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    Foreword


    Reading Brands That Dream I felt doubly privileged. On the one hand, because I was able to read an advance copy; and on the other, because after years of training, during which time I’ve read dozens of books on management and business organization, I have finally found in Brands That Dream a powerful, entertaining and informative text. Worth mentioning is the book’s humanistic approach, which moves the reader with declarations such as “A company looking to increase sales must begin by caring about people.”


    Another privilege, prior to reading the book, was the opportunity to apply these new ideas to our company, with the enthusiastic support of Elisenda and Xavier. As such, I can attest that a more humanistic approach to business strategy does not just sound good and excite interest – it also gets results. I can confirm that it works and that it generates a tremendous amount of energy.


    Indeed – as we are shown in Brands That Dream – having a good “story” to tell creates a sense of magic that allows dreams to emerge, the company’s DNA to come to light, and discovery of where we can be the best. It provides an opportunity to define the values that we want to share, both internally and externally.


    Brands That Dream gives us some of the tools for differentiating our brand and touching the souls of people. It also provides new insights derived from the authors’ analysis, reflection and extensive practical experience. The book delves into the reality of over 40 companies/brands with varying degrees of intensity. Based on this study, it proposes a model that has been successfully applied in a number of different organizations.


    In order to stay competitive, a company has to rely on the talent of its team. A talented employee is more than just a highly qualified professional. Talent is the sum of ability and commitment. And the contribution of a single committed employee can be worth that of 10 individuals who are merely interested. Commitment, therefore, is what takes us that extra mile to differentiate our brand from our competitors (better service, greater productivity, higher sales, etc.). Commitment is also essential to ensuring our future and the sustainability of the company, because committed employees are the ones who are ready to take on the risks inherent in innovation, and there can be no future for a company without innovation; it’s a simple equation.


    But simply combining commitment and talent is not enough. In order for qualified employees to commit and contribute their talent, they also need a trusting environment. That kind of environment can only be created through honest and coherent people management and by way of a more open and transparent organization – an organization capable of working as a team and including among its goals certain “transcendental” objectives that we can identify with and feel universally stimulated by as human beings: freedom, love, truth, wisdom, solidarity, nature, service, beauty and so on. It is to this very new, yet very promising, field in the business world that Brands That Dream makes a significant contribution.


    Excellence is the combination of a good idea and effective execution. If we look at the people who have had the most influence throughout history, we find men of action with strong principles, firm values and big dreams. One of the people I most admire from the first half of the 20th century is Antoine de Saint-Exupéry. He was a great writer – it has now been over 70 years since the publication of his most famous book, The Little Prince – but he was also a man of action. He was a pioneer of commercial aviation and he was committed to the society of his time; at 43 he enlisted as a volunteer pilot in the French Air Force during World War II and disappeared along with his plane during a mission. What could be better than a quote from Saint-Exupéry to begin our journey through this magnificent book: “If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up the men to gather wood, divide the work and give orders. Instead, teach them to yearn for the vast and endless sea.”


    Dr. Josep Santacreu


    CEO of DKV Medical Insurances
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    About Xavier Oliver…


    One day over lunch with a friend at the Laie bookshop and café in Barcelona, we were sharing our views on the world of communication when she asked me if I had met Xavier Oliver.


    “You haven’t?” she said, utterly surprised. “I’ll have to introduce you!”


    In my professional sphere – the world of communication – I had heard a lot about Xavier Oliver Conti, and it had become clear to me that he was one of the “big men” in advertising (and here I mean “big men” as defined by Catalan writer Josep Pla: “This idea of ‘big men’ does not have any serious derogatory meaning. It indicates a certain voluminosity in the figures who are referred to as such.”)


    I see Xavier’s “voluminosity” in his knowledge, his experience and his role as a teacher. I have worked intensely in marketing and communication for many years, in large and small businesses, in personal projects and in joint ventures. It has been, however, through working with him that I have really learned about communication and brands from a human standpoint. It has brought out the best in me, pushing aside preoccupations and stereotypes that I had been carrying imperceptibly.


    When we finally did meet, though neither of us realized it, common goals tied us together: to help people and organizations express themselves in a different way; to work toward connecting people with brands, caring for them and trying to build a better world; and to focus on people and learn something new every day.


    We were both at a point in our careers in which we knew we wanted to offer our experience to the world of brands and communication, and we wanted to do it in a new way. We thus began building our own shared philosophy based on our experiences and the projects we have developed together.


    We believe in the immense human capacity to dream, to make those dreams a reality and to generate followers. And we enjoy helping companies look further afield to discover these ideals and express them, share them and tell their stories.


    Let the building go on!


    Elisenda Serra Masip

  


  
    About Elisenda Serra…


    When asked to talk about what to look for in a candidate, I break it down into four parts: humanity, intelligence, experience and class. Under each of these concepts can be found a person’s particular life philosophy.


    When I talk about humanity, generous people come to mind – people who are optimistic, humble, involved, passionate and dedicated. For some the word may evoke other values, but these are the ones I think of.


    When I talk about intelligence, I am referring to people who encourage creativity, who are able to rethink the world whenever necessary without settling for stereotypes – people who are looking to be the best in the world at something and who will not stop until they get there.


    When I talk about experience, I like to find people who drink life to the last drop; who have enjoyed great and small experiences; who get excited when they explain what they do and what they have done; who love those around them because they always see the best in everyone.


    When I talk about class, I think about how education, poise and knowing how to talk, smile and listen to those around us are values that should be shared if we are to live together in harmony.


    Elisenda meets all of these criteria and then some. Her life is intense and generous; she is constantly laughing and she lives life to the fullest. Her ability to get other people’s brains working is infinite and she never sets limits on thought and invention. She has a big personality, and she helps and admires and really cares for everyone within her reach. And she is easy to be around because she is always more interested in helping others than in helping herself.


    Finding a person to build a dream with is hard. Finding someone to help you help others, without succumbing to navel-gazing, is even harder. We have built bonds that cannot easily be undone – always aware of the world around us, always looking out for others.


    Our dream has come true, as you will read in this book. We have developed a way of thinking and doing that helps companies redefine the way they see their businesses, and which creates tangible results in a very short time. What we once read in Good to Great by Jim Collins, whom we greatly admire, has come true: “First who, then what.” We now have the “who” and the “what.”


    Xavier Oliver Conti

  


  
    Part I

     

    The Surprises

  


  
    Surprises are born of curiosity, inquiry, a constant questioning. Those who are not interested in knowing more about the world and about life can rarely be surprised.


    The surprises that come along on their own, when we are not looking for them, often reveal themselves more as a sudden fright, like when someone throws us a surprise party, we receive an unexpectedly high electric bill, or we wake up one morning and, looking in the mirror, discover a new line furrowing across our face.


    Our aim is not to explore these things that take us by surprise but rather to discuss the countless amazing things that we can learn and discover in life if we just take the time to look for them.


    This book is about people and about how the human condition influences, interacts with and reflects another reality: that of companies and brands.


    Throughout our careers, many things in this business environment have amazed and surprised us. The story you hold in your hands begins by sharing those that we believe best serve to orient us in the present context. And, indeed, to know where we are going, we must first know where we are.


    The where we are going – the future – is what we will explore in the second half of the book. But we must not get ahead of ourselves; we would not want to spoil the surprise...

  


  
    1. Surprise #1: Differentiation or “Death”


    Once upon a time there was a planet called Earth. There, seven billion people lived together under the same sky. Their lives intertwined in many different ways, almost as many ways as there were communities in this great and diverse world. Once upon a time, in short, a massive quantity of human beings were all trying to find their place in a space that, as big as it was, was not infinite.


    In an attempt to find our place in the world, we have – throughout history – organized ourselves into various types of societies, which, today, have taken on characteristics that run the entire length of the spectrum.


    Tribalism still exists in less developed areas of the planet, a primitive form of social organization marked by the tendency to feel a great attachment to the group to which one belongs, even to the extent of ignoring the rest of society. On the other hand, in the most advanced contemporary societies the height of individualism has culminated to impose a way of life based on differentiation from the rest of our fellow human beings.


    Therein lie the two extremes we indicated earlier: societies that rely on its members identifying with each other and those based on differentiation between them.


    This book, however, is not an anthropological work (or perhaps it is). In any case, the paragraphs above are not based on any study or verifiable anthropological knowledge, but rather on intuition – a feeling that we cannot escape each time we see a documentary about distant lands, every time we flip through a magazine featuring exotic destinations and, above all, upon returning from a trip to a so-called “third world” country. At first glance, it appears that less developed societies boast greater collaboration, solidarity and identification among their members, as well as lower competition to excel and stand out from the pack.


    Individuality and detachment seem to be characteristic of more developed societies. In the United States, a country that is universally accepted as the Mecca of progress, young people tend to leave home at an early age, just after high school, to move to a university town. The U.S. culture of labor mobility is also particularly strong, and it is very common for young people, after finishing their university studies, not to return to live in the same town as their parents. Family reunions are held on holidays and special dates, but it is clear that the sense of family has changed: transformed into individuals at a very early stage, young Americans struggle to find their niche in a highly competitive society in which only those who excel prevail.


    It is no coincidence, then, that it is precisely in this context that the consumer society has found its ultimate expression.


    Throughout history brands have evolved in parallel with society because they are, after all, a reflection of how we live, our wants and our needs. Today, brands are facing the same challenges as young Americans who have recently left home and are looking to find their place in the world: if they want to set themselves apart, they have to distinguish themselves.


    
      If brands want to set themselves apart, they have to distinguish themselves

    


    The mass availability of consumer products and services makes our brains unable to differentiate between brands if they do not make an effort to bring to the table something unique that separates them from the rest.


    But being different is not easy, neither for brands nor for people.


    Consider for a moment the effort we all make to stand out, even if only just enough so that others identify and remember us. To do so, we often employ our résumés, professions, hobbies, ideologies, the products we consume... Let us think about travel, for example. We often want to discover new places that are truly authentic and that are far off from the typical destinations that attract large crowds of tourists. If that is not possible, we at least try to go back with a new and original recommendation, a little gem we discovered before anyone else (“you have to go there,” “it’s not to be missed,” “no tourists,” “it’s like this or that place 20 years ago”). In an era in which many people travel, what identifies us is not traveling but doing it in a different way.


    The world of brands is facing a similar situation. At a time in which technology is facilitating the manufacture of good products, in which all segments of the market are on a par, in which our consumers already have an arsenal of products to suit their tastes and needs, we have to find other ways of distinguishing ourselves.


    Brands today find themselves in a gulf of similarity that absorbs them in a uniform mass and in which it is very hard to stand out via the product they offer, the market in which they operate or the consumer profile they target. Obviously, there are still brands that get noticed by way of these traditional areas of focus. In our society, however, in which we often turn away from our relational frameworks, fighting individually for our own identity, the brands that grab our attention, while they could do so via product, market or target, are finding success through something very different: their values.


    The Values That Unite Us


    Values are what encourage us to recover a certain sense of sociability and belonging. In a society in which we struggle desperately to distinguish ourselves and excel, we are yet tempted at times to lower our guard and form bonds with our fellow human beings. At times, something calls on us to be part of it all, to assimilate into a group in which we all have something in common that identifies us. That “something” is nothing less than the values we share with other group members.


    Individualism is a long-distance race; we often need to stop and rest. As much as competition and distrust weaken our gregarious instincts, we occasionally get to express our feelings of belonging when we are attracted to something rich in values. Increasingly, these values are also associated with brands.


    Just as we leave individuality aside to become followers of our sports team, we also like people to recognize us as followers of a brand. Like a music band or sports association, a brand can also attract fans if it represents values that appeal to and retain the people around it.


    We want to be different, but sometimes we also need to feel like part of the group.


    
      A brand rich in values can bring about a truce in the struggle for individuality, and we the consumers reward them with our loyalty. Brands will excel if their values fit with their customers’ gregarious instinct

    


    Being different is not easy, but it is essential. Brands will either distinguish themselves or die.

  


  
    2. Surprise #2: The Four Paths to Differentiation


    Innovation


    In 1901 a revolution forever changed the male personal hygiene routine when prosperous U.S. businessman K.C. Gillette patented and marketed the first disposable blade razor.


    The first ads for the new Gillette Blue razors were clear: “No stropping. No honing” (i.e., “no need to polish or sharpen”).


    Until then, men spent a considerable amount of time caring for their shaving tools – mainly polishing and sharpening the edges of the razor or of the fixed blade, which also had to be greased to prevent rusting over time. The other option, slower and more expensive but safer, was to visit the barber.


    Suddenly, Gillette offered a third option: forget polishing and sharpening your blade; forget greasing it; shave comfortably at home with Gillette disposable razors – always ready, always new, and able to provide you with a shave worthy of the best barber.


    The advertising and marketing professionals responsible for selling this revolutionary idea needed to do little more than explain, almost scientifically, the benefits of the new product.


    Try the 3-Minute Gillette Shave! [...] The secret of the smoothness of the “Gillette” shave lies in the fine temper of the wafer-thin blade, and the curve it takes on the razor. Automatically you assume the correct shaving angle. [...] (Ad published in 1913 in the British magazine Punch.)


    The Gillette razor with disposable blades was a sure sell due to its reliability, comfort, safety and efficiency. At the time, men desired nothing more than they did the ability to shave at home comfortably, quickly, and without destroying their face. Baptized with a brand name that again responded to consumers’ needs, the Gillette Safety Razor quickly became the best-selling shaving product in the history of the Western world.


    
      Path1: Focusing on the Product


      An innovative product generates product-oriented marketing because there is virtually no competition at the time of entering the market. Communication can be very simple and direct, explaining what the product is and what it does. Consumers react and buy it because they believe it to be an improvement, an innovation that offers them something that did not previously exist

    


    It is clear, however, that things are not as easy today as they were in 1901, when most of the products we consume today did not exist and everything was left to be invented. Over the years, one revolution after another has taken place in nearly all aspects of our daily lives thanks to the emergence of new products that conquered the market without facing the initial opposition of competitors. The first to come out with an innovative product won the sale.


    In this manner, our kitchens filled up with Tupperware“ containers, Thermomix“ appliances, dishwashers, microwaves and ceramic stove tops; in bedrooms, wool mattresses were replaced with foam, then springs, then latex; gramophones disappeared from living rooms to be replaced by radios and record players, followed by black-and-white televisions, then color and flat screens, and, finally, digital entertainment centers interconnected wirelessly via the Internet.


    Almost all the innovations we have adopted and adapted to our daily lives had their moment of discovery in which they were only available as a single product under a single brand. And, today, marketing continues to do what it did with the first Gillette disposable blade safety razors: focus on the product and the novelty it represents in consumers’ lives.


    Being Better Than the Rest


    But what happens when other manufacturers can replicate the same product and add different features, innovations, or simply offer a similar product at a cheaper price? In some of the cases we will see later – rather rare cases – the initial manufacturer goes its own way without worrying about responding to constant attacks from the competition. In most cases, however, the emergence of similar products generates a war to get the biggest possible share of the cake. Manufacturers enter into a dynamic of constant observation and the products begin to represent a kind of dialogue in which each innovation is answered with another by the competition.



