point where consumers are judging all brands they interact with by the same standards. It doesn’t matter whether you provide a broadband service or run trains; if your customer is used to a seamless, responsive experience in their interactions with other brands, they will expect the same from you.

As a result, those brands that neglect experience leave themselves open for disruption. If their brand experience is disjointed or inauthentic – it does not deliver on the promise the brand has made the world – then they run the risk of being challenged by another brand that provides a better experience.

It is worth noting that experience doesn’t necessarily have to be premium for it to be successful – the important thing is that it is authentic to the brand’s promise and delivered consistently. The perfect example of this is budget airline Ryanair. Ryanair is famous (if not infamous) for its no-frills experience. It offers low prices in exchange for a service that gets the customer from A to B. Meals, baggage and allocated seating are all add-ons that will cost more. The product is basic, but unashamedly so; Ryanair gets people where they want to go, at a price that they can afford. No more, no less. The experience might be objectively ‘basic’, but that does not matter. Ryanair’s experience is 100 per cent true to the promise its brand has made to its customers. This has given Ryanair the ability to weather storms that might have finished other brands. In May 2018, just seven months after they cancelled thousands of flights in a single six-week period, they reported an annual profit increase of 10 per cent to €1.45 billion (Ryanair, 2018). As of 2018, Ryanair also remains the largest European airline in terms of passengers flown. If these statistics are anything to go by, Ryanair seems to be doing pretty well.

This is because for most Ryanair passengers, the brand’s failings are just part and parcel of booking with the airline. Customers are most disappointed when their expectations are not met. This example illustrates, once again, that authenticity is, besides relevance and differentiation, one of the most important things to consider when creating a brand. If your experience is true to the one that your brand has promised, it will resonate with customers, regardless of exactly what it is.

Brand experience vs customer experience

We use the term ‘experience’ when talking about brands: brand experience, customer experience and, in the digital realm, user experience. But what do they all mean? While the latter can be defined as pertaining to a user’s experience of navigating a website or app, the other two are more challenging to define. Depending on who you talk to, there seems to be some confusion about the relationship and/or difference between brand experience and customer experience. So how do they differ?

The brand experience

This is the general manifestation of the brand’s strategy and its personality, expressed across all touchpoints, independently of whether someone interacts with them or not. It’s a big-picture perspective; from physical to digital, from internal to external, a brand experience is the combination of the many ways that a brand conveys its core message. It is what branding specialists design, in an effort to achieve the desired brand image according to the company’s ambitions.

In other words, the brand experience is a brand’s way of keeping its promise to the world.


Note: Brand experience can be customer-focused, but it can also have an important inward-facing aspect. The brand experience looks at everyone associated with a company or organization, meaning employees, partners, suppliers and more. It defines, for example, how attractive a brand is as an employer or as a source of talent. (For more information on employer brand, see Chapters 4 and 8.)

The customer experience

This is based on interactions a specific customer group has with the brand with an expected end result or service delivery. This usually means paying for the experience, although there are some exceptions (see below).

For brands, the customer experience is the ultimate ‘reality-check’. It is an opportunity to fulfil and exceed the expectations external audiences have. It is also the area in which brands can learn the most; by monitoring the way customers interact with corresponding touchpoints, brands can identify potential ‘pain-points’ and make necessary shifts to improve customer experience – and therefore perception – of a brand. This monitoring can come from feedback collected by frontline staff, or be collected from online interactions.

In practical terms, the difference between brand experience and customer experience breaks down as follows. A passer-by walks into an Apple store and experiences the brand in its physical space. They enjoy the presentation of the products and feel attracted by the communication and the whole brand universe. They have a nice chat with a store employee. Then, they leave without buying anything. In this scenario, our passer-by is able to experience Apple as a brand without actually becoming a customer. That is brand experience.

However, the passer-by will only have an actual customer experience if they were to buy one of Apple’s products and start to interact with the touchpoints that were designed to provide a specific service. The distinction is important in that Apple goes to great lengths to create the overall brand experience and the customer experience as one part of it. The measurements done on the success of the brand experience are based, in part, on the customer experience. Further measurements may be carried out in relation to the employee experience of the brand or the shareholder experience – each of these audiences should be catered for with a specific experience.

This is just as true when brands offer services that customers don’t have to pay for. Our interaction with these brands is mostly taken for granted and we feel entitled to them. We can’t even remember what we did before they existed.

Think of Google. From receiving e-mails to translating a webpage, we’ve all used Google services at some point. Many of us use them from the moment we wake up to the moment we go to sleep. And although we do not pay for these services, we have very high expectations of how they should perform. How many of us have complained about Google Maps for taking us to the wrong place or freezing at a key moment?


We also have high expectations of their ethics and behaviour in general. We expect them to have an opinion on pertinent matters to do with data and internet privacy. We are quick to judge Google – and other free digital giants of the same ilk – if we feel that the brand is not living up to our expectations. In other words, we expect these brands to fulfil the promise they’ve given us, explicitly or implicitly.

In these examples, the brand, customer and user experience are all closely intertwined. To exist on the internet is to come into contact with Google, whether we like it or not. As such, we are all Google customers.

Designing your brand experience

Designing a great experience means considering many different components and combining them in a cohesive way: the business strategy, brand strategy, brand identity, brand touchpoints and the business requirements of the company’s sector. Often, a successful brand experience is not the result of a perfect plan designed in isolation and executed overnight with immediate success. Rather, it is something that grows gradually and is part of an ongoing process with improvements made constantly, driven by feedback and learnings.

When designing a brand experience, the guiding principle should always be your Brand Idea. As we discussed in Chapter 2, this is the fundamental essence of your brand. It is the promise you make to your audiences. Your experience is the way that you deliver on this promise.

Experience touchpoints

When you design the brand experience, it’s important to consider the various touchpoints that your brand has with your audiences. Once you have identified these, you will be able to refer back to your brand idea and use it to design each element of the experience.

As an example, the touchpoints experienced by Saffron’s clients are described in Figure 5.1.





Figure 5.1 Brand touchpoints



[image: A figure lists the touchpoints experienced by Saffron’s clients.]



The list of brand touchpoints is as follows:
	HR policies


	Stationery


	Social media


	Publications


	Website


	Presentations


	Advertising


	Sponsoring


	Merchandise


	Retail architecture


	Vehicles


	Facilities and building


	Events


	Uniforms


	Packaging


	Product branding


	Office environment


	Brand hub


	Apps


	Spatial digital environments






When we talk about brand experience, there are four constituent areas into which touchpoints mostly fall and that most brands therefore need to think about: Product and Service, Behaviours, Environment and Systems.

1. Product and service

Everything that is physically produced offers some kind of experience. Whether it is a machine, a consumer good or a toy, the experience of interacting with a product can be the touchpoint customers associate most strongly with a brand. As such, all of your products need to be related to your brand idea. Car companies such as Mercedes are a good example of this. All models of their product line-up are constantly evolved to remain relevant to customers but with the brand idea always in mind to ensure authenticity. The way the engine or a closing door sounds, the way the leather feels, how the screen interface performs are all touchpoints within the brand and customer experience.

For a detailed examination on how to design products that are true to your brand, see Chapter 6, where we explore the process in depth.

2. Behaviours

Any interaction that your staff have with each other and with external audiences such as customers and suppliers is an element of the brand experience. Whether your customers buy something from a cashier at a physical store, speak to a customer care representative in a call centre or receive a product through the mail, they experience the way your brand behaves. Therefore, it is essential to ensure that the ways they speak and present themselves reflect your brand.

A great example of this is Ritz-Carlton. The world-leading luxury hotel brand is famed for its excellent service and takes great pains to ensure that their brand shines through every interaction that they have with their guests.

Ritz-Carlton’s brand idea is ‘We are ladies and gentlemen serving ladies and gentlemen’ and this translates into Three Steps of Service, or three fundamental behaviours which ensure the guest feels welcomed and respected at all times:


	

Give every guest a warm and sincere greeting.



	
Use the guest’s name. Anticipate and fulfil each guest’s needs.



	
Give each guest a fond farewell, taking care to use the guest’s name again as you say goodbye.






SOURCE Ritz-Carlton, 2018

These behaviours might seem incredibly simple, but by making sure that every employee adheres to them when interacting with guests, Ritz-Carlton can ensure that the brand idea is consistently applied across all of their global network of hotels, from Aruba to the UAE.

3. Environment

Environment is another core factor of building experience. In the case of many brands, this environment refers to the retail space. For some it means something else. Airlines, for example, have their aircraft and lounges to consider. Museums, meanwhile, are focused on their exhibitions. Either way, it is important to make sure that everything about your environments stays true to your brand and its message.

This is especially interesting in today’s convergent times, where the face of retail is undergoing a fundamental transformation. While some people predict the end of bricks-and-mortar retail due to the dominance of online business, others predict exactly the opposite – an increased focus on physical retail spaces, but not as we have traditionally known them. Indeed, current trends imply that brands will start looking for ways to enhance and diversify their retail spaces. When everything is available online, the purpose of a physical branded store becomes more fluid. Whether it’s a supermarket or a luxury fashion boutique, modern stores are designed to give pleasurable and memorable experiences that reinforce the brand in a visitor’s mind.

A great example of this is e-commerce beauty business Glossier. Founded in 2014 by beauty blogger Emily Weiss, Glossier has built up a devoted following amongst millennials and Generation X for its make-up and skincare products. The brand was founded around the idea of ‘democratizing beauty’. To quote their website: ‘Glossier was founded on the fact that beauty isn’t made in a boardroom – it happens when the individual is celebrated.’ As a result, Glossier’s brand experience is centred around empowering the people who buy their products and giving them a personalized experience where they are able to get involved with the brand.

Although Glossier exists mainly online, the brand uses pop-up stores to bring its brand to life for its loyal following and ensure they become even more connected to the brand and its philosophy. In line with Glossier’s people-first ethos, each store features lots of places for people to try products, interact with each other and swap tips and advice. In this way, the brand is bringing the same people-first experience that has been so popular online into the physical realm.

4. Systems

We have already examined how the digital revolution is revolutionizing the customer experience. No matter what you do or where you do it, chances are that you have some kind of digital presence. As such, it is essential to make sure that this experience represents and reflects your brand.

The bank Monzo presents itself as ‘The bank of the future’ and tells users ‘This isn’t banking as you know it. Monzo is a bank for everyone, that works with you, for you’ (Monzo, 2018). As such, it is essential their digital experience follows through. It is designed to be intuitive and simple, and has features that anticipate the users’ needs. In this way, Monzo ensures that the digital part of their experience fulfils the promise it has made to its customers.

Making your experience holistic

These four elements – product, behaviours, environment and systems – are the core touchpoints through which your audience is likely to experience your brand. Whether they are all applicable to you will, of course, depend on your brand, but they are a good place to start.

Once you have identified your touchpoints and considered how to infuse each one with your brand idea, the next step is to knit them all together into one cohesive experience. In our convergent world, it is not enough to simply consider one aspect of your experience; you need to think about all of them at once.

As an example, we can look at one brand that is a leader in experience and consider how it has perfected and combined every touchpoint to deliver on its brand promise.

Lego: using experience to inspire the builders 
of tomorrow

A brand that consistently delivers a perfect experience is LEGO. Since it was created in 1949, the Danish brand has been known and loved the world over for its colourful plastic bricks. In that time, it has developed and evolved considerably – amongst other things, the LEGO brand consists of thousands of different sets, over 130 stores worldwide, seven theme parks, a score of feature films, video games and an educational consultancy – but the core experience has not changed.

LEGO’s brand idea is ‘Inspire and develop the builders of tomorrow’. Everything they do is centred around the concept of fostering imagination, creativity and ingenuity in children. This idea influences everything that they do, from the products they design to the spaces they create.

No matter where or how a person comes into contact with the LEGO brand, their experience is characterized by a dedication to creativity and imagination. LEGO stores contain Pick & Build Walls where visitors can help themselves to a wide selection of bricks in different colours and designs. Stores also have dedicated play areas where visitors can let their imaginations run free and start building. The theme parks are similarly designed to spark creativity, featuring child-powered rides, building challenges and interactive attractions. Finally, LEGO has taken the concept of creativity and imagination to build its own business facilitation methodology. Called ‘Serious Play’ it uses LEGO bricks to foster creative thinking and team building.

By diligently applying their brand idea across every touchpoint they have, LEGO has created one of the most effective, powerful and holistic brand and user experiences on the planet. And it has paid off: in February 2015 Brand Finance named LEGO the world’s most powerful brand.




Place brands and experience


Although they are not always thought of as such, cultural institutions and places are brands. They are also heavily dependent on experience. When somebody visits a place, everything they see, touch, hear, smell or otherwise come into contact with is a part of their experience of that place.

Museums, theatres, opera houses and galleries all need to ensure that they create great visitor experiences if they are to continue to thrive. Although they all exist as a framework to show other content, they are not invisible and they have an impact on the overall experience.

Part of this impact is down to the physical design of the space; architecture plays an important role in changing how we experience and interact with art. Galleries and museums, for example, are often designed to make you slow down and really consider the emotions you feel in relation to the art. At the Guggenheim Museum in New York, the visitor starts their journey on the top floor and slowly works their way down in a huge spiral, passing exhibitions along the way (Figure 5.2). It is the perfect example of a ‘user journey’ in a physical space and a jewel of architecture. It was designed by Frank Lloyd Wright in 1959, in a time before the concepts of branding and experience design really existed. It was a truly disruptive idea then, and in essence it still is today.




Figure 5.2 Guggenheim Museum



[image: A photo shows the Guggenheim Museum in New York. The museum has continuous ramps with a gentle slope.]



Experience is also hugely important for cities and countries, albeit on a much wider scale. For example, the landscape, infrastructure, federal and local services are all part of the experience of a place. How efficient and high quality these are will have a significant influence on how its brand is perceived.

Similarly to their corporate counterparts, place brands can spend as much money as they like on communications campaigns, but if the actual experience of visiting the place does not match the hype, no sustainable success can be built. As a result, the exercise of place-branding is as much about improving the physical elements of the place as it is about clever advertising. Instead of investing in advertising campaigns and trade-fair booths, we advise the cultural and place brands we work with to spend money on creating something that will enhance visitors’ experience when they are already in a place and earn the world’s attention and admiration. This could mean help getting a new restaurant off the ground (look at what René Redzepi did for Copenhagen’s culinary reputation) or sponsoring the work of a young sportsman (think Usain Bolt putting Jamaica on the map as a sporting nation).

By supporting an existing business, sports, culinary, arts or other community or helping to launch new examples of all these, a city or country not only builds a more interesting place to live in for those already there, they will attract others to visit or even live there.


Designing a brand experience: Best-in-class principles

By now, you hopefully have a good idea of what a disruptive brand and customer experience looks and feels like. But how do you go about creating one of your own?


1. Define the message

The first and most essential step is to define the message the brand should transmit to various targeted audiences. This begins with your brand idea. It is what makes you authentic and what really matters to people.

Your messages should be defined by your brand strategy and relevant to your audiences. To achieve this, it’s important to know your audiences well, using market research or any other tool to obtain enough data that can help to identify the needs and preferences of your audiences.

The trick is to stick to that message, articulate it for your different internal and external audiences as best as you can in order make it known and familiar. The target audiences should be able to recognize it immediately and, through constant repetition and supporting stimulation, associate it with your brand.

2. Define your assets: visual, verbal and behavioural

In parallel to the definition of the message, it’s important to think about the vehicles that will help you to express it and make it tangible.

The most evident tool to express what makes you different is design. It is the visual expression of your identity and the tool to help your brand’s message reach the recipients in an effective and compelling way. We have to think holistically and understand how the different constituent elements of a brand experience – products, environment, systems and behaviour – connect with each other and what kind of visual assets will help you to get there in the most efficient way.

For the creation of a compelling and consumer-relevant experience it is therefore crucial to look at the following elements and how they work together.

Visual identity

This starts with the logo but encompasses further elements such as typography, photography, illustration and icons. It also includes motion – the way that the visual elements move when animated, whether that’s on a website loading screen or in an ad. The perfect combination of these elements will help to achieve a coherent visual manifestation. The more coherent the identity is expressed through the different touchpoints, the easier it is for the brand to transmit the message.

Tone of voice

This is arguably the most powerful asset you can own, but also the most difficult to make work. A unique and authentic tone of voice is the language you use to manifest who you are, how you think and what your personality is. This can influence heavily the style of your communication and the way you choose your visual assets. Ideally, employees are very clear that a company’s tone of voice has a direct influence on the way the customer should be addressed and spoken with. For more on this see Chapter 7 on customer service.

Behaviour and attitude

The brand personality and brand values are the basis of a company’s behaviour. Essentially, behaviour represents how the company acts and reacts with different audiences in specific circumstances. Most of the time, the behaviour is based on contact with employees or people who interact on behalf of the company – whether it is the head of communications or a simple customer service person dealing with customers over the phone. This part of the experience can be one of the most difficult elements to deal with, as it depends on individual people’s ability to ‘live’ the brand. But, when done correctly, people can be your brand’s greatest ambassadors.

In Chapter 2, we looked at how NASA’s purpose is powerful enough to inspire every single employee, from the CEO down to the janitor. This consistent attitude can also be found in the way that the brand behaves. In 2017 NASA hit the headlines when it responded to a letter from a child applying for a job as the space agency’s Planetary Protection Officer. NASA’s Planetary Science Director James L Green replied in a letter that explained what the role was, in simplified child-friendly language. He signed off the letter with the encouragement: ‘We are always looking for bright future scientists and engineers to help us, so I hope you will study hard and do well in school. We hope to see you here at NASA one of these days’ (Molloy, 2017).

This response shows how individual employees can contribute to creating the lasting impression of a brand. And you can be sure that Jack Davis – fourth-grader and aspiring Guardian of the Galaxy – will never forget his experience with NASA.

3. Define your touchpoints

Every business is different, but all of them rely on a series of touchpoints that shape the interactions between internal or external audiences of the brand. In order to deliver the message consistently across the customer journey, it’s necessary to orchestrate many connected touchpoints. Depending on the nature of the company there can be many touchpoints (think of an airline) or only a few of them (online search engine), and they can be online or offline, physical or digital – usually, it’s a mix of all of them. Some of the touchpoints are passive (advertising), others are active (UI). All of them need to work together to shape the desired perception and provide a seamless experience.

When we work with clients on defining what their most important touchpoints are, we’re always surprised by how unaware companies are of them and how important they are. Most of the time they’re seen in isolation due to internal organizational perspectives. In the worst case it’s simple ignorance that makes business owners ignore the importance of understanding the way they connect with their audiences.

In our experience, the effort of looking at the touchpoints through the lens of a customer journey pays off immediately. It is a healthy exercise to understand where the strengths and weaknesses of the brand are and where it actually needs to deliver the promise and in what manner. Based on these insights, we can then design a purposeful customer journey that defines every single moment and describes how the brand should perform and which visual, tonal or behavioural elements are to be activated.


4. Identify your moments of truth

The ‘moment of truth’ is the point when a customer or user interacts with a brand, product or service and builds their opinion or changes an impression about that brand, product or service. It is the point where the interaction with a brand turns into the decision to buy or to engage further with the brand – especially in the online business context.

The moment of truth from a brand and customer experience point of view is when a brand needs to perform at its best to fulfil the brand’s promise. If the experience is unsatisfying at a particular touchpoint, all the other previous and subsequent touchpoints are influenced negatively, no matter how positive they may be individually.

Therefore, it’s helpful to identify these key moments of truth as an additional quality check to ensure the performance of your brand.

5. Disrupt through experience

Brands are able to disrupt when they combine authenticity and relevance in a single strong idea. Therefore, in order to create truly unique and different experiences, it’s useful to explore ideas that cause emotions and challenge the traditional codes that rule your industry.

Think outside the box

Every industry or business sector can be seen as a kind of box where specific codes and methods have contributed to the status quo and conditioned customers’ expectations. Disruptive brands are able to challenge these criteria and turn customer expectations on their head. They usually succeed because they put the customers and users in the centre and build an experience around them.

Spanish fashion retailer Zara disrupted the fashion industry by creating luxury-like environments that set them apart from the low-price competition, inventing ‘fast-fashion’ principles inspired by ‘fast-food’ and commissioning renowned designers like Stella McCartney to design collections affordable for everyone. In a nutshell, exactly the opposite behaviour you would expect from a fashion retailer.


In this case, Zara imagined what a great end result would be – top trends, at a great price, without sacrificing on style – and set about making it happen. The result was a shopping experience that redefined expectations and set a new bar for similar brands.

Stimulate the senses

Connecting your brand, products and services with something customers can taste, feel, smell, hear and see is a holistic way to express the brand beyond the standard. The more all-encompassing an experience is, the more memorable and stimulating it becomes. The message can be emphasized and reinforced.

Perception of a space can change positively if sound, smell and light create together a powerful environment. If in addition, a tactile component is added, almost all senses are stimulated. Be sure to focus on what you want your customers to feel when they engage with you and try to build your own sensory brand experience.

Fragrance is a good example of this. During the last decade ‘scent branding’ has become a standard part of experience design. This is true of retail: M&M stores pump chocolate scents through the premises and soap-brand Lush’s trademark citrusy floral smell can grab a shopper’s attention from far away.

During your last intercontinental flight, you may have noticed that your airline used different mood lighting in the interior of the cabin to accompany the different phases of the journey. Mood lighting helps to create a sense of time and empathy with the customer.

In summary

The brand can best keep its promise by delivering a consistent experience to all of its audiences. Whether for employees or customers, the points of interaction between the brand and its audiences need to be purposefully orchestrated. This only works if you are aware of what your current brand experience is, what’s working well and what isn’t in terms of delivery on the brand promise. It’s important to ensure that your most important touchpoints – moments of truth for the brand – are prioritized for improvement when they aren’t performing already.

The process of examining how well touchpoints are performing and ensuring that their delivery is consistent is an ongoing one. Just as the brand idea must evolve over time, the brand experience similarly must change too.



Checklist

Designing brand experiences


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Brand is the promise of an experience, delivered.



	
Experience relates to the impression a person has of a brand after being exposed to it or actually interacting with it.



	
You can experience a brand without actually being its customer.



	
Experiences can be focused around product, customer service, environments or digital and are usually a combination of all of these.



	
When creating experiences:


	
remind yourself of the key promise or message you are trying to convey;



	
consider the visual, verbal and behavioural aspects of your brand;



	
audit your current touchpoints and learn what’s working well and what’s not;



	
ensure that the brand promise is delivered across all touchpoints but especially during your ‘moments of truth’.













CASE STUDY How the V&A inspires its audiences through experience


Understanding the brand

The V&A was founded after the Great Exhibition of 1851 with a simple aim: to raise the standard of British design and make works of art available to all. Today, it is home to over 2.3 million objects and represents one of the world’s most remarkable collections of art, design and performance. From Samurai swords to haute-couture, it is a haven of creativity. The museum holds a unique place in the hearts of Londoners and visitors from all around the world.

The challenge

The V&A was at one of the most successful periods in its history, winning the 2016 Art Fund Museum of the Year Award, and welcoming record visitor numbers to its galleries and blockbuster exhibitions. At the same time, the V&A was also looking ahead to a period of transformation and national and international expansion, with galleries and sites opening in Shenzhen, China and Dundee, Scotland, as well as two new planned sites in development for the Queen Elizabeth Olympic Park in Stratford, East London. These new locations would join the V&A’s existing museums in South Kensington, and the V&A Museum of Childhood in Bethnal Green.

While visitor numbers and profile were high, the V&A faced increasing competition at home and abroad. The V&A wanted to ensure that the brand resonated with a wide range of audiences today, and visitors understood that the museum went beyond the ‘Victoria and Albert’ of its name. It also wanted to ensure that the V&A brand was consistently applied online and offline, was linked across all aspects of the visitor experience and worked as well internationally as in the UK. They wanted to define everything they stood for, to ensure that this essence could be successfully applied across all locations.

The V&A approached Saffron in order to help them tackle this challenge. Our first step was to answer some key questions. What makes the V&A unique? What is a distinctly V&A experience? How could it be applied to more locations? What are signature moments that should appear in any V&A experience?

Answering these questions was easier said than done. There was a real challenge in capturing the true essence of the V&A – a place that had inspired visitors for generations. How to capture a place that is ethereal, magical – a place that defies categorization? How to tell that story in a way that elevates rather than reduces who the V&A is? How to tell it in a way that resonates with those who know the museum well and to those who are discovering it for the first time?

The solution

To give the V&A the brand tools and framework it needed for its next period of evolution and expansion, we first needed to capture what made the institution tick. We interviewed people from every department and level of the organization to understand their day-to-day pressures and concerns. Then we conducted a thorough audit of the visual identity and visitor experience, from poring over posters to road-testing the legendary V&A café.

In our research, we uncovered some dialogues at the centre of who the V&A are – national and international, educate and entertain, making and made, preservation and progress…

From these dialogues – and working closely with the V&A – we identified two common themes that made the V&A unique: Ingenuity and Imagination. Ingenuity references the flair and originality of the objects in the V&A and the process behind creating them. Imagination represents the inspiration, discovery and wonder the V&A offers its visitors. These two themes were to underpin every interaction with the V&A brand, and by extension define the user experience.

The work

To ensure that this brand promise was felt across every aspect of the V&A, we developed a framework which would help inform each experience: inviting, intriguing, illuminating and inspiring. These experience principles were a set of guidelines to ensure the V&A brand is brought to life wherever and however visitors and audiences interact with the V&A, online and in person, closely aligned to the V&A’s brand purpose and promise. The V&A would adapt these principles to inform and guide each of the experience strands.

To determine the key challenges to the current visitor experience, and its key moments, we immersed ourselves in the actual journey. We set about mapping out the V&A’s visitor journey and identifying the core touchpoints along the way. We surveyed those who had visited the V&A and those who had not. We also reviewed the museum’s peers to gather insights into their visitor experience today and tomorrow.

Our findings showed us that the journey through the V&A is not linear, as not every visitor follows the same path. However, every visitor goes through the same key moments of the journey:


	


Aware: visitor first encounters the V&A and its offering.



	

Arrive: visitor gets to the V&A.



	

Explore: visitor wanders around the V&A’s permanent collection and exhibits.



	

Spend: visitor engages in a monetary transaction with the V&A.



	

Leave: visitor departs the V&A.



	

Re-engage: visitor reflects and considers revisiting the V&A.





With each of these steps identified (Figure 5.3), the V&A could then consider the touchpoints they involved and how these experience principles would be applied to each one.





Figure 5.3 The many interactions (touchpoints) between the V&A brand and the visitor



[image: A table shows physical and digital touchpoints under six categories namely: Aware, Arrive, Explore, Spend, Leave, and Re-engage.]



The description for physical and digital touchpoints are as follows:
Physical touchpoints
1. Aware: Advertising (example: poster), print material, press, staff, and external signage (for example: banners).
2. Arrive: Print material, wayfinding, staff
3. Explore: Collection and exhibitions, wayfinding, rest, bathrooms, staff
4. Spend: Café, shop, membership, donations, staff
5. Leave: wayfinding, bathrooms, donations, staff
6. Re-engage: Advertising (example: poster), print material, press
Digital touchpoints
1. Aware: Advertising (example: email), website, mobile, social media, and video.
2. Arrive: Mobile and social media
3. Explore: mobile and video.
4. Re-engage: mobile, social media, website, Advertising (example: email)



The impact

Whether they are developing a marketing campaign or penning the words on a sign, the V&A has a set of guidelines to help it continue to invite, intrigue, illuminate and inspire. The principles are holistic and the V&A’s many audiences can now see and feel the effects, from spotting a poster on the tube, to engaging with an Instagram post, and finding their way around the museum.

Entering 2018, the V&A is now ready to take on its new era: expanding worldwide while reinforcing its place as a top British destination and a leading voice in art, design and performance. In London, the UK and around the world, the V&A invites its audiences to experience ingenuity and enrich their imaginations.
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Prove it to succeed

Develop on-brand products 
and services


Introduction

As we saw in the previous chapter, delivering on the brand promise means purposefully designing the way that people experience the brand across all of its touchpoints. Like any promise, in order for people to trust it, they need to see it delivered repeatedly. The product or service a brand delivers is one of the most important elements of the experience it offers.

In order to avoid confusion, we will be using the word ‘product’ to cover a broad set of terms. This includes tangible objects, like phones or cars, but also digital services such as Spotify and Netflix. Essentially, if a brand directly or indirectly makes money from its existence, for the purpose of this discussion it is a ‘product’. While social networks or search engines might not be ‘sold’, they are still monetized and are therefore a product.

Product may not be the only important element of a brand’s experience – see Chapter 7 on customer service, for example – but even basic commercial knowledge says that a business whose product does not deliver what it promises cannot succeed in the long term. Therefore, this chapter focuses on the steps it takes to design products that will keep your brand promise.

The products you sell are a core part of how the world experiences your brand. They are a key touchpoint and they bring your brand to life. As such, it’s important to ensure that the products you design relate to your brand and uphold its ideas and values. That they echo your brand idea and the larger story that you tell. That they are organized in a way that customers find clear and helpful.


Working to ensure that all products and services a company promotes are on-brand is arguably some of the most complex and resource-intensive work on the way to creating a brand. Too many companies, organizations and countries shy away from it. They often design new products without much thought to how they relate to the overall brand; there is a prevailing attitude that if the product logo tests well in research and a launch event was held, work is complete. That they can promise one thing and deliver another. This is a dangerous attitude because a failure to prioritize brand in business decisions can leave companies open for disruption. To fend off disruption – and even to become a disruptor – companies should put brand front and centre in the way they design new products and services.

In this chapter, we argue that only if the product/service – the brand touchpoint that’s interacted with most, after all – is a strong proof point of the brand, will you be able to disrupt and succeed sustainably.

There is no brand without product


The most important single factor in creating the identity of, say, the Jaguar company is the car itself – what it looks like, what it costs, what if feels like inside, what it smells like, how it sounds, how it starts, stops and goes. It is these qualities that influence to a very large extent, the identity of the whole company.




SOURCE Olins, 1989

Many iconic brands grew up around a single product. Whether it’s a sports car, a fizzy drink or a personal computer, the product was developed and the brand followed. The product is an expression of what the company and its founders stand for and believe in.

As discussed in Chapter 2, the same is true for contemporary – and disruptive – tech brands such as Uber or Airbnb. Frequently, they began around a core product. And the product is not necessarily physical – rather, they take the digital form of applications or the more intangible form of a service provided (whether that is getting from A to B or having somewhere to sleep).


Physical or digital, product or service, 1886 or 2019; in these examples, the first product a company creates plays an indelible role in defining the identity and perceptions of the brand. Engineers and marketeers speak fondly of being present for the ‘coding of the first beta’ – these stories around the development of the first product and the way it was produced and marketed go on to become part of the company lore, impacting the culture of a company and influencing its brand. Similarly, these sorts of brands are often explained by pointing to their most iconic products.

This is important because if your product is not up to scratch, it will be incredibly hard for you to stand out or survive. All the marketing in the world cannot persuade customers to put their money behind a shoddy product more than once – especially in times where brands are more exposed to criticism and feedback than ever.

There is no product without brand

Product is important, but it would be unwise for companies to assume that great products will make up for a confused, inconsistent brand. Great products can only get you so far; at some point you will need to consider your brand as a whole.

The desire to move ahead with a product without considering brand can often affect the tech and start-up industry. Start-ups are often so focused on building a ‘minimum viable product’ that they forget to consider how they will talk about their business to potential investors, or how they will lure the brightest engineers away from Google to help build it up and so on. They are convinced that ‘build it, and they will come’ holds true. That the product will be disruptive enough to create differentiation. The reality in our experience is that these start-ups later struggle to manage their success and growth because brand has not been considered.

A poor balance of product and overarching brand is also prevalent in the fast-moving consumer goods industry. From orange juice to breakfast cereal, hundreds of extremely similar products line supermarket shelves. In a blind taste test, chances are that most consumers wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between one brand or another. In these cases, for a product to stand out and compete, it is brand that makes the difference. At the same time, they also show us that products need authentic and relevant brand ideas in order to differentiate themselves and have a chance to own a special place in their hearts and minds. One cannot work without the other.

How product and brand reinforce each other

When the brand idea is expressed through products and services for the world to experience, they begin to support each other. Rather than product defining brand or brand defining product, they become mutually supportive. New products are lent credibility by the brand and evolutions of the brand can be proven by aligned product/service development.


BMW is a good example of this. BMW’s cars and motorcycles are without doubt the most important and strongest proof point of the BMW brand. It’s why BMW invests so much attention to small details of the product: the way the door sounds when it closes, how buttons feel when they’re pushed, etc. The experience of touching, driving and experiencing these cars and motorbikes is the best tool BMW has to convince potential customers that they should buy one – at the premium prices they command. Any other car may get you from A to B, they say, but only a BMW gives you ‘driving pleasure’. It’s not only the driving performance, but also the whole ecosystem that comes with the car – from the retail experience in the showroom to the maintenance and the way you feel when you’re finally sitting inside. And, arguably, they deliver; rising sales figures confirm that their customers feel the idea is attractive and that product delivers on it. So not only do they pay a premium, they often become lifelong customers engaging in remarkably involved relationships both with the vehicle they own and anything else that carries the iconic blue and white badge. The passion the vehicle provokes can be transferred onto new models, brand extensions, etc thanks to the power of the brand it supports.

While BMW’s range has expanded enormously, and the design of the different series of cars has changed considerably in order to maintain relevance, every new version of its most iconic models is a riff on a central theme – one that even non-motoring-enthusiasts can recognize and describe. It’s why we consistently get clear responses when we ask people the hypothetical question of describing what a BMW hotel might look and feel like. The repeated exposure to the product (and therefore the brand) has shaped an idea in our minds on what BMW is like, what it’s about. The idea is so clear that we don’t have much trouble transferring it away from the product BMW is known for and applying it to another, quite different, industry.

The innovative spirit that drives BMW engineers to create its vehicles permeates all staff and influences company culture. This is visible in the design of products such as cars and motorbikes, in the look and feel of advertisements and in BMW-branded environments such as the corporate headquarters and BMW Welt (BMW World) exhibition centre in Munich. All of these touchpoints are expressions of the brand. The brand inspires the product, the product proves the brand.

This is the point when brands that began life as a single product have proven their brand idea to us so many times that they can successfully stretch beyond their ‘home turf’. The idea is so well defined that it no longer depends on the most well-known product(s) to prove it. Rather, the brand can now lend credibility to a growing portfolio of products and services, sometimes quite disconnected from that first product. Apple moving into music, Porsche offering family vehicles and Amazon launching a bookstore are all cases in point. The brand and the product are mutually reinforcing at this point.

Launching new products


When you think of Sony, what do you recall first? Not the CEO, certainly not its advertising, nor the dreary wasteland of electronics shops through which its products are sold. Not even its symbol or logotype, if you can remember them. No. You think of its apparently endless range of brilliantly innovative products. Sony’s identity is largely conditioned by its products.




SOURCE Olins, 1989


It might seem like a no-brainer to say that brands have found success because they have great products. However, in our experience, it is an obvious truth that can sometimes be overlooked in the excitement of creating a brand. Because brand and product inform each other, one cannot go without the other.

A product doesn’t necessarily need to create a category or redefine an industry. But it does have to do what it does well. In today’s over-saturated markets, this is becoming more important than ever. Your product has to be able to offer something that others can’t – either in its features, or in the idea that you are selling.

A good example of this is Hiut Denim Co, a British jeans company founded in 2012. On the surface, the venture seemed doomed. At a time when the national appetite for fast fashion and rock-bottom prices showed no sign of abating, launching a jeans label where pairs retailed from £150 seemed, at best, optimistic.

Even if Hiut had some star provenance – it was the brainchild of the same people who had founded successful British outdoors brand Howies, which was sold to Timberland for £3.2 million in 2011 – how could its product stand out when it lacked the designer label or the attention-grabbing price?

The answer lay in the concept. Hiut’s jeans are made in Cardigan, a small town on the Welsh coast. For three decades, Cardigan had been the home of a factory that made 35,000 pairs of jeans a week for British retailer Marks & Spencer. But in 2002 the facility closed down and production moved to Morocco – taking 400 jobs with it. Enter Hiut. On their website they clearly state their purpose:


All that skill and knowhow remained. Without any way of showing the world what they could do. That’s why we have started The Hiut Denim Company. To bring manufacturing back home. To use all that skill on our doorstep. And to breathe new life into our town. Our town is going to make jeans again.




SOURCE Hiut Denim Co, 2018

Hiut isn’t redefining a category or reinventing jeans. But it is promising something that other products don’t currently offer. It is about preserving local knowledge and championing craftmanship and trade. And the idea has certainly worked. Hiut’s sales have been steadily climbing, spiking dramatically in early 2018 when the Duchess of Sussex (then known as Meghan Markle) wore a pair of their jeans to a function.

The takeaway? Your product doesn’t have to be groundbreaking, but it does need to stand authentically for something and prove it.

Expanding the range: One brand 
for many products

Sometimes, when developing a new product, there is a temptation to create a new sub-brand for it or to disconnect the new product completely from your existing product portfolio. The logic goes that because it’s different or because significant investments have been made into developing it, a spot amidst the existing product portfolio just won’t do it justice. While these impulses are understandable, they should be treated with caution. All too often, the result is an incoherent product brand architecture that is confusing for customers and does not build brand equity for the master brand. Our experience is that, by and large, companies should endeavour to prove the convergent ability of their master brand – to innovate with different products and services while always connecting them to the master brand. This is beneficial to both product and brand; the former can enjoy some of the equity already built up by the brand, and the latter can benefit from the products’ success.


Figure 6.1 illustrates four models of brand architecture:


	

Monolithic: The corporate brand is used to identify all the products and services of the organization.



	

Endorsed: The product and services brands are endorsed by the corporate brand. This endorsement may be visual or verbal (it is not implicit in the Brand Symbol type) and more or less obvious.



	

Branded: Different brands exist for each line of business, product or service. Which group they belong to or how they are linked is not obvious to external audiences.



	

Hybrid: A combination of any of the above.








Figure 6.1 Brand architecture models



[image: Four models of brand architecture. Each model is a set of four blocks at two levels. There are three blocks in the bottom layer and one block in the top layer positioned over the middle block in the bottom layer.]



The description for the four models are as follows:
1. Monolithic
Top layer: A
Base layer: A superscript 1, A superscript 2, A superscript 3
2. Endorsed
Top layer: A
Base layer: B superscript A, C superscript A, D superscript A
3. Branded
Top layer: A
Base layer: B, C, D
4. Hybrid
Top layer: A
Base layer: A superscript 1, B superscript A, C



Swedish homewares titan IKEA is a great example of a brand that has done product architecture well. It sells around 12,000 products, all of which are of its own creation. Many of its products have obtained iconic status in their own right – the Billy bookcase or Poäng chair are cult products and stalwarts of homes all over the globe. Despite this success, IKEA is careful to ensure that each and every one of its products sits comfortably within the overall IKEA brand.

In IKEA’s case, the constant addition of new products is a manifestation of the brand idea. Its brand idea of democratizing design is proven by continuous growth, not only of its product range but of the company itself. Their goals for growth – their aim in 2015 was to reach €50 billion in sales by 2020 with 500 stores worldwide – have as much to do with delivering on their brand idea as with keeping financial stakeholders happy.

As IKEA Group CEO Peter Agnefjäl told Fortune magazine in 2015: ‘We’re guided by a vision to create a better everyday life for many people. That is what steers us, motivates us – that is our role. We feel almost obliged to grow’ (Kowitt, 2015).

The volumes at which IKEA products sell (IKEA estimates that one of their Billy bookcases is sold every five seconds) proves its brand idea. Because the brand’s products are affordable, globally available and archetypal of Swedish design, they literally democratize design.


As a result, IKEA keeps innovation at store and product level relatively simple – they only change a little from year to year and market to market. In this way, IKEA can build more of them in less time, guaranteeing the sales volumes that help prove their brand and the profits they need to make their business model work. The fact that democratizing design yields growth and healthy profits for IKEA only reinforces the company’s conviction to prove its brand idea through its products and services. As long as the company is authentic in its brand idea, delivers on what it promises through relevant products and doesn’t do so at the expense of its people, suppliers or the world around them, the resulting growth and profits are well deserved.

Another good example of a company that has successfully expanded its product range while preserving the power of the main brand is Dyson.

The British technology company was founded in 1991 with a single vacuum cleaner, the DA 001 vacuum cleaner, which was swiftly replaced by an almost identical model called the DC01. The DC01 was hugely successful – by 2001 it constituted 47 per cent of the upright vacuum cleaner market (Crewe et al, 2009). Other models that followed also enjoyed considerable success, cementing Dyson’s position as the first choice for vacuum cleaner brands in the UK.

Given this success, Dyson could have stopped there. But true to the brand’s spirit of innovation, they decided to keep on innovating and developing, trying their hand at creating more products that reinforced the brand’s reputation for simplicity and cutting-edge design. The range has been expanded to include a hairdryer, hand dryers and bladeless fans, amongst other things. The products are varied, but each one is designed in a way that is unmistakeably Dyson; functional parts are highlighted with colour and using transparent elements to emphasize the technology and mechanics of the product. Dyson also uses another visual cue to highlight the connection between the products: on packaging and online, the range is depicted in a line drawing that is at once simple, but also detailed enough to show individual parts.

In this way, a brand can ensure a cohesive product architecture by maintaining similar design across all of its products, even when they fulfil disparate functions.

Ensuring the product is ‘on-brand’

So far we have looked at how world-leading brands expand their product portfolios. But how can you follow suit? In the rest of the chapter we will provide some practical advice on how to create great products of your own.

There are three necessary ingredients in order to shape a product or service that will not only fit the brand and add value to the customer but stand out enough to potentially disrupt the market it competes in: Authenticity, Relevance and Differentiation.

Authenticity

Wisdom from the ‘gurus’ of marketing tell us that we need to ‘differentiate or die’ (Jack Trout) and ‘be distinct or extinct’ (Tom Peters). Brands try to create points of difference in their offering thanks to their specific knowledge, talents and techniques.

Think of Lindt chocolate or SAP business software. They’re both generally accepted to be at the top of their respective industries and they got there because they both have a specific approach that makes their products and services stand out. What they do may not be that different – many brands sell chocolates or ERP systems – but the how and why are real differentiators. It’s often based on carefully refined processes, a strong corporate culture and leadership. We call this the brand’s authenticity. This means their approach to how they run their organization: from finance to marketing, from HR to product development and customer service. Often referred to as ‘how we do things around here’, it’s what seasoned employees no longer notice because it’s become second nature to them and what new joiners need to learn and appreciate in order to be productive and succeed.

If the company, organization or place has itself gone through a branding process, it is likely that it is clear on what the factors contributing towards its authenticity are. This makes including these factors in the process of creating new products and services or updating existing ones much easier. It ensures a higher degree of consistency across different teams that will likely be involved in the work on different product lines for various markets, amongst other variables.


If the brand is unable to articulate what sets it apart from the competition, infusing the product with this idea gets rather more difficult. Naturally the existing – or in the case of start-ups, planned – business/revenue model will predetermine certain product qualities. However, these alone will rarely suffice to differentiate a product. It will also make it difficult to ensure that a product (let alone a whole portfolio of them) delivers on the brand promise. Assuming however that there is clarity on what makes the brand authentic and that this has been expressed in a brand idea, the questions that should then get asked as part of the product development process are:


	
How true to ourselves are we being by considering this product launch/evolution/change?



	
Does this product prove and express tangibly what we stand for and want to be known for in the minds of our various stakeholder groups?



	
Would this product in any way weaken or dilute our overall brand by either not delivering on our brand promise or even contradicting parts of it?



	
What features/aspects/details about this product have we designed specifically to ensure that it proves our unique talents and experience, expressed in our brand?





The situation may arise in which you hit upon a product or service idea that is truly unique, makes commercial sense and the business is in a position to act on it – except it doesn’t fit your brand. It doesn’t prove your brand promise for one reason or another. What to do? We’ve argued above for monolithic/master brand architectures, especially in the context of a disrupted industry or wanting to disrupt your own industry. This scenario is another reason why we believe the master brand architecture is so powerful in the disruptive context. Working on a broad array of products and services with many different brands that aren’t necessarily authentic to or even connected with the master brand raises the risk of diluting what the master brand stands for in the minds of its audience. Something you can ill afford if you are facing disruption, likely from a one-product brand. The diversified conglomerate, as they’re often called, has a hard time being clear to its internal and external audiences what it stands for other than turning a profit. It may however be possible to create a new brand and product – to create a new team of people, allow them to foster their own (disruptive) culture and create products and services based upon this new and separate authenticity. In other words, creating a separately branded start-up inside or alongside the existing organization.

Relevance

Whether you use quantitative, qualitative, offline and/or online research in order to understand the needs and wishes of your target audiences, it’s important to ensure that the insights you gather influence product development. While more and more companies understand the importance of customer-centricity, only some are willing to make significant changes to their product because of it. We’ve spoken above about the importance of the product or service proving the brand idea and ensuring it is authentic in doing so. In this next section we will discuss a further dimension: ensuring that a brand and its products are relevant to the target audiences they want to reach.


Facebook did not invent social networks. Neither did Airbnb invent the idea of holiday rentals. But both were more relevant to a critical mass of the market than their competition. What they allowed their customers to do might have been incrementally different or better than the competition, but this is not what won them quasi-monopolistic status in their respective industries. It’s to do with how they approached their field of activity. Facebook was created by the prototypical user of Facebook – a college student. Airbnb was created by twentysomething designers who were looking to turn their living room into an extra source of income. They had both the authenticity in the sense we’ve discussed above and the market relevance. And because they did, they knew how to put together just what others like them would be looking for.

Being aware of the challenges and wishes your intended audience has will naturally be on your agenda as you consider launching either a new or an evolved product or service. Besides having a working knowledge of the hearts and minds of your customers because you’re close to them, it’s usually a good idea to connect with them and ask them to help you ensure that the product or service you envision actually adds value to their lives.

While we’re not advocates of researching big general questions or concepts, we do believe that early prototypes should be subject to user scrutiny in order to quickly learn from reactions and user behaviour. Car maker Henry Ford supposedly once said: ‘If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.’ This highlights the fact that while customers know what their problem is (slow travel times) they don’t necessarily know the best way to solve it. While this might be true, it doesn’t mean customer insight should be ignored. We’ve seen too many good ideas fail because they ended up too far from where potential customers were. With tools such as ethnographic research and rapid prototyping, it’s more possible than ever to ensure that a product idea that reflects your brand authentically can also be relevant to the market.

Here are some questions to ask while evaluating a product or service:


	
What is the unmet need in the potential customer’s life?



	
Why are we especially suited to solve it?



	
Does user interaction with early prototypes confirm our hypothesis on an unmet need in their life?



	
Is there another customer need/wish our product may meet that we hadn’t anticipated? Would such a product pivot still work authentically with our brand?



	
Is the channel of delivery we’ve chosen the one that’s most accessible/familiar to us or really the one that potential customers prefer?





Differentiation

Even a product that proves your brand’s promise and adds value to the lives of your customers may not succeed if it does not somehow set itself apart from its competition. Being inspired by the brand idea, differentiation will be part of its genesis of course. However, that differentiation is mainly to do with what makes your company or place special overall. A successful product will need features, channels of delivery, pricing or other attributes that elevate it to being truly disruptive.

There is no silver bullet that can neatly be described in a few sentences that will guarantee your product will disrupt the market it competes in. There are however examples that are worth examining.


Starbucks had authenticity as coffee roasters originally run by three enthusiasts in Seattle before its global expansion. Their relevance was in parts good coffee, comfortable chairs and arguably inventing that ‘third place’ outside of work and home that people could spend time in, to meet socially or relax alone. So much for authenticity and relevance – what helped them disrupt? We believe a combination of customer service and establishing a quality coffee drinking culture, first in the United States and then globally.

Customer service both in the store and especially on social media has always been part of Starbucks’ success factors. Customers are treated in a courteous yet informal way; as welcome friends in a comfortable environment where they’re encouraged to unwind. Their ideas on how they’d like to drink coffee or tea are enabled through endless combinations of coffee ingredients and various initiatives on the myStarbucks website.

Starbucks never competed with Dunkin’ Donuts or more lately McDonald’s for the quick and cheap coffee. Proudly quality-oriented at a premium price, Starbucks has long been positioned as a small indulgence. They established coffee drinking as a daily reward, sometimes to be stretched across several hours, to be enjoyed alone or while meeting friends, lounging in soft chairs and, even better, enjoying cookies or cakes alongside. What some parts of Europe would recognize as ‘normal’ coffee drinking behaviour was new to the United States and other parts of the world when Starbucks introduced it there.

So Starbucks differentiated and then disrupted not by inventing a new product (what they do is fairly similar to the many other coffee chains that followed in its wake) but by turning the hot beverage into an affordably-premium experience (how they deliver sets them apart).


Uber is hard to avoid when examples for disruption are called for. Leaving to one side the issues it may have had with management and how they treat their drivers, it is undeniable that Uber has disrupted the taxi industry worldwide. Again, there is nothing at all revolutionary in what they do; they’re a taxi service like any other. Their differentiation and disruptive potential comes once more from how they approach their service. Their authenticity comes from their talent as app developers, their relevance is in their insight that people find it more convenient to use an app on their smartphone rather than call. To produce an app that’s simple and quick, takes care of payments, lets users inform others of their ETA, etc. Pricing has certainly also played a role in Uber’s success, typically undercutting local cab fares by a noticeable margin. This has made life difficult for them in some locations but has also meant they’ve built a loyal userbase that’s often motivated to rise to its defence.


Airbnb is a very similar story; another brand that took an existing industry and recognized the potential of digital technology to break it wide open. That understood their customers well enough to know that current providers aren’t appealing to them – and why not. Another in the same vein is Netflix and its disruption of the video rental market, first through DVDs in the mail and then a digital streaming service that redefined the industry even after such behemoths as Apple had given it a go.

Some questions we recommend to keep in mind when considering whether a new product or service has disruptive potential:


	
Does it simplify, speed up, make easier or in any other way make an existing product or service more convenient?



	
Is there a younger, older, richer, poorer or otherwise alternative audience for an existing product category that your product or service could be aimed at?



	
Is the channel through which the product is delivered the only one that could be used? Might using another channel differentiate the product?



	

Is the price-point at which the product is delivered in the market the only feasible one? Could it be radically cheaper? Could it be more expensive?





In summary

When designing a new product, it is essential to take your brand into account. Just as there is no brand without product, there is no product without brand. When designing products and services, remember to ensure they are Authentic, Relevant and Differentiating.

Only when a brand delivers what it promises will it find sustainable success. Hence the product or service needs to be authentic; it must prove that the brand means what it says.

Only when a brand adds value to lives of its customers will they care enough to engage with the product or service. Therefore, the product must be relevant; the brand needs a good knowledge of the needs and wishes of its customers and how they’d ideally like to engage with a solution.

Only when a product or service is both authentic and relevant can it work at differentiating itself through a product characteristic or through how the product is delivered. Disruption does not require a radically new product idea; it requires an insight into how customers aren’t being ideally served and doing something about it.



Checklist

Products that deliver on your brand promise


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Products and services define your customer experience.



	
They are what people remember and share the most.



	
Ensure that your products deliver on your brand idea.



	
Your products and services should be authentic to your brand.



	
They must add value (be relevant) to their target audiences.



	
To disrupt, they need tangible, genuinely noticeable points of difference.








CASE STUDY How Vueling changed the face of affordable flying


Understanding the brand

When Vueling’s founders started out in 2003 they had little more than an idea – to create Spain’s first budget airline that would compete nationally and across Southern Europe from a hub in Barcelona. The Big Three in Spain – Iberia, Spanair and Air Europa – dominated the market back then, and from the outset, the intent was to challenge this status quo.

At that time, low-cost flying was in its infancy in Spain and carried a deserved reputation for being ‘low cost – low everything’: old planes, young pilots, no assigned seats, poor service – the list goes on. The industry was perceived as cheap and shoddy and the whole experience of low-cost flying was seen to be a painful one. Vueling’s founders wanted to turn those perceptions on their head by creating a category-bending, envelope-pushing, new generation airline. They aimed to challenge the connotations of ‘low cost’, by adopting the simple ethos that cheap flights did not have to mean lower standards.

To turn this idea into a reality, Vueling approached Saffron. Together, we set about creating a service that would redefine affordable flying in Spain and beyond.

The challenge

As with any new product or service that challenges the status quo, the new airline raised a lot of questions. How do you create a service that competes in the low-cost segment but delivers a lot more? How do you then market that service in a way that feels authentic and relevant to consumers? In the case of Vueling, there was also the need to overcome the widely held belief that low cost meant low standards.

In order to counter this assumption, Vueling’s founders had to prove that they could sustainably deliver a great service without the resources of a premium price. Their challenge was to create a service that was simple and yet delightful.

The solution

Though price was going to be a key part of the new airline’s positioning, it was not enough. To truly rewrite the rules of the game, other factors had to be considered that would make the service stand out from its low-cost, low-quality rivals.

Vueling’s founders wanted their airline to be down-to-earth, but it also had to be one step ahead of its competition. We helped them develop a strategic foundation that would capture this ethos and act as a guide for building all aspects of the service. They decided that Vueling would combine simplicity and quality with a quirky and down-to-earth personality; therefore, the brand’s core idea would be ‘Straightforward, Fastforward’. From this, the airline’s personality would be fresh, contemporary, cosmopolitan, confident and cool – a breath of fresh air in the competitive context of low-cost airlines.

The work

Instead of building the new airline ‘inside-out’, Vueling’s process was designed to be ‘outside-in’. This meant working hard to understand what customers wanted from an airline, using consumer insights and market research to shape the new brand from the very beginning. A thorough look at the existing customer journey was followed by an in-depth analysis of the current pain-points of low-cost flying.

We then worked with Vueling’s founders to consider these findings and use them to build the airline’s multiple touchpoints, all while staying true to the brand idea.

One part of the service that was identified as being of special importance was the digital experience. In order to design a better and distinctly ‘straightforward, fastforward’ experience, all online transactions had to be as easy as ‘1, 2, 3 and done’.

Another important part of the brand to consider was the experience of the flight itself. Our analysis of standard low-cost practices unveiled that being forced to use alternative, secondary airports was a big pain-point for passengers. Therefore, Vueling chose to break from low-cost airline tradition and invest in flying from larger hubs. They also decided to focus resources on buying new planes instead of old ones, ensuring that their baseline quality stood out as the differentiator. While this meant operating with tighter margins than competitors, Vueling was convinced that the end result was worth the sacrifice; a delightful experience that served a niche where low-cost travel met high-standards.

In line with the Espíritu Vueling – doing things the Vueling way – the airline also needed a non-standard name, one that would clearly set it apart from other low-cost carriers and be in line with the value proposition: simple, memorable, an unexplored route working well in a digital context. From there, ‘Vueling’ was born: The name itself is a bi-lingual wordplay, combining part of the Spanish word for fly (vuel) with ‘ing’ from the English ‘flying’.

These examples show how both authenticity to the spirit of the founders and relevance to the wishes of potential customers achieved disruptive branding. What began with the founders’ desire to turn things around in the low-cost flying industry resulted in a thoroughly designed, fine-tuned and holistic product that embodied ‘Straightforward and fastforward’ at every turn.


The impact

At launch in 2004, Vueling achieved the highest capitalization ever obtained by a new airline in Europe. It hit its full-year revenue target of €21 million within the first six months of operating. In the competitive context, Vueling quickly became the top-of-mind low-cost airline in Spain, ranking above more established players easyJet and Ryanair.

This positioned Vueling as the more valuable brand when, in 2008, for financial and strategic corporate reasons, it merged with Clickair and the resulting corporation retained the Vueling name. The brand impact was significant, with McKinsey calculating that ‘a Vueling ticket can be sold at a 10 per cent premium to a Clickair one’. It was proven to be in large part thanks to the strategic brand foundation that led them to deliver a consistently distinctive and satisfactory service.

Years later, with on-board surveys showing a recommendation rate of 96 per cent, it is no surprise that Vueling, now a subsidiary of International Airlines Group (IAG) along with Iberia and British Airways, keeps growing at admirable rates. In 2017 it flew its 100 millionth passenger, inaugurated several new routes to the UK and expanded its domestic services in Spain.

As of 2018, the nearly decade-and-a-half-old new-concept airline has also gained acclaim from sources outside the air travel industry. Tyler Brûlé, editor-in-chief of Monocle magazine referred to Vueling as ‘The most interesting airline in Southern Europe’. Vueling’s success is testament to what can be achieved when products and services are designed with brand in mind.
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Building customer loyalty

Disrupt through great service


Introduction

When we think of the most groundbreaking brands, it is often their innovative product, charismatic founder, logo or most memorable advertising campaign that come to mind. However, as we have shown so far, there is a lot more that goes on behind the scenes of disruptive brands. Whether laying the foundations with a great Brand Idea or shaping how customers experience a product, crafting a successful brand means considering a wide range of factors. And although some might not be obvious at first glance, they can have an irrevocable impact on a customer’s perception of a brand.

One such factor is customer service. We already touched on it in Chapter 5 on experience – nothing inspires customer loyalty or word-of-mouth recommendations quite like great customer service. While great visual design or products might get customers through the door, excellent service is what will keep them coming back. And poor customer service is what will drive them away.

The world’s most disruptive brands know that, when customers have more choices and are more discerning than ever before, prioritizing excellent service can give them a key competitive edge.

Customer service doesn’t just help the brand: It is the brand

Customer service isn’t just a way to sell products. Increasingly, it is the product. This has always rung true for certain industries and sectors. In luxury fashion or hospitality, the promise of a premium service has always been a large part of the draw for customers – whether it means enjoying the advice of a personal shopper or calling for room service.

However, the concept of customer service representing the core of a brand is now more widely applicable than ever before. Globalization and digitalization have given customers more options for products and services, often at increasingly low prices. As a result, in many industries the level of service individual brands provide has become the main way customers can differentiate and decide.

This is especially clear in the airline industry. For many years, travellers had little choice when buying flights, as there would often be just one or two airlines that flew their chosen route. Now, especially for those travelling to or from global hubs, the options feel endless. According to the British air travel intelligence company OAG, there were 30,537 direct flights recorded on the route between Singapore and Kuala Lumpur in the year to February 2018 (OAG, 2018). This shows a dizzying level of competition. With more and more options to get from A to B – and the downward pull this inevitably has on ticket prices – many airlines are instead choosing to claim competitive advantage in their service.

Asia is by far the busiest airline market. Of the top 20 busiest routes listed in the OAG ranking mentioned above, 14 operated to and from destinations in Asia. It is no coincidence that Asia is leading the way when it comes to airline customer service, with local flag carriers regularly topping world rankings. When travel review and aggregation website TripAdvisor listed their 2018 ranking of the world’s best airlines based on the reviews and ratings submitted on TripAdvisor Flights, Asian airlines dominated the Top 10, with Singapore Airlines, Japan Airlines, EVA Air and Korean Air all making it onto the list (TripAdvisor, 2018).


TripAdvisor’s senior vice president summed up the correlation of great service and choice in an accompanying press release: ‘As the airline industry introduces new fare products and a widening array of in-flight offerings, consumers continue to seek out the carriers that deliver value and a quality experience.’

In other words, in a highly competitive landscape, it is not always enough to compete on price. Your brand needs to find something else to give it an edge. Often, this can take the form of excellent customer service.

This is not to say, however, that uncompetitive industries can drop the ball on customer service. Even in areas where customers have little choice – such as government-run agencies or source providers of utilities – customer service can have a very significant effect, both on customer experience and on the performance of the brand. A good example of this is UK tax authority HM Revenue & Customs (or HMRC). Anyone who has ever filled out a tax return will know that it is an arduous process, and one that had traditionally been made even worse by long waiting times on the phone. To combat this, the government department allocated £45 million in 2014 purely to focus on improving customer service, recruiting 3,000 new staff and doubling down on training (Gov UK, 2015). The investment appears to have paid off. An internal report published in 2017 revealed that the number of calls HMRC had handled had gone up, while waiting times had been slashed (HMRC, 2017). This ultimately makes it easier for the department to do its job – collect taxes.

Customer service as a disruptive tool

The shift in customers’ expectations for service is leaving some sectors wide open for disruption. In industries where customers have long been dissatisfied with existing service levels, there is a lot of potential for brands to capitalize on the gap by making excellent customer service a core part of their offering.

One brand that knows this is Bulb. Founded in 2015, it is a UK energy supplier that has made superb customer service a core part of its brand. The founders met while working in the energy industry, which they say motivated them to spark change: ‘We saw the same problems at all the big providers. Inefficiency. Poor service. Expensive tariffs. Dirty energy. It didn’t have to be like this. The energy industry can change – and we set up Bulb to lead that change’ (Bulb, nd).

The Bulb brand was built on three core principles: Simpler, Cheaper and Greener. We spoke to Bulb’s head of brand Clementine Hobson to understand the importance that service plays: ‘Delivering great service is at the heart of what we do. To make energy simpler, we have to deliver world-class service for our members.’

She pointed out that service is especially important in their industry because the customer’s experience of energy is exactly the same regardless of which company they choose. ‘Putting the kettle on is exactly the same no matter who you are buying your energy from. So, changing the way that someone feels when engaging with their energy supplier makes a real difference.’

The approach certainly seems to work. In late 2017, Bulb entered the Money Saving Expert (MSE) ranking of best energy companies at second place with 95 per cent of customers describing them as ‘great’. This performance is part of a wider trend of small suppliers outperforming the ‘Big Six’ in customer service – in the MSE ranking the top four companies were all small suppliers, while the bottom three spots were taken by large established energy firms (Boyd, 2017).

These service statistics are also translating to success. As Forbes writes in 2017, British Gas ‘saw its parent company’s share price plummet 40 per cent, wiping billions off its stock market capitalization’.

Meanwhile, Bulb has seen rapid growth, signing up over 450,000 households across the UK in just three years (Smith, 2018).

For Clementine, this growth is rooted in the brand’s commitment to service: ‘Ultimately, delivering great customer service helps us grow. If you have a great experience with Bulb, you are more likely to talk about us to your friends. The more experiences like this, the quicker Bulb grows.’

It seems like a simple idea, but in many industries this kind of attitude to customer service is still a revolutionary one, putting the people who embrace it in a position to disrupt the competition.

But how exactly do you put the concept into practice? How do you create excellent customer service?

Designing excellent customer service

Quality customer service means making your customer feel valued and looked after. It is about listening to their needs and responding accordingly.

With this in mind, the path to providing excellent customer service can be consolidated into three main steps:


	
your people;



	
your processes;



	
your communication.





Your people

Rule one: Treat your people well

Great customer service starts with great employees. This means treating your employees well and ensuring they are satisfied in their roles.

Treating your employees well goes beyond benefits or salary (although of course these things help). It’s about crafting a culture where every member of your organization feels valued and recognized for their work and achievements. It’s about honing your behaviours so that they help lead to happy employees who take pride in their work and feel a sense of ownership of the brand. Only then will they strive to deliver world-class levels of service. (See Chapter 4 for further details on engaging your employees.)

To illustrate this, we can look at British brand John Lewis. The department store has traditionally championed the link between employee satisfaction and customer service. The company is owned in a trust on behalf of all its employees – known as partners – who are involved in the running of the business and receive a share of annual profits in addition to their base salaries. The logic behind this model is that it inspires staff to provide the very best service they can, as they will directly reap the rewards. John Lewis executive chairman Sir Charlie Mayfield described the company philosophy as: ‘We’re based on the notion that if we treat our partners well, it will lead to good customer service.’


This philosophy has always been key to John Lewis’s identity but there is a sign that it got lost somewhere along the way. In 2015 the Financial Times reported a leaked employee satisfaction survey that showed a dip in employee satisfaction (Skapinker and Felstead, 2015). At the same time, John Lewis suffered from falling sales and a decline in their customer service rating (Ruddick, 2015).

It was clear that the brand needed to take action. In September 2018, John Lewis unveiled a rebrand – a new visual identity and a name change to John Lewis & Partners. These changes were announced with an advert showing a hugely enthusiastic team of children mounting a school production, with closing tagline: ‘When you’re part of it, you put your heart in it.’ The intended message was clear: John Lewis belongs to its employees. The employees feel invested and valued, therefore they go the extra mile to provide an excellent service.

The trouble is that the promise doesn’t necessarily ring true. Just days after the campaign was launched, John Lewis announced 270 job cuts, bringing that year’s total redundancies to 1,800. Meanwhile, it is unclear how the rebrand will translate to in-store experience or internal behaviours. In order for John Lewis to ensure that it lives up to its promise of exceptional service, it needs to hone its behaviours to help create exceptional employees.

For inspiration, let’s look at the Four Seasons. One of the most iconic hotel chains of all time, it was founded in 1961 and is now the largest luxury hotel management company in the world, operating hotels in over 30 countries. It is renowned for providing excellent and highly consistent service; whether a guest is ordering a drink at a bar in downtown Seattle or speaking to a guide in the Serengeti Safari Lodge, Four Seasons’ customers can be confident that they will receive the same impeccable treatment by staff.

This kind of consistency is no accident; it is the result of a concentrated effort by the Four Seasons to make their employees some of the best in the world. Founder and former CEO Isadore Sharp explained the idea behind these efforts at a lecture for Canadian research centre MaRS in 2015:



If we were going to ask them to make us the best, we had to give them what they needed to rise to the occasion. That’s when we set in place the concept of the Golden Rule: if you treat people well, the way you would like to be treated, they will do the same. We would give our people the respect that they’re entitled to, that they would want to stay in the company and that they would have satisfaction in what they do.




SOURCE Zarzeczny, 2015

The Golden Rule is adopted across all of the brand’s hotels, by everyone from hotel managers down to porters and housekeeping. It manifests itself in many ways – in the benefits that employees receive (such as complimentary stays across the hotel network and free healthy meals) but also in the many behaviours that are embedded in the way that the Four Seasons operates.

For example, the same dedication and time investment that is put into keeping guest-facing, ‘front of house’ areas clean and presentable is also applied to the employee-facing ‘back of house’ areas. Teams and individual successes are frequently recognized and internally celebrated through town-hall meetings. All managers know the name of each and every employee and make sure to always address them by name. Senior teams are also integrated with their other staff: it is not unusual to see an executive officer helping a housekeeper clean a room when there is a crunch.

Most importantly, The Four Seasons puts its money where its mouth is when it comes to treating their staff well. Employee satisfaction is used as a major KPI in evaluating senior managers, which encourages them to ensure that internal standards never slip.

What does this mean for customer service? In 2018, The Four Seasons made the Fortune 100 Best Companies to Work List for the 21st consecutive year. At the same time, the chain set the Forbes Travel Guide record for the most five-star ratings ever won by a single hotel company in a single year, with no fewer than 33 properties earning the prize. According to Forbes, the five-star rating indicates ‘virtually flawless service’. Years after it was first conceived, it would seem that the Golden Rule still works.


Rule two: Empower people to do their job well

You can have the word’s happiest employees, but for them to really succeed, you also need to empower them to do their job well. This means giving them the tools and licence to do their job properly. This means trusting front-line staff to make decisions and giving them the authority to resolve customer problems as quickly and effectively as possible. Customers want to feel as if they are important to you; they resent being transferred between departments or having to wait to speak to someone more senior.

One brand that famously espouses this attitude is Nordstrom. The up-market US department store has just one instruction for its staff: Use good judgement in all situations. This means that every store employee has the power to do whatever they see fit when it comes to helping customers – sometimes with surprising results. The internet abounds with tales of when Nordstrom employees went above and beyond to provide excellent customer service – from the time a store manager dug through a vacuum bag to find a lost diamond from a customer’s wedding ring, to the cleaner who drove to the airport to reunite a customer with bags and a flight ticket she had left behind in the car park.

Are the employees at Nordstrom significantly kinder or more generous than the ones at other companies? It is possible. Or, it’s that they simply have more freedom to resolve customer service problems in creative ways. In the words of co-founder John Nordstrom himself:


If I’m a salesperson on the floor and I know that the people who own this place are committed to customer service, then I am free to find new ways to give great customer service. I know that I won’t be criticized for taking care of a customer. I will only be criticized if I don’t take care of a customer.




SOURCE Nordstrom, 2011

By teaching employees that there are no rules when it comes to customer service, Nordstrom allows them to be creative in their solutions. It shows trust in staff and underlines the message that customer service is a number one priority for the business. The most impressive of these customer service stories are often shared at the annual shareholder meetings, demonstrating just how much Nordstrom values the pursuit of customer satisfaction. The above story of the lost diamond is a perfect example. Nordstrom was so proud of its employee’s actions, the customer in question was interviewed and the video posted on its YouTube channel. In the video, the customer tells the viewer: ‘Nordstrom employees, I don’t care what their job is, they all make a difference in the customer experience.’ By 2018, the video had amassed nearly 60,000 views (Nordstrom, 2011).

Another way that you can empower your employees is by involving them in wider business decisions. As well as making your employees feel included and respected, this can also have a real benefit for your customers. Your front-line employees deal with your customers every day. They should know them and their needs inside-out. Therefore they are perfectly positioned to offer rich insights when it comes to business strategy – whether that is in designing a new product or tweaking your returns policy. For your brand to be customer-centric, it must also be employee-centric.

Your processes

Rule one: Better processes in-store

Once you have found the best possible people to work for your brand, next invest in up-to-date systems and processes. Your employees can be the best in the world, but if your back-end systems don’t work, their efforts to deliver an excellent service will be in vain. In this area challenger brands can sometimes have an advantage.

However, this doesn’t have to be the case. The key is to adopt a challenger mindset and look for innovative opportunities to improve customers’ experience. The key questions to ask are what are the pain-points that your customers are suffering, and how can you use systems to fix these problems?

One example of a brand doing this is Macy’s. In 2018, they were the latest brand to enable faster checkouts by developing a system for customers to pay in-store using their phone. Macy’s began testing the concept in 2018, in which customers are able to use the Macy’s app to scan items as they add them to their basket. When they are done shopping, the app will calculate the total for the items they have bought and the customer can pay on their phone. They then go to an express line within the store, where an employee will check their receipt on the app and remove the security tags on the items.

This process has been designed with a single goal in mind: to improve customers’ experience of shopping in-store. Speaking at an investor conference in March 2018, Macy’s Inc CEO Jeff Fennette said:


If you want to talk about the single biggest pain-point in our stores right now, it’s the checkout process. It’s finding the register. Is there going to be somebody there? Is there a long line of customers and how long is it going to take me to get out?




SOURCE Wahba, 2018

As he states, mobile checkouts are a great example of a tweak that brands can make ‘on the ground’ in order to optimize the shopping experience in order to improve customer service.

Rule two: Better processes online

E-commerce is another area in which brands have sought to minimize customer pain-points. Online shopping makes many things easier – you can do it from anywhere, there are no time limits, you can consider a purchase at length – but there are also some things that become more complicated. When you cannot touch or see an item first-hand, there is much more room for being disappointed when the item actually arrives.

The area most affected by this is fashion. Wrong fit, strange material, colour didn’t suit – there are endless reasons why a customer might return a garment they have bought online. The most innovative fashion brands are responding by tightening up their processes to offer all of the information a customer might require when shopping via their websites.

Take British fast-fashion brand ASOS. Their product pages are brimming with information designed to help customers make an informed choice – such as detailed garment descriptions, photographs and a video of a model walking while wearing the item so that shoppers can see how it looks in motion. In 2017, the brand went one step further by introducing a feature that prompts customers to ‘Find out what size people like you bought’. Customers can enter their body measurements and their preferred fit (tight to loose) to see what sizes equivalent customers have previously bought. They can also enter the size that they wear in other high-street brands, so ASOS can compare its sizing accordingly. ASOS’s algorithm will then crunch the numbers and tell the customer which size is most commonly chosen by their fellow shoppers.

Not only is ASOS harnessing the data they have available to them – not returning an item likely indicates customer satisfaction – they are also anticipating their customers’ biggest pain-point when shopping online. They are providing as much information as possible to reduce customers’ likelihood of having to return an item.

And, if in spite of all of this information, a customer still needs to return an item, ASOS makes the process as pain-free as possible. Returns are free, and there are eight different possible ways of returning, such as booking a courier to come to your house, dropping a parcel off at a collection point, or visiting a post office. To some observers, the effort and investment that ASOS puts into optimizing the return process might seem almost excessive, especially given just how much cost the business needs to absorb. However, the brand is setting the bar, and it is fast becoming the norm expected by customers.

Your communication

Rule one: Be accessible

If you want to provide excellent customer service, you have to make it easy for your customers to approach you in the first place. This means giving customers as many channels as possible to contact and interact with your brand. Whereas customer queries and complaints would once exist purely over the phone, in the modern world customers expect their brands to be available whenever, wherever. This means on the phone, online, in person, in-app. And, increasingly, on social media. For a long time, brands were wary of bringing customer service discussions onto social media and unnerved by the absolute transparency that it implied. But, as we showed in Chapter 1, the rise of the internet means that brands, whether they like it or not, are now glass boxes. Today’s consumers have more power than ever to call brands to task and to raise concerns.

This is increasingly taking place on social media, where customers assume – rightly – that brands will pay attention if they complain somewhere it can be seen. To combat this, many brands have responded by manning their social media accounts with customer service representatives, so that they can respond quickly and efficiently to any issues.

If handled correctly, the public nature of these exchanges can become an excellent PR opportunity for brands. An amusing example of this came in 2014, when a passenger on a Virgin train tweeted about running out of toilet paper in a bathroom on the 19:30 from Euston to Glasgow. Virgin’s Twitter account responded to ask which coach he was on. Minutes later, the passenger heard a knock on the bathroom door.

This might seem like a laughable tale, but it was a very savvy move on behalf of Virgin. Not only did they solve their customer’s problem, they also garnered the attention of the internet; social media users shared the tweets widely, and the incident was picked up by the world media, generating headlines such as ‘Virgin Trains Win Social Media For The Year’ (Barrell, 2015) and ‘Virgin Trains’ Twitter Saves Day’ (Hutchinson, 2015). In this way, Virgin was able to turn a small complaint into a huge PR success.

Rule two: Be human

It might sound obvious, but one of the best ways to improve your communications to customers is to be as human as possible. Customers want to feel like they are important enough to warrant an individual, tailored response to their concerns. No matter what channel they use to engage with you, the medium of expression will be words, whether written or oral. Therefore, you need to ensure those words work as hard as possible.

Anyone who doubts the power of words in customer service need only look at British bank First Direct. The online and phone-only bank is one of the UK’s most beloved brands, standing above its competitors in customer satisfaction polls – in 2017 alone they won five awards in the British Bank Awards, including those for Best Customer Service, Best British Bank and Most Recommended Bank.

First Direct is famous for its writing style, or ‘tone of voice’. It is immediately distinctive for financial services – it is direct, no nonsense, clear. This is no accident: it is done by design.

The British bank does not have a physical presence – their touchpoint with all customers is words – be that on a screen, in an ad or over the phone. As a result, the language they use is extremely important, as it helps build trust in a bank where customers can’t see who they’re talking to.



Three steps to having a human tone of voice


1. Write as you would speak and speak as you would speak

Being professional doesn’t mean you have to be formal. People prefer people to robots. Use the same words you normally would.

2. Put yourselves in the shoes of your reader/listener

What are they trying to find out? What do they need to know? What would you want to find out if you were in the same position?

3. Get to the point

Only include the information that the customer wants and needs – don’t overwhelm them with unnecessary extras that might be confusing.


Rule three: Know how to respond when things go wrong

Even with all the hard work in the world, you can’t plan for every eventuality. Customer service is tested as much when responding to things that have gone WRONG as when making things go right. Although it is important to surprise and delight customers on an everyday basis, brands face the most scrutiny when things go wrong. The way that you resolve these issues is key to maintaining your standing as a top brand. It is also the perfect time to ‘put your money where your mouth is’ and deliver on your brand’s promise.

In summary

In this chapter you’ve seen just how important customer service is to a brand. We believe it essential for fulfilling the promise that you make to the world. If your customers do not feel like their needs are met they will likely vote with their feet and move on to a competitor. Invest the time to perfect your customer service and you will be sure to reap the rewards. If you already have good customer service in place, be sure not to get complacent. It can take years to build up customer loyalty and minutes to break it.

Offering excellent customer service is a long-term commitment. If you want it to be a differentiating factor then you need to invest in it, protect it and believe in its value.



Checklist

Delivering excellent customer service


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Put customer service at the centre of your brand.



	
It is not just a way to sell a product – it IS the product.



	
Hire great people and treat them well.



	
Empower your employees to make decisions and use their initiative.



	
Invest in processes that remove customer pain-points.



	
Take the customer point of view when planning communications.



	
Be available on multiple channels.



	
Speak like a human.









CASE STUDY How Zappos went from selling shoes to ‘Delivering WOW’ through customer service


Understanding the brand

In 1999 a young American entrepreneur, Nick Swinmurn was walking around a mall in San Francisco looking for a pair of shoes. One store had the right style, but not the right colour. Another store had the right colour, but not the right size. Nick spent the next hour in the mall, walking from store to store, and finally went home empty-handed and frustrated.

Then, Nick had an idea. Imagine selling shoes online? Without the traditional overheads and stock issues, it would be possible to stock more shoes of all sizes and colours, meaning customers are always able to find whatever shoes they want.

The challenge was to find an investor. E-commerce was still in its infancy, and the idea of selling shoes online was completely radical. Nick needed someone who believed in the power of his idea. Enter Tony Hsieh. A born entrepreneur, Tony started his own custom button business aged just 12. By the time he was 24, he sold his own company, internet advertiser LinkExchange, to Microsoft for $265 million. In short, he was just the man that Nick needed.

Tony was immediately impressed by Nick’s vision, and he invested $500,000 into ShoeSite.com. They soon changed this to Zappos, after zapatos, the Spanish word for shoes.

The challenge

Zappos set about designing a new way to buy shoes. They wanted to create a platform that enabled customers to select from a wide range of products based on colour, size and more. They felt that it would help revolutionize shoe shopping in the United States.

But first they had to persuade people to buy. In the early 00s, brick-and-mortar shops were still king, with just 5 per cent of shoe sales taking place online. Social attitudes towards online shopping were negative, with many associating the experience with unreliability, long delivery times and poor service. On top of this came the unique concerns pertaining to shoes, such as fit and style.

Zappos needed to find a way to assuage these doubts. They needed to find a way to show people that not only could the experience of buying shoes online be just as good as buying them in-store – it could be even better.


The solution

To achieve this goal, the Zappos founders decided to put customer service at the very heart of their brand. By prioritizing excellent customer service above all else, they could address concerns head-on, resolve potential pain-points and establish themselves as a true challenger to the high street. In their own words:


The original idea was to create a website that offered the absolute best selection in shoes in terms of brands, styles, colours, sizes and widths. Over the past nine years, the brand and aspirations have evolved, and in addition to offering the best selection, with the goal to be the company that provides the absolute best service online – not just in shoes, but in any category.




SOURCE Zappos, nd

In short, the key differentiator of the Zappos brand was not going to be just about their shoes. It was going to be about their service.

The work

There are several ways that Zappos has designed a game-changing level of customer service. Some of them were procedural; Zappos’ warehouses are run 24/7, allowing them to send out shoes extremely quickly, and there is a 365-day return policy and free shipping both ways.

Zappos has also not been afraid to make difficult decisions in the name of maintaining excellent customer service. One example of this came in 2004 when Zappos decided to move its offices from San Francisco to Las Vegas. The reason? To be able to continue providing excellent customer service. The company had been struggling to find good customer service people in San Francisco – where the job pool was saturated with college graduates and rents were sky-high – whereas the cost of living in Las Vegas was cheaper and there was a population of people who were experienced in customer service and dedicated to pursuing as it as a career.

Through bold actions like this, Zappos shows that its dedication to providing excellent customer service is at the forefront of its business decisions.

But these aspects are just one part of the story. The real magic in Zappos’ customer service comes from the way that it is completely embedded into the company’s culture. This can be seen from Zappos’ 10 Core Values.




Zappos’ 10 core values



	
Deliver WOW through service.



	
Embrace and drive change.



	
Create fun and a little weirdness.



	
Be adventurous, creative and open-minded.



	
Pursue growth and learning.



	
Build open and honest relationships with communication.



	
Build a positive team and family spirit.



	
Do more with less.



	
Be passionate and determined.



	
Be humble.






It is no accident that the very first of these core values is related to the service and is also the one that gives Zappos its edge. ‘Delivering WOW’ has been a core tenet of Zappos ever since the beginning of 2000, when the company received an e-mail from a customer regarding a shopping experience, and their ‘fast, courteous response’ was what managed to WOW her. This feedback was what changed things for Zappos: this is when it proposed becoming a company which focused on WOWing their customers in everything it did.


Delivering WOW means more than simply satisfying customers and resolving their problems; it means going above the ordinary to surprise and delight. Zappos adopts a sky-is-the-limit approach to helping customers, actively encouraging the customer service team to use individuality and creativity in the roles and hiring people who are passionate about customer service.

Over the years, this approach has led to a number of amusing and heart-warming outcomes. When one customer accidentally sent his wife’s expensive purse to Zappos in a box of returned shoes, an employee bought a plane ticket to safely take it back in person. On another occasion, when a customer explained that the reason she was late returning an order was because her mother had just died, Zappos arranged for a courier to pick up the shoes for free, and then sent an arrangement of flowers to her house to say sorry for her loss.

These kinds of stories do not happen on their own – they are the result of a conscious strategy to champion customer service above all else.


The impact

Two decades on from those early days in 1999, Zappos has become one of the most beloved online retailers in the United States. The company has over 1,500 employees, and in 2009 it was acquired by Amazon in a deal worth $1.2 billion.

But how does this company, with fewer than 2,000 employees continue to dominate in the market when there are now so many more companies selling shoes online? The answer lies within. Zappos treats its employees well to ensure that they treat the customers even better. Employee benefits are extensive, and there is a supportive attitude where employees are encouraged to applaud each other’s successes; each employee is issued with a $50 ‘co-worker bonus award’ each month with which to reward one of the colleagues. Zappos is known for establishing the bar when it comes to putting their customers first, aided by an engaged and happy workforce.

The result of all these investments is that Zappos has become a byword for excellent customer service, with start-ups and great businesses alike looking to Zappos as a model to follow.

The business has come a long way from a simple desire to sell shoes.
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Your idea made physical

Create branded environments


Introduction

In Chapter 5 we looked at brand experience and the role it plays in delivering on the brand promise in an authentic and impactful way.

Along with the products and behaviour of a brand and its staff, one of the pillars of brand experience is environment. In this chapter we will look at environment in more detail, examining the important role it plays in bringing a disruptive brand alive – both inside and outside the business.

What are branded environments?

A Branded Environment is any space in which your audience interacts with your brand. This can be various different customer groups but equally employees and partners, and the spaces can be permanent or temporary, physical or digital.

Branded environments present a big opportunity to convey the essence and feeling of a brand. They should be used as an opportunity to make intangible elements of a brand, such as its purpose and values, come alive in a living, breathing and tangible experience. They are more than simply a place in which a product or service is delivered or sold – they are a crucial part of the overall experience of the brand.


Although some traditional elements of brand environments are being disrupted by digital channels, they are as important today as they have ever been. Physical spaces have not died; they have evolved. While the convenience of digital shopping, banking and more can pose a threat to bricks-and-mortar environments, disruptive brands are bucking the trend by creating differentiating physical environments for themselves. The world’s most disruptive brands realize that these spaces can be a huge asset when it comes to shaping their customer or employee experience, and that they are therefore an essential part of brand-building. They look at their spaces and ask what they can achieve beyond simply fulfilling a function – whether that’s helping foster an emotional connection between the intended audience and the brand or helping differentiate the brand from the competition.

Brand environments can be split into three categories:


	
customer-facing;



	
employee-facing;



	
partner-facing.





Customer-facing

A customer-facing environment is any space in which a customer comes into contact with your brand. The most obvious example is, of course, the retail store. However, this is just a starting point: hotels, galleries, museums, airport lounges, airplanes, train carriages, theme parks and office lobbies are just some of the other many environments where customers might interact with your brand. In some cases, they are also places where non-customers will come into contact with your brand; as we mentioned in Chapter 5, the impressions a person gets when they walk past a store is part of your brand experience.

As perhaps the only brand touchpoint that engages all of the senses, environments have huge potential to leave a lasting impression. That impression can either deliver on the promise your brand has made the world, or it can do the opposite and undermine everything. To refer back to the example of LEGO from Chapter 5 – if LEGO’s stores or theme parks were staid and uninspiring, it would be hard for the brand to maintain its image as one that enables children to create and let their imaginations run wild.

Branded spaces can offer a whole host of benefits to current or would-be customers. They can give customers a chance to interact with products and learn how they work. This is especially relevant for products where the physical look, feel and functionality of the item is an important factor in deciding whether to buy. This applies to tech items like mobile phones and laptops, but also to cosmetics, for example.

Brand environments also offer people the chance to engage with the brand’s customer service and their front-line staff. It is a chance for brands to ensure that customers can ask questions, feel valued and listened to. As discussed in Chapter 7, high-quality engagements between your front-line staff and customers are an essential part of building brand reputation. Therefore, your environments should be set up in a way that promotes these interactions and demonstrates that your customers and their opinions are respected and prioritized. An example of this is the Andaz hotel chain, which removed check-in desks so that staff could interact more freely with guests and provide a more casual, welcoming experience.

As well as engaging with staff, brand environments can also offer the most enthusiastic of customers a place to engage and interact with other brand devotees. They can compare ownership experiences, discuss various versions of products, speculate about upcoming launches and share recommendations. A well-designed brand environment can help convert your regular customers into dedicated fans.

Brand environments are ultimately an opportunity for organizations to create a space where customers feel engulfed by the world of a certain brand. Even if the product does not have an environmental component, a branded environment can help customers live and breathe the brand for a short moment. Examples of this are M&M’s World – the all-immersive destination stores for M&M chocolate – or Niketown, which is built to sell products but also to allow customers to interact with each other, in running groups for example. Environments like these give customers the opportunity to experience the ‘attitude’ of brands in a multi-sensorial way that may not otherwise be possible. Disruptive brands are able to realize the potential contained in customer-facing branded environments and build a loyal fanbase that will happily spend time (and money!) in their world.

Employee-facing

Just as environments reinforce your brand for your customers, the same goes for your employees. In Chapter 4 we talked about how branding has to start inside an organization, and a key part of achieving this is through the spaces where your employees work.

The reasons for this are varied. Firstly, research has shown that carefully considered environments can have a huge impact on employee well-being and productivity. One 2014 study found that people in open-plan offices were nearly twice as likely to take short-term sick leave than their non-open-plan peers (Bodin Danielsson et al, 2014). At the same time, the proportion of people who eschew the workplace altogether and choose to work from home is also steadily rising: a 2017 study found that the number of US workers working from home at least half of the time had increased by 115 per cent in the decade from 2005 to 2015 (Global Workplace Analytics, 2017). Purely in terms of numbers, it is likely to be in an organization’s best interests to give their employees a great place to work.

A work environment that brings the brand to life is increasingly becoming expected. As mentioned in Chapter 4, today’s employees are considerably different to their predecessors. They care more about fulfilment than any other generation. As the line between work, home and social life becomes increasingly blurred, our expectations for workplaces and how they are designed are growing.

Beyond aesthetics or ergonomics, disruptive businesses have come to realize that workspace is also a fundamental opportunity for branding. Why? Because just like your products or services, online and offline communications or the behaviour of your customer-facing staff, your office space sends a message to your employees. Spaces need to reflect the spirit of the brands they represent. There is a big difference between the offices of a creative agency and a tech start-up, because their cultures require different aesthetics. A highly-considered space should evoke rational and emotional cues and carefully manage the experience for employees, clients, suppliers, etc. The workplace is the biggest touchpoint in offering a ‘work experience’ to staff. Offices are now all about expressing the employer’s brand in a spatial, 360-degree approach.

This is especially true when, as we have already discussed, the functional necessity of offices is waning. Office-based employees are no longer chained to their desks; they can join conferences from cafés and file reports from airport lounges. As a result, the role of offices themselves is changing – employees no longer come in to access their files, computers or phones. For many workers, going into the office fulfils a social, collaborative function; it is a way to connect with colleagues, to share ideas and seek support. This presents businesses with an opportunity to design office spaces that engage their employees with their brand.

Some of the world’s most disruptive organizations have embraced office design as a tool to ensure they differentiate themselves from the competition. They realize the importance of making their purpose, values and personalities tangible beyond a few posters in their public spaces, and are taking steps accordingly.

Partner-facing

Partner-facing spaces are those that house other brands, such as big-box retail outlets, shopping malls, airports and department stores. These spaces are interesting as they are both B2B- and B2C-facing. They have to appeal to brands and persuade them to establish a presence in their space. They also have to appeal to the end-customers to buy the products. The challenge for these spaces is to find a way to ensure that the impact of the overall brand is not diluted by its proximity to other brands. This is especially true if the brands you stock are available from many different competitors. A space that is designed to be beautiful and interesting can ensure that customers choose to buy their products from your brand as opposed to from a competitor.

Designing branded environments

Once you have identified which environments you need in order to build an experiential brand, the next step is to set about creating them. There are myriad practical considerations to answer – the location of the space, its features, the materials used. Each and every one of these should be directed by your brand.

As with other areas of building your brand, when creating your branded environments you can refer back to the Authentic, Relevant and Differentiating framework. Using these points as guides, you can ensure that your environment stays perfectly on-brand.

Brand environments should reflect your brand idea

Environments should be authentic. Environments help emphasize what your brand stands for. They bring your brand’s personality and values to life in an immersive way. They need to deliver on the promises your brand has made to the world.

An example of one brand that has authentically translated its brand idea to its spaces is Dior. Founded by Christian Dior in 1946, Dior is a brand that encapsulates luxury and craftmanship. It is also quintessentially French, with its styles acting as a byword for Parisian chic. It makes total sense, therefore, that Dior would return to the town house where it had its very first atelier. With plush rugs, stately white pillars and a palette of muted greys, the space reflects the brand’s commitment to elegance. By housing the store’s flagship in the historic home of the atelier, Dior fuses the front and back of house to create a sense of artisanry and heritage. A luxury store that allows shoppers to get a glimpse of the designers and creators behind the products.

Authenticity is also crucial when designing employee spaces. Brand, as we know, is not a logo, a set of colours, typefaces or a claim. These stay at the surface and help, but do not define. Brand is about what you stand for, your values, your culture, your personality. Expressing the brand in the workplace therefore goes beyond ensuring that the logo is shown at reception and other public spaces, designing a carpet with the corporate colours or hanging posters with image-bank pictures.


Rather, it is important to go beyond messaging and aesthetics. It is about translating in a physical way the principles that are at the core of your brand strategy.

This is also true of non-office employee environments – even those that few people see. This means that factories and supply chains should not be overlooked. It is also important to consider employee environments beyond offices. Warehouses and factories can be another place to assert your brand’s identity and to show that the values and aims of your brand are upheld at every level. If your brand is about luxury and quality, your factory floor should ideally reflect that.

The automotive industry does this particularly well. The BMW building in Leipzig combines the office and factory space to bring them into one complex – intended to unite the workers and make them all feel more closely related. The Aston Martin factory is sleek, efficient and beautifully designed – like the cars that it creates. Volkswagen was so confident in the impeccable standards of its manufacturing, that it famously opened a factory made of glass in Dresden. The ‘Transparent Factory’ was a place where customers could see their cars being built and experience the ‘transparent excellence’ of the Volkswagen production line.

When your ‘behind-the-scenes’ spaces do not reflect your brand, the consequences can be severe. As we have already mentioned, today’s organizations have become ‘glass boxes’. Poor worker conditions are much more likely to be shared and commented on than before – just look at the scrutiny directed at Amazon’s warehouses and fast-fashion supply chains.

Branded environments should fulfil needs

Environments should be relevant. In Chapter 1, we looked at how in some industries, customers choose to read reviews online and then purchase in-store. If this is the behaviour of your customer, then you need to make sure that your space reflects that. How do your customers currently act when they navigate your spaces? What could be improved or optimized?


This is something that brands should consider when designing their spaces today – regardless of whether these are digital or physical. When you create your space you need to make sure that it fulfils the intended audience’s needs – whether that audience is made up of employees or customers.

What is the space for? What do your customers really want? What will enhance their experience of using the space?

An interesting example of a brand that has leveraged space to be relevant to its customers’ desires is Soho House. Founded in 1995 as a private members’ club for people in creative industries, Soho House has grown to a group operating clubs, hotels and other venues around the world. Since the beginning, the brand curated its spaces in order to fulfil the needs of its audience. It took a traditional concept that had long been an institution of the British upper classes and re-imagined it for a new type of customer – professionals working in creative disciplines such as the media, fashion and the arts. Environment played a huge role in ensuring that Soho House appealed to its creative customers. Speaking to design magazine Dezeen, Soho House founder and former managing director explained the Soho House attitude to design: ‘I think that, above all, it’s got to be comfortable. I’m constantly reminding our designers that it’s not about them. It’s not about a mood book, it’s not about a portfolio at the end of the day; it’s always about the customer, it’s always about the member’ (Fairs, 2016).

This attitude manifests itself in spaces that are designed to be glamorous yet comfortable, providing spaces to eat, sleep and socialize. Each house mixes eclectic furniture and beautiful interiors that evoke the home city’s unique personality. Every Soho House location looks different, and yet they all consistently evoke the brand.

The strength of Soho House’s environment signatures has allowed the brand to expand into different offerings. It operates co-working spaces and an interior-design service for private clients. The brand now has its own product line where customers can, in the words of the brand, ‘bring the house home’ by buying luxury furniture, textiles and tableware used at specific locations. These products can be bought online, or in a physical London showroom.


Relevance is also important when it comes to creating employee-facing environments. As mentioned above, the places people work can do a lot to improve or undermine their impression of the brand. Therefore, it is important for brands to consider how to meet their employees’ needs when they create workspaces. There are many different factors that can be considered. Some of these relate to the actual layout, furniture and finishes of a space. Then there are smaller, simpler, more mundane things like the location of the canteen, the access to great coffee, the ability to unwind with a game or the technology and tools available. Employers should strive to provide staff with spaces that are comfortable, while allowing them to be as creative and productive as possible. Fewer ‘conventional’ fixed workstations are needed; nowadays offices can shift to incorporate larger areas for the exchange of ideas, forums, workshops and collaborative work.

Branded environments should be recognizably 
your own

Branded spaces should be differentiating. In the same way that you are sure to make your logo different from that of the competition, you need to ensure that your environment stands out. This means considering features and design that clearly set you apart from competitors.

One way of achieving this is through colour. The airline easyJet is a master at this; if you see orange in an airport you can be pretty confident that you are approaching an easyJet desk. However, this is far from the only thing you can do to identify a space as your own. When designing a brand environment, it’s important to ask yourself what functional and aesthetic features your space can own in order to stand apart from the crowd. This has special value in the age of Instagram. Having something that is distinctly yours also has great marketing value – it will be spotted online and get the word out about your brand.

One example of this mindset in action is Metro Bank. Founded in 2010 as the UK’s first new bank for 150 years, Metro Bank was created around the idea that banking should fit around people’s lifestyles. This philosophy is apparent in the functionality and the design of its branches. Stores are open seven days a week, from early until late in the evening. Branches are large and airy with spacious concourses that look more like the lobby of a hotel than a bank. There are no cubicles or walled meeting rooms – instead, the lounges use glass and strategically positioned furniture to demarcate space and provide privacy. Branch employees sit behind an open counter without thick screens, enabling a more open and welcoming conversation with the customer. Meanwhile, small touches like lollipops and dog treats mean that customers feel welcome. The whole experience is topped off with Metro Bank’s vibrant use of colour: bright blue and red with a distinctive black and white chequerboard tiled floor.

The overall result of the design of these spaces is to emphasize Metro’s difference from other banks. Where others put up dividing screens and employ traditional, muted colours, Metro embraces openness and modernity.



Brand environments for specific purposes


Any environment you make should be brand-led. But there are also specific circumstances in which your environment can be a tool to help you fulfil a specific aim.

Reposition your brand

If you are trying to pivot your brand to appeal to a new audience, an effective way to achieve this can be through environment. The all-encompassing nature of space is a great way to communicate a difference in your brand. This can mean ‘borrowing’ from a new geographic location – a brand that is looking to emphasize a new focus on street style is more likely to open a store in young, student areas of cities, for example – or it can mean opening a spin-off store that focuses on a specific section of your offering. First founded in 1825, British shoe manufacturer and retailer Clarks is known for its creation and popularization of various shoe styles, such as the ‘desert boot’. In the 21st century, aware that some shoppers had stopped recognizing Clarks as a home of design, the brand sought to launch a new range championing its own original creations.


In 2018 they opened their first Originals store in Soho’s Berwick Street – an area of London known for its tailoring and design. The Originals range represents the best of iconic Clarks’ styles, stocking items at a higher price-point than standard Clarks’ stores. By choosing Berwick Street to debut the stand-alone store, Clarks was able to leverage the area’s cachet and history to emphasize their own dedication to craftmanship. Meanwhile, the minimalist store design reflected the Originals sub-brand’s higher prices and fashion-led design.

Promoting a product

Having a presence in the right context to prove that your brand means what it promises can be highly effective. Many disruptive brands first found attention at events such as SXSW South By Southwest Festival in Austin, Texas or at TED conferences around the world. Pop-up kiosks or even members of the brand team moving amongst the attendees of a bigger event can help make the venue part of the brand’s story. By associating itself with the cachet of a particular event, movement or zeitgeist – even for only a few hours – can give the brand credibility in the eyes of important audience groups. Disruptive brands have learned to be very aware of such opportunities and ensure that they are highly visible when they happen.


Designing branded environments: Key steps

Although practitioners for implementing brand in an environment will follow their own approach, here is our advice on the basic rules to observe:


	
Make sure everything aligns:


	
Know your target audience (internal as well as external): their motivations, their challenges and currently unmet needs. Feel comfortable with whom you are creating the environment for and what they will be doing in it. Whether it’s shopping or spending their working hours, it is important to agree on a clear picture of the many constituent moments in that journey.



	

Be equally clear on what it is that you wish to convey about your brand through the environment. Is it one particular aspect or an overall brand environment? Are you hoping to change perceptions of the brand or to reinforce existing ones?



	
Make sure the ‘functional’ requirements are set – be clear on what you must achieve in order to make the space work as intended. Beyond all brand storytelling an office must still enable productivity and a shop must generate sales.



	
Understand the financial framework you are working within and ensure to reap maximum brand value for the invested funds.







	
Involve the organization:


	
Assume this has to be a collaborative process and plan for it – many different voices will need to be heard and opinions balanced as the process of establishing a branded environment unfolds.



	
Beyond the leadership, involve cross-functional teams, as you will depend on them to make the brand promise a reality in the space you are creating, regardless of the intended audience.







	
Begin with the conviction that every organization is different and that this is not an aesthetics exercise. One rule of interior architecture does not apply to all brands and decisions should be made beyond the ‘look and feel’ of any one element and whether or not its design is appreciated by everyone.



	
Get messy and assume that creative destruction is the best recipe for innovation.



	
Put a limit to the number of iterations before a final decision on the design is taken.





In summary

Far from becoming obsolete, brand environments are becoming more and more interesting in the digital age. Now that functional elements of a customer journey can increasingly be achieved digitally, physical spaces are evolving to enable more emotional elements of how customers experience the brand. As a core pillar of disruptive branding, environments present a significant opportunity to shape audiences’ perceptions. The world’s most disruptive brands ensure that their environments reflect their brand strategy, meet the needs of employees, customers and partners in order to stand out from the crowd.



Checklist

Brand environments: designing the ideal space


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Your brand’s environments are a core pillar of the brand experience.



	
A branded environment is any space in which your audiences interact with your brand. This can be customer-facing, employee-facing or partner-facing.



	
The design of your environments can have a significant impact on the perceptions that audiences have of your brand.



	
With digital technologies meaning most interactions can be carried out online, brand environments are changing and evolving to serve more emotional elements of the customer journey.



	
Successful brands design their spaces to ensure that they are authentic to what their brand stands for, relevant to customers and differentiating from the competition.








CASE STUDY Capturing difference through office design


Understanding the brand

Desigual is a European fashion brand known for its distinctive, original designs. Its story began in the 1980s, when 20-year-old Thomas Meyer opened a little second-hand shop on the Spanish island of Ibiza. On receiving a large stock of jeans, he decided to recycle them into a patchwork jacket, a technique which would eventually become the signature style of his fashion empire.


This jacket was the start of Meyer’s vision: to create affordable, feel-good clothes that allowed people to dress differently. From here onwards, the brand grew closely entwined to Meyer’s own progressive and carefree identity.

In 1984, Meyer officially established Desigual, using a name coined by film director Isabel Coixet to mean ‘different’. This was the first of many collaborations between Desigual and artists that would soon follow, from the logo (created by graphic designer Peret in 1986) to Desigual’s collaboration with Cirque du Soleil.

To this day, Desigual has stayed true to its founding ethos; it is irreverent, fearless and playful, and this comes alive in every part of the brand’s experience. Their first slogan was Desigual: No es lo mismo, which literally meant ‘Desigual is not the same’. With this bold statement Desigual clearly stated its mission of being different and unafraid of challenging the status quo, for better or worse. In its history it has not shied away from controversy, with campaigns such as #tudecides (#youdecide: adverts depicting models committing daring, sometimes outrageous acts) and events like ‘Naked: enter nude, leave dressed’. These have become recognizable brand symbols clearly distancing Desigual from an increasingly homogeneous competition.

The challenge

The company kept flourishing until the end of the 1980s, when some poor business decisions landed it in, in their own words ‘serious financial struggles’ (Desigual, 2018). They bounced back and the Spanish market was consolidated in the 1990s and Desigual opened itself to the world, starting with France and Portugal, then expanding further and opening a website that launched in 1998. During this time, Thomas Meyer met Manel Adell, who joined Desigual as an advisor in 2001, before becoming a partner and then a general director. He added the managerial brains necessary to make the most out of Meyer’s passion and creativity. The first decade of the new millennium saw Desigual going from strength to strength, opening stores in key strategic locations such as Singapore, New York and Paris.

When Manel Adell left Desigual in 2013, Meyer was once again the sole owner of the business, back at the wheel of the company he had built. Only instead of a sailboat, he was driving a spaceship. The company had expanded to include 72 different countries and was continuing to grow at breakneck speed. With this came the risk of diluting the essence that made Desigual a truly authentic and different brand.


The solution

This seemed like the perfect moment for Desigual to abandon its old headquarters and start afresh. They chose a new location in ‘La Barceloneta’, a beach-side district of Barcelona. The move was an opportunity to boost Desigual’s internal culture and remind the employees of its free-spirited, creative ethos. Employees were involved in the development of the new headquarters, with approximately 80 ambassadors selected to help create the perfect space.

The location, the architecture and the culture became the foundations upon which to take Desigual’s brand above and beyond.

The work

The new headquarters, designed by architect Ricardo Bofill, are located in an outstanding spot, facing the Mediterranean and close to ‘Barcelona’s sail’, the W Hotel (Figure 8.1). The 24,000-square metre building is an example of modern Barcelona urbanism, with sea-facing views and glass walls that allow employees to absorb the vibrating pulse of the city.




Figure 8.1 Desigual’s headquarters in Barcelona







The brand identity is embodied in the atrium, which works as the main meeting area (Figure 8.2). The tagline ‘Life is cool’ is emblazoned on the wall, surrounded by decorations that change based on special occasions like the festival of Barcelona’s patron saint Sant Jordi, or the opening of a new store in Brazil.





Figure 8.2 Inside Desigual’s headquarters







But the office’s design goes beyond a simple slogan. The space has been put at the service of the brand, making sure that it balances functionality with fun.

The facilities are excellent. There is a canteen that fosters healthy eating (no vending machines!), common areas full of sofas to relax or have informal get-togethers, and meeting rooms that lean in to the sea. The space is bathed by sunlight, air circulates freely and the layout has been carefully considered. The offices are open-plan, which helps build an open culture. Flexible spaces allow employees to collaborate according to their challenges instead of functions; there are no landline phones or fixed seating plans, permitting employees to roam freely. As a result, people are more connected and there are more opportunities to foster creativity.

The fun side comes to life through the design of interior architecture firm Turill Sorensen. The spaces evoke the nearby beach through the use of colour and natural materials. One of Desigual’s daily life highlights is the running track on the rooftop, together with all necessary facilities to go for a dive at the beach to keep creativity flowing. Conference rooms also play a part in the brand’s identity through irreverent, unexpected names such as Fun
& Love and Smile is Better.


The impact

The transformation of Desigual’s workspace has played an unmistakeable role in solidifying and promoting the company’s culture. Externally, the new building also sends the message that Desigual is an international reference point in modern workspaces. The new office is a perfect fit in Barcelona – it shares the cosmopolitan, artsy vibe of the city. However, it also provides Desigual with the confidence and resources to spread its wings – in 2018 the brand exists in more than 72 countries, is powered by a crew of 4,000 employees and is valued at more than €2.5 billion.

As such, Desigual’s environments reflect the essence of the brand: it is fun, carefree, individual and expertly designed.
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First impressions

Launch your disruptive brand


Introduction

So far, we have looked at the process of building a brand that can thrive in times of disruptive change. The success of a disruptive brand depends on creating a robust strategic and visual platform – but acting on the brand is just as important. In order to fulfil the promise you’re making to your internal and external audiences, the launch and life of the brand needs to be handled with just as much attention to detail as the making of the promise itself, or you might fall at the last hurdle.

The old adage goes that ‘You never get a second chance to make a first impression’. It is the same story when it comes to brands. The way you introduce your brand to the world will have a lasting impact and it is your opportunity to make the vision you have for your brand come to life. An effective launch doesn’t necessarily require a large budget, a big event or an advertising campaign. Often a couple of tailored proof points that demonstrate what the brand stands for (such as a restructuring of the product portfolio or a more user-friendly interface for digital services) in tandem with public relations can create so-called ‘quick wins’ that produce shifted perceptions of your brand and give you some breathing space to get the rest aligned as you go.

As a basic rule, when launching a brand, it is crucial to define which messages you want to send to each of your audiences. This will help you tell the story of the brand change and, most importantly, why it is relevant. The launch is an opportunity to nurture your relationship with your audiences – an essential task to keep them interested over time. In the case of new brands, products or services, these relationships will need to be built from the ground up, making a good launch plan even more important.

Launching a disruptive brand can be roughly split into three main phases:


	
pre-launch;



	
launch;



	
post-launch.





While this may seem straightforward enough at first glance, challenges tend to arise because too many brands concentrate on the launch itself, neglecting the other two stages. It’s understandable; the launch is where most internal and external attention and buzz will be generated, especially if a glossy launch campaign is commissioned. However, in order to ensure that the brand has a more sustainable impact over time, it is important to put equal effort into the other two stages.

Phase one: Pre-launch

This phase ensures that the time prior to launch is used not only to plan the days and weeks of launch itself but to get as well prepared as possible for what will follow, within a defined budget and activation framework. This implies:


	
checking the brand project status;



	
giving the launch project a (code) name;



	
picking the launch date;



	
aligning internal audiences;



	
defining external audiences;



	
devising a communications plan;



	
allocating a launch budget;



	
working with a partner;



	
choosing the right touchpoints and channels to reach your audiences.






Checking the brand project status

There won’t be a launch without a brand that’s ready for launch. Assuming that some work has been done to either evolve or overhaul one or several aspects of the brand, it’s more important than ever to ensure timely progress. This means checking that implementation has begun, that key applications will be ready in time and that all legal checks have been done to the full extent. It also means being aware of possible conflicts and having a plan B on how to sort them out.

If any of these checks fail, or if you hit any other road-blocks, then you should consider whether the launch will need postponing. Sometimes it’s better to adjust the plan according to an evolving context rather than sticking to a plan that has become invalid. Remember: external audiences aren’t as busy thinking about your brand relaunch as you are and it’s unlikely that anybody will be left waiting if you launch later than originally planned.

Giving the project a (code) name

The more relevant and transforming your branding project is, the more people will be involved at a certain stage of the development, especially towards the end. Usually you start off with a small core team that deals with the day-to-day work in coordination with your external partners or in-house teams and your C-level leadership. But once the concept is ready and needs internal execution prior to the official launch, the number of people involved grows rapidly. This is the moment when it’s worth giving your project a compelling code name.

Far from being the domain of spy and war movies, a code name can become a catalyst to express the ambition of a project and create a sense of belonging amongst the people involved. Remember that most of them will be working on the brand relaunch in addition to their existing tasks and some motivation will be required. A code name also helps to communicate effectively amongst members of the team without the need to reveal the nature or magnitude of the branding programme. It makes people feel privileged and proud to take part in something big and relevant.

The code name should be simple and memorable. As an example, when Saffron worked on YouTube’s redesign from 2015–2017, we used the code name Ringo to refer to the project. The name came from the fact that YouTube’s design leads on the project loved to amuse each other by doing impressions of well-known artists, but Ringo Starr was one impression they had never managed to perfect.

Picking the launch date

The brand’s launch date should ideally be linked to an existing milestone or event to maximize impact. Good examples are a company anniversary, a product launch or an all-staff meeting. Whatever the occasion, it should be a moment that’s truly relevant for the business and your organization’s story. Depending on the size of your business, you may need to launch the brand over the course of several weeks across different locations. Where that is the case, it’s important to ensure that the same level of energy and resources is brought to all locations.

Aligning internal audiences

Your employees are by far the most valuable partners in your brand’s transformation. Involving them in the process of building the brand platform and then in its launch are essential steps in order to get as many of your staff on board as you can. This will help ensure that the brand is effectively rolled out, a prerequisite to succeeding in the long run; it’s your people who make your business and your brand come alive. But it’s not only the general involvement of your employees that counts. It’s also important to train your internal audiences on the brand first, especially if they have a customer-facing role.



Internal audience involvement


Here are the three ways to involve your internal audiences in your brand’s launch:


	
First, inform them regularly during the development phase, especially the leadership teams and brand ambassadors, and involve them in the execution of parts of the programme.



	

Second, launch the brand to all internal audiences/locations first – at least a week or two before the external launch. This will give your staff time to familiarize themselves with it and be better prepared to help you make it work.



	
Third, train your people specifically on the messages to convey. The brand is not something that should be confined to marketing or brand managers. Everyone in the organization needs to feel involved, from the tech team to the customer service representatives.






If your employees don’t know how to explain the thinking behind the brand, or if they respond to critical questions from their customers in an inconsistent and unconvincing way, your messages won’t be aligned, and you’ll be projecting an incoherent image. External audiences could become disengaged or critical of the brand or rebrand if they don’t understand the rationale behind it. That’s why giving your staff time to digest the internal launch and grow comfortable with the changes it brought is important.

It is especially important to arm customer-facing employees with a set of tools such as:


	
a Q&A list covering the most important questions likely to come up in a customer-facing interaction as part of their daily work;



	
a convincing ‘elevator pitch’ that succinctly expresses the key information about the new brand and its products and services: ideally, this should be customized for specific target audiences;



	
a cheat-sheet summarizing features, benefits and pricing;



	
a comparison with competitive products or services.





Sometimes it makes sense to involve the marketing and sales people in the design and configuration of these tools in order to increase their acceptance and usage and create a stronger sense of inclusion and empowerment.


Defining your external audiences

Ideally, you will have a clear view of your brand’s diverse audiences and target groups, supported by data on each of them. Often, setting up profiles (sometimes referred to as ‘personas’) of each of your audience groups is part of the research phase at the beginning of a brand strategy project. Hence, by this stage you should be clear on whom you want to reach and what messages you’ll be delivering to them. It’s nevertheless useful to organize your launch activities by audience so you can build a communications plan, ensuring you reach them all and ideally through multiple channels. Define what kind of messages have to be used and who needs to hear what by when. Those messages should be driven by a ‘key messaging framework’.

A key messaging framework identifies the core messages that you want to communicate to each of your audiences. It helps you to prioritize your communications according to your objectives and craft relevant and targeted messages per audience. It should relate each message back to your overarching brand idea.

By choosing and planning what you want to articulate, you can ensure that each of your audiences receives the right messages, and that all of these messages complement and reinforce each other. This is a good basis for the implementation roadmap.

The following are examples of some typical audiences:


	
internal (your employees, your former employees, future potential recruits);



	
business partners and dealerships;



	
existing clients and potential clients;



	
competitors;



	
lobby organizations;



	
government and institutions;



	
opinion leaders and influencers;



	
wider public at large, targeted by factors like location, age or interests.






Devising a communications plan

Once you have defined your audiences and identified your key messages you need a communications plan to map out your launch. Your communication plan should act as a comprehensive blueprint for how you’ll be reaching those audiences and when.

Some things to think about:


	
Are you going to need any help? Will you need to hire a PR team, or use the services of a media agency?



	
Does everyone in your internal team know the timeline, what’s required from them and by what date?



	
Have you chosen media to reach all your audiences?



	
Has it all been booked or secured, with artwork submission timelines established?





Your communications plan is the document that brings together all the elements of your hard work planning and researching the launch and turns it into a plan that can be used by everyone involved to deliver.

Allocating a launch budget

When embarking on a branding project, it’s not always clear to everyone that, besides the project and implementation costs, there will be costs for the launch itself. In the excitement of bringing a project to life, this can be easy to forget. Make sure you have a sufficient budget allocated to generate the exposure and gain the presence you need. There will be differences from sector to sector, and B2C and B2B launches will look very different in terms of what the money is spent on, but be sure to budget strategically. That way, you can give your new brand the support it deserves by creating the visibility it needs in your industry in order to attract the audiences you’re targeting.

The brand launch budget will vary in size depending on what you’re launching and in how many territories, and what impact you’re hoping to make. Aside from media buying costs for an advertising campaign (that will require a separate budget) there are plenty of elements that will be direct costs: launch event location(s), related merchandising and communications, catering, a roadshow, digital support and so on.

Working with a partner

Launching your brand can require bringing new, specialized partners on board. These are in addition to any partners you have used to orchestrate the brand refresh, such as brand and product design agencies. For the launch itself you might require the services of partners that specialize in all related workstreams, from PR to catering. Depending on your organization’s ambition and the global reach of the brand launch, it is wise to work with these specialists, in addition and complementary to the brand and advertising partners, to make the launch a focused and well-executed event.

Choosing the right channels to reach your audiences

As already mentioned, today’s media landscape is broader and more diverse than ever before. It is important to think about which channels best serve your brand’s needs for launch and for any related communications campaigns. Your advertising partner, PR or event company will be able to recommend to you the right mix of the channels that work best given your resources and timeframe. Some of the most widely used channels are described below.

Television

From the mid-1950s to the mid-2000s, a classic brand launch without significant investment in TV was unimaginable. It was the largest mass medium and made it possible, assuming sufficient funds, to reach a majority of a specific market in a relatively short time. Obviously, today’s TV landscape has changed dramatically. The runaway number of channels including pay TV such as HBO and digital offers such as Netflix and Amazon Prime has resulted in shrinking audiences per channel and hence less guarantee of reaching a mass audience. What has become possible however is to reach much more closely defined niche audiences. TV is therefore not always seen to be worth the astonishing fees commanded by the media empires that run them.

Print media

With print media we refer to the classic printed publications: magazines and newspapers. For some audiences, these publications are still incredibly relevant, especially if you choose prestigious publications who bring cachet as opinion leaders, or if you’re focusing on specific industry publications. Most of the time, the online versions of the printed publications have almost the same content and it makes sense to coordinate your presence in the print edition with the digital one. There’s a great opportunity to build on an idea started in print with complementary dynamic digital formats to reinforce the message.

When you’re targeting a nationwide audience or your brand has international reach, you may want to be present in some of the leading media of the different regions you’re aiming for. The key is to select best print media according to your communications plan and your budget.

OOH (out-of-home) media

Out-of-home media are the billboards on a highway, posters on street sites like bus shelters, underground/subway/metro advertising and similar that create the usual communication texture in the urban landscape. The OOH media have to work from a distance and therefore have to be based on functional aspects like high visibility and legibility in combination with a clever creative idea to create impact and to catch attention in a very short time span.

In today’s fast-moving world, many forms of OOH communication are completely digital and based on LED technology, which offers
the opportunity of making communication dynamic. Think of Times Square in New York, or Piccadilly Circus in London.

Digital and social media

Where TV once dominated, it is inconceivable today to plan a brand launch without considering digital media, especially when it comes to social platforms. For many brands, these will be the most important channels, and it is certainly the most scalable media opportunity you have in terms of budget. The reach and impact you can generate on social media to connect with a specific audience is enormous, allowing for a very high level of personalization and targeting.

Within digital media, there are a number of different channels to consider. Having social media pages for your brand is not only free, but expected. Your priority will of course depend on your audiences and the nature of your brand – a hair product will be much better suited to a consumer-focused platform like Instagram or Facebook, as opposed to one with a professional focus like LinkedIn, for example. Your launch on social media can also involve engaging with influencers, who can place and present your brand in front of consumers in a modern-day take on a traditional advertorial.

(For more on the role of influencers and how they can help or hinder your brand, see Chapter 1 on convergence and divergence).

Events and on-the-ground activities

Another form of promotion that you may want to consider is physical interaction with potential audiences. Depending on the type of brand and desired reach, it makes sense to expose your brand to the wider public by making on-the-ground activities part of your launch plan.

There are many ways you can engage people, from performances in public spaces with actors or trained staff, or through ‘dressing up’ urban furniture and environments such as subway or bus stations and involving them in your storytelling.

These physical actions have a great potential to disrupt routine and surprise people. In the age of social media you can also build incremental media coverage as people share their interaction on social media, or your activation is covered in the press. Think about how you can encourage this ‘viral’ effect and link it in with a great social media campaign.

A great example of this is craft beer brand BrewDog. The independent Scottish brewery known for its rebellious streak and irreverent attitude made waves in 2011 when it marked the opening of its first bar in England by driving a tank – fully stocked with artisanal beers – down Camden High Street. The stunt was accompanied by the announcement on their website: ‘Craft beer revolution rolls into London as BrewDog Occupies Camden’ (BrewDog, 2011). The moment conjured up excitement on the streets of Camden but also online, where it was covered by a number of news outlets.

Phase two: Launch

These are the days and weeks when all the effort and investment will pay off and the work the brand has been engaged in, often very secretly, will see the light. It is the moment when the public will be introduced to your new visual and verbal expression, your products and services and everything else that forms part of your brand. The actual launch is often amongst the most moving moments in a branding team’s professional lives. In fact, not everyone that works in communications or branding has the privilege to be part of a major branding or rebranding project – making the occasion even more special for those who do.

It is important to remember that launch day is not the end of the process; it’s the beginning of an ongoing effort to keep your brand in shape. Following the thoughts of disruptive branding, the launch is the beginning of a need for constant reinvention and improvement. This section provides an overview of a series of aspects related to that specific moment. These include:


	
building a PR toolkit;



	
making your touchpoints perform;



	
living the launch day.






Building a PR toolkit

PR can make or break a brand. You can’t control everything that people say about you, but you can ensure that you provide media outlets and key influencers with messages and facts about your brand. Therefore, the quality of the material needs to be impeccable, as what’s out there cannot be called back or corrected later. This doesn’t guarantee that there will be no criticism – in the days of Twitter and the 24-hour news cycle, it is almost inevitable that there will be at least some negative feedback on a significant change to a well-known brand.

Disruptive branding tends to draw attention and it’s important to make the most of that media spotlight. The components of a robust PR toolkit therefore are described below.

Press release

Usually crafted by the PR department of a business or the founders of a start-up, a release should not exceed one A4/legal page of content and be structured in a clear way. It should provide all key information that your most important audiences need to be aware of. It needs to be engaging to read and make the job of writing an article about your brand easy.

Visual assets

The press release should be accompanied by visual material that helps explain the changes. In the case of a new brand or a brand relaunch, this would be a set of digital files:


	
the logo;



	
key images (of any products or services showing the application of the new identity);



	
logo animation (eg TV sign off);



	
brand or product video;



	
information graphics.





‘Visual assets’ also refers to any material used on social media to promote the brand and create awareness for the company. This can be anything from a series of Instagram posts to a complete case study to be supplied to relevant design or industry blogs and media. This may overlap slightly with your communication or PR campaign, but at its core it is about defining the core elements that will generate the most visual equity during the first moments of the launch – the key visuals/animations/images you want to see everywhere and that encapsulate and best express your brand.

Brand hub/theme sites

The most sophisticated and convenient way to inform interested parties about your brand or rebrand is to develop a digital hub that makes all relevant information accessible. This hub can be temporary, or it can be a more permanent part of an ongoing programme to monitor the brand implementation and the communication campaign.

The main objective of this brand hub should be to provide a tool that helps to celebrate the new brand, its past, present and future, as much as it provides relevant information about the vision and the way forward. Depending on your circumstances, this hub can be presented separately from your main website or integrated into the website. Sometimes it makes sense to come up with an interesting URL that 
is linked to the main advertising or communications theme; other times it will work best as a feature in the menu of the main site. As long as the hub contains the correct content, its location is not too important.

An effective thematic launch hub covers the following:


	
historical achievements, timeline of the brand;



	
interviews with creatives (internal and external);



	
documentation of the process;



	
production of prototypes and ‘making-of’ videos;



	
new visual (brand) world and identity introduction;



	
information about the advertising campaign;



	
social media activities;



	
downloadable assets (basic elements).





Ideally, the content is expressed in a compelling way, using video, animation, music and great storytelling to create interest and a sense of celebration.


Making your touchpoints perform

We’ve already spoken about touchpoints in this book and by now we know how important they are when providing a great brand experience. The challenge when launching a brand is that scheduling and business requirements might mean that you don’t have all of your touchpoints completely ready by launch.

Although this might seem stressful, it isn’t the end of the world. In our experience, it’s wishful thinking to expect a perfect implementation everywhere from the very first day of your brand’s launch. Organizations that manage to execute a completely flawless launch are a very privileged few. It tends to require a huge investment and an immense effort in organization and human resources.

Most of the time we have to define priorities during the pre-launch phase in order to make a reasonable plan work. This is about defining all those touchpoints and actions that play a key role and will create the greatest positive impact that influences the perception at the very beginning: this is called ‘quick wins’. It is very important that there is a critical mass of those quick wins in place that creates a ‘halo effect’ for all the rest which are still under development.

Make sure that your implementation progress is far advanced, if not completed, wherever your audiences are in the world. Your launch plan should not focus only on advertising and PR, but also cover the needs of your client-facing employees. Providing them with the right tools so they are equipped for the first moments of the brand’s life is crucial. And all of you who have faced the challenge of launching a brand know this old trick: make sure that everything your CEO gets to see on his way to the office is perfectly executed and on-brand. This will keep her/him happy and give you some time to be able to focus on the rest of the work. In the context of the brand launch, the moment has come to make the brand perform and to create that famous ‘first impression’.

Living the launch day

This is the day/days or even weeks during which a new brand, product or service goes live on all channels. It is the time when people see and experience the brand for the very first time. Emotions are likely to be running high, with a lot of expectation and anticipation for everyone involved.

Therefore, it’s very important to choose the moment of the launch carefully and make sure that the timing suits the purpose, synergies are used as best as possible and all together the company projects an image of coherence, strength and determination. Some of the most common events that can be used as a launch are described below.

Company anniversary

As in any person’s life, an anniversary is always a good excuse to celebrate something – why not a new brand, product or service? Linking such an event to a specific point in a company’s timeline reflects solidity and perseverance. It doesn’t really matter how old or how young the organization is, as long as there’s a strong and compelling story to tell.

Shareholders or staff meeting

An annual shareholders or staff meeting is an event at which companies frequently choose to go public. They are natural moments in the business year when important business decisions are shared with internal and external audiences and the objectives for the future are defined.

Industry events

In some sectors, there are key dates in the year when trade fairs, conferences or other major public events take place that must be attended if you want to see and be seen. It can make sense to use such events to take advantage of having some of your audiences in the same place (partners, competitors, etc) and having the attention of the media.

Business year key dates

For some brands the launch date is basically imposed by the key dates of the business year. Whether that is a spring campaign or the ‘back to school’ routine of every year, every company and organization has some ‘windows of opportunity’ that can serve as the best moment to share the new brand with its audiences.


However, disruption knows few defined rules. Every brand is well advised to decide the best moment to go public according to its own context.


Things to bear in mind


Once the day has come there are some useful things to keep in mind,

Enthuse and inspire your employees

The most important thing on the launch day is to create a sense of celebration within the company. Your colleagues and employees come first. They are going to be your allies in your brand’s transformation. So, it’s a special day in the company’s history and it’s worth investing in an event that brings people together. This can either happen on the same day or in the weeks before – the key is to ensure it is before the information goes public. You want to make sure that your people are informed and on-side; the last thing you want is for them to hear about the change from someone else.

Generally, a combination of an internal event and an official launch for the press, partners and institutions is the best way of keeping all parties happy. Depending on the size and global reach of the company, there might be factors such as different zones, languages and cultural aspects that require a series of coordinated events. This is sometimes called a roadshow. The great thing is that in today’s connected world there are so many solutions and opportunities at hand that fit in almost every budget and time plan.

In a nutshell, it’s worth spending time inspiring and enthusing everybody inside your organization about the announcement before you focus on everyone outside.

Avoid too much self-congratulation

You’re proud about the work that you and your teams have done together and you’re excited about the launch. If everything goes well, the people you intended to win over with your brand will share your excitement. But remember that not everyone has the same emotional attachment to the work as you have and therefore won’t be able to empathize with you in all the details.


Don’t overburden your audiences with self-congratulating stories or overly detailed information. Designers can be especially guilty of getting carried away with explaining their work in granular detail – the reason of the CMYK colour conversion or the concept behind a letter’s serif. As a rule, this information is only interesting to specialized blogs or professionals you meet in conferences. The average person wants to understand the big picture and see how things connect in a self-explanatory way.

It’s also important that you avoid giving out information that could turn into unfavourable soundbites. Questions like ‘How much did it all cost?’ should be treated with caution; the last thing you want is to give away figures that can lead to derisory headlines such as ‘[your organization] paid $1 million for a new logo’. This is especially important if your brand is somehow related to the public sector. Keep the amount of information you share to a manageable level and leave the enthusiastic appraisals to the ones who fall in love with your brand themselves. Remember, a brand is a promise to be delivered. It’s better to under-promise and over-deliver.

Listen to feedback, but don’t take it personally

Depending on the impact and size of your launch, either on the same day or right after, you’ll be exposed to the public’s opinion – on all channels. You might think that everyone is as excited as you are, but you’ll be surprised how many people actually think that what you’ve done is not that great or misses the point completely. And everyone will have opinions about how things should have been done. So, don’t take it personally!

People tend to see the negative first and judge based on the information they have at that moment. This is especially true of digital media where kneejerk opinions are often shared without much thought. In today’s ‘thumbs up, thumbs down society’, things get judged in a blink of an eye without further reflection. This can happen everywhere – social media, specialized online blogs and the press. When this happens, ignore the haters, enjoy the positive reactions and listen carefully to the feedback from the people you trust to give you a grounded opinion. If you have done a good job all the effort will pay off. And if your job could have been done better, there’s always a way to get things fixed and improved.

Phase three: Post-launch

Once the party is over it’s important to remember that the journey has just begun and that there is no time to put your feet up. Disruptive branding is an ongoing task and especially after having launched a new brand, product or service, the way you manage the response to the launch is critical to the long-term success of the brand project, by:


	
checking the status, again;



	
ensuring excellence, coherence and consistency;



	
measuring your success.





Checking the status, again

At the beginning of this chapter we suggested carrying out a status check before the launch phase gets to the point of no return. It’s important to do this right after the launch again to be able to obtain a complete picture that will help you to decide on further implementation.

Inevitably there will be things that haven’t been addressed or couldn’t be prepared in time for the launch. It’s also possible that the required financial investment exceeded the estimated budget. There will be things that just don’t work exactly the way you expected and the branding programme needs adjustments. You will also come across things that you might have forgotten completely or things that didn’t even exist before and for which you need to find a solution now. But if you’ve done a good planning job, you’ll be able to keep these issues to a minimum.

Whatever the problems are, it’s important to develop a plan for how and when these things will be addressed and have it in place to make sure they’re not forgotten about. Create tools to receive input and comments and be clear on how to address the feedback and solve the issues.


Ensuring excellence, coherence and consistency

We’ve seen in other parts of this book how important coherence and consistency are for a brand. Striving for excellence is also important to keep the quality up of everything you do. It’s only natural that things lose pace as you go along in the process. Certain tools can help you ensure your brand lasts long beyond the launch.

Brand hub

Earlier we mentioned how a digital brand hub can help during the brand launch and beyond to provide information, guidance, tools and assets to everyone who needs to produce and implement. It’s worth investing in online brand and design management to ensure consistent execution over time and avoid things getting diluted due to the lack of tools or missing guidelines of your visual identity system. This is especially relevant if your brand has global exposure.

Governance

One important aspect that sometimes gets forgotten is setting up a clear brand governance and design management system. In some companies all of this exists already or there are departments such as marketing and communication which can cover these needs. The key thing is that brand should not disappear from a CEO’s radar screen once it’s launched. Ideally you empower someone to take care of everything related to your brand – from strategy to identity.

Long-term communication

It often happens that a brand gets launched with a glossy advertising campaign, audiences get bombarded with it on all channels for a couple of weeks and after that there’s silence. It’s important to sustain communication over time and avoid falling into oblivion. Working with a clear objective and clarity about what kind of messages and budget are relevant for the different phases of communication is key.


Measuring your success

Some people believe in consumer tests and focus groups more than others do. It’s not useful to make yourself dependent only on what external information tells you and what the public thinks. What really counts is a balanced assessment and a clear idea backed by the leadership of the company. Unfortunately, the number of company leaders who trust their guts more than consumer tests and act with determination is decreasing. Today, the majority prefer reports and believe in the clarity of the numbers above all else. Remember, the disruptive potential of an idea can’t really be measured.

But sometimes it can be helpful to test attributes of your brand and the way it is perceived. You might want to do this before the launch and then some time after you’ve been out there talking to your audiences. Keep in mind that a radical rebranding or name change might have a bigger influence than a less ambitious transformation. Testing perceptions is always quite subjective, but it helps to understand a trend or general feeling. A completely new brand needs to build awareness from scratch, obviously, but if you’ve launched a rebrand or product, you can also monitor developments by looking at your sales figures.

In summary

In this chapter we have underlined the importance of planning your brand launch, and the key steps to remember for a seamless execution. After the months (or years) of hard work it takes to bring a brand project to fruition, it is essential that you follow through by properly sharing it with the world.



Checklist

Launching your brand


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
The launch of a brand can be just as important as the work on the 
brand itself.



	
You never get a second chance to make a first impression – so 
make it good.



	

Launching a brand can be divided into three stages: pre-launch, the actual launch and post-launch.



	
Think Who, What, How, When:


	
who is the launch targeting?



	
what are you saying to each audience?



	
how are you sharing the message?



	
when will you be launching?







	
Make sure that everyone inside your organization is aligned on the story of your launch and the reasons behind it.



	
Strike a balance between sharing your enthusiasm and avoiding too much self-congratulation.



	
Take feedback on board (without letting it weigh you down).



	
After the launch, plan regular status checks to ensure everything is working as expected.








CASE STUDY How A1 shared its new brand with the world


Understanding the brand

Mobilkom Austria and Telekom Austria had led the mobile and fixed-line telecommunications markets in Austria since they were de-merged in 1996. Traditionally, they had provided different products, guided by the underlying technologies they marketed. Mobilkom was focused on mobile voice, messaging and data while Telekom was dedicated to fixed-line services such as phone, broadband, digital TV and home security. However, with the increasing convergence of both the technologies used and the content consumed by subscribers, competition between the two brands began to increase. In order to stay relevant, it was decided in 2010 that the two brands should once again be merged and offer a joint portfolio of services to the Austrian market.

To that end, it was also decided that a brand relaunch was necessary in order to reflect the change being made.


The challenge

While Mobilkom and Telekom were similar in success, their internal cultures were different. The new brand therefore had to inherit significant aspects from both organizations in order to make employees from both sides feel at home. The new brand needed to feel familiar enough to keep existing employees content and new enough to let customers and the market know about the big changes that were being made as part of the merger effort.

Saffron was engaged to create the strategy and visual identity as part of the overall brand experience. In order to ensure that it was embraced by every audience, both inside the new organization and outside, it was essential that the brand’s launch and new offering was as compelling as possible.

The solution

It was decided that the company name was to be ‘A1 Telekom Austria’ with A1 as the familiar name to be used in the marketplace. The strategy focused on the benefits of convergence for customers – with simplicity an important part of the brand promise.

At Saffron, we adopted a cross-departmental approach, working with the corporate and product marketing teams as well as HR, strategy and sales departments to ensure that the brand change would come alive beyond marketing communications across a range of touchpoints. A new tariff structure, new store designs and a relaunch of the A1.net website and webshop were only some of the proof points of the new brand.

The work

A1 was and is the leading telecom provider in Austria, with almost 7 million customers in a total population of 8 million and a brand awareness of 97 per cent. Hence the brand required a strong symbol of change and a powerful visual statement for Austrian society and internal stakeholders.

The visual solution was based on the idea of giving customers the benefit of A1’s technological and service leadership in the market. This meant shaping the visual identity to reflect the diversity and variety of the customers’ lives. The approach was as simple as it was disruptive. The name A1 was used as a near literal visualization of the brand idea Alles wird eins – everything becomes one. ‘A’ standing for Austria, but more importantly for alles, meaning ‘everything’ and eins meaning ‘one’ or ‘coming together’. This formula created the first visually dynamic brand to be expressed in the telecoms sector.

This strategy was visualized in a logo containing a flexible three-dimensional A that could take many different colours and textures, depending on context. This system allowed block colours for corporate situations, but also more dynamic textures to relate to certain services or specific target groups. The visual system can be expanded to other topics, meaning new As are added if and when necessary. Meanwhile, the number 1 was kept as the static component to transmit stability, clarity, determination and leadership (Figure 9.1).





Figure 9.1 A1’s dynamic logo



[image: A figure shows four designs of the A1 logo. The color and texture of the base “A” changes whereas that of the superscript “1” remains constant.]



The first logo shows colorful wires wound around the letter A, the second logo shows graffiti on the letter A, the third logo shows a transparent reflecting surface of the letter A and the fourth logo shows colored reflecting surface of the letter A.



The system ensures that the A1 brand is always able to adapt to appeal to the whole spectrum of its customer base. The logo reflects the diversity of customers’ lives and the differing requirements they have of their telecoms provider, constantly changing yet also ensuring reliability and stability.

In a sector that is largely dominated by brands that are colour-coded (the magenta of T-Mobile, the red of Vodafone or the orange of Orange), coming up with a dynamic brand system was something unseen in the sector, requiring a strong vision and representing a brave step for the company. A1’s CEO at the time, Hannes Ametsreiter, and the team around marketing communications director Tanja Sourek saw the potential and embraced a new way of building the identity and challenging preconceptions in Austria.

The brand idea ‘everything becomes one’ was not only a message for external audiences in Austria. It was also a call for two separate companies to become a united organization. This important aspect required a specific approach for internal engagement and for the brand launch. Together with the core team we developed a series of approaches to involve more and more people gradually within the organization to increase the emotional ownership of the new brand and sense of belonging to the new company.

The first step was to involve the leadership responsible for the roll-out and the heads of the different business divisions. They were regularly informed and engaged in a series of events taking place months before the launch to achieve buy-in and ensure alignment. These events were hosted by the CCO (chief communications officer) and CMO, sponsored by the CEO and relied on a moderator to keep the process engaging and dynamic. The management was able to see the full commitment and personal involvement of the CEO throughout the process.

To familiarize the employees with the new visual expression we developed an online tool called the ‘A-maker’ which allowed staff to design their own logo and submit it to a virtual gallery from which the best designs were selected for an exhibition in the hall of the company’s HQ in Vienna. These tools helped create a sense of participation and excitement that made everyone feel engaged and part of something they were building.

A few days before the official launch, the team organized an event for about 4,000 employees in the Vienna Convention Centre where the new brand was presented. Several giant three-dimensional logos were unveiled on stage by the leadership team. Artists and performers introduced each of the designs and textures from the logo system in a live performance, which emphasized the dynamic nature of the new identity and its flexible behaviour. Launching the brand internally first was crucial to make the employees feel a sense of ownership towards the new brand and help them to share it with the world.

On Day One, all the key touchpoints were ‘on-brand’ – including the refurbished shops. A special role was played by several hundred vehicles in the company fleet, that had been rebranded overnight, making a bold statement in the morning traffic around Austria.

The following days saw A1 organize several public events using street artists and acrobats creating A1 logos in public spaces and engaging with passers-by. The main subway stations in Vienna were fully dressed in the new corporate design introducing the family of dynamic logos to commuters and making everyone familiar with the visual language.

One of the highlights of the launch saw the structure of Vienna’s famous big wheel – the Riesenrad – becoming part of a giant A1 logo. This is still officially one of the biggest three-dimensional logos in the world.


The impact

A1 is, as far as we know, the first incumbent telecom worldwide to embrace a dynamic identity. This disrupted the conventional understanding of identity in the sector and set the brand apart from the competition, underlining its leading position. More than that, A1 proved that a brand in a commoditized industry can find ways to be empathetic with its audiences and create a visual expression that is able to surprise and connect with society. The visual identity was nominated for the German Corporate Identity Award and was the subject of design conferences and strategic case studies.

Alongside A1 in Austria, Telekom Austria Group had different sub-brands in Bulgaria, Belarus, Croatia, Slovenia, Serbia and Macedonia – all with different names and different visual identities. When Telekom Austria Group was acquired by Latin American telecoms giant América Móvil, the decision was taken to use A1 as the brand which would expand into Eastern Europe most effectively.
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Measure, improve, repeat

Measure brand performance


Introduction

The work to build and launch or relaunch your brand is complete. Now come the months and years after launch – no less, if not more important than those leading up to it. One of the key activities post-launch is ensuring that your brand is performing to the standards and ambitions that you have set for it. It is therefore essential to measure its performance and make the right conclusions from research in order to ensure your brand is truly disruptive.

With increased competition and heightened stakeholder expectations, today’s brands are under more pressure to perform than at any other time in history. In order for a brand to deliver on its promises, it is essential to monitor its performance across a wide range of different touchpoints. Also referred to as ‘moments of truth’, these touchpoints are any places where a brand must prove its promise to different audiences. This measurement should be an ongoing process in order for it to stay relevant and accurate – it isn’t very helpful unless you have something to compare it against. If you have never measured the performance of your brand, then your new results will form the benchmark against which you will compare moving forward. This will enable you to see how the brand evolves and where it needs fine-tuning: changes and adaptations in accordance with evolving market situations, for example. Furthermore, measuring your brand’s performance can, when done right, have a preventative effect in that it will warn you early of ‘off-brand’ developments inside your business. Measurement also allows you to understand the overall value and strength of your brand, which is essential for building confidence amongst shareholders, media and opinion leaders. Managing the brand well and delivering on its promises is therefore rightly on the agenda of not only brand and product managers but also of researchers and financial experts.

This chapter covers the many different ways to measure the health of a brand. From societal awareness to customer preference, it covers the metrics that matter when it comes to assessing the performance and value of a brand. Whether the goal is to measure current activity or to build a case for change, measurement can contribute to the confidence with which decisions on brand management are taken.

Why is it important to measure brand success?

To track the efficacy of brand management

Brand is a management tool that helps to guide business decisions and align various departments of a business around a joint aspiration. Brand’s importance is continuing to grow, with many indicators pointing to it becoming the major driver of corporate value in the 21st century. According to McKinsey, in the four years between 2010 and 2014, the total value of the world’s top 10 brands increased by more than 50 per cent, from $433 billion to $650 billion (Perrey et al, 2015). Brand has become a business asset with serious weight and, like all assets, it needs to be monitored, protected and optimized.

It’s difficult to manage what you can’t measure. Collecting and analysing data allows you to make more informed decisions across all aspects of your business. For example, deciding whether to focus more of your efforts on a certain market or to change your communications around a misunderstood product is only possible if you are aware of how your brand performs amongst target audiences. Ensuring your decisions and efforts are informed by more than just a vague idea pays off in the long run. A study by Millward Brown found that as many as 73 per cent of high-performing businesses informed their brand experiences with data-driven insights (Hollis, 2015).


As we will see in this chapter, when assessing a brand’s performance and value, there are many more metrics to consider than financial figures alone. In fact, such is the importance of understanding the many other facets of a brand’s performance, that private equity firms are increasingly hiring brand consultancies as part of their investment once they have acquired a new business. At Saffron, we have seen a noticeable upturn in the number of projects like this. In the words of the research company Brand Finance, ‘Investors need and want greater disclosure of brand values and marketing performance.’

Brand valuation methodologies have proliferated and are widely used by brand practitioners and corporate finance alike. The impact of good brand management and marketing and the impact they have on the reputation of a business, its attractiveness to current and future employees and clients goes well beyond the actual financial value that can get attached to brand through brand valuation techniques.

It helps you gain credibility

Measuring brand performance can help the various teams responsible for managing the different aspects of a brand to evaluate the efficacy of their efforts. This is crucial given limited budgets and the need to project the brand across such a large array of channels and touchpoints.

The perfect example of this is Coca-Cola. If their brand team ever needed to demonstrate internally the value of their efforts, they need only point to the fact that in blind tests Pepsi Cola consistently outperforms Coca-Cola in terms of consumer taste preference. But when Coke branded packaging is revealed, stated preference completely reverses, in favour of Coca-Cola (Brand Finance, 2010).



Outputs vs outcomes


When trying to understand brand value through measurement, it is important to focus on outcomes, rather than outputs. Outputs focus on the pure metrics of campaigns – the numbers of clicks, downloads, views, retweets etc – whereas outcomes consider the overall impact these have on the value of the brand (Figure 10.1). While it is necessary to measure the output of specific marketing and communications campaigns, measuring the overall outcome that these campaigns have on your brand is no less important and useful over the long term.




Figure 10.1 Output vs outcomes



[image: A figure shows an arrow headed toward value, traversing across three squares representing the past, the present and the future.]



The description of the figure is as follows:
Before the past: “Data” gets counted to give “output”
Between the past and the present: “Output” gets analysed to give “effect”
Between the present and the future: “Effect” establishes causability to give “outcomes”
After the future: Arrow point to the value



How are they different?

Measuring brand outcomes is a long-term activity. It looks at the overall performance of your brand, instead of the fluctuations caused by individual campaigns. It measures a wide array of metrics such as brand awareness, sales, customer satisfaction and readiness to recommend to a friend in relation to brand over years, rather than the likelihood that they’d buy an individual product based on the most recent campaign. The ultimate business outputs of brand management efforts will also be broader than, for example, increased profitability. It will include recruitment success, motivation levels of current employees, etc.


What to measure

Once you have committed yourself to measuring your brand outcomes and success, it is important to establish exactly what you will measure. This will depend on your brand, your circumstances and your objectives. There is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ solution.

Different companies have different methods and models. What follows is an overview of the most commonly measured performance indicators. These indicators can be used in concert to quantify brand equity.


What is brand equity?

If you were to put a monetary value on your brand, how much would it be? This goes beyond sales figures or profits. It is about how much your brand as a whole is worth, and what advantage it gives you in the marketplace. Put simply, brand equity deals with the perceptions the world has of your brand and the value of this effect. It can be broken down into five sections, as recommended by David A Aaker:


	
Loyalty – do people prefer your brand to others offering the same products? Does this loyalty affect the way they shop (for example, would they go out of their way to purchase your brand)? Are you able to demand a price premium accordingly?



	
Perceived quality/leadership – do people see your brand as a leader in its sector? Is it considered to be of high quality?



	
Associations/differentiation – what do people associate with your brand? Is it ‘young’? ‘Innovative’? ‘Elegant’? Do people prefer your brand to competitors? Do they have an emotional relationship with your brand? Do they think of it even when they don’t need its services? Does the brand have a clear USP? The answers to these questions may vary from consumer group to consumer group and they might change from time to time and how they affect purchase decisions.



	
Awareness – do people know about your brand? Do customers or prospective customers know and understand what your product or service actually does? Do they know of the value they’ll get from using it? Do they perhaps have a misguided or misunderstood sense of its functions and/or value?



	
Market behaviour/financial – these metrics are the ones that are traditionally considered when valuing a company. In order to get a full picture of your brand equity, you also need to consider the answers to questions 1–4 in the context of these results. In this section we can include things like transaction value, revenue generation and potential.






SOURCE Aaker, 1996


With these subsections, it is important to realize that scoring highly on one does not mean you will score highly on another. For example, your brand can score highly on perceived quality while also scoring poorly on loyalty. Similarly, your brand might achieve low levels of awareness but be a cult favourite amongst those who are ‘in the know’. The important thing is to gain a holistic picture of your brand’s performance by measuring each section and considering them in the context of each other.

What are your objectives?

The results from the five areas of enquiry above contribute towards your brand’s equity. However, depending on your brand’s own circumstances, not all of them will always be equally important. For example, if your brand is new, then you might find that scoring highly on awareness is a bigger priority for you than brand loyalty. On the other hand, if your brand is facing fierce competition, then you might decide that differentiation (ie the ability for customers to differentiate your brand from others) is the most important metric.

If you have just embarked on a rebranding project then you will probably have a specific idea of strengths and weaknesses. While it does make sense to zero in on that and ensure that you have solved the problem, you shouldn’t overlook other aspects. You want to avoid a situation in which you solve one problem only to create another.

Conversely, if you are trying to make the case internally to undertake a rebrand or considerable change, measuring the areas that you think are failing may help provide the reasoning you need.

How to measure

There is an excess of information and ways in which to gather it – on every subject. The important thing is to work out which methods of collecting data will give you the best insight into each area of brand equity.


Organic data

Some of the data you collect will be organic – that is, it will be generated by users without you taking any action at all (social media mentions, Trustpilot ratings, website hits). When many of your brand’s touchpoints are digital, there is likely to be an increase in the number of these metrics. This user data is a real asset for brands – whereas traditionally you would have needed to commission costly primary quantitative research, today a lot of digital platforms have these statistics built-in. Examples of things you might measure include:


	
brand awareness by measuring the increase or decrease in social media mentions of your brand;



	
customer satisfaction by looking at review site ratings (Trustpilot, TripAdvisor, etc);



	
brand perceptions by semantically analysing comments left about your brand across publicly available sources.





These organic forms of data will only take you so far. In order to thoroughly measure your brand equity, you will need to be more active. It is important that you are able to ask specific questions and target defined audiences.

Qualitative data

Qualitative data can be collected in a number of different ways, depending on what is being researched. Regardless of the method, the goal is a focus on detail and gaining an understanding into motivations, opinions and reasons why audiences behave or think a certain way. Typically the sample size of respondents will be smaller than in quantitative data collection, for which qualitative research is often the precursor. Proceedings during research may be unstructured or semi-structured. Methods include: simple individual interviews; ethnographic research during which members of target audiences are either observed or interviewed during their interaction with a brand; focus groups of six or more people chosen by demographic factors and gathered to discuss their thoughts and opinions on a topic, led by a moderator.

In all cases, qualitative data collection requires careful planning. It is important to approach it with clear questions to brief the interviewer or moderator and with a rigorous screening process at recruitment stage. It’s also important to ensure that in a group setting, individual respondents don’t dominate proceedings or influence the opinion of others.

Qualitative research facilitates open and natural discussion, so avoid trying to pack too many questions into the session. Have some questions prepared and trust the interviewer or moderator to place them at appropriate moments. Interviews, focus groups and observational research are an opportunity to understand not only what people think but why they think so.

Qualitative research can be used as a stand-alone source of insight, or it can be a springboard to collecting more data in different ways. Because of its open nature, it is often used as the first step in a measurement effort in order to identify areas of further study – for example, in building the content of a quantitative survey.

Quantitative data

Quantitative research is used to examine whether the opinions, motivations and reasons of individuals can be generalized across a much larger sample of respondents. The aim is to uncover patterns by using highly structured questionnaires across a broad array of survey methodologies. These can include online, mobile, paper, phone and kiosk surveys as well as interviews carried out in person or over phone/video calls. The contents of surveys can be informed by the answers derived from qualitative data, or they can be designed independently. Either way, they will usually consist of a number of different styles of questions, aiming to collect larger amounts of data collected in a quantifiable way. Where a set of focus groups might involve three or four groups of 10 participants, a survey may well be completed by more than 10,000 respondents.

The questions you include on your survey will depend on what you are trying to measure; however, they will usually focus around questions of awareness, preference and gaining insights into your lifestyle or professional needs. When specifically surveying your existing audience, good insights into usage, satisfaction and unmet needs can also be gained.

Quantitative studies are typically deployed online, over the phone or even in person. Which you choose will most likely depend on how easy or difficult to reach your target audiences are (urban vs rural, access to telephones or computer, etc), what budget you have and how quickly you need to gather data.



Quantitative vs qualitative


To measure the impact of your brand it is important to consider both quantitative and qualitative data.

Quantitative research gives respondents little or no opportunity to qualify their responses or to clarify the meaning or intention of a question that is not clear to them. A well-designed quantitative research piece can however provide highly relevant results on the profile of your target audiences, their degree of alignment with your brand image, etc – all with the added confidence of a large number of respondents.

Qualitative research is better suited to capturing customer opinions and emotional connection. This data is invaluable to drawing an accurate picture of your brand’s performance. In order to overcome challenges such as respondents being led by either the interviewer themselves or by another member of a focus group, experience and skill are required. Respondents can explain their responses, can ask questions and ideally have more time to think about their opinion as they speak.


Consolidating and analysing your data

Once you have collected your data, you need to think about how to analyse it and make it accessible. Tools such as Net Promoter Score can be useful for making sense of data and allow you to both track developments and compare your results to ‘best-in-class’ examples. The best way to make data accessible is through the creation of a so-called ‘dashboard’ or ‘cockpit’ that can display the results of many different indicators at a glance and that allows users to drill down into individual data sources as well as produce reports that cross-reference various performance indicators. Where a sophisticated ERP system is already deployed, this may be possible from within that infrastructure.

When data analytics show either high consistency or inconsistency, interesting conclusions can be drawn. If improvement or regression become visible in specific indicators, it may be helpful to consider other indicators and events and how they might have influenced your results. Since you should be able to monitor data ‘live’ as it is added to the database that powers your brand ‘dashboard’, drawing quick connections between data and either campaigns you have run or broader current affairs should be possible. It can be difficult to tell exactly what has caused a change – for example, could higher than average spends in-store be due to a shop redesign, a low-price campaign or a positive economic climate? The difficulty of pinpointing these sorts of causes and effects means that it is important to measure performance long-term over many different indicators. Brands that do this gain higher certainty compared to those that monitor indicators less frequently and less broadly. The important difference is having data that is readily available, accessible to all that need it and making the insights gained from it part of the decision-making involved in brand management.

Working with a partner

Collecting data frequently and from many different sources can be time-consuming and costly. Even some of the world’s largest brands find it more convenient to outsource this work. If you don’t have the measurement skills in-house, then it is worth collaborating with expert partners. There are specialized research agencies who will be able to organize focus groups, conduct surveys, consolidate and analyse your data for you. Increasingly, there are consultancies that focus specifically on brand performance indicators and use proprietary measurement and reporting tools to enable powerful longer-term insights.


If a data collection, analytics and insights project is too big or complex, or if you have already attempted a measurement initiative and can’t draw helpful conclusions from your data, working with a seasoned partner can set you on the right course going forward. External experts can also be helpful if you are facing internal resistance to a brand change – it is harder for people to ignore results or argue against them when an externally conducted survey is telling them something needs to change.

Measurement in practice

So far in this chapter we have sketched out the importance of measurement, shown examples of what you can measure and looked at ways of collecting data and analysing the findings. Brands become disruptive thanks to their ability to constantly monitor their own activity, challenge previously successful approaches and find ever more relevant and differentiating ways in which to serve their audiences. Doing so requires you to track all organic data sources constantly and to generate qualitative as well as quantitative data as often as is feasible given your brand’s product and service update cycle. It is hard to generalize as research and measurement of progress require a high degree of bespoke data collection and analysis that will not easily transfer from one brand to the next. One brand’s business needs will be very different from another’s, and a brand attempting a measurement project will need to be able to tailor their measurement efforts to their own circumstances.

To demonstrate this, consider the following example: a financial services technology company, one of Saffron’s clients.



CASE STUDY An example outline of a brand measurement project


The challenge

The client had been growing for some time without managing their brand. They felt it was time to ‘grow up’, take a stance and tell the world exactly who they were. While their current clients loved them, there was still huge potential for growth, with most prospects having little or no idea who they were. The nature of their industry meant that they were constantly competing for new recruits with some of the world’s most exciting companies. They wanted to develop a brand that would help them attract the best clients and the best hires.

The solution

The client approached Saffron to help them build their brand to make it reflect the disruptive nature of their services. It soon became clear that in order to be able to take robust decisions on the brand, collection of data and insights was necessary across a number of touchpoints between the brand and its audiences. In order to make their brand perform the way they wanted it to, they needed to understand exactly how it was already understood and perceived by their various target audiences, from prospective talent and potential clients to competitors. Gathering this information would have two clear benefits: first, it would help signpost what exactly the rebrand needed to achieve; secondly, it would provide a clear description of the starting point so that the brand team would have something to compare and measure against in the future.

The work

The following proposal is a version of the one we gave to the client when defining the measurement project. It is a step-by-step approach that covers each part of the research project and gives an idea of how this work can be used to inform a brand strategy.




Proposal by Saffron (‘we’) to Client (‘you’)



Research Phase 1 – Defining baseline brand metrics

1 Workshop with internal stakeholders to define objectives and priorities



What we’ll do: Through a collaborative workshop we will aim to understand your business objectives, according to the specific issues that you face (eg retention, recruiting, prescription, client attraction…) and your business priorities (geographical, industries, stakeholders, etc).


Why we’ll do it: This session will allow us to understand the complexity of the task and it will provide you and us with a clear focus for the following work.

2 Existing data and research review (around tangible and intangible assets)


What we’ll do: Once we have identified all the key indicators which we jointly want to focus on in our research, we will request that you help us compile all of the data/reports/information you already collected from them. These indicators will also include those you have already highlighted as important (sales, client retention, etc).


Why we’ll do it: The purpose of this exercise is to evaluate with you whether any gaps in your data exist, to ensure that future research can fill them.

3 Defining the research framework


What we’ll do: We will create a framework in which we’ll define what will be measured, using which data collection methodology, for which audiences, in which geographies.


Why we’ll do it: So that we agree as a team on the KPIs that will add most value. This will also serve as a detailed brief with which we can brief your research partner as well as your internal data team where sources are available to you.

4 Brand baseline


What we’ll do: We will then brief your internal data collection team (where one exists) and a research partner who will be responsible for putting the research in the field. Depending on our final framework, they may recommend one particular methodology (eg online survey, phone interviews, qualitative research, etc) or a mix of several different ones. We will also determine the extent and frequency of the research to be carried out, and whether it will be integrated with any of the existing studies you have already commissioned.

Research Phase 2 – Key audiences and brand story

1 Understanding key audience expectations


What we’ll do: We will conduct research to understand your key audiences and their expectations. Together with you, we will define your key audiences. Based on this, we will identify and understand their key priorities, expectations and perceptions regarding your business.

The method to undertake this research, and whether it is outsourced, depends on the volume of sample (number of geographies, typology and volume of audience, etc). This can rank from interviews with key stakeholders (virtual or face-to-face), to focus groups, surveys or more extensive and detailed research techniques.


Why we’ll do it: So that we can assess how your brand is relevant to your audiences and diagnose possible gaps that need to be addressed.


The impact

By measuring the strengths and weaknesses of the client’s existing brand, we were able to derive insights that helped us define what their new brand should be. The results also served as a benchmark that the client’s internal brand team could refer back to over time to chart the impact of the project.


What happens after measurement?

Once all the data has been collected and analysed, either internally or together with external advisors, you will be able to derive some insights. Disruptive brands are as diligent about drawing conclusions from data as they are about collecting it. Is the brand performing well on awareness but poorly on differentiation? Is it perceived as a market leader by one of your target audiences but not another? The answers to these questions will decide what you choose to do next. Your brand is a management tool, so let its performance help guide your management decisions.

For example, where awareness is generally low or an entirely new brand is being launched, you might want to consider which combination of the authenticity, relevance or differentiation of your brand needs to be brought to life in order to generate attention. If your problem is satisfaction or recommendation, customer service or product quality should be scrutinized. Whatever your plan of action, it should be driven by the data you have collected.

In the case of the client featured in our case study above, our data collection identified the fact that they weren’t hitting all of the right notes when it came to speaking to their audiences. This insight was possible because key audience expectations were contrasted with delivery by our client and showed a clear gap. One of the corresponding solutions was a set of brand user stories that corresponded to each audience. The client could then use these to interact with their audiences in a way that was relevant to their needs.

In summary

Disruptive brands define their targets and know which KPIs will help them track whether they’re successfully working towards those goals. They measure and record data linked to these KPIs either constantly (where organic data such as sales are available) or regularly (where surveys and other research is run). They make the results available to all that need them through a digital tool and update the data ‘live’. Decisions on brand management can therefore be taken quickly when necessary. In general, however, disruptive brands take decisions informed by data but not based exclusively on it. They know that positive long-term development is the target and don’t get nervous with short-term dips in individual indicators.



Checklist

Measure your brand


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Measurement is essential to the long-term success of your brand.



	
Brand is a management tool – it’s more difficult to manage what you don’t measure.



	
Measurement allows you to understand the value that your brand brings to your business.



	

The overall value of a brand is known as brand equity.



	
Brand equity can be divided into five subsections:


	loyalty;


	perceived quality/leadership;


	associations/differentiation;


	awareness;


	market behaviour/financial.






	
Your overall objectives will inform the methods of measurement you use and what data you collect.



	
Once you have collected your data, it needs to be consolidated and analysed.



	
A measurement partner can assist with conducting and analysing your research.



	
After you have derived your insights, use them to inform your next steps.
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Constant reinvention

Stay ahead in times of change


Introduction

Disruptive branding means always challenging and evolving the brand. To actively question accepted practices and improve on previous successes. Disruptive brands know that branding is not a one-off activity. They treat brand as a lens with which to examine a business and use it to evaluate and influence how different areas of their organization should perform over the long term. When we speak of ‘starting over’ in this chapter, we refer both to a mindset of constant improvement as well as to the need to reinvent even successful brands to stay relevant: to change in order to stay the same.

As we saw in Chapter 10 on measurement, maintaining a brand involves nurturing a delicate ecosystem of priorities and stakeholders. In order to keep your brand authentic, relevant and differentiating, it is essential to keep it a priority long after the initial rebranding project is complete. This is not only the responsibility of the marketing team, but something that people in all parts of the organization should embrace and champion. A brand lives across many different touchpoints, and it is up to the employees responsible for those touchpoints to keep an eye on how well the brand is performing. One part of this is defining a set of KPIs and monitoring a brand’s performance in meeting these. However, it is also important to establish an internal culture of constant improvement in order to act upon the data that the indicators provide. The people within your organization are your most effective partners to ensure that the brand delivers on its promise.


In some cases, small changes won’t be enough, and a more comprehensive brand overhaul will be required. In times of disruption in a particular industry or market, these changes tend to happen with a greater frequency. In the early days of branding as a corporate activity, brand strategy and visual identity would last for decades. At the time of writing, this has reduced to around 7 to 10 years, with smaller visual and strategic updates in between.

The frequency at which your brand will need evolving is likely to differ according to what products and services you market. Digitally-led brands have a lot more freedom in this regard. Their assets and touchpoints exist largely online, making it much easier to implement incremental changes to their brand when needed. On the other hand, large multinational companies with a huge array of physical touchpoints (such as storefronts, offices, vehicles, products and uniforms) can be much more hesitant to change because of the huge associated effort. They look for long-term solutions that will out-last trends and fads. This is why it is so important to consider how your brand will appear in 5 or even 10 years’ time – it will help futureproof you from more upheaval further down the line.

Is a rebrand really necessary?

The first thing you should ask yourself when considering a rebrand is whether it is actually required. There are many good reasons to change or evolve your brand, and we will cover these in this chapter. However, there are also some instances in which a rebrand might not actually be necessary.

Don’t rebrand without a good reason

Rebranding is a costly, time-consuming and resource-draining process. It shouldn’t be undertaken on a whim and should always be fuelled by a genuine business need – otherwise it is unlikely to last and your efforts may well run out of steam. To assess whether or not there is a business need, you can refer to the framework detailed later on in this chapter.


Don’t rebrand because new management wants to put their stamp on the organization

Often, when all the stakeholders who commissioned a brand have moved on, the new team start to turn a critical eye on the brand. This might be because fresh eyes identify legacy problems that other people have overlooked. However, it can also be the result of wanting to leave a personal mark rather than acting in the interests of the business.

Don’t think that changing surface issues will correct internal problems

A brand needs to be lived from the inside out. The same thing applies to change. A new name and logo are not enough to paper over the cracks brought on by serious internal problems such as a lack of strategy or poor working practices if those things aren’t also changed. In order to implement real, meaningful and lasting change, you need to be willing to embrace it at every level of the organization that the brand represents.

How to change your brand

When we approach rebrands with our clients, we ask two questions:


	
Is it the right time to change?



	
What needs to change?





To answer both these questions, we use a simple framework to scrutinize the current brand (Figure 11.1). We want to understand whether the brand is authentic, relevant and differentiating – all at the same time, across all its touchpoints with audiences.





Figure 11.1 The framework for assessing your brand







Relevant

Relevance is an essential component of any successful brand. This is especially true in disruptive times when audience habits and preferences change at breakneck speed and we have high expectations of brands to understand and fulfil our needs.

Success requires an ongoing, real-time conversation with customers. We are not suggesting that you should be wholly led by your customers – in order to remain authentic, your actions must be true to your own ethos and corporate beliefs – but the importance of remaining relevant is greater today than it has ever been.

As we have already seen, it is important to always keep measuring your brand’s performance and listening to feedback, both from inside and outside of your organization. When gathering this data, there should be a number of questions at the front of your mind. Is your brand still relevant to its intended audiences? Are you fulfilling the right needs?

Your brand might no longer be relevant if you are experiencing any of the following.


You are struggling to attract talent

Your brand is about persuading insiders to believe as well as outsiders to engage. But what if you’re struggling to persuade people to work for you at all? Attracting and retaining top talent is important for any brand that wishes to stay successful. If you are failing to do so, it could be time to make changes to your employer brand.

In order to do this, it is important to ask yourself two questions. Firstly, who are you trying to attract? And, secondly, what about your current brand is putting them off?

These were questions which Norwegian oil company Statoil asked themselves in the late 2010s. Like other major players in their industry, they were concerned about the growing challenge of attracting the latest generation of scientists and engineers. Whereas gas and oil had once been a top choice for new graduates, the latest research showed that many of the brightest and best were now turning their back on the sector and pursuing jobs in renewable energy. At the same time, the rise of start-up culture had created an environment where state-owned giants were considered old-fashioned and unimaginative. This posed a significant problem for Statoil, whose very name evoked both of these traits. They had already changed their logo some years previously – from a drop of oil to a stylized flower – now it seemed that it was time to take one step further. Statoil wanted to send the message to potential talent that they were changing and moving away from oil. In 2018 they announced their new name: Equinor.

The new name evokes ideas of equality and balance, as well as referencing Statoil’s Norwegian heritage. This is a sensible decision, given the widely held perception that Nordic countries are progressive and eco-friendly. As CEO Eldar Saetre told Reuters: ‘A name with ‘oil’ as a component would increasingly be a disadvantage. None of our competitors has that. It served us really well for 50 years, I don’t think it will be the best name for the next 50 years’ (Adomaitis, 2018).

By taking the plunge and changing the company’s name, Equinor took clear steps to futureproof their brand and send a clear message to potential talent – as well as the world at large.


You are out of step with society

No brand is an island. If you are not receptive to changes in social expectations, you can easily find yourself left behind unless you are willing to evolve.

A good example of this is SeaWorld. The US brand was founded in the 1960s and rose to prominence in the 90s and 00s as the world’s leading chain of marine parks. These parks featured aquarium exhibits and entertainment shows containing a wide variety of fish and marine animals. The parks’ star attractions were their large collections of killer whales, which would perform in shows alongside human trainers. For years, these shows were very popular and a central part of SeaWorld’s offerings.

Then, things changed. In 2010, a SeaWorld trainer called Dawn Brancheau was pulled into the pool and killed by one of the whales during a performance. This tragedy led to Occupational Safety and Health Administration hearings against SeaWorld (which they lost), and the release of Blackfish
, a documentary which investigated the accident, as well as the prior deaths of two other people in connection with the same whale. The documentary focused in detail on the orca’s living conditions, suggesting that captivity was to blame for the whale’s attacks. The film debuted in 2013 just months before SeaWorld’s IPO, doing the rounds on cable television before making its way onto Netflix.

The shift in public opinion was swift and fierce. In the year that followed the release of Blackfish, SeaWorld suffered an 84 per cent drop in profits, and weathered a storm of public opinion that included social media users and celebrities alike pledging to #BoycottSeaworld (Rhodan, 2015). SeaWorld was slow to respond, and when they did it was with belligerence. They denied the allegations, hit back at criticisms and even sent security staff to spy on animal rights’ groups. None of these tactics worked, and by 2015, revenues were in freefall. In the words of Fortune magazine: ‘The modern story of SeaWorld is a corporate failure of epic – even biblical – proportions. The tale of a once-beloved and iconic company that, when confronted by relentless travails, didn’t change or even register the world changing around it’ (Fry, 2016).


SeaWorld had failed to understand that concern over orca welfare was not a passing concern, or limited to a vocal group of animal rights’ activists. In fact, it was increasingly an opinion that was shared by the general public. Whether SeaWorld liked it or not, the core tenet of their brand had become socially unacceptable and irrelevant to the majority of audiences. They had no choice but to make a change.

SeaWorld’s rebrand took the form of a new positioning. They stopped performances using orcas at their parks and announced that the current generation of orcas would be SeaWorld’s last. They doubled down on the conservation element of their brand, employing new messaging such as ‘Park to Planet – See it Here, Save it There.’ They also started to put more emphasis on the park’s other, non-wildlife features, such as rides. Time will tell whether this approach will work, but early results after the strategy was adopted appeared to be encouraging, with share value climbing for the first time since Black
f
ish (Sampson, 2018). For this progress to continue, SeaWorld will need to ensure that their new positioning is lived from the inside out. They will have to continue to direct their efforts to conservation and animal welfare, lest the world decides their commitment to animal welfare is just skin deep.

The SeaWorld saga shows how important it is for brands to keep their eyes and ears open for changes in social attitudes that could pose a threat – before it’s too late. If something about your brand becomes irrelevant – or, in this case, actively offensive – to audiences, your long-term survival will depend on finding a way to evolve, while still staying true to yourself. For SeaWorld, their purpose has always been to bring people closer to marine life; by replacing theatrical shows with conservation-focused learning opportunities, the brand was able to articulate its purpose in a new, more palatable way.

Your sales have dropped

Sometimes brands lose relevance because of social change, but sometimes they suffer from problems of their own making. Long-term strategy is abandoned in favour of quick wins; departments isolate themselves in silos; spokespeople go off-script. Quality control starts to slip and employees fall into unwise practices. The longer this carries on, the worse the long-term damage becomes, and it’s only a matter of time before customers start to disappear.


In this situation, it’s essential to listen to what your customers are saying. Once you start, chances are that it won’t be too difficult to identify the root of your problems. Whether it’s by reading through customer service call logs, searching your brand name on social media or simply striking up face-to-face conversations, there are a number of ways to gauge public opinion. Once you understand the main problems your brand faces, you can set about planning and initiating real change.

One brand to go through this process in the late teens was youth fashion label Abercrombie & Fitch. Founded in 1892, the heritage US brand once clothed national icons like Amelia Earhart, Ernest Hemingway and Teddy Roosevelt. However, by the turn of the 20th century they had positioned themselves very clearly as a purveyor of clothes to the teen market. Abercrombie & Fitch (A&F) were always very clear in what their brand stood for. In a much-quoted 2006 interview, the brand’s then-CEO Mike Jeffries put it very plainly:


In every school there are the cool and popular kids, and then there are the not-so-cool kids. Candidly, we go after the cool kids. We go after the attractive all-American kid with a great attitude and a lot of friends. A lot of people don’t belong [in our clothes], and they can’t belong. Are we exclusionary? Absolutely.




SOURCE Denizet-Lewis, 2006

Abercrombie executed this strategy in a number of ways. They kept their clothing sizes resolutely small compared to other clothing brands, even while the size of the average American teen skyrocketed – ensuring that only slim, athletic teens could fit into their clothes. They cast highly-attractive ‘All-American’ young adult models to adorn the pages of their highly sought-after catalogues. They applied the same process to hiring their store staff, whose chiselled physiques and good-looks were a famed part of the in-store experience.

Unsurprisingly, these tactics weren’t without their detractors. In 2004, a group of minority employees sued A&F for what they described as exclusionary employment practices. They claimed that the brand had either forced them to work in the back rooms of stores, or refused to hire them at all. A&F settled for $40 million. A&F also came under fire for the ‘offensive’ nature of some of their T-shirts, which bore slogans that many critics considered to be misogynistic. For a long time, it seemed that Abercrombie could weather these various storms. Their sales stayed strong, and in the hallways of American high schools the brand remained king as the epitome of American adolescent ‘cool’. But then the 2008 recession hit, Abercrombie’s revenues started to tumble and, unlike many other retailers, it never really recovered. By the mid-2010s Abercrombie’s share prices had dropped dramatically and their store closures were well into triple figures.

So what happened? The problem with positioning your brand with deliberately provocative or exclusionary tactics is that it ties you to a particular customer base. If that customer base then moves on – or grows up, in the case of adolescent-focused brands – it can be hard to recover. Abercrombie’s image resonated with the teenagers of the mid-00s – an era before the mass-adoption of social media, before smartphones, before Twitter storms and hashtag-led campaigns. The generation of teenagers that followed, however, was different. They were more informed than their predecessors, and more impassioned. They cared more about diversity and equality. Abercrombie’s unapologetic elitism was alienating to this market, and sales started to tumble. Add this to issues like high price-points in a post-recession market and one of the lowest customer service ratings of any US company, and there was little reason for modern teenagers to choose Abercrombie. It was clear that the brand had to change.

In 2014, Mike Jeffries was removed as CEO as part of a leadership shake-up that included a new CMO and head of design. The brand completely reconsidered its positioning, doing away with elitism in favour of inclusion and diversity. Speaking to FastCompany about the rebrand, Fran Horowitz, the company’s CMO said: ‘Rather than buying clothes that symbolize membership in an exclusive group, today’s consumer celebrates individuality and uniqueness’ (Segran, 2018).

To bring this new strategy to life, Abercrombie set about implementing a more inclusive tone of voice and messaging. They recruited a more diverse cast of models and tweaked the art direction of adverts; instead of scantily-clad and provocative, the new campaigns featured a diverse cast of fully-clothed models engaging in universal activities like trying new foods, travelling and falling in love.


Abercrombie also reconsidered their design. Their old logo – a moose – had become synonymous with the old way of doing things, as well as becoming the sign of belonging to an elite club – the same exclusionary club A&F were trying to distance themselves from. A&F got rid of it and returned to their more wholesome, sports-purveyor past to revive an old monogram. These changes clearly communicated Abercrombie’s new identity.

And it seems to be working: net sales in 2017 were up 5 per cent compared to the previous year. By the end of 2018, the brand’s fortunes were still showing encouraging signs of improvement.

Differentiating

For your brand to stay successful, it needs to stand out. There needs to be a reason for customers to choose your brand over the competition. This is especially true of mature industries where the product or offering across different brands is very similar. Your brand is no longer differentiating if you are experiencing any of the following.

You are indistinguishable from the competition

At the beginning of most of Saffron’s client engagements is an audit of the brand’s visual and verbal expression in comparison to their main competitors. During this process, it will sometimes become apparent that the only thing differentiating them from their competition is their logo – take the logo away and everyone sounds and looks the same.

You can apply the same trick to your own brand. Take a look at your brand’s products, your customer service and the way you communicate across touchpoints. Imagine the logo wasn’t there. Would you be able to recognize it as your brand? Would a customer? Is there a clear system or style? Then repeat the process with a competitor. Is there anything that truly distinguishes your brand from theirs?

The same thing works for words. Try reading your company’s mission statement and values aloud, followed by those of a competitor. Are you saying something distinctly different, or are the contents largely similar? Do you have your own distinct tone and turn of phrase, or could your words easily belong to a number of other brands?


If the answer to these questions are all negative, then there’s a good chance it’s time for your brand to make a change.

But remember – you should not try to pursue difference just for difference’s sake. In seeking to differentiate your brand, it is essential that you always stay true to your brand’s origins and guiding idea. The key is to find a way to express that in individual and distinctive terms.

Authentic

The final way to ascertain whether your brand is due a refresh is to consider whether or not it is still authentic.

In the battle of survival of the fittest, brands can sometimes sacrifice a lot of themselves in order to stay afloat. Sometimes the pursuit of relevance and differentiation can cause you to lose sight of your brand’s origins and reason for being. Organizations become focused on meeting the whims of the world and end up losing their sense of self. This is especially true of brands that have been around for a long time or that have undergone a lot of change. Your brand might no longer be authentic if you are experiencing any of the following.

Your people are disengaged

As we have already seen, your people are one of your brand’s biggest assets. When they truly believe in your brand and its potential, magical things can happen. If they don’t, it can be the makings of a brand’s downfall. Disengagement can often stem from uncertainty and confusion about the direction a brand is taking. When people feel like the brand they work for has diverged significantly from the one they first joined, their commitment and enthusiasm can waver.

When assessing the internal engagement with your brand, there are a number of core questions you can ask. Does everyone inside the organization know what the brand is about and how to act on it? Is there a sense of legacy and continuity? Do people understand the reasons behind the brand’s evolution? Do they feel like the brand still reflects the work that is being done internally? If the answer to a lot of these questions is ‘no’, then it is important to focus on how to regain your brand’s authenticity in the eyes of its employees. This, in turn, will help externally – as we saw in Chapter 7 on customer service, the ‘glass box’ nature of today’s organizations mean that internal troubles rarely stay internal for long.

You have gone through a merger, acquisition or demerger

This is a significant moment at which a rebrand is almost certainly considered. When organizations merge, they need not only to comply with legal requirements, but also to communicate the essence of their new brand to the world. At the very least, this usually implies a change of name. In many cases, it can mean a total visual and strategic overhaul.

It is also a crucial time to turn attention to the internal face of the brand. It is important for leaders to understand that while the employees directly involved in the merger might be clear on why it is happening, others will likely find a merger to be confusing and rather scary. ‘Will I be losing my job?’ is likely to be the question on their mind rather than ‘what does the newly emerging brand stand for?’ It is therefore important that newly merged organizations communicate regularly and openly around an internal brand engagement programme in order to help put people at ease. These programmes should be devised in close collaboration with leadership, to ensure a consistent and authentic message is communicated across the entire organization.

It is also important that an internal implementation plan is in place long before the process is finalized externally. Mergers put employees into a difficult position: staff are asked to continue performing under their ‘old brand’, despite knowing that it will soon be replaced with something new and potentially unknown. This can lead to uncertainty which can have a damaging effect on the business, when it is already in a very vulnerable state. Efforts need to be made to include as many people as is feasible in the definition of the new brand so they feel heard and understood.

In managing a brand merge, it is also important to realize that people get very attached to the brands they work with – sometimes for many decades. The brand becomes part of who they are and they feel an acute sense of participation or even ownership towards it. It is therefore crucial to make employees feel ‘at home’ in the new brand by transferring elements of the old brand into the new one – as far as is possible.

In the case of acquisitions, the above is even more the case. Depending on the brand architectural decisions that have been taken to integrate the acquired company, the acquired entity needs help to feel comfortable with the acquiring brand. A state needs to be reached where the acquired brand is not seen to be ‘lost’ by its staff but rather a feeling of ‘gaining’ the power of another brand is felt.

Colours and other visual signifiers can play a big role here. In the 2015 merger of Kraft and Heinz, the new Kraft Heinz Company retained the typographic styles and colours of the originals to create a new composite logo.



Mergers and names


As mentioned above, a new name for a merged brand is often one of the most divisive elements of any merger scenario. Most organizations face three options:

Choose one name

Seen most commonly in acquisition scenarios, this is the least recommended approach in actual merger situations. While it has its benefits externally, especially if one of the brands boasts better recognition and brand equity with its target audiences, it can have a negative impact internally. Employees may see choosing one name over the other as a statement that one side has ‘won’. To avoid sending this message, it is important that the choice to unify under one name is always accompanied by a robust internal communications campaign that clearly sets out the reasoning and benefits for the move. There are also other elements that can be drawn upon to involve the second brand. A good example of this is the 2009 merger between Commerzbank and Dresdner Bank – Commerzbank’s name and distinctive yellow colour was kept, but Dresdner Bank’s six-sided symbol was retained as the logo.

Keep both names

In our experience, this is often the easiest path to tread – and it is no coincidence that this is by far the most popular choice. It preserves existing brand equity while also positioning both of the merged organizations on an equal footing. It can, on the other hand, become unwieldy – just ask PricewaterhouseCoopers, who have latterly adopted their moniker PWC in all official communications.

Create a new name

Alternatively, some brands opt to create a totally new name: it symbolizes a new era for the merged organizations and groups both sides of the merger under a single common identity. It is, however, an option that requires a lot of work to make stick.


Your portfolio or offering has changed

Over the years, a large organization may see the development and acquisition of numerous new brands. As we have already noted earlier, new product and services brands should be adopted with care in order to stay consistent. Where this has not been the case and, for example, the corporate brand is being unintentionally out-shone by product brands, a change can become necessary. In disruptive scenarios, focusing on one powerfully convergent brand and aligning products and services to the promotion of that ‘monolithic’ brand is advisable. It ensures audiences associate the brand with a wide variety of products and services while limiting the effort and expenditure needed to promote a slew of sub-brands.

Even if you do not launch or acquire new products or services, sometimes your offering will simply change or evolve organically. This will call for your brand to reposition in order for it to stay authentic.

In summary

In order to maintain a disruptive brand, it is important to embrace an attitude of constant change. However, in spite all of your best efforts, there may come a time when it is time for your brand to evolve. The best way to judge whether you need to make a change is to use the Authentic/Relevant/Differentiating framework. This will help you identify what needs to evolve and how.



Checklist

Start over – when the time comes to start again


Key takeaways from this chapter:


	
Disruptive branding is not a one-off activity; it is a mindset of constant improvement.



	
Successful brands adopt the mantra of ‘change to stay the same’.



	
Sometimes incremental change will not be enough and a more comprehensive relaunch will be necessary.



	
Change must be lived inside out: cosmetic changes are not enough.



	
When making a brand change, refer to the Authentic, Relevant and Differentiating framework.








CASE STUDY Rostelecom: transforming Russia’s digital landscape
 

Understanding the brand

Rostelecom is one of the largest national telecommunications operators in Europe. Over the last three decades, it has connected people across Russia through the largest telecoms infrastructure and services network in the country. With over 170,000 employees spread across the world’s largest country, they serve consumer households, business and government.

Rostelecom is a leader in the broadband and pay TV markets, with over 12.2 million broadband subscribers and over 9.2 million pay TV subscribers, including 4 million users of the company’s unique product – interactive TV. The company is also a respected innovator that provides solutions in the fields of e-government, cloud computing, health, education, security and housing and utilities.


The challenge

The technological landscape is constantly changing, with new agile competitors bringing fresh challenges and opportunities to the market. In light of this change, Rostelecom knew that it had to evolve. They set about offering customers innovative and customized digital services from communications to entertainment. In doing so, they found that their brand had started to hold them back. Although they were making big changes inside, these weren’t translating outside of the organization. In the perceptions of many potential and existing customers, Rostelecom was still seen merely as a telephone landline provider.

This perception was especially common amongst younger audience groups. This was a particular challenge because technical knowledge, broad content consumption, multi-user behaviour and growing financial ability made this age group one of the most attractive for Rostelecom.

In order to position its brand in line with its new capabilities and for new audiences, Rostelecom set about looking for ways to change audience perceptions so that they reflected new products, services and service ethos inside the business. The brand and business strategy were evolved to emphasize their shift from a traditional landline operator to a provider of convenient high-quality digital services for residential and business customers. In other words, an ecosystem of digital services designed for B2C, B2B and B2G (government) audiences.

The big challenge was to make these changes come to life and to ensure they were noticed and embraced by the many different audiences across Russia. While Rostelecom had no visibility issue due to its size and history, they were no longer known for the right things. A dramatic change to the visual language became part of the solution. A visual language that would connect all of Rostelecom’s diverse services. That could capture the essence of the brand and appeal to audiences all over Russia, young and old, urban and rural. An identity that would make Rostelecom relevant and attractive to a new target group of younger users, while keeping existing audiences connected to the brand.

This was the challenge with which Rostelecom approached us at Saffron.

The solution

Rostelecom’s target audience value simplicity and reliability in their digital providers. In partnership with Bootleg BBDO we defined a new brand idea for Rostelecom: ‘Digital access to what you need’.

This clearly communicated Rostelecom’s desire to go beyond traditional fixed-line services; instead, the company acted as an enabler and a reflection for everything which customers might want to experience digitally.

This meant going beyond pure functionality and focusing the visual expression on the way Rostelecom met customers’ emotional needs. For a consumer, it’s not just access to 180 channels. It’s a cosy night in with the family watching a movie. For a business customer, it’s not just a cloud service, it’s the successful launch of a start-up. For the state, it’s offering healthcare and education services that reach people wherever they are. Whether they live in rural Siberia or downtown Moscow, their choices and uniqueness are given expression through Rostelecom’s ecosystem. Rostelecom understands and anticipates customers’ needs, and provides them with the widest range of state-of-the-art digital services to expand possibilities and allow them to focus on what is important in life – and in business.

The work

In collaboration with Bootleg BBDO, we developed a visual identity based on the idea of revealing ‘the other side’: one side being the customers, the other side being the experiences or content they want to access. The people they want to catch up with. The information they need to be kept safe.

The identity broke from tradition by incorporating as many colour combinations as possible to complement the logo’s core purple and orange. This gave the brand expression a modern update, and an advantage in the market, marking it out as the colourful brand in a sea of mono-chromatic competitors. It also allows the expression to work in a wide array of contexts by creating conversations subtly categorized through colour selection.

The set of core behaviours we assigned to the design system ensure flexibility for years to come. Centred around a handful of elements that distinguish Rostelecom, it features the logo and the folding device – signifying access to ‘the other side’ (Figure 11.2). This was an essential part of building an engaging expression that could be implemented cohesively across the brand’s communications and touchpoints.




Figure 11.2 Rostelecom’s logo before and after



[image: A figure shows the former and the existing Rostelecom logo. The former logo is a blue and orange curved design, whereas the existing logo is purple and orange with relatively large font.]



The identity had to adapt to meet all of the marketing needs of a company transitioning from a telco to a digital services provider for a population of 145 million. We created a flexible ‘highlight and reveal’ brand tool that puts the Rostelecom stamp on any text or imagery in their communications.

In collaboration with Colophon we created Rostelecom Basis, a typeface designed to optimize the way text looked within the ‘highlight and reveal’ design tool. The Latin characters were refined for legibility, and the Cyrillic characters were overhauled. We also created a font-based solution that, when typed, would draw the ‘highlight and reveal’ for the user, and bespoke icons harmonized with the typeface (Figures 11.3a and 11.3b).




Figure 11.3a and Figure 11.3b Rostelecom’s new typeface in the 
‘highlight and reveal’ device






As their product offering evolves and expands in line with the brand promise, Rostelecom needed a way to convey a lot of detailed information in their communications. We designed visual tools to create flexibility in the toolkit, from modular stacking assets to bespoke icons harmonized with the typeface.

It goes without saying that it was essential for Rostelecom’s new brand expression to perform digitally. By considering motion mechanics and behaviour at every stage, we ensure that the design works seamlessly across the customer journey.

From online streaming platforms to social media content, the new Rostelecom brand has the power to adapt and flex whenever needed. The flexibility of the design system also works across all of Rostelecom’s retail stores, physical products and out-of-home media. Whether it appears on a store front in Moscow, a digital billboard in Sheremetyevo Airport or a bus shelter in Krasnodar, the Rostelecom brand has the brand power to engage and inspire its customers.

In order to ensure the longevity and strength of the new brand expression, we delivered a design management solution and digital guidelines to help Rostelecom manage the brand across their regions of operation.

The impact

Our work gave Rostelecom the visual identity that the business needed to outwardly express its major internal shift. The new visual language allows the brand to navigate its transformation into a leading digital provider, bringing clarity to a broad ecosystem of products and services. The changes allowed Rostelecom to appeal to a new range of audiences by communicating that their service gives access to what audiences care about, ensuring relevance.
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