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IT BEGAN OVER TWO PINTS


THE PREFACE


This story started fermenting in the summer of 2002, shortly after the first stock market bubble pop of the aughts. Aaron Keller and Dan Wallace sat outside the News Room at Nicollet Mall in Minneapolis, drinking beer and marveling at the pace of change in marketing, branding, and design. Advertising was in a severe depression, design was getting a seat in the boardroom, and customer experience was the new hot-button topic. Dot-com and tech stocks had crashed, closing act one of the Internet drama. We speculated on how the Internet would transform media, marketing, and branding. The whole branding system seemed like a Rube Goldberg machine, but we could only see some of the parts.


We laughed at the odd realities of our profession. There were more than 2 million registered trademarks worth trillions of dollars on global stock exchanges, supported by more than $600 billion in annual spending on research, design, promotion, and advertising. Yet, there was no consensus on why brands add value, what a brand is, or how branding even works. It seemed oxymoronic.


Then a simple insight emerged: People and brands move through time and space, and their micro-interactions are an important area left unstudied. The idea seemed elegantly simple, almost too simple, yet also deep and complex. We frankly didn’t know what to do with the insight, so it sat on a shelf of our collective consciousness for a few years, occasionally pulled down and dusted off over craft beer.


Then Aaron met Renée Marino, a business appraiser who had once worked on system simulations with rocket scientists and was, at the time, intrigued by new marketing research on dynamic systems. Aaron shared the time-and-space insight with Renée, and she immediately saw how these ideas could fit together. Soon the Great Recession of 2008 gave all three of us time and space to expand the initial insight. Our fruitful explorations, research, and intense discussions turned into the book you are holding today.


Once this book is out in the world, know that we will have celebrated over three pints at the News Room. Maybe lightning will strike twice.




IT’S ALL A MATTER OF SPACE AND TIME


THE INTRODUCTION


Theoretically, brands last forever, so long as they meet up regularly with people in time and space. This book examines the times and spaces where brands and people meet. We’ll look at how brands evolve in time and space, what goes on inside human brains, how social networks influence us, and why brands are valuable to the human race. Then, we’ll narrow our focus and illustrate how this can produce insights into the many ways brands are valuable to brand owners and to you. Not only will you gain a new framework and a general systems perspective to help build brands, you’ll also learn new ways to evaluate brands and achieve optimal branding efforts.


Most brand books focus on what brands should say or how “consumers” think and feel. This is likely the result of advertising’s historical dominance in branding and the influence of market research in academics. Today advertisers are spending more money to reach fewer people, less often, for shorter amounts of time. Online advertising spending—$52 billion—exceeded cable and is nipping at broadcast television. Brands are screaming at an audience that is frequently distracted as they tap into a galaxy of information from the smartphone in their pockets and purses. And amid all this noise, people make decisions based on all of their experiences with a brand.


Big ideas aside, people are central to our thinking. We don’t call people “consumers” or see customers as a target market. These terms are dusty relics of an industrial economy. Brands live or die in memory, and brands cannot live without people. So it makes sense to study how real-life human interactions with brands lead to the creation of these memories.


Customer experience and customer design are the dominant concepts in marketing today, and our insights relate directly to designed experiences—specifically moments—for people. We will also explore how the individual is influenced by the power of community. You will learn how brand owners and their handlers work to navigate this community. We’ll explore three important dimensions of time that individuals experience with a brand: (1) First Moment in time; (2) Mass of Time spent with a brand; (3) Velocity of Time spent with a brand. Brands must also navigate four dimensions of space: (1) Brand Owner; (2) Brand Handlers; (3) Community; (4) Person.


You will learn how brands travel up Jacob’s ladder and send out signals that people can sense. These signals are then turned into memorable moments and rolled up into memories that produce brand energy. Customers will then use this information to assess the expected utility value competing brands can provide. This is how they make purchase decisions, which leads to sales, profits, and brand value, an economic asset created by the winning brand.


Yes, you will be entering some deep waters, but don’t worry. It’s not as difficult as you may think.


To start out, here’s an example of how this view of branding worked to build the brand SmartWool, spun from superfine merino wool. SmartWool enjoyed exponential growth over two decades with minimal advertising. SmartWool focused on creating the right signals for an engaging moment. Wool socks likely conjure up thoughts of scratchy discomfort, but once people put on a pair of these premium wool socks, their toes did not want to let go. This is the SmartWool moment. How often can you give your feet a luxurious experience for a mere $20? Cold days no longer led to frosty feet and the same socks lasted for years. Fanatical loyalists bought more pairs, spread the word, gave the socks as gifts, and talked about their happy feet with friends. Experiences, sales, and profits accumulated across time and space, resulting in a valuable and coveted brand.


Systems thinking informs our perspective. For example, systems thinking says you can gain important insights into a mechanical Swiss watch by understanding how winding the watch allows you to measure time and why you might lose a second or two each month due to gravity, magnetism, and mechanical stress. Since you can’t see the inner workings of a Swiss watch, you might be convinced that if you were to add more energy with additional turns of the watch stem, you could speed up time. Likewise, without an understanding of the mechanisms that generate brand value, you might be convinced that more branding investment will always directly lead to more sales and profits. We believe systems thinking is a valuable lens for looking at the world of brands.


This book is not a guide on how to build a strong brand and dominate your market. Nor will we get deep into the black-box arts of message positioning or brand expression. Our intent is to provide you with new ways to think about brands and branding. We see a brand as a noun, an intangible asset for the owner and a container of trust for the customer. We believe branding happens whenever people and brands meet in time and space. Branding is active, a verb, the interaction between a brand and human beings. You will also gain useful mental models and consider illuminating thought experiments. For example, we’ll explore a world without brands. (Hint: not a good place.) Toward the end of this book, you’ll learn about the economic and social value brands provide for society along with challenges in the potholes ahead.


Our toolkit will employ mathematics and principles of physics, which have been used in the study of economics and finance for decades. Marketing is fashionably late to the party, but wearing just the right shoes. Yet according to Professor Mark Bergen at the Carlson School of Management, “Marketing at its richest is applied economics and applied social sciences.” The Physics of Brand will bring you to this academic party looking good and sounding smart.


As this project moved along, we came to realize that we are entering the metaphysical netherworlds of brands and branding. The following pages gaze into the human condition, how technology is transforming human culture, and the interweaving value of brands in our lives. People use brands to survive and thrive, posture and position, fulfill wants and needs, spend time and money, and save time and money. Brands have transformed our physical space and social spheres. We live in a globally connected, brave new, brand-new world.


Thank you for diving down this rabbit hole with us. Feel free to reach out when you surface. Send inquiries to info@physicsofbrand.com.
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01
PHYSICS + BRANDS




THROW SEXY SUPERMODELS, SYSTEMS THINKERS, METHODS, PROMISES, WOMEN, MEN, BIRTH, DEATH, A MOMENT, BRAND DEFINITIONS, AND NEUROSCIENCE INTO A LARGE CAULDRON. STAND OVER IT AND CHANT METAPHORICAL AND PHILOSOPHICAL INCANTATIONS UNTIL A SMILE BEGINS TO APPEAR IN YOUR MIND. YOU ARE ENTERING THE WORLD OF PHYSICS, BRANDS, CORPORATIONS, AND PEOPLE WITH A NEW SET OF BIFOCAL BINOCULAR LENSES. IN THE NEXT CHAPTERS, YOUR BRAIN WILL GO PLACES YOUR BODY WILL NEVER VISIT, AND THE NEXT TIME YOUR BODY AND BRAIN MEET, THE NEW PERSPECTIVES YOU SHARE WILL LIKELY BE MET WITH CURIOSITY AND RESPECT. ENJOY THE TRIP AND LET YOUR IMAGINATION BE YOUR GUIDE.







WHAT MATTERS IN TIME


BRANDS + PEOPLE + TIME + SPACE
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In ancient Greek, physics translates to “knowledge of nature.” Physics is a natural science involving the study of matter and motion through space and time. Physics is the lens we are using to look more closely at brands. Our focus here is more on what brands do than what they say. We’re applying a scientific mindset to brands and branding.


Combining the words physics and brand does create tension. Physics evokes the image of something “hard” and brand evokes the image of something “soft.” Physics is science; brand is art. This will be hashed out in later chapters. Physics is logic and mathematics; brand is philosophy. Some may say that connecting physics and brand is hubris.


We will use concepts of physics to describe how brands and people move through time and space. Brands will be examined through a systems perspective, examining multiple interdependencies. Brands and people are colliding daily in time and space, and we have new tools to measure these collisions. If you can measure something, you can manage it.


That’s why we’ve developed a new systems approach to brand that looks at how brands and people actually interact in time and space. In the following pages, you’ll gain insight into how branding activities work and why brands have value. Toward this end, we’ve developed three models to help you understand these interactions.




THREE SEXY SUPERMODELS


TIME, SPACE, AND JACOB


Our models are unlike the average models; they are only considered sexy through certain eyes. If you’re tempted to tear out these Rube Goldberg-esque models and hang them over your desk, feel free . . . we understand.


Our Time Dimensions model (Figure 1.1) has three dimensions: (1) First Moment an individual has with a brand; (2) Mass of Time with a brand; and (3) Velocity of Time. These dimensions can apply to either the perspective of each individual or the perspective of everyone who interacts with a brand. We define the first moment not as just the initial contact or the moment a signal is received, but as the first moment a memory of the brand is created. Mass of time is an aggregation of all the time a person has interacting with the brand. And velocity is the rate of increase in time spent with a brand.


Our Space Dimensions model (Figure 1.2) has four dimensions: (1) Brand Owner, or entrepreneur or marketer, who offers culture, history, and all that resides under the umbrella of the organization; (2) Brand Handler or other entities, media, celebrities, retailers, distributors, agencies, consultants, and partners that handle the brand owner’s message, product, or experience; (3) Community or the people closest to us—our family, friends, colleagues, and people we trust; (4) Person or our personal experiences buying, trying, and, perhaps, enjoying the brand.


Our Jacob’s Ladder model (Figure 1.3) is where the first two models become active and take on movement. Signals within both space and time dimensions travel up what we call Jacob’s Ladder, or Signals > Senses > Moments > Memories > Energy > Sales > Profits > Value. People obtain signals through their senses. These signals eventually reach their brains, filtered by trust apertures related to the source of the signals and social relationships. From this complex system of interactions, people create memories and accumulate energy toward a brand.


People and brand owners meet up in a dance of decisions: People bring their energy, beliefs, and desires when they consider brand offerings, and brand owners make their branding investment and pricing decisions. This dance of electricity leads to action, and action leads to sales, profits, and, eventually, value for the owner and value for the person. The Jacob’s Ladder model visually describes how signals turn into moments, memories, and then brand value.


When these models are put together, you get a systems model of brand diffusion that can be used to explore thought experiments and generate ideas to improve branding and understand brand value. At this point you’ll have to take these elements at their face value. We’ll be swimming into the deep waters of time dimensions in Chapter 2, space in Chapters 3 and 4, Jacob’s ladder in Chapters 5, 6, and 7, and the whole system in Chapter 8.


We are physical creatures as well as temporal beings. We envision sensory inputs being cross-factored with time to provide more depth to these spaces and time dimensions. Our Jacob’s Ladder model is a simplification of this complex transfer. It offers similarities to the real Jacob’s ladder, as the path of least resistance is the path most likely chosen. The most stable constant is time.




FIGURE 1.1: TIME DIMENSIONS MODEL


[image: ]


(1) THE INDIVIDUAL (YOU) HAS A FIRST MOMENT WITH A BRAND AND A MEMORY IS MADE (MARSHMALLOWS IN THIS CASE, BUT IT COULD BE WIDGETS). YOU, THE BRAND OWNER, AND BRAND HANDLERS PUT OUT SIGNALS TO OTHER MEMBERS OF YOUR COMMUNITY. (2) YOUR COMMUNITY (E.G., FRIENDS AND FAMILY) HAS ITS OWN FIRST MOMENTS AND SUBSEQUENT MOMENTS, THUS MASS OF TIME ROLLS ON AND THE MEMORY OF MARSHMALLOWS GROWS. (3) THIS ALL STARTS TO LIGHT UP YOU AND YOUR COMMUNITY BECAUSE THE TIMING OF INTERACTIONS HAS HIT A WONDERFUL ACCELERATION CURVE. MORE MARSHMALLOW MEMORIES ARE CREATED. SOMEONE BREW UP SOME HOT CHOCOLATE. HAPPY TIMES.







FIGURE 1.2: SPACE DIMENSIONS MODEL
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(1) HEY BRAND OWNER, LOBBING MARSHMALLOW SIGNALS OUT INTO THE PHYSICAL AND DIGITAL WORLD. WE KNOW IT’S HARD TO REACH RUBE GOLDBERG’S WIFE NINA BECAUSE SHE’S FILTERING YOU THROUGH HER COMMUNITY AND HER SKEPTICISM OF BRANDS. (2) YOUR BRAND HANDLERS SEND SIGNALS AS WELL, THOUGH MRS. GOLDBERG DOESN’T TRUST THEM MUCH. (3) WHEN HER COMMUNITY OF FRIENDS AND FAMILY RAVE ABOUT YOU, SHE LISTENS. BUT EVERYONE HAS ISSUES OF TRUST AND DISINTEREST TO RECONCILE. (4) THE FEW MARSHMALLOWS THAT MAKE THEIR WAY TO MRS. GOLDBERG HAVE A CHANCE OF FORMING A BEAUTIFUL, LASTING RELATIONSHIP OF HER REPEAT PURCHASES. IF YOU THINK THE CHALLENGES ARE EXTREME AS A BRAND OWNER, TRY SHOPPING FOR MARSHMALLOWS.







FIGURE 1.3: JACOB’S LADDER
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THIS IS A CLIMB FOR ANY BRAND. IT STARTS WITH SIGNALS SENT IN WAVES TO OUR SENSES AND, IF THE STARS ALIGN, A MEMORABLE MOMENT IS ACHIEVED. THESE MOMENTS GATHER ENERGY THROUGH AN INCREASE IN VELOCITY LEADING TO SALES. IF THE BUSINESS MODEL IS DESIGNED RIGHT, SALES LEAD TO PROFITS AND THE CUP VALUE RUNNETH OVER. THIS VALUE IS WHAT IS CAPTURED BY BRAND OWNERS, BUT HANDLERS, COMMUNITY, AND, OF COURSE, THE INDIVIDUAL PICK UP AND KEEP THEIR OWN VALUE ALONG THE WAY. THE CUP OF VALUE TO THE OWNER IS (ALMOST) NEVER THE FULL POTENTIAL VALUE, BUT SHARING A BIT ALONG THE WAY KEEPS EVERYONE ENGAGED IN THE PROCESS OF FILLING THE BRAND OWNER’S CUP.







THE SPECIAL GENERALISTS


OUR PROMISE


Just as the physical world and the study of physics spans subatomic particles to planets and galaxies, brands inhabit spaces in human neurons and global manufacturing, communication, and distribution systems. Similarly, just as physicists study the movement of objects in time and space, marketing leaders want to know how brands and people move through time and space.


Brands don’t move in a straight line. Brands, like people, have good and bad luck as they move through time and space. Brands are capable of exponentially fast growth and equally expedited meltdowns. Humans and brands are not well suited for fixed mathematical solutions. So we use a dynamic simulation that feeds results from the current period into the next period as it crawls through time. (Hang with us here, the math will become beautiful and revealing in Chapter 8.) As you will see, brand building is an elegant balance of art and science. While you would infer a book on the physics of brand would focus on the science, we like to spend plenty of time on our art.


Physicists and marketers use similar approaches to understand reality. For example, one of the most popular brand inquiry methods is ethnographic research, face-to-face study and interaction with customers in their native environments. Like physicists, ethnographic researchers observe behaviors directly and decipher patterns. Physicists seek patterns in nature and use experiments and mathematics to explain what they see. What all market researchers have lacked is durable data. This is something we’d like to change.


Toward this end, we have designed a brand simulation tool, Aurora, to help illustrate some of the concepts throughout this book and to share on our website (www.physicsofbrand.com). Play around on this website as we move from the particular to the general and back again. We have drawn heavily on the math of physics to create Aurora. These and similar dynamic simulation tools are in use today by academic researchers and financial analysts. Aurora will help make these ideas more tangible and are conceptual Play-Doh to give you insights into your own brand situation.


Like particles, knowledge is best imparted in waves, not from the end of a fire hose. But before we move forward, let’s all agree on what we mean by a brand.




THE MICRO AND MACRO OF AN AURORA


AN AURORA CAN BE ENJOYED MUCH LIKE THE NORTHERN LIGHTS, BUT TO UNDERSTAND WHERE THIS OBSERVABLE LIGHT ORIGINATES YOU MUST STUDY ITS MICRO-INTERACTIONS. IT STARTS WITH A SOLAR WIND FROM THE BIG YELLOW BALL IN THE SKY. THIS ENERGY RELEASED FROM THE SUN IS A STREAM OF CHARGED PARTICLES. AS THESE PARTICLES REACH THE EARTH AND BEGIN TO INTERACT WITH THE EARTH’S MAGNETOSPHERE IT RESULTS IN AN ENERGIZING IONIZATION OF ATMOSPHERIC PARTICLES. THE EXCITATION RESULTS IN LIGHT. THE WHOLE PROCESS IS NOT WELL UNDERSTOOD AND IS STILL AN AREA OF ACTIVE STUDY. AN AURORA IS AN APT METAPHOR TO REPRESENT THE MATHEMATICS WE ARE USING TO MODEL HOW PEOPLE AND BRANDS INTERACT IN SPACE AND TIME.







BRAND IS EVERYTHING, BRAND IS NOTHING


WHAT IS A BRAND?


Brands are complex because they are both real and figments of our imagination. Brands were invented to replace face-to-face transactions between the customer and craftsperson. Transactions evolved from “I’ll give you this goat for that pig” to “Can I really trust this jug of Roman wine?”


The original brands were primarily people and their family surnames: Farmer, Butcher, Baker, Candler, Miller, Shoemaker, Carpenter, Miner, Smith, and Gold. These names were passed on for generations, along with the craft skills these names promoted. These people were neighbors, so selling shoddy goods was risky, particularly when many of them drank a lot of beer and carried weapons.


The expansion of factories and trains turned the craft system on its head. These modern inventions rapidly widened the distance between producer and customer. When the producer is in another state or country, it’s harder to get your money back or exact justice if the product harms you. This modern production system needed a way to establish trust. Enter, stage right, modern branding.


People have always needed containers for trust. We are genetically wired to weigh risks two-to-one over rewards. Brands evolved to become containers of trust. Then brands vaulted forward in the late 1800s when the United Kingdom and France gave makers of goods the legal rights to own a brand name in order to protect people from fraud. Today, these intellectual property rights to brands have become containers of great value for corporations.


Historically, the economy “lit it up” as factories, railroads, and the printing press accelerated human-to-human transactional bonds. The late 1800s to mid-1900s were a time of great invention, and brands largely sold themselves. Everyone wanted the new wonders of indoor plumbing, central heating and cooling, electric light, phones, automobiles, vacuum cleaners, dishwashers, laundry soap, and all the inventions of a modern age.


In the United States after World War II, in order to prevent future economic crises and promote trade, there was a pragmatic effort by government, finance, and industry to create a society of manufacturers and consumers. Over time, puritan thrift had to compete with the ethic of conspicuous consumption. This change was made real at most fairgrounds where, after World War II, Machinery Hill was overrun by corndogs and carnival rides.


Returning World War II marketers rebranded “customers” as “consumers,” and adopted military terminology such as identifying “target” markets and market “penetration.” Mass media fueled brand growth in a consumption-driven culture. This depersonalization of brands was at odds with the original purpose of brands filling the void in the lost relationship between buyer and seller. Over time, Johnson the grocer, Dayton at the local clothier, and Frank at the hardware store were replaced by big-box retailers stuffed floor to ceiling with an abundance of brand choices, loud promotions, and minimal staff.


Mass advertising accelerated “consumer” brands after World War II, and soon, as substantial product invention subsided, the ad agency Mad Men started to promote nuanced differences between brands. Producers and advertisers began to focus on small improvements and aspirational aspects of products, such as whiter teeth, fresher breath, or smoother hair. There was an overt effort to focus on human anxieties, and the volume of commercial messages increased.


Over time the noise grew, first through the introduction of cable TV, and now through the pre-Cambrian explosion of content marketing on the Internet. Older people are often confused and upset by this changing media landscape, while younger people are opting out of traditional media altogether and blocking online ads. Meanwhile, we’re all just a Google search away from brutal product reviews and shopping guides.


Whether it was the booze or the height of the office towers, the Mad Men of Madison Avenue eventually degraded the trust between brands and people. They spoke down to the women, who make 80 percent of household purchases, at a time when highly educated women took to the streets demanding equal rights. These same women helped fuel the consumer and environmental protection movements running parallel to their efforts. No wonder trust in brands has suffered a slow, sad decline. Some reports, coming right out of the advertising agency Y&R, report a 50 percent drop in trust in the past decade.


Part of this drop in trust can be traced back to how advertising agencies made money in the Mad Men era. Agencies used to get a 15 percent commission (some countries call this a kickback) from the mass media for all the TV, radio, and magazine ads they bought. Ad agencies, publishers, and broadcasters worked together to convince brand owners to advertise more, even though nobody knew—or does know—exactly how mass brand advertising works. In many cases, it’s difficult to know whether brand advertising works at all. Because mass-media advertising was so profitable, ad agencies called this work “above the line” and convinced clients that mass-media brand advertising was the best way to build brands. This system did not focus on customers, and inefficiency was actually rewarded, and this party never stopped.
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“Below the line” expenses included market research, in-store merchandising and sampling, staff training, special events, sponsorships, press initiatives, sales promotion, point-of-sale displays, design, and direct marketing. If they were around at that time, websites, blogging, social media, and pay-per-click ads would also be considered below the line. Our models and research indicates that below-the-line activities are generally more effective than mass-media advertising. This insight is a signpost identifying the end of an era.


A new age is being born. Marketing theorists pontificate about “good, better, best” and how “consumers” only desire a choice between two meaningful options. As the ghosts of cable TV fade in memory, the fragmentation of mass media and the invention of the Internet have splintered the structure holding mass brand advertising at the top of the marketing mix. Online ratings and the wisdom of the crowd are superseding brand messages. The world is becoming more transparent and the message more difficult to control. Woe be to those brands with too many one-star reviews on Amazon, Yelp, or Glassdoor.


There are still times when traditional mass advertising can be worth the tremendous expense involved. When a brand like Apple has a dramatic high-margin innovation that requires rapid adoption nationally or globally—think iPod, iPhone, iPad, and Apple Watch—mass advertising can be used offensively. In contrast, defensive brand advertising is often used by widely distributed legacy brands serving people with old media habits. Think of Viagra, Charles Schwab, and Olive Garden. Mass-media advertising can also be used tactically for offers and events, or to make direct sales.


The concept of a brand is changing as well. The word brand was once reserved for national names like Ivory Soap, Coca-Cola, Miller Lite, and Life Cereal. Now, we see brands as retailers (Amazon, Etsy, and Costco), celebrities (Jimmy Fallon, Reese Witherspoon, and PewDiePie), institutions (Harvard, Wikipedia, and the United Nations), and even communities (Ireland, Reddit, and the Roquefort area of France). And, as if this wasn’t enough, we now have a “personal brand” movement finding traction in a growing population of independent or freelance individuals. These individuals are projected to make up 34 percent of the United States workforce by 2020.


People have a deep need to belong and brands signal commonalities worth sharing, attracting like-minded people. Brands segment us into categories just as people use brands to sort themselves into categories. Brands are used to attract potential mates and business partners; global brands are transcending cultural barriers, becoming symbols of an interconnected world. In a world of choice, needs have become wants. People use brands for status, belonging, stimulation, and diversion. Life is filled with existential angst and great difficulties. Brands provide an escape or diversion from reality.


We have moved from friends and family interacting with the baker, the butcher, and the carpenter to the retailer, brand owner, and the employee. And now, through the Internet, we see a movement pulling us back to the butcher, baker, and carpenter—a world in which we can have a trusting relationship with real people through Internet platforms. At the same time we have a societal need for brands that can use economies of scale to provide good deals to the individual and profit to the producer.




MEN DO HAVE GREAT INFLUENCE OVER BUSINESS-TO-BUSINESS PURCHASES IN THE WORK ENVIRONMENT, ALTHOUGH WOMEN ARE TYPICALLY HEAVILY INVOLVED IN THESE DECISIONS AS WELL. IN GENERAL, MEN SEEM TO WANT TO HEAR WOMEN’S VOICES BEFORE MAKING IMPORTANT DECISIONS.


NOW THAT WE KNOW WHO DOES THE BUYING, LET’S EXPLORE WHY SHE BUYS, WHY HE OCCASIONALLY BUYS, AND START BY DEFINING A BRAND AND BRANDING. LADIES AND GENTS, IT’S IMPORTANT THAT WE ARE ON THE SAME PAGE WITH THESE TWO IMPORTANT WORDS.







“THE CONSUMER ISN’T AN IDIOT—SHE’S YOUR WIFE”


WOMEN RULE THE QUEENDOM
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Women control 80 percent of all household purchases and 95 percent of all discretionary household purchases. Then consider that 70 percent of the economy is household expenditures. Sorry guys, you are not the kings. Mad Man David Ogilvy came up with the quote we used as the above title, and it’s clear Lord Ogilvy understood the dangers of calling women consumers. Apple evangelist Guy Kawasaki doesn’t believe it even makes sense to ask men what they think when doing market research. Guy says men don’t matter and they provide lousy insights anyway.


We thought of calling this section the “politically incorrect part of the book,” and it’s a volatile topic for sure, but not a single sane marketer can ignore this topic. The raw numbers are too compelling. The reasons for the household division of labor are likely rooted in history and biological differences between men and women. If you want to get deep into the subject, read Marketing to Women by Martha (Marti) Barletta.


The truth is, the reality of gender is very complicated, and while we all naturally use stereotypes to draw hard lines and simplify gender, the lines are fluid. What we do know is that gender is always top of mind. Harvard linguist Steven Pinker did a study of multiple languages to find out what is important to people. Pinker discovered core human interests are our common connections, relative social status, and gender.




A BRAND-DEFINING MOMENT


BRAND, DEFINED


Brands have already removed the human-to-human interaction from commerce. The power struggle between retailer and manufacturer in the 1990s has now been turbocharged with Amazon, using “brick and mortar” as their showroom and offering instant photo scan and one-click ordering for instant gratification. Even before the Internet, retailers and channel partners had started becoming the faces of brands.


Many people have forgotten the original purpose of a brand. A brand is a container of trust. We may be able to blame our society’s prolific and sometimes confusing interpretations of the word brand, leading to a gaggle of brand definitions. As we scoured the definitions, there were a handful we pulled to help frame the discussion. Here are some definitions of brand to consider:


• “A PERSON HAS A SOUL. A PRODUCT HAS A BRAND.” —JENNIFER KINON, DESIGNER, EDUCATOR, AND COFOUNDER OF OCD (ORIGINAL CHAMPIONS OF DESIGN)


This is a simple way to get the idea of a brand and why we (as humans) have invented this concept. When done well, you can sense the soul of a brand when you experience it.


• “BRAND IS A COLLECTION OF PERCEPTIONS IN THE MIND OF THE CONSUMER.” —PAUL FELDWICK


Where they reside is not a definition really, but it is important because we will be talking about the human brain, memory, and how sensory experiences impact memory.


• “A BRAND IS ESSENTIALLY A CONTAINER FOR A CUSTOMER’S COMPLETE EXPERIENCE WITH THE PRODUCT AND COMPANY.”—SERGIO ZYMAN, AUTHOR OF THE END OF ADVERTISING AS WE KNOW IT


The idea of a container and the experience (used here to represent historical interactions versus specific designed experiences) makes this definition closest to how we are framing the discussion. This also points to the central nature of customer experience.


• BRANDS ARE WHAT THEY DO, NOT WHAT THEY SAY.” —NICK BELL, NICK BELL DESIGN


We admire the focus on how brands behave (truth is in behaviors) versus how they communicate. But in order to know if the behavior is truthful, we need to hear what a brand communicates. If what a brand says and does is in alignment, then we have a more authentic brand.


• A BRAND IS “THE INTANGIBLE SUM OF A PRODUCT’S ATTRIBUTES: ITS NAME, PACKAGING, AND PRICE, ITS HISTORY, ITS REPUTATION, AND THE WAY IT’S ADVERTISED.” —DAVID OGILVY, AUTHOR OF OGILVY ON ADVERTISING


There are many more definitions. We counted over twenty-five at the time of this writing. The battle for brand supremacy happens in books such as this, so to add ours to this list we figured it better be worthy.


• OUR DEFINITION: A BRAND IS A VESSEL FOR MEANING AND TRUST, FUELED BY EXPERIENCES.


A brand is an extension of you. Just as you collect meaning, understanding, and attributes over time, so does a brand. Leaders in your life influence you dramatically, and the same goes for a brand. The people who are closest to you know you best and are often most honest with you, and the same goes for a brand. When you buy a new wardrobe and shave the appropriate body parts you feel better, and the same goes for a brand.


Brands exist to ensure trust, deliver meaning, and provide economic and social value over physical and social distance. What’s been lost in much of modern branding is the human part of the equation.




THE ACT OF INFUSING HUMAN ENERGY


BRANDING NEEDS A REBRAND


The active word coming from brand is branding. The act of branding has two sides: inside and outside. Inside an organization, branding is alignment of the culture to the brand’s promise. As J.W. Marriott said, “If you take care of your people, your people will take care of your customers, and your business will take care of itself.” The effort to align internal culture with external brand reality has become more relevant in the age of the Internet, where brands deal with social media and inside behaviors leaking to outside media sources. When someone with 50,000 followers on Twitter becomes a media source, leaks will happen.


Transparency is more than a new buzzword. It’s a new reality. What happens inside your walls will easily slip outside. Even Apple and the NSA are not immune. The strongest brands start inside first, and then move outside. Strong brands are aligned in who they are, what they say, and what they do.


In contrast, the external activity known as branding has been tarnished and minimized. The minimizers have proclaimed branding as an effort to build the corporate or product brand with no concern for building sales, when in actuality, the efforts may have lacked the proper metrics. The advertising metrics of impressions, reach, and frequency are broken, and the fact that public relations uses a derivative of these metrics only pushes us further in the wrong direction.


[image: ]


The reality is tactics such as interruption, trickery, discounts, coupons, payment for loyalty, and price reductions rarely fit under the branding umbrella. A focus on branding should take attention away from price onto other attributes of the offering. These “nonbranding” activities have become highly addictive to marketers because they have two shiny features: more metrics and instant motivations to buy. The outcome of decades of price-driven efforts is a category that looks more like a slurry of commodities than brands.


Consider the case of Groupon, which sells 50-percent-off coupons in an effort to generate energy, revenue, and future loyalty. What was the observable behavioral outcome from putting out a Groupon discount with your brand? People came, shopped, engaged, and purchased, but not in an economically sustainable manner. The effort causes a surge in traffic to a brand, sometimes causing operational headaches and certainly lost margin. Existing brand loyalists must then deal with a crowd descending upon their experience at a discounted price they did not receive. Groupon customers, loyal to the Groupon brand, enter the experience at a discounted rate, and if these bargain hunters return, the cheapskates need to reconcile paying full price for something they originally experienced on discount. The Groupon method is a prime example of how to use price to diminish brand loyalty, on a mass customized scale, while building the Groupon brand exponentially.


Internal and external marketing professionals alike have long relied on the phrase “we know branding is important because people say it is, but we struggle to measure how important.” And when they are asked how to build a brand, many marketers focus first on advertising and then all the rest of the disciplines.


If you’re a young marketing professional, it isn’t your fault. You were likely given a dated education from your academic institution. Why? Because your academic textbook likely still uses “Integrated Marketing,” and a good three-quarters of its content is “advertising” or “promotions” with a small mention of marketing efforts not involving exotic shoots, models, catered lunch, and multimillion-dollar media-buying budgets.


Take a look at the most recent edition of Advertising and Promotion: An Integrated Marketing Communications Perspective, where content bias toward traditional advertising (TV, print, radio) outranks levers like experience design, product design, public relations, digital, social media, point-of-purchase, and packaging, at a 3:1 ratio. They conflate advertising to be marketing in the same way Hollywood films represent entertainment media, largely ignoring television, gaming, and online media channels, which are, by time involvement and financial return measures, more popular than the movie industry. The video game industry, by itself, represents $24 billion in revenue versus $10 billion for movies.


In a world that has evolved beyond the Don Draper 1960s world of advertising, textbooks still reflect the veneer and glitz of a world that has already changed by leaps and bounds. How might these textbooks explain the branding of GoPro, Airbnb, Uber, Costco, Starbucks, and Lululemon Athletica, all built without much advertising at all? A thoughtfully designed experience that provides real value is certainly a big part of the answer.
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