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Chapter I: The Starting Point for Brand-Building


	




Section 1: What is Your Ikigai?


	People on the southern Japanese Okinawa islands hold the world’s record in longevity and are more likely to reach the age of 100 than anyone else in the world. Maybe it’s the Okinawa diet that can help you live to over 100, too. But research has shown that one of the predominant factors of their longevity is of a spiritual nature: People have ‘a good reason to wake up in the morning’, which they call ‘ikigai’ – the idea of having a purpose in life. In the Okinawan language, there is not even a word for retirement. Ikigai imbues your entire life, but it tends to unfold and evolve as we do. Researchers met a 102-year-old karate master, whose ikigai is to carry forth his martial art, a hundred-year-old fisherman who feels the need to catch fish for his family three times a week, and a 102-year-old woman who sees her ikigai in caring for her great-great-great-granddaughter. Without a compelling answer to the question “Why am I here?” we struggle to stay motivated. When our highest purpose is the elevation of our pleasure, comfort, or status, it prevents us from growing our personality and experiencing soul-level success (Andrews, 2017; Walton, 2017). 


	Modern science and ancient wisdom seem to agree on the benefits of having a purpose in life. Purpose is what creates motivation, determination, and true happiness. Purpose-driven people are much more likely to enjoy their work, be a leader, earn higher incomes, cope better with problems and stress, have better memory and brain function, sleep better, take better care of their health, play more sports, and avoid being depressed (Walton, 2017)1. 


	To find your ikigai, you need to find good answers to four pretty simple questions (see Figure 1 below). Do you want to enjoy life? Be really good at something? Make money? Help others? Instead of separating ‘work’ and ‘life’, the notion of ikigai is to combine these seemingly conflicting goals into the right balance (Myers, 2018).


	Figure 1: How to find your Ikigai
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	If you find something to get paid for that you are good at, you have a profession. If you find something to get paid for that the world really needs, you have a vocation. If you love to do something that the world really needs, you have a mission. And if you love doing something that you are good at, you have a passion. 


	But even when you find good answers to three of the four questions, you may still feel like you are missing something. For instance, when you find something to get paid for that you are good at and that the world needs – you may still have a feeling of emptiness since you do not love what you are doing. Balance is only found at the intersection where your passions and talents converge with the things that the world needs and is willing to pay for (Winn, 2014). The clearer you are about your ikigai, the better you can channel your talents and time to make a meaningful mark on the world.


	Doing Something You Love and That You Are Good At


	What people love to do and what they are good at is linked to their life goals. Figure 2 below illustrates the hierarchy of human life goals – organized by the level of self-enhancement vs. self-transcendence (similar to the hierarchy of needs by Maslow 1943). It also shows how they are roughly related to the ‘Four Aims of Life’ – a Hindu concept for personal development and spiritual growth (Stryker 2011). After achieving their goals at one stage, people tend to climb up the ladder, from individual goals to spiritual goals. The priority of goals in life depends on one’s life stage. In their 20’s, people tend to focus on making a living, in their 30’s, on supporting a family and so on. The key point of the hierarchy is that money and material things are only interesting for people as long as there is nothing bigger to believe in, greater than status and traditional measures of success. 


	Therefore, an ikigai is most motivating when it serves a higher purpose. The essential feature of a ‘higher purpose’ is to leave self-interests behind. Most philosophies and religions include a strong belief in giving back to the world. Gandhi stated that “The best way to find yourself is to lose yourself in the service of others” (Ashoka 2012). Taking the focus off ourselves seems to be therapeutic and health-giving. Much of our mental stress or depression is linked to excessive self-referential rumination. Transferring our focus from ourselves to others might work to quiet worry, much in the same way that meditation is known to quiet activity in the ‘me-centers’ of the brain. Being part of something bigger might be one of the best things we can do – both for others and ourselves (Walton 2017). 


	Figure 2: The Hierarchy of Human Life Goals
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	Doing Something That the World Needs


	What the world needs is also a question of what people may want you to do for them. What benefits can you create for other people? In accordance with the hierarchy of life goals, Figure 3 reveals that there is also a hierarchy of customer benefits. It also shows how they are related to different types of brands that you could decide to create. As one moves up the ladder, the reliance on facts diminishes, the transformative power grows, and the importance for customers as well as the persuasive power of benefits increases. Accordingly, brand bonding and loyalty tend to grow when moving from functional to purpose-driven brands (Tait 2013). Prestige brands compete on a more important level than functional brands. But the most powerful brands help people to see that there is a higher purpose for the company beyond just making money, and they specifically define that greater end. 


	Figure 3: The Hierarchy of Customer Benefits
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	By building a brand with a higher purpose, you can achieve irrational customer loyalty: Harley-Davidson and Apple (in its early days) are prominent examples of purpose-driven brands. Comparing brain scans of religious people with those of advocates of such brands, Lindstrom and Calvert found that showing their brand icons lights up the same region of the brain for their fans as religious icons do for religious people, right in the part of the brain where intimate belief structures exist (Lindstrom 2008). Even more, when these brands connect with the values and self-concept of their target groups, they are able to create irrational loyalty. At this level, customers tend to forgive a brand more easily for its failures and love it more deeply for its qualities. 


	Making Money with the Things You Care About


	Andreas Pfeifer moved to Paraguay, set-up ‘The Parent Tree Farm,’ and learned how to help wasteland recover and regrow into rainforest that is used for organic farming. His sustainable agriculture business illustrates how sustainable entrepreneurs can make a lasting positive impact on the social and environmental issues of our day. What is often overlooked is that sustainability does not only consist of an ecological and social component but also includes economic sustainability. Organizations are only sustainable when they can finance themselves over the long run. 


	Already in 1713, the term ‘sustainability’ was introduced by Hans Carl von Carlowitz to describe the responsible use of resources in the long run in the forestry industry. Still in this spirit, Mr. Pfeifer has to continue preserving his rainforest to preserve his business. His business simply became the vehicle through which he can pursue his passions, apply them to the things that the world needs, and make a profit in the process. He turned his business into his ikigai. 


	When you find something to do that you love, that you are good at, and that the world needs – you achieve delight and fullness but no wealth – and thus no ikigai. You only have an ikigai if you make money with the things you care about (unless you have no need to be compensated for what you do). In alternative communities, there is some skepticism of people who want to make money. But what we can learn from entrepreneurs like Mr. Pfeifer and many ‘philanthropists’ is to earn money from pursuing a higher purpose. 


	But most people will not just give you money for some higher purpose without directly benefiting from it themselves. Companies can only be profitable when they have a solid business model and create real value for their customers. Doing good requires, first of all, to create real customer value. The more you help others by creating real value for them, the more they are willing to exchange some value back to you – it’s an exchange of energy through money. The more money you make, the better you can serve your higher purpose. A sustainable business generates the resources to fund positive change. 


	But just pretending to serve a higher purpose, may very well backfire. Instead, it would be better to create a lifestyle brand, or just a functional brand, based on a unique value proposition. When Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is disconnected from the core business, it can appear as an easy-to-see-through marketing strategy. For instance, how authentic do you think it is for the luxury house Balenciaga to support the World Food Program? Ideally, sustainability should be incorporated into the business model to ensure that CSR and business goals are mutually reinforcing (see one-for-one donation model vs. social entrepreneurship below).


	




Section 2: What is your Business Idea?


	How to Find a Business Idea


	The concept of ikigai can be combined with the strategic triangle (see Figure 4). This is a simple tool to brainstorm business ideas. To narrow down the scope of possible business ideas, you can think about the 3 C’s – the three factors needed for business success: Competencies, Customers, and Competition. 


	Competencies: Think about what you love: What areas are you interested in? (Working in nature, with other people/animals, etc.) Then think about your strengths & skills: What competencies do you have that may develop into a competitive advantage? If you believe that you were sent to Earth to fulfill a certain purpose, then it’s likely that you were also given the necessary talents. Talents are given to us to find our purpose. To follow our purpose in life, we need to live our talents. While your purpose may not draw on all of your talents, it probably flows from at least one of them. Think also about your biggest adversities – they may have helped you learn some lessons and develop some strengths that can point you toward your purpose (Warrel 2017). 


	Customers: Do you already have some ideas about what your potential customers really want and what they are ready to pay for? What are their biggest problems? What do you find frustrating in your own daily life? The solutions to these problems are your new business ideas. 


	Figure 4: The Ikigai Business Planner
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	Competition: What market is attractive and suits you? Think beyond the obvious categories that you come across in your daily life. The world may not need another handbag brand. For some inspiration, Decision Box 1 gives you an overview of the typical industries of (high-end) start-ups. You can also search online for popular products and hot new businesses (e.g. on angel.co) that have proven to be successful and that you could bring to your country, adapt to your subculture, or develop into a new business model. An attractive market has a relatively low level of competition – but there are also other factors to consider. For instance, in the 1990s, Montblanc was the global market leader of high-end writing instruments but could not grow further because this market was just too small. Therefore, in 1997, they decided to expand into watchmaking. Although there are many more competitors, this is a much bigger market that had strong growth potential.


	Decision Box 1: Typical Industries of (high-end) Start-ups


	

		
Physical Niche Product: Personal items, cosmetics, food, etc. Hyper-targeted offerings such as the Footloose AI-driven cat toilet


		
Tech: Electronic / technical devises, smart home, robotics, drones, etc.


		
IoT/Apps: Applications that help solve problems or improve people’s lives such as Trip-Lingo (translation) and Maps.me.



		
Entertainment: Experiences: concerts, cinemas, theaters, museums, leisure parks, casinos, games.


		
Restaurants/Hotels: Bars, nightclubs, resorts, etc.


		
Travel Business: Travel organizers, tour operators, sight-seeing, experiences, etc. 


		
Healthcare: Medicine, supplements, medical devices, medical treatments, hospitals, digital therapeutics, etc. 


		
Finance: Payment solutions, credit-lending, crowd-investing, trading platforms, FinTech, insurance, crypto / blockchain: Alpaca, Paypal, Transferwise, Stripe, etc.


		
Transportation: Specialized transportation & logistics, e.g. SecuTrans (art transport)


		
Content Creation: Infopreneurs selling books, news-paper subscriptions, movies, music, photos, designs, databases, etc.


		
Education: Formal education, extra-occupational training, online courses / MOOCs, learning apps & platforms: Code Club, The Minerva Project, Udemy, etc. 


		
Security: Security / privacy / fraud detection apps, devices and services; Proton-mail, Dark-trace, DuckDuckGo, etc.


		
Retail/e-Commerce: Brick-and-mortar stores, distributors e-commerce, drop-shippers, affiliates, etc.


		
Rentals/Shared economy: Renting out cars, bikes, machines, equipment, bags, dresses, etc.


		
Networks/Communities: Providing a platform that allows people to communicate and collabo-rate with each other (online: Meet-up, Stack Over-flow; offline: Gentlemen's clubs, group homes, etc.)



		
Real Estate: Real estate development, construction, etc.


		Personal Services: Car / computer repair, taking care of kids, event planning, etc. (e.g. Urban Mass-age). 


		
Farming/Agriculture: Growing fruits, herbs, algae, etc.; urban farming, agritech, e.g. Plenty. 


		
Expert Advisory: Business consultancy, legal services, life coach, dietary adviser, natural healer, etc.


		
Business Services: Business software, data analytics, web design, accounting, translation, call centers, logistics; also business infrastructure such as server/cloud space (e.g. the start-up Zero Light creates HD virtual car showrooms).





	 


	Business Modeling


	When you come up with an initial business idea, you can roughly think through the business model and how the business process and cash flow could work in practice (see Figure 5; Osterwalder & Pigneur 2014). To think about your business operations, you should ask yourself: What resources do you need? What will be the main tasks that you focus on in your daily business? What strategic partners are essential for the success of your business? Then think about the cash flow, the lifeblood of any company: What are the (regular) costs of running the business? And, above all, how can you actually make money?


	Figure 5: Business Process & Cashflow
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	Typical Business Models of High-end Start-ups


	For some more inspiration, you can also draw on the following business models of high-end start-ups:


	

		
Hierarchic Pyramid System: Market niches of extremely expensive products are often too small to achieve profitability and have only little growth potential. However, French luxury brands typically rely on a hierarchic pyramid system (Kapferer 2012). They combine the exclusivity of unique pieces at the top of the pyramid with intermediary luxuries (prêt-à-porter) and accessible luxuries (serial production) with higher sales volume and higher margins at the bottom of the pyramid. For instance, Chanel builds brand prestige with Haute Couture collections, which is conveyed down the pyramid to boost the perfume & cosmetics division. It accounts for more than half of the brand’s total sales – more than enough to finance the costly Haute Couture atelier. 


		
Lifestyle Galaxy Model: In contrast to the French hierarchic pyramid system, American high-end brands such as Ralph Lauren and Donna Karen are typically organized according to a galaxy model. Instead of product expertise, manufacturing techniques, or brand history, the brand’s lifestyle plays the central role in the success of such brands. The brand’s founder usually represents the brand lifestyle and the center of the brand galaxy. Their key activities include creating and communicating a lifestyle that is aspirational for the subculture they target. The brand lifestyle constitutes the major product benefit and can be linked to a large variety of products. A typical example is Volcom, an alternative lifestyle brand for rebellious skateboarders.


		
Masstige Model: The basic idea of masstige brands is to provide prestige to the masses. They are selling taste and style and thus, a ‘feeling of luxury.’ Masstige brands can be differentiated from premium brands by their prestige and from luxury brands mainly by their reasonable pricing, which requires a compromise on quality and rarity. Masstige brands can be created by trading-up everyday products (e.g. Häagen-Dazs ice-cream and Godiva chocolate). The main advantages of the masstige strategy are high product margins and a large number of potential customers.


		
Specialized Supplier: Starting as a specialized supplier can be the foundation for a vertically integrated supply chain business. Leonardo Del Vecchio started Luxottica as a producer of components and semi-finished products for the optical industry. Most major high-end fashion brands entered licensing agreements with Luxottica for their eyewear (e.g. Armani, Bulgari, Prada). Step-by-step, Del Vecchio developed into a multi-billion-dollar business along the whole supply chain, up to owning retail stores across the globe and eyewear brands (e.g. Oakley).


		
Discount Business Model: Everyone likes good deals. A cost-driven/value-for-money business model works well for Aldi and Lidl – and was reinvented by a growing number of coupon, outlet store, and private shopping businesses, which were also adapted to the high-end segment (e.g. Vente Privée, Gilt).


		
Agency-based Model: This model requires the setting up of a lean team to manage projects in a specific industry, market segment, and field of expertise (advertising, SEO, app development, etc.) and to generate enough leads to keep this team busy.


		
Buy-one-Give-one Donation Model: Social entrepreneurs have a social impact built into their business model. For each pair of shoes sold, TOMS gives another pair to children around the world that cannot afford them. While they defined their social purpose as a key commitment of their business and use parts of their revenue for some social good, their products do not intrinsically have anything to do with their social purpose. The non-profit side of the business can work as an excellent business driver – but can also easily appear calculating and unauthentic. Even if well-intentioned, this model conflicts with the most effective form of philanthropy, the principle of helping people to help themselves.


		
Win-Win-Social Entrepreneurship: Muhammad Yunus founded Grameen Bank in Bangladesh in 1983 to provide small loans to those living in poverty so that they would be able to become financially self-sufficient. It turned out that the micro-finance market is very profitable: He became a successful entrepreneur and winner of the Nobel Peace Prize. ‘Ten Thousand Villages’ is a digital marketplace in the United States for hand-made ethically sourced products that provides opportunities for artisans in developing countries to earn income. These companies combined their products intrinsically with a specific social purpose. Their goals of making money and doing good are complementary: By increasing their sales, they simultaneously support their social purpose without additional donations.


		
Razor & Blade: The same is true for electric toothbrushes & brushes: There is a base product that is relatively cheap – while regularly required replacement parts are relatively expensive.


		
Cash Conversion Cycle: Retailers such as Amazon and Metro (wholesaler) are built on the idea of making use of the short-term liquidity they get from their customers – until they pay their suppliers some weeks later. This can help to offset the relatively low margins of retail businesses.


		
Cutting-out-the-Middleman: New digital marketing channels allow businesses to cut out the middleman, selling directly to end-users for a cheaper price. Warby Parker circumvents traditional channels and sells fashionable glasses directly to their clients for about $100 US that would usually cost up to $600 US. In a similar way, Dollar Shave Club disrupted Gillette’s razor and blade business model with much cheaper blades and a cool and free-spirited lifestyle brand (sold to Unilever for $1 billion US five years after it was founded).


		
Traffic Monetization: This business model concentrates on monetizing traffic (on blogs, podcasts, videos, topical hubs, etc.) by selling advertising space, postings, product endorsements, etc. This model is typically used by website/platform owners and social media influencers (e.g. Mr. Bags).


		
Freemium: This model is often used for digital products and services. They are offered in a free basic version with limited usage or features, which can be upgraded to a paid version (e.g. Dropbox, WeTransfer). Freebies can be used as a powerful growth driver. By using We-Transfer, the non-paying users make (viral) advertising for the brand – so more people become aware of We-Transfer and a certain share of them will upgrade to the paid version.


		
Subscription-based Business Model: Subscriptions allow companies to create and grow a regular flow of revenues. Digital subscription services include Platform as a Service (PaaS, e.g. LinkedIn), Software as a Service (SaaS, the software is centrally hosted in a cloud, e.g. Office 365, Salesforce) and Infrastructure as a Service (IaaS, e.g. GoDaddy for domains). The Dollar Shave Club also mails razors and grooming products by subscription. There are many subscription retail start-ups (e.g. Birchbox for cosmetics and Trunk Club for clothing) and many companies add subscription components to their business models (e.g. Amazon, Under Armour).


		
e-Commerce Marketplace: Marketplaces facilitate the buying and selling of goods and services from many different sources. The marketplace operator does not own any inventory but helps to display others’ inventory and to facilitate transactions. There are B2C marketplaces (e.g. Amazon, eBay, Etsy, Jet, OnBuy, Wish) and B2B marketplaces (e.g. Alibaba, EC21, eWorldtrade, Thomas Net).  



		
Maker Platforms: Maker platforms generate value by enabling makers to create content and digital products and to broadcast or distribute them to a large audience. The prototypical example of such a platform is YouTube. Other platforms include Gumroad (selling digital products) and Collabary (influencers sell their content to brands).


		
Peer-to-Peer Exchange Platforms: Instead of just selling (physical) products, there are various types of peer-to-peer platforms in the sharing economy that enable different user groups to exchange certain benefits (as well as intangible values including social currency such as recognition). Peer-to-peer platforms focus on a certain core interaction. The prototypical example is Airbnb, which acts as a middleman connecting private renters and travelers. Similar companies include Uber, Buggy for private car sharing, Lendoor for business loans, and Neighborrow for short-term rentals of tools. They make transactions between two groups of users work out as smoothly as possible, build trust with rating and review systems and thereby create value for both sides for a commission. The level of the commission can differ for the groups involved depending on their price sensitivity and their value for other user groups (e.g. women often pay less on dating apps). The value of the platform to each group increases along with the number of users in the other groups (e.g. more women on a dating app makes it more attractive for men).


		
Blockchain-based Business Model: Blockchain itself is a new business model. Steemit is a user-generated content platform based on blockchain technology and a sophisticated review and rewards system. Users are incentivized and paid with regularly created tokens/cryptocurrency for whatever they do (writing articles, commenting, voting). Steemit makes money when users invest in their cryptocurrency Steem Power to boost the audience of their posts, get more votes, and eventually earn more money. Additionally, their tradable Steem tokens can appreciate in value when the platform grows, which will bring in a source of cash for the company. Such new ways of financing allow Blockchain start-ups to create decentralized marketplaces without commissions (e.g. the Arise Travel hotel booking platform).


		
User-generated Content Platforms: Instagram and Quora are typical examples of user-generated content platforms, which gain in value for users the more users generate content. Companies provide the infrastructure and a selection of rating and rewards systems that incentivize users to generate content.


		
Advertising & Data-driven Model: Companies such as Facebook and Google offer ‘free’ apps and platforms in exchange for the user’s data. Many users barely realize that they are essentially paying with their data. The companies monetize user data by selling results and insights from AI-driven data analyses and user profiling as well as user-specific advertising. High-end brands are also adopting a data-driven strategy (e.g. to improve cross-selling).





	Key Factors for Evaluating Business Ideas


	If you look for enamel signs online, you will probably end up at Nick Brandt’s Ramsign. Farhad Vladi became the world’s leading broker of private islands. Les Ateliers Ruby concentrates on luxury motorbike helmets. And Footloose makes automated cat toilets. Whatever great business you look at, owning a well-defined market niche has proven to be a fundamental driver of success. This shows that there exist some key factors that allow one to evaluate the potential success of business ideas. In the checklist below, you can find 20 key factors that may help you evaluate your business ideas. Instead of wasting a large amount of your time and resources, it is better to rigorously drop all ideas that do not meet your criteria.


	

		
Market Specialization: Remember: Focus. Focus. Focus. You have identified a specific market niche to become a single product specialist and a top player in this category.


		
Market Attractiveness: Your market is hot and rapidly growing. Your business idea allows you to catch some new wave of opportunity and is in line with robust, long-term trends, not just with short-term trends that will fade away tomorrow.


		
Market Potential: Your market (niche) is big enough and there are a large number of potential customers. Ideally, your product is in demand but is currently under-provided. Highly competitive markets are no fun.


		
Simplicity: Your business model is clear and simple. You can describe it in 25 words or less. In a complex world, simplicity stands out. Don’t start before you have a valid business model and before you know how to execute it.


		
Entry Barriers: Your business model should be simple – but still have some respectable entry barriers preventing any Tom, Dick, and Harry from starting the same business tomorrow (requires unique experience, skills, patents, etc.).


		
Economies of Scale: With this business idea, you can focus on some key activities in your everyday business that you are really good at (and benefit from economies of scope). Non-essential tasks can be outsourced.


		
Scalability: Your business model is scalable – products/branches can be replicated without constantly being reinvented. You can take the business national or even global.


		
Feasibility: Your business model is realistic – you can do it on your own, with the team and resources you have available. Start a business that requires skills that you have. Ideally, you need no or small amounts of funding from investors.


		
Relationships: You have a clear understanding of your target customers/subculture. Ideally, you are part of this subculture and you already have good relationships with potential customers, partners, suppliers, etc.


		
Usability: It’s more difficult to first convince people to feel a need than to just present your product as the solution. Therefore, your product should be designed around a real customer problem, need, or desire (tested by (keyword) research). Ideally, it connects to your customers' life goals.


		
Differentiation: Your product offers a unique value proposition – a better solution than competitors and a real differentiation in the market.


		
Ideology: Your business idea does not contradict the basic beliefs and values of your target customers (e.g. “Milk is (not) healthy”). A start-up does not have the means to change people’s basic beliefs.


		
Price: Your product is not too expensive (compared to competing products and your customer’s price acceptance levels). Your costs are low enough to be competitive.


		
Profitability: You have a good understanding of how you are going to generate money. Your business has a substantial earning potential and high margins and, ideally, relies on proven revenue streams.


		
Repurchase Rate: Your product is regularly needed by customers to ensure repeat purchases or has a recurring revenue component (e.g. subscriptions). If customers need a product once every ten years, it is difficult to build a loyal customer base.


		
Distribution: There exist established distribution channels in your category, and you can access and leverage them. For instance, it may be difficult to get a new soft drink listed in a supermarket chain.


		
Lawfulness: Your business model does not conflict with any regulations, especially not with IP, trademark, or data protection policies (many start-ups actually do).


		
Location: You can set-up the business in a good location or online/location-independent.


		
Passion: Starting this business is your calling for the next ten years and motivates you to jump out of bed in the morning. You are willing and able to focus exclusively on this business. Do it completely and properly or don’t do it at all.


		
Gut Instinct: The business idea feels right, as the right thing to do for you





	The result of this section is the starting point of your new brand: A business idea. Daniel Mohr, for instance, started his new venture Plumento Foods by offering insect-based foods such as insect pasta and cookies. The “protein of the future” is a hot new market without much competition (Mpulse 2018). Such a promising business idea is the starting point of brand-building. At this stage, there are still many open questions and many possibilities to develop the brand in very different directions. The brand-building process can lead to totally different brands with an entirely different brand appearance. For instance, Plumento could have decided to concentrate on body-builders (insects as an optimal protein supplier) or on health-conscious people (insects as an alternative to meat) or gourmets (insects as a luxury delicacy). 


	The brand-building process sets out the strategic direction of a brand – and thus also sets the course for the company's future success. A new business idea or an existing business model is the foundation for the brand-building process, and this will be discussed in detail in the following chapters.


	




Chapter 2: The Brand Identity Planning Model


	 


	




Section 1: Brand Identity: The Construction Plan of Brand Meaning


	Building a brand is about developing an identity. For both an individual and a brand, identity is the answer to the key question: “Who am I?” 


	Brand identity is a detailed blueprint of brand meaning that determines precisely (1.) what managers want their brand to stand for and (2.) how they would like it to be perceived by customers and other internal and external stakeholders. It covers all kinds of thoughts and associations that may influence people’s opinions about a brand (see also Aaker 2010; Heine 2018; Kapferer 2012). It encapsulates who you are, why you exist, what you believe, what you do, and how you communicate. Brand identity planning helps to create your brand’s unique fingerprint to give it an aura and soul, and a personality all of its own (Upshaw 1995). 


	A brand’s identity is usually outlined in a central document that is known as the brand platform, brand handbook, or brand guidelines. Every company, no matter their size and no matter what industry they are in, should have a brand platform. It will be your constant companion to build and grow your brand. It ensures that everyone in your company knows what your brand is about – and it also helps to explain your brand to agencies and other external partners. 


	To better understand what brand identity is about, it helps to compare it with what it’s not:


	

		Brand identity vs. Brand image


		Brand identity vs. Self-concept


		Brand identity vs. Brand positioning





	Brand Identity vs. Brand Image


	If you ask people what they know and think about a brand – the term brand image covers everything they would say in reply. These associations include a broad scope of knowledge and opinions, mainly about the brand, its products, and users. Figure 6 illustrates the components of brand image – the typical types of associations that people hold about brands. The most important types of associations play the biggest role in shaping people’s opinions about a brand and should, therefore, be taken into account in brand identity planning. 


	Brand image is the counterpart of brand identity (see Figure 7). It represents the total set of associations about a brand shaped in people’s memory as a result of marketing measures and other experiences with reference to the brand. So, when you want to be a sophisticated person, that's your personal brand identity – and when people think that you are highly embarrassing, that's your personal brand image.


	As everyone has different daily experiences that impact her/his opinion about a brand and a different perception about what the brand may have intended to communicate, every customer has a somewhat different image of the brand in mind. Brand managers can never control all customer experiences and perceptions about their brand. Therefore, brand identity and brand image are never the same.


	Figure 6: Components of Brand Image
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	Figure 7: Brand Identity vs. Brand Image
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	The bottom line: Brand identity is not what others think about your brand, but what you would like them to think about it.


	Brand Identity vs. Self-Concept


	Brand identity and self-concept seem to be pretty much the same thing: In psychology, ‘identity’ is also referred to as ‘self-concept’. A person’s self-concept refers to her/his perceptions about who s/he is (attributes, self-worth, etc.) and who s/he wishes to become (Rogers, 1959). This short definition suggests that there are different types of self-concept (see Figure 8).


	But the key point here is: Brand identity represents not the actual, but the ideal (social) self. It should not describe what a brand actually stands for today, but instead should represent (1.) the ideal self – what brand managers wish their brand to become in the future and (2.) the (desired) social self – how they would like the brand to be seen by their target groups. Brand identity is goal-driven – it serves as a guiding star for brand managers. But for both an individual and a brand, the ideal self may never be reached.


	The Interplay between Brand and Customer Identity: Because of the basic human need for self-consistency, people are motivated to consume brands that they feel are consistent with their self-concepts. They are less drawn to brands that have no relevance to their self-concepts – or to those that appear contradictory. Because of the basic human need for self-esteem and personal growth, we are all motivated to close the gap between our actual and ideal selves via discrepancy-reducing behaviors (Higgins 1987). One particularly popular way is through buying new stuff. Depending on their desired self, some people must have a Hermès Kelly bag, some swear by their Toyota Prius, and some don't want to miss their organic supermarket. Clothing, housing, and automobiles are all acquired as a 'second skin' in which others may see us. Consumption of such products is an expression of people's self-concepts and a form of impression management (Ward and Dahl, 2014). People often perceive such possessions even as part of their extended self (Belk, 1988). Brands can provide with their products the means for their customers to move closer to a higher goal – to become the person they want to be. Crafting a meaningful brand identity is, therefore, an important prerequisite to attract your target customers.


	Figure 8: The Types of Self-Concept
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	The bottom line: Brand identity does not represent what your brand is, but what you want it to be.


	Brand Identity vs. Brand Positioning


	Brand Positioning is “what a brand stands for in the minds of customers and prospects, relative to its competition, in terms of benefits and promises" (Upshaw, 1995, p. 14). 


	Figure 9: The Brand Positioning Map
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	A short recap of how traditional positioning works: Traditional positioning is typically used in the mass-market but is also used by big prestige car brands such as Audi and BMW. They conduct surveys to ask consumers to compare their brand with competing brands. The results are depicted in a positioning map (see Figure 9). The dimensions of the positioning map correspond with the criteria that are especially relevant for the customer’s purchasing decision (Keller, 2012). Car brands may be positioned by prestige, performance, and innovativeness. Based on the positioning map, brand managers evaluate the attractiveness of their brand’s market position: Is it too close to competing brands? Is it close enough to their customer’s ideal brand? Then they identify positioning gaps and decide whether they want to move their brand to a new position. To position BMW as more innovative, they could roll-out an ad campaign and then measure the changes in the brand image.


	 


	Traditional positioning is not compatible with identity-driven branding: Compared with positioning-based (mass) marketing, the main source of inspiration for identity-driven (high-end) branding has shifted from consumer and competitor analyses to the companies’ own beliefs and vision (Kapferer 2012). Identity-driven brands do not change their beliefs (about who they are, about what is right or wrong, and about how to do business) according to market trends and circumstances, but instead want to remain true to themselves and create their own trends. They go out into the market and look for customers who share their vision. Instead of changing their core values, they would rather change their market and seek out different customers.


	The bottom line: Brand identity is not what your customers or other people may like to hear, but what you believe in.


	Why to Implement Identity-driven Branding


	Identity-driven branding is especially useful for the following brand-building tasks:


	

		
Motivate company employees: A fundamental advantage of identity-driven branding is that it unleashes the motivation of company owners and employees. Feeling a strong passion for your brand’s purpose can be infectious, sparking employee motivation and customer enthusiasm. Identity-driven brands can make employees feel emotionally connected to the brand and perceive it as part of their own life (purpose).


		
Inspire brand meaning: Above all, brand identity planning helps you find out what and whom you want your brand to represent. If brand managers have lengthy discussions about even minor marketing issues, they probably don’t really know what their brand actually stands for (e.g. should we address our customers by their first name? Does a certain blogger or trade fair suit our brand?). With a clear idea about their brand identity in mind, managers can easily answer such questions. A strong brand identity provides a great source of inspiration for your branding activities, for instance, for the design of new products, adverts, or social media content. You don‘t have to reinvent the wheel with each new advert. Instead, you can draw on a set of guiding principles (brand values, stories, etc.) and brand symbols (such as the Tiffany blue box or the Cartier panther). 


		
Create symbolic benefits: Brand meaning can be turned into symbolic brand benefits. Consumers judge brands by what they believe in, stand for, and do in the world. Brand identity planning also helps you generate good reasons for customers to choose your brand/products (because of the ‘why,’ ‘who,’ and ‘what’ behind the brand).


		
Differentiate from competing brands: People are willing to pay more for something that is different and special than for something that looks like it was made for everyone. With an appealing brand identity, you can outshine other companies that offer similar products. A strong brand identity will provide your brand with a point of differentiation from your competition and opens up the door to a whole new universe of potential differentiating factors. In many (high-end) markets, brands no longer compete on products, but on the brand image. Vanessa Lee, co-founder of Spiritual Gangster, experienced this first-hand: “I think we've been this successful so far because people love what we represent and the message” (Mintz 2018). 


		
Strengthen customer relationships: Regardless of the actual products you offer, people can connect to your brand when it resonates with their core beliefs and values. Brand identity planning is loyalty-building as it gives customers something to believe in. It allows your customers to express their identity, to feel like the person they would like to be and makes them perceive your products as a means to achieve higher ends (their life goals). By building close ties to customers and their self-concepts, brands can even create brand love and irrational loyalty (Tait 2013). 


		
Ensure brand consistency: A strong brand identity helps to avoid the number one brand killer: brand inconsistency & confusion. When you know precisely what your brand stands for, you will be more consistent across the range of branding activities. Your company will appear to act as one person. Brand consistency is a precondition of brand recognition – and if a brand is easier to recognize, it will also be easier to memorize. 


		
Increase business success: All these factors have an impact on brand preference, purchase, and thus, company profits and growth. 





	How to Implement Identity-driven Branding


	Identity-driven branding is a business management philosophy that is implemented by the following principles:


	

		
Brand direction is mainly drawn from within the company, not from customer surveys: While positioning-based (mass) marketing aims at defining and constantly adapting its market positioning according to market research and customer surveys, identity-driven (high-end) brand managers derive their desired market positioning, above all, from their inner beliefs and vision. 


		
Identity-driven brands concentrate on symbolic benefits: “People are not just choosing the best, the fanciest, or the cheapest [functional benefits]. They’re choosing brands that have the right meaning [symbolic benefits]” (Hahn 2014, p. 8). Identity-driven brands do not focus on product utility (product excellence is already required), but on the things that they represent (e.g. prestige and emotions). Their symbolic benefits often exceed the functional benefits. As compared to traditional brand positioning, brand identity cannot rely on just a few major characteristics but requires a detailed construction plan of brand meaning. 


		
Identity-driven brands are humanized: Identity-driven brands stand out from faceless competitors by giving people a good insight into who is behind their brands (including their Brand Character, Brand Culture, Brand Face, etc.). The person or people behind the brand (entrepreneurs, artistic directors, etc.) are often developed into personal brands. The Brand Personality also plays a big role in humanizing brands. The main idea of personality-driven branding is to imagine the brand to be just like a real person. 


		
Identity-driven brands represent a way of living: Coco Chanel was probably the inventor of lifestyle brands: “She suggested what clothes and accessories the ideal woman of the future should wear, and how she should live her life. She was a person whose influence went beyond clothing to impact the very lifestyles of women“ (Richard Colasse, former president of Chanel Japan; Marber & Wellen 2007, p. 201). The symbolic meaning of identity-driven brands includes much more than who they are and what they do (in their category and field of expertise) – these brands represent an entire way of living. In that way, identity-driven branding is turning functional brands into lifestyle brands. They are used by consumers as symbolic resources to express and enhance who they are and what they want to stand for.


		
Identity-driven brands are goal-driven according to long-term vision: Most identity-driven entrepreneurs pursue a higher purpose beyond money-making such as to make a positive change in the world around them. Therefore, most identity-driven brands are also purpose-driven brands. 


		
Identity-driven brands are created from the inside out: Nike SB (skate-boarding equipment) only became successful after they hired skateboarders and created an internal culture that aligned with their audience and finally undermined Nike’s corporate image (Hahn 2014). At first, they tried to manufacture some external brand image in the hope that it would eventually be attractive to their target customers. But they failed because the brand image didn’t have much to do with the reality within the company – and consumers could feel that it wasn’t authentic. Identity-driven brands are living what they want to stand for within the company and, in that way, their identity radiates outward and drives natural external communications (Aaker 2014). Before communicating their brand to the world, they focus on establishing a strong Brand Culture.


		
Brand identity is used as the basis for all business decisions: Identity-driven brand managers derive all their business decisions from their brand identity (the product, pricing, distribution, and communication strategy, recruitment criteria and so on). The brand identity serves as the steering wheel for the company strategy. 
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