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Praise for

Notes from the Brand Stand

“Every chapter in Notes from the Brand Stand is insightful and inspirational. I quote from it all the time. It’s full of little gems we can use with our executives and customers around the world.”

—Michael Traub, CEO Stihl AG

“I have known Warren for over 25 years and have had the privilege of watching him build emotional loyalty firsthand at Toys “R” Us. He brought the Toys “R” Us brand back to life for customers and associates by building genuine human connections. I applaud Warren for making the effort to share his vision on how purpose, trust, and consistency can help other brands connect authentically with their customers.”

—Joel Anderson, CEO Petco

“Like Russell Crowe in A Beautiful Mind, Warren brings an innate ability to quickly decipher the opportunities and challenges facing today’s brands and cleverly distill them to thought-provoking ideas that will enable business leaders to unlock their brand’s potential. Brands are about heart, as is Warren, and through his deep insights, CEOs and CMOs will discover the heart of their own brand and how to best share it with the world. Done right, brands make a difference, influencing opinions, creating change, motivating action, and yes, driving sales. As I read this book, I could hear Warren’s voice like the Obi-Wan Kenobi of branding, ‘Luke . . . remember, branding is always personal.’ (I just had to get a toy reference in here!) Every great brand starts and ends with purpose, both personally and corporately, and connecting people to that purpose in a meaningful way. If this is your goal, this book is for you.”

—Greg Ahearn, President and CEO, The Toy Association

“Notes from the Brand Stand captures Warren’s incredible wisdom and instincts when it comes to consumers. His reflections are a reminder of his deep understanding about what it takes for a brand to forge authentic and lasting connection in today’s world. The book embodies emotional branding in a refreshingly human way that will resonate with anyone striving to build or grow a brand that its audience can truly believe in.”

—Onney Crawley, Chief Marketing Officer, Goodwill Industries International

“At the heart of every great company and its wealth are its brands. This amazing book reveals the formulas that elevate a product into a brand.”

—Rishad Tobaccowala, Former Chief Strategist and Growth Officer, Publicis Groupe

“Smart leaders know that in today’s global, hyper-competitive markets, they need a way for their products and services to stand out. Warren Kornblum provides it by showing you how to forge an emotional connection with your customers.”

—Paul B. Brown, co-author of the international best-seller Customers for Life

“Outstanding! A masterclass in building trust with team members and consumers. It takes ‘heart’ to build brands, build long-term relationships, and build market share. This book is the inside track on how to accomplish all of this.”

—Melanie Huet, President, Home & Commercial, Newell Brands

“About time Warren wrote a branding book. He’s been the master, the visionary walking the branding walk for many decades. I founded the Starlight Children’s Foundation, and decades ago, Warren founded Starlight Canada. I saw firsthand how Warren fronted the emotional promise of Starlight into its branding, the high opportunity for massive empathy by making a sad, seriously ill child happy. In making that promise to volunteers and donors, Warren branded absolute kindness and the eyes of the children as the billboard of Starlight, which rapidly became the fastest-growing children’s charity. I directly copied his methods in the United States, and it was just as powerful here. Millions of Starlight children have benefited from Warren Kornblum’s expertise in marketing. You can too.”

—Peter Samuelson, philanthropist, film producer, and author
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You Are My Inspiration

A career is built through years of experience, but it is also shaped by the people who influence who you are. I couldn’t have written Notes from the Brand Stand without the individuals who have crossed my path and left their mark. They are key influences in my life and in the success I’ve achieved. Whether they’re with us or looking down from heaven, they inspire me, and I hope they feel the depth of my gratitude.

To Tricia, your steady support through life’s ups and downs has been a constant source of grounding and everything I need.

To my family and friends, I appreciate your steadfast support throughout my journey.

In loving memory of my parents, Phil Kornblum and Shirley Pollock, and my sister, Jaye Kornblum-Rea—your love, strength, and faith in me live on in every word of this book.

To the clients and collaborators who trusted me with their ideas, your support helped turn these thoughts into something tangible and meaningful.

And for everyone who believed in me, even when I didn’t fully believe in myself, your encouragement helped give these notes their voice.

Finally, thank you, the reader, for your curiosity and for caring about what brands can achieve when made with heart. I hope this inspires you to create something that truly matters.





​Introduction

I HAVE SPENT MOST of my career building brands—some large, some small, some iconic, and others just starting out. I’ve sat in boardrooms, brainstormed in coffee shops, stood on retail floors, and paced hallways of creative agencies, searching for the right words, the right message, and the right spark.

Over time, it became clear that three things were evident:


	Marketing is about selling, while branding concentrates on building connections.

	The best brands prioritize building trust instead of just grabbing attention.

	Ultimately, you can’t build a lasting brand unless it resonates with people and evolves with them.



This book offers a collection of ideas, stories, lessons, and truths I’ve collected over the years.

As I explore various concepts and ideas in the coming pages, I’ve highlighted brands I’ve worked with, along with my perspective on examples of other brands I admire from afar that have created niches for themselves and built strong emotional connections with their customers.

Some are legacy brands, some are contemporary, and others are start-ups. But all these brands believe in and uphold the power of strong positioning and fulfilling their promises.

There are also examples of brands that lost their Brand Stand and, along with it, their once-strong position.

From a personal perspective, I served as the chief marketing officer for Toys “R” Us during its peak years and also recognized the early warning signs of its eventual decline. Luckily, I was already gone before it happened.

Brands like Toys “R” Us, Kodak, Sears, Sharper Image, Radio Shack, Blockbuster, and many others are examples of once-dominant companies that failed because their Brand Stands didn’t adapt to changing times or because they lost touch with their audiences.

Developing, understanding, and nurturing your Brand Stand at every stage of your journey is what builds, sustains, and keeps category leadership alive as your brand’s future evolves.

It’s what I’ve seen succeed, and I hope it inspires you to reevaluate the real essence of branding and what it should be.

Over the past few years, I’ve often been asked why I’ve never written a book. The truth is, I didn’t want to write another marketing manual or a boastful memoir. The world doesn’t need another list of tactics or a history of old campaigns.

But I kept noticing something troubling: Even as tools, platforms, and analytics improved, many brands were struggling to find their way. Leaders had tremendous access to metrics, but the statistics alone were not providing a full perspective of their customers and potential customers. While the data provided a sterile look at where they stood in the market, it didn’t replace the need for instinctive and inspirational go-to-market strategies. Quarterly research had replaced conversations that once focused on belief and connection.

And yet, I’ve also seen the opposite. I’ve noticed small, resourceful teams with fewer resources achieve extraordinary success because they understood one thing: Brands live and die in the human heart. They knew how to matter to people, not just market to them. That’s what brought me back to writing—because in a time when everyone’s trying to be louder or faster, we need to remember how to be more human.

This book isn’t a step-by-step guide or a highlight reel. It’s a conversation drawn from real boardroom debates, late nights with creative teams, and lessons learned in the field—sometimes through success, sometimes through failure. It’s about the part of branding you can’t automate or A/B test: having the courage to stand for something meaningful and to keep proving it every day.

If you’ve ever felt overwhelmed by the noise of modern marketing or unsure if your brand still matters, you’re not alone. I hope these pages remind you that brands are more than just campaigns and logos. They are promises, beliefs, and emotional connections that need care and conviction.

Notes from the Brand Stand is my way of sharing what decades of leading and advising brands have taught me—not as strict rules but as sparks to ignite your thinking.

At its core, a brand embodies promises. Real people decide if those promises are trustworthy. Still, it’s the people behind the brand who ultimately determine whether those promises are fulfilled.

A brand is the heartbeat of a business. It keeps the blood flowing and brings everything to life.

For as long as I can remember, I have wanted to build a career in marketing and advertising. I have always been drawn to outstanding creative work and the impact of marketing on standing out and establishing connections.

Over the years, I’ve kept notes—lessons from the field, sharp reminders, quick truths, and emotional triggers. I’ve used them as tools, sparks, and sources of insight throughout my career. Some have shaped strategies, while others have helped me get through each day.

This book distills those notes, shaped by experience and refined by instinct. If any of these ideas inspire you to think differently or help you solve a problem, I’ll be proud. If you walk away with several new insights, that’s great. And if reading this book motivates you to develop your own ideas, that’s a success, too.

Whether you’re a CEO, chief marketing officer, founder, student, or someone striving to make your efforts more meaningful, I hope these pages provide you with something valuable—something genuine, human, and memorable.

Thanks for showing up.

Let’s get started!





Chapter 1

​The Brand Stand

Every Brand Needs a Stand

A BRAND STAND IS your unapologetic truth—the belief that grounds your purpose, shapes your voice, and guides your decisions. It’s not a slogan. It’s not a mission statement displayed in the lobby. It’s what you stand for, even when it’s inconvenient. It’s the standard you uphold, even when no one’s watching.

Over the years, I have attended numerous leadership meetings where executives are divided on a bold decision—some support taking a controversial stance aligned with the company’s founding values, while others worry about losing market share.

In that moment, someone calmly reminds the room, “This is why we exist. If we abandon it now, what do we really stand for?” That choice may cost short-term wins, but it strengthens a brand’s identity forever.

Every great brand needs a stand. It’s not just about what you say—it’s about what you show the world through actions, consistency, and conviction. It’s how your brand claims space in people’s lives in a way that feels authentic, not forced.

Nike’s “Just Do It” isn’t just a phrase—it’s a statement of purpose. It shows that anyone, anywhere, can become an athlete if they have the will. Sephora doesn’t just sell beauty products—it promotes inclusivity with an expanding range of shades, training programs, and cultural awareness. Liquid Death doesn’t just hydrate—it challenges you to join a counterculture movement against plastic waste, humorously packaging water in metal cans.

These brands aren’t just selling products—they’re selling belief systems.

In today’s crowded and competitive world, a Brand Stand is more important than ever. It cuts through the noise by providing clarity. It offers your team clear direction and gives your audience something to believe in. It’s your flag in the ground—and you wave it not just during good times but especially during tough ones.

But too many brands play it too safe. They test constantly, seeking approval instead of making a real impact. They develop strong positioning statements but then hide them away. They’re afraid of alienating anyone, so they end up standing for nothing memorable.

Imagine a brand that tries to please everyone—uses bland and overly tested language, has no clear point of view, and creates products that copy competitors. They avoid risks, so they never make anyone rethink or even notice the brand. They run advertising campaigns, but customers can’t tell what the brand truly stands for.

In a crowded marketplace, this kind of safety seems invisible. Without a stand, no message gets through.

I learned early in my career how risky that can be. One of the first moments that shaped my thinking happened during a campaign review with a client named Harry Saunders, who managed marketing and advertising for Jack Fraser, a major Canadian men’s wear retail chain. We were presenting new, creative, safe, strategic, and well-executed work. Harry leaned back, paused, and said:

“This is good, but I was hoping to see something that would make my palms sweat.”

He wasn’t aiming for shock value. He wanted work that evoked genuine emotions—something authentic and bold. That phrase stayed with me throughout my career. It reminded me that if you’re not a little uneasy with your brand’s boldness, then you’re probably not saying anything that truly matters.

I’ve often argued that playing it safe is one of the riskiest moves a brand can make. Safety feels secure—it avoids criticism, keeps stakeholders comfortable, and creates an illusion of stability. But in truth, safety gradually stifles belief.

I’ve sat in boardrooms where brands tried to hedge their bets, watering down every decision to avoid offending anyone. The result? Campaigns no one remembered, messages no one repeated, and products no one bragged about.

True stands don’t come from consensus—they grow from conviction. Conviction means making decisions that evoke emotion, even disagreement, because people eventually understand who you are and what you stand for.

The most enduring brands don’t ask, “Will this upset someone?” They ask, “Will this matter and resonate with the people who believe in us?” That’s an entirely different perspective, and it’s where courage begins.

A Brand Stand defines your boundaries. It clarifies what you will pursue and what you will walk away from. It communicates to employees what to prioritize and to customers what to expect. It creates alignment—and when executed effectively, it inspires admiration.

Steve Jobs famously told his team, “We will only build insanely great products.” That wasn’t just marketing—it was a manifesto. It served as a filter for every product decision and set expectations for every Apple customer. It also showed the team what was worth fighting for.

Authenticity isn’t something you can outsource. You can hire the best agency in the world, have killer creative, and spend millions on media—but if your brand doesn’t know who it is, it will always feel empty.

That’s the difference between borrowed interest and true belief.

And belief, unlike attention, can’t be bought. It’s the most human of all brand metrics. Belief turns customers into more than just buyers—they become advocates.

Imagine a dinner table debate where someone criticizes a brand you truly believe in. Loyal customers won’t stay silent; they’ll passionately share stories about what that brand means to them, how it performs, and how it makes them feel appreciated more than others in the same category.

That’s not marketing—it’s conviction shared between people and brands.

It lives in people’s hearts and shows when they support you without being asked, forgive your mistakes, and proudly stand with your purpose. It’s what turns a purchase into a relation-ship—and a customer into a believer.

To earn that belief, you need to stand firm on your principles.

It’s easy to say you care about innovation, sustainability, or inclusion. It’s much harder to turn those values into action. That’s where true credibility comes from. Brands like REI don’t just post about environmentalism—they’ve built their entire co-op model around it. They give employees “opt-outside” days. They showcase diversity in marketing and store staff. They demonstrate their commitment to the beliefs they promote.

Another example is Patagonia. They’ve long supported environmental justice—and they don’t just use that message to sell jackets. They’ve sued the US government over land conservation. They’ve transferred ownership of the company to a trust that funds climate causes. That’s a Brand Stand that shows up in policy, not just marketing.

Want to see what happens when a stand is faked? Just look at brands that “go woke” only during Pride Month or tout sustain-ability while producing mountains of plastic. Consumers are savvy. In a world of receipts, screenshots, and instant backlash, hollow claims swiftly backfire.

So, how do you determine your Brand Stand?

It starts with honesty. You should ask sincere questions—not about marketing but about meaning.


	What sets our brand apart?

	What conviction would we hold onto, even if it costs us?

	What change are we tired of waiting for?



These questions go beyond strategy; they reveal your core values. Once you answer them honestly, you’ll begin to understand the foundation of your stand.

Your Brand Stand isn’t meant for everyone. It shouldn’t be. The most compelling stands attract both supporters and skeptics. They clearly show who you’re for—and who you’re not. That’s not exclusion. That’s honesty.

Great brands don’t chase consensus. They set the direction with clarity. Costco didn’t try to be all things to every shopper. They built a membership model that rewards loyalty with unmatched value. Their Brand Stand is based on trust and consistency, clearly showing who they serve and reminding everyone that belonging has meaning and benefits.

Spotify didn’t just offer access to music—they transformed it into a personal experience, curating playlists that reflect moods, tastes, and identities. Their Brand Stand is about connecting through curation, making each listener feel like the music was made just for them.

Glossier didn’t aim to be just another traditional beauty brand. They created a community centered on real skin, real people, and a simple aesthetic. They didn’t wait for permission; they welcomed participation.

Ooni didn’t just sell backyard pizza ovens. They sparked a movement, encouraging people to share recipes, experiments, and family traditions. Their Brand Stand is clear in their tone, customer service, and the love their community shows every day.

A strong Brand Stand requires consistency. If you claim to care about something, it should be evident in your hiring, packaging, messaging, partnerships, and customer experience. Every action must support this stance. If it doesn’t, people will notice—and they won’t forgive the gap.

A Brand Stand holds you accountable while also empowering you.

When you demonstrate belief, clarity, and courage—when your actions align with your values—your brand becomes memorable. It builds loyalty that can’t be faked and relevance that can’t be bought.

And one more thing: A Brand Stand isn’t fixed. As the world evolves, your values shouldn’t— but how you express them can. Brands that last aren’t the loudest or trendiest. They are the ones that grow with purpose and adapt without losing their core.

Great leaders realize that a brand’s stand isn’t fixed but rooted in purpose. As the world evolves, you might need to adjust how you communicate your position without losing its core. Think of it like tuning a compass to steer through storms—the direction stays steady, but the route shifts.

Brands that revisit their stand with clarity create resilience that endures for generations.

Because when a brand genuinely embodies something—and clearly shows it—it doesn’t just sell more. It matters more.

And in a noisy world, that’s the kind of brand people remember, believe in, and support.

The Brand Stand is the foundation of everything. But simply taking a stand isn’t enough—you need to make people feel something genuine. Winning loyalty today isn’t about louder messages or clever campaigns. It’s about creating an emotional bond strong enough to outlast every competitor’s offer.
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