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To all builders at heart—those who pursue excellence,
seek meaning, and dare to lead differently.






Introduction


“Brand” Is a Dirty Word in Tech

In 2022, I remember saying to a new hire at Amazon: “Brand is a dirty word in the tech industry. People don’t appreciate it. Let’s not use the word ‘brand.’”

This was ironic, since at the time my job title was Head of Brand Marketing. And I had spent my entire career up to that point building brands.

But this thought had been on my mind for a few years. The truth is, many tech companies misunderstand the power of a strong brand. They try to build products first and brands later, treating them as two separate things. Too often, brand is seen as something fluffy—just a visual identity, an aesthetic layer, or a beautiful wrapper. None of that is actually true.

When Ellen Redefined Amazon Key

In 2017, Amazon launched a new service called Amazon Key In-Home Delivery. I wasn’t working for Amazon yet, but I thought it was impressive that the company could now offer users a secure way to let delivery drivers into their homes so their packages wouldn’t get stolen. But most Amazon customers weren’t that enthusiastic. Many were skeptical about this new offering or found it downright creepy.

Comedians loved it.

For instance, Ellen DeGeneres made fun of the new service on her popular TV talk show:


You order something on Amazon, and you grant them access to your house through a cloud—what could possibly go wrong there? And then they drop off your package, rifle through your medicine cabinet, and leave. That’s what happens. The reason Amazon is doing this is because a lot of people are worried that [if] their packages . . . [are] left outside, someone will steal it. So the solution to that is to let people into your house, where they have the opportunity to steal everything in your house.1



Ouch!

By the time I joined Amazon in 2018, the In-Home Delivery service was struggling. The media reviews were mixed, few customers were signing up, and even those who did sign up weren’t using it frequently. With too few customers, operational costs per customer were way too high. I was brought in to lead marketing and brand for Amazon Key and help turn around the business.

This was the context for a meeting I had with a product and engineering lead. He was a literal tech genius who had started working on a new form of remote access control to solve his personal parking dilemma2 in Seattle. But he had no use case in mind for his cool innovation, which could enable secure deliveries behind a customer’s gate or inside multi-unit buildings. Our mission was to integrate these upgrades into Amazon Key to make the service more appealing, especially for business customers.

But no matter how much we explored different positioning and narrative approaches, such as framing it as a unified access control system, we kept hitting a brick wall. Amazon Key already had an unappealing brand. By developing the product first, without considering the brand, we had gotten stuck in a corner.

Two years later, in 2020, Amazon quietly phased out the In-Home Delivery service and shifted to other secure delivery solutions that customers felt more comfortable with.

Seeking a Better Way

Amazon Key wasn’t the first time I had faced this challenge. I’d often found myself in rooms dominated by product managers and engineers, discussing how to launch a new product and market its features to customers. Once again, they were treating brand as an afterthought. In the product development process, the cool tech came first, while the needs or desires of the customer were not considered systematically. Brand was often misunderstood as just a logo, or something for big companies to worry about, not for new products. Therefore, it wasn’t prioritized.

Because of this misunderstanding, marketers have to come up with strategies to help sell new products after the fact. Too often, product builders jump into building the products, features, and technology and don’t spend enough time on the why and the purpose of the product until it becomes too late.

This is a prevalent, industry-wide challenge. We’ve witnessed the costly consequences of neglecting customer needs, value, and experiences. Each year, over 30,000 new consumer products are launched, yet more than 90%3 end in failure. Humane’s Ai Pin, for instance, was a promising wearable tech product aiming to shape the intelligence age. Even though it was founded by two longtime Apple veterans with sufficient funding, the product failed to deliver real customer value or meaningful experiences, ultimately shutting down in February 2025—less than two years after launch, wasting millions in investment and years of work.

Winning customers is a common goal, of course. Every company wants to win. Every company claims to be customer-centric. But creating powerful connections—the kind of experiences that build strong customer relationships and make your product irreplaceable in their minds—is incredibly difficult. It requires not only understanding customer problems but also designing holistic solutions from the outset—embedding customer connections into the product’s DNA and building great experiences around it.

This is what brand is really all about—creating meaningful connections and experiences through the product and everything around it to win hearts and minds. But this is where most companies fail—because their brand thinking either does not exist at all or remains superficial. For example, in many cases, brand positioning, the most foundational strategic work to inform execution, is outsourced. That’s the missed opportunity and untapped value most companies overlook.
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I knew there had to be a better way.

Earlier in my career, I had the privilege of working on one of the most iconic products of our time, the iPhone. As part of the team responsible for its global launch, I saw firsthand how Apple’s success was built on more than just great technology. The true power lies in a deep sense of care for customers and the seamless integration of brand and product to deliver a delightful experience. Every detail, from the keynote launch event to the product experience to the marketing and advertising campaigns, was deliberately crafted to reinforce the product positioning and build strong relationships with customers.

As Steve Jobs once said, “It is in Apple’s DNA that technology alone is not enough—that it’s technology married with liberal arts, married with the humanities, that yields us the result that makes our heart sing.”4 This encapsulates Apple’s core brand difference and its philosophy on product innovation, design, and customer experience, creating products that are not just functional but emotionally resonant.

Once at Amazon, I brought my brand-forward mindset to an environment that operated like a collective of startups. Driven by its relentless innovation, speed, and scale, I had to adapt my approach to fit a different culture and operating model. Through experimentation and perseverance, I found my way to integrate brand thinking into early-stage product development. I collaborated with some visionary founding teams to build and scale several high-growth startup projects, including Ring, Prime benefits expansion, and Amazon Pharmacy.

Throughout this journey, I sought resources on product development, brand building, and go-to-market strategies for new products, but I couldn’t find a comprehensive, up-to-date guide that addressed the interdisciplinary challenges I experienced. This isn’t just a process challenge of bringing people earlier into product development. It’s a fundamental business and product strategy gap that many don’t even realize they have.

Over the years, former coworkers, industry peers, and graduate students have reached out to me with similar challenges: whether tech companies care about brand, where to start and invest, what to prioritize, how to collaborate with product and user experience (UX) teams, how to connect brand with performance marketing, how to measure success, and how to earn a seat at the table. These were the same questions I had when I started at Amazon.

Even when startups hire brand experts, they often don’t fully understand what brand really means or how it drives value. As a result, those experts often find themselves justifying their roles or educating internal stakeholders on why it matters, rather than doing the strategic work they were brought in to do.

This persistent knowledge gap, the lack of common language and shared principles between the product, marketing, and business communities, along with the transformative shifts I’ve observed in the industry, inspired me to create a practical handbook—one that I wish had existed for myself, my colleagues, and industry friends as we navigated these challenges. I believe a book is a scalable way to share knowledge and hard-won lessons with those facing similar challenges, providing a comprehensive and integrated resource to address this complex topic.

What Is Brand Power Built In?

Brand Power Built In is a repeatable framework for embedding brand power and customer connection into a product’s DNA from day one—not as an afterthought, but as a built-in competitive advantage. Instead of treating brand efforts as a fluffy downstream marketing activity that follows product development, this approach brings brand strategy upstream as a powerful source of value creation. Your brand thus informs and integrates with product vision and business strategy right from the start.

Your brand is the heart of your products. Just as the heart gives life to the body, your brand gives meaning and purpose to your products. It shapes every decision about what you build and how customers experience it. This creates customer perceptions and relationships that become inseparable from your product itself.

This approach is rooted in three principles.

First, product experience is the most powerful brand builder. If you apply brand strategy to shape your products from the start, you will build better products that naturally connect with customers and lay a strong foundation for go-to-market success and sustainable growth.

Second, your product is the entire customer journey. Your concept of “product” needs to be defined more broadly. Every touchpoint, from your product naming, packaging, and website to your acquisition and onboarding experience, impacts customer perceptions and product success. If you expand your definition of product, you will build better experiences across the entire customer journey.

Third, brand building is a shared responsibility. Brand building is no longer just a marketing activity—it becomes a cross-functional responsibility across product, UX, marketing, and anyone else involved in shaping customer experiences. While this may sound simple, it often challenges how most companies operate. Embracing this mindset shifts how companies build and launch new products, transforming the entire product development and go-to-market process and how teams work together.

This is an approach that I’ve seen work throughout my career at some of the most successful tech companies. By elevating brand investment upstream during the building phase, you can achieve stronger customer engagement, faster market adoption, and outsized growth.

Brand Power Built In is not Marketing 101 or Product 101. It is a practical, interdisciplinary playbook, designed for product builders, marketers, and business leaders alike. It will help anyone who aspires to drive innovation and growth to navigate the journey of creating better products, cohesive customer experiences, and more valuable businesses.

Why Now?

Of course, building products with brand power is not the only path to starting a business. Some companies start with interesting technology, while others focus on solving a specific customer problem. Not every founder wants to take a holistic approach to design products and businesses. But, regardless of the path you take, the core principles we explore in this book can enhance your products and create better customer experiences.

Today, many companies—particularly in emerging spaces like AI—face a similar challenge: pouring massive investments into developing new products and services without clear customer use cases or brand strategies. As the speed of innovation and the product development cycle accelerates, you simply can’t afford to miss the most important foundations that help maximize your potential and success.

This book aims to answer critical questions facing many product builders and marketers, including:


	How do you build brand power and customer connection into product development?

	How do you go to market to establish a strong position for a new product?

	How do you transform a new product into a sustainable and successful business?



To gain broader perspectives and provide insights applicable to a wide range of companies and business stages, I interviewed dozens of founders, product leaders, and marketing executives. This book distills the learnings and insights I’ve gained from those conversations and throughout my career. It also incorporates success and failure stories from a new generation of leaders and brands, including Ring, Rivian, PillPack, Notion, Robinhood, Airbnb, Figma, and many others.


How This Book Is Organized

Part I shows the huge opportunity open to you when you build in brand power from the start of your product development process.

Part II explores the three key steps of developing and integrating your positioning strategy, brand identity, and product experience.

Part III shows how to launch, scale, and iterate new products for maximum impact.

Finally, Part IV reveals how to cultivate a culture that will support brand power going forward.

Along the way, we’ll explore many case studies as well as the common pitfalls of each stage in this process. You will learn where to focus your energy and investment to build meaningful customer relationships throughout your journey.

This book is designed in a modular way to address the most pressing challenges in each product phase. You can read it straight through in order, or jump around between chapters to focus on your most urgent problems first.

Every successful product began as an idea, but turning that idea into something extraordinary isn’t about finding a silver bullet—it’s about making thoughtful decisions at every step.

Whether you’re leading a startup or driving innovation within an established company, your opportunity is clear: When you build brand power from the start, you don’t just build better products—you also win hearts and minds and create a more valuable business. This book is your guide to help you get there, no matter where you are in your journey.






PART I


The Opportunity

Why should founders, product builders, and marketers care about brand? Most tech ventures fail to stand out or connect meaningfully with customers until it’s too late. What separates promising products from true market leaders isn’t just great technology—it’s embedding brand power into your product’s DNA from day one, not as an afterthought after the product is built. That’s the hidden opportunity most companies miss.

This part reveals the true power of brand for tech products. You’ll learn why defining and integrating brand strategy from the earliest stages helps you avoid costly mistakes and how it can become a force for product differentiation, customer connection, and business growth. This opportunity will inspire you to rethink your product development and go-to-market strategy to start cultivating your brand power from the start.






Chapter 1


Rethinking Brand for Tech Products

From Brand Is Fluffy to Brand Is How You Win

In tech, brand is often misunderstood. Too many founders and product builders dismiss it as a fluffy marketing activity that can wait. But this assumption kills promising products. This chapter explores what we get wrong, what we miss, and why we must rethink our current approach to building products.

From Doorbot to Ring: Winning with Brand Power from Day One

Do you remember the story of Ring? The company that was rejected on Shark Tank was later acquired by Amazon for over $1 billion.

For decades, the traditional home security market was dominated by established companies like ADT, whose services were expensive and inflexible. Customers had little choice but to commit to multi-year contracts. Ring took a radically different approach and changed this stagnant industry.

In 2011, Jamie Siminoff, a serial inventor and entrepreneur, created the first Wi-Fi video doorbell in his garage. Initially called “Doorbot,” Siminoff’s invention debuted on ABC’s Shark Tank in 2013, seeking $700,000 for a 10% stake in the company. “The doorbell has not changed since it was invented in 1880—until now,” Siminoff told the sharks. “Introducing the Doorbot, the first-ever video doorbell built for the smartphone. With Doorbot, you can see and speak with visitors from anywhere.”1

While the pitch piqued interest, Mark Cuban, one of the sharks, rejected him. “I like it. I think you’re going to do great with it. But . . . when I jump in, I’ve got to add enough value that this company . . . worth $7 million, could be worth $80 million, $90 million. I just don’t see that progression, and for that reason, I’m out.” Three other sharks also didn’t see the potential and passed.

Despite this very public rejection, Siminoff continued to refine his idea. The Doorbot was technically innovative but lacked a compelling story and brand identity. Initially named project “f5_v001,”2 the prototype reflected its tech-focused origins. To realize its full potential, Siminoff sought to transform the product into a brand with a powerful vision. He and Simon Cassels, who later became the company’s chief marketing officer, reimagined the future of Doorbot. Together, they created a new brand called Ring, which would embody their vision of connected home monitoring and community security. It started with a simple idea to change the doorbell, but they quickly realized its bigger potential.

The breakthrough came from a key insight: Most household traffic centers around the front door, the first point of contact with your home, your family, and your home security. As their original vision deck stated, “Your home security starts right in your doorbell on your doorstep right where you need it most.”3 This realization expanded their thinking beyond positioning the company around a simple doorbell alternative. If home security starts with the front door, it could extend to the entire home and throughout the neighborhood. Ring’s vision and future product roadmap were born, with the doorbell as their first entry point into the home security space.

In 2014, the Ring Video Doorbell was officially introduced. “The name Ring has a couple of meanings,” Siminoff explained. “It’s the sound a doorbell makes, but it also comes from the ring of security we create around your home and, in time, your community.”4 The tagline “Always Home” captured the essence of the brand and became the foundation for Ring’s product roadmap and ongoing innovation.

Since launching its first doorbell, Ring has expanded into an ecosystem of home monitoring and security products and services, including indoor and outdoor cameras, alarm systems, smart lighting, subscription plans, and the Neighbors app. Over time, the company has introduced more than 50 devices,5 forever changing the home security category and how people connect with their homes and neighborhoods.

Reflecting on the early days of building Ring, Cassels shared, “The ideas and narrative from [f5_v001] formed the basis of our external communication strategy, enabling us to effectively convey to the world what Ring represented. Importantly, this unified vision rallied our investors and supporters, ultimately facilitating our acquisition by Amazon.”6 Nearly a decade later, Cassels proudly noted that almost everything laid out in the early vision deck eventually became a reality.

In 2018, Ring was acquired by Amazon for over $1 billion.7 Dave Limp, former senior vice president of Amazon Devices, said to the Ring team, “We acquired you because you were a brand.”8 In 2025, Ring became one of the largest home security companies and one of the most popular home security brands, competing fiercely with traditional security systems market leader ADT for 94 million potential households in the United States.9

Consider this: If Jamie Siminoff had continued to use the name Doorbot and hadn’t focused on building a brand in the early days, would the company have achieved the same success? It’s unlikely that Doorbot would have become a global home security brand. Trying to rebrand after selling millions of units would have been too late, diminishing its value and potentially requiring more investment to reenter the market. Doorbot would have struggled to grow its brand equity, expand product lines, and attract customers, severely limiting its growth potential.

The story of Ring provides critical lessons on how early brand efforts created significant business value for new ventures. Ring differentiated itself from traditional home security services by establishing its positioning and narrative early on, then building a compelling brand identity with a name that resonated with customers. This foundation helped Ring grow from a garage startup to a billion-dollar acquisition, eventually becoming one of the largest home security companies today.

Three Myths on Why Tech Companies Undervalue Brand

Despite clear evidence that brand power drives business value as we see from Ring’s journey, many tech companies still don’t fully appreciate the value of brand efforts.

What are we—the tech community as a whole—missing?

Here are three myths that hold back even the most successful tech companies, shaping how we think about and invest in brand building and product development. These myths influence daily decisions about resources, priorities, and process and how we collaborate with each other.


Myth #1: “Brand is separate from product.”

Myth #2: “Product innovation alone will drive success.”

Myth #3: “We can build a brand through advertising.”



Let’s unpack each myth and how they directly impact business outcomes.

Myth #1: “Brand Is Separate from Product.”

One of the most persistent myths is the disconnection between product and brand. This common misperception causes companies to overlook brand efforts during early-stage product development or go-to-market planning, undermining the potential to shape product experiences and foster customer connections early on.

If you ask 10 people what brand means, you might get 10 different answers. For some, it’s limited to logo, awareness, or advertising. For others, it’s about creative work and aesthetics. Terms like “brand,” “branding,” and “brand building” are often used interchangeably.

This ambiguity and misunderstanding come from several factors: a lack of shared vocabulary and clarity about what brand truly means and what value it brings to products and services, historical contexts that shaped our interpretation, and the unique dynamics of the tech industry. Consequently, teams aren’t always aligned when making business decisions or collaborating on brand initiatives.

What Is Brand?

The concept of “brand” existed as early as 2700 BC, when livestock owners used a mark on their cattle to prove ownership and differentiation. This marking served as an identity and quality assurance for the product.

Thousands of years later, the fundamental purpose of a brand remains unchanged. Just like those merchants marked their goods to distinguish quality, your brand gives your products and services a distinctive identity, sets you apart in a crowded market, and builds trust and emotional connections with your customers. The difference is that how we express a brand has expanded far beyond its original marking on cattle.

I know how confusing it can be to talk about brand. People often use the same word to mean different things, or conflate key concepts. My colleague Lauren once said, memorably, “I wish I could make a new word for ‘brand.’”

To ensure we have a shared vocabulary, here’s how we’ll define these terms in this book.


	
Brand: Your customers’ perception of and relationship with your company, products, and services.

	
Branding: A disciplined process of creating a differentiated identity in customers’ minds.

	
Brand identity: The tangible and intangible elements (logo, visual system, UI/UX, tone and voice) that shape how your product is recognized and experienced.

	
Brand campaign: A specific marketing activity designed to support overall business goals.

	
Brand building: Activities across all touchpoints—from product experience to marketing campaigns—that establish and strengthen customer relationships.



As Jeff Bezos put it, “Brands for companies are like reputations for people and reputations are hard earned and easily lost . . . you make a promise and then fulfill the promise.”10

Steve Jobs also recognized that the most powerful brands are about earning customer trust. “To me, a brand is one simple thing, and that is trust. Your customers trust you. And so brands are like bank accounts. You can have withdrawals and you can have deposits. So if a customer has a great experience, they buy an iPod and they love it.That’s a deposit into our brand account.”11

I believe building a brand is fundamentally about forming meaningful relationships with customers through your products and services. Your brand is not about what you say about your company, but what customers say about the value you deliver to them. Your brand exists in the minds of customers whether you actively shape it or not. It’s the sum of their perceptions, experiences, and relationships with your products or services. This is what brand power is about.

This definition reveals a simple truth: You cannot not communicate your brand. If you don’t communicate intentionally, customers will form their own perceptions from scattered, disconnected interactions. The choice isn’t whether to have a brand; it’s whether you actively design how customers perceive and relate to your products, or leave it to chance.

Brand and Product Are Inseparable

Your brand is the heart of your products. It’s the “why” behind what you build. It’s not only inseparable from your product but also elevates it.

For example, Ring integrates brand efforts with product development and offerings to shape customer experiences. Early brand efforts gave the doorbell innovation meaning and differentiation. That made the difference between being rejected on Shark Tank and becoming one of the world’s biggest home security brands. The early brand work wasn’t just a creative exercise. The brand’s narrative informed the product roadmap and provided a sharper focus that ultimately led to long-term business success.

That’s a fundamental piece that people often misunderstand. I remember vividly an important brand architecture review with Amazon’s senior leadership. The meeting didn’t go as well as planned because the entire conversation mostly focused on logos and visual identities, whereas the product roadmap and business growth were not properly incorporated to drive toward a decision and alignment on the final recommendation. This experience reminds me of a deeper issue: Many teams still view brands and products separately. But to shape what customers see and feel, brand strategy must be fully integrated with product and business goals from the start.

This challenge is particularly unique to tech products and services. Traditional consumer goods have long relied on packaging and advertising to drive differentiation and build customer relationships. For instance, Coca-Cola has been around since 1886, but its product formula hasn’t changed much. Coke’s innovation may have to rely on its mass marketing and advertising machine to refresh its brand image and remind customers that Coke is always there to open happiness at moments in life when you need it. The reality was that there weren’t significant differences in their products. Customers often couldn’t taste the differences between Coke and Pepsi, so the brand becomes the deciding factor for purchase decisions.

But tech products are fundamentally different from traditional consumer-packaged goods. Consider smartphones: iPhones and Android phones have real functional differences—the operating system, design, ecosystem integration, and so on. Even among brands that are based on the Android system—such as Samsung, Xiaomi, Google Pixel, Motorola, and OnePlus—all differ in their actual product features, price points, and user experiences. So, when you market the product, you naturally market the brand.

In tech, the product experience is the brand experience. Every touchpoint, from product naming, packaging, and website, to acquisition and onboarding, impacts customer perceptions and their choice between you and your competitors. All these touchpoints are moments where you can either win over customers or lose them. This is why you need to broaden your understanding of “product” and think about the entire customer experience as your product.

Building a great product experience is brand building. You can’t treat brand as a separate layer added after product development; it’s fundamental to building strong customer relationships and driving value. When you separate brand and product, you risk creating generic products that lack meaningful differentiation and struggle to gain traction.

Myth #2: “Product Innovation Alone Will Drive Success.”

Many product builders assume great technology alone can scale a business. While innovative tech may attract early adopters, it often fails to engage the broader market to drive sustainable growth. Why? Because growth requires more than innovation—it demands education, connection, and trust to drive adoption.

In the tech world, startups often originate from innovative and disruptive technologies by engineers or technologists. My experience with Amazon Key is a typical example of how new tech products and services begin with exciting innovations but face hurdles as they try to launch and scale.

Almost all innovations face three critical challenges:


	Finding early customers and achieving product-market fit

	Expanding beyond early tech adopters to mainstream markets

	Building a sustainable, enduring business



Brand efforts can directly address each of these hurdles. This is why early-stage ventures must prioritize brand building to navigate these challenges at different stages. The power of brand building is the difference between innovation with potential and realized success, as we see from Ring’s founding story.

The Leap from Tech to Meaningful Products

It’s natural for companies to focus on building interesting technology first, but there’s a difference between innovative technology and a fully realized product. A great product needs to solve a customer problem and add value to people’s lives, and brand efforts can help turn innovative technology into meaningful products. Positioning, branding, storytelling, and better experiences can shape the product development process and make your product more appealing to your target customers.

This sentiment is echoed by Elliot Cohen, cofounder of PillPack, who shared his perspective during a conversation we had in late 2024. Cohen emphasized that founders should think about brand from the very beginning. In his view, it’s essential to get the product story right on day one, as the story itself can influence how you build the product, the features you create, and the types of customers you solve problems for. But many companies struggle with storytelling.

Usually founders have a vision for the “why,” but the big challenge lies in how to articulate that vision and make it actionable. It takes creativity and imagination to translate technology and product ideas into a tangible story that deeply connects with customers. For example, Ring’s narrative isn’t merely about a doorbell; it’s about connecting people with what’s important to them: their homes and communities. “Always Home” speaks to the human and community connection and makes Ring unique and different. By elevating the doorbell beyond its functional use, the product fosters the emotional connection.

A great product always starts with a meaningful customer problem. It can’t just be a technology solution—it must deliver unique value that connects with people on both emotional and functional levels.

Today, we are seeing a similar challenge with AI. As we witness an explosion of AI-enabled products and services—from OpenAI’s ChatGPT to Anthropic’s Claude, Apple Intelligence, Meta AI, and DeepSeek—the challenge isn’t just building know-it-all models, but also solving specific customer problems and delivering meaningful value. Many AI products and initiatives are led by scientists and engineers, and this often results in technical jargon and undifferentiated product positioning. Terms like “language model,” “generative AI,” “deep learning,” and “neural network” can be intimidating to everyday users. Bridging this gap requires translating innovation into differentiated, relatable customer value.

Without a clear brand and product strategy, these new AI products risk being seen as just another AI tool. Brand-building efforts can establish unique value propositions, help people understand specific benefits and use cases, and move beyond generic AI-powered narratives. As we see from Ring’s transformation, when you invest in establishing distinctive positioning and storytelling, you can translate technical features into meaningful products that resonate with people.

The Leap to Cross the Chasm

Even the most revolutionary products require effective marketing and brand building to achieve mass adoption and success. This is because, as Geoffrey A. Moore explains in Crossing the Chasm,12 every innovation has an adoption cycle with different customer segments: early adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards. Some people will naturally adopt your innovation earlier than others. To cross the chasm between these customer segments, you need innovative product and marketing strategies at different stages.

While product innovation is imperative, it’s not enough to drive mass adoption. A brand acts as the bridge, translating complex technological advancements into compelling value that mainstream customers understand and want.

I experienced this firsthand when I worked on Apple’s global marketing and advertising. These days, all sorts of people use Mac computers everywhere, but that wasn’t the case 20 years ago. Back then, the average consumer believed that Mac was the right computer only for creative minds, not for them. At the time, Mac had less than 5% market share, whereas most computer customers bought a desktop or laptop PC.

To change preconceived notions, Apple and its advertising partner TBWA\Media Arts Lab developed the “Mac vs. PC” campaigns, which ran from 2006 to 2009. Do you remember the stuffy PC character played by John Hodgman and the cool Mac played by Justin Long? Along with educating everyday users about the value of Mac, this campaign helped reinvent the Apple brand. As a result of this simple, entertaining, and memorable campaign, Mac’s market share jumped, paving the way for Apple’s continued growth as a brand for the masses, not just elite users.

You see, even for an innovative, well-designed product like Mac, customers still needed to understand the benefits before switching from PC. If they hadn’t run this popular campaign for four years, Apple might not have been able to grow beyond a niche product to gain significant market share.

The Mac’s journey proves that even revolutionary products need strategic brand building to cross the chasm and reach mass audiences. Without it, innovation can’t achieve its full potential and drive scalable growth.

Myth #3: “We Can Build a Brand Through Advertising.”

In the past, companies could build strong brands primarily through advertising campaigns. This worked for traditional consumer goods where products were commodities, and advertising created the differentiation. In 2006, when I began my career as a brand strategist at Wieden+Kennedy (Nike’s global creative partner), advertising was still the primary tool for building a strong brand. At that time, digital was emerging, but television was still the most effective medium for delivering messages and connecting with customers. Brands like Coca-Cola and PepsiCo were some of the largest advertisers, and they relied on advertising to infuse their products with meaning and differentiation.

But this approach doesn’t work for tech products, where the product experience itself must be the source of differentiation. Tech products require elevated product marketing that is consistent with product experience. Advertising campaigns can amplify the inherent product truths, but you cannot create differentiation through advertising. These challenges are compounded by the reality that advertising is increasingly oversaturated, making it harder for any new products to break through.

Advertising Becomes Saturated

Today, increased advertising spending no longer translates into customer loyalty. Consumers are bombarded with ads and feel increasingly overwhelmed. And performance marketing channels don’t support the creation of sustainable demand for the future.

Every year, investment in advertising has continued to increase, leading to market saturation and intense competition for customer attention. US advertising investment increased by 43%, from $294 billion in 2020 to an estimated $421 billion in 2024.13 Globally, advertising spending was forecast to reach $754.4 billion,14 growing by 5% in 2024, compared to 3.3% in 2023. However, this increased investment doesn’t necessarily translate to increased effectiveness, as consumers have become more and more adept at tuning out advertising messages.

According to System1’s Ad Ratings, 48%15 of all advertising is now dull and ineffective. Among the more than 100,000 ads tested in the study, almost half didn’t evoke any emotions. Consumers are bombarded with ads and feel increasingly overwhelmed. As of early 2023, surveys revealed that 31% of US adults used an ad blocker to avoid ads and protect their privacy,16 making it harder for advertisers to reach consumers.

Digital Platforms as New Middlemen

On the other hand, advertising has become more measurable, inherently digital, and performance driven. With the convenience of buying digital and social ads, there has been an overt emphasis on lower-funnel performance advertising (the kind that drives clicks) over general awareness and perception advertising (the kind that changes perceptions).

Companies now allocate most marketing investments to paid search advertising to buy traffic. For instance, in 2023, Google Search, Meta (Facebook and Instagram), and Amazon Ads captured 60%17 of the $680 billion global ad spend, showcasing the scale of investment in performance channels. In the travel category alone, Airbnb, Expedia Group, and Booking Holdings each spent billions of marketing dollars to compete for traffic.

This ad model is like “digital rent”—a cost of selling through the platform rather than a means of generating future demand, prioritizing short-term sales over winning sustainable customers. As these platforms increasingly act as the new middlemen, brands and products compete for limited digital shelf space to get in front of potential customers.

As Colleen Decourcy, chief creative officer of Snapchat, puts it, “Without a brand, and a sticky message, or a point of view people care about with their hearts and minds, the second your dollar stops hitting that tray, your performance marketing stops working.”18

This reality is forcing companies to rely less on advertising to push the product out and compete in downstream performance advertising spaces. Instead, they have to find more innovative ways to connect with customers. This means companies have to prioritize product differentiation and value and build better experiences—in other words, building their brands.

For example, Ring’s success wasn’t built through traditional advertising. Ring turned its product into a powerful marketing tool. Its video sharing feature and Neighbors app became an organic content marketing machine, amplifying user generated content (UGC) and creating significant word of mouth that accelerates Ring’s adoption in local communities.

To escape this “digital rent” competition, companies must innovate and look at growth opportunities more holistically across acquisition, engagement, and retention to strengthen customer relationships beyond paid advertising.

Why We Need a New Approach

The three myths we’ve explored all stem from outdated thinking about how brands are built. The goal of building a brand has always been about winning customers, but today’s tech landscape requires a fundamentally different approach.

Transformative shifts in consumer behavior, distribution channels, media consumption, and business models have reshaped how new products launch, grow, and connect with customers. The new reality demands better integration to capture the opportunities in front of us. In a world where most tech companies rush to chase AI, efficiency, optimization, and quick wins, it’s easy to lose sight of customer relationships that drive long-term brand power.

Companies like Ring succeed because they defined and integrated brand strategy from day one, embedding it into every stage of a new product’s life cycle. This approach created a built-in competitive advantage that informed product decisions, customer experience, and go-to-market strategy, enabling the company to scale to become a category leader.

From early startups to the most successful tech companies, we’ve seen that building a strong brand has been proven to increase differentiation, accelerate growth, and generate lasting value. From 2006 to 2024, the value of the world’s top 100 brands increased 474%, and the threshold to become one of the top 100 brands increased 354% from $4 billion to $19 billion. Brand building for tech products is particularly impactful. On the world’s top 100 most valuable brands,19 tech companies dominate the list, contributing $1.2 trillion of the top 100’s $1.4 trillion growth20 in 2024.

The good news is that this type of brand power is accessible to companies at every stage. A startup needs to build a new brand to focus on driving differentiation to break into an established category and attract new customers. A mature business may need to strengthen an existing established brand to drive repeat purchases and long-term growth. When you build a strong brand, you win customers’ hearts and minds—you drive both product and business success. This isn’t just a goal for product builders, marketers, and business leaders—it’s the ultimate goal of any business.

To succeed in this new environment, you need a new playbook—one that transforms how products and brands are developed and how businesses create value. This isn’t just a process change; it’s a fundamental strategic shift. We’ll discuss how you can drive this shift in the next chapter.

—————————— Chapter Summary —————————

Brand is not fluffy but a fundamental driver of business success that must be integrated from day one. Building a brand is ultimately about winning customers. This isn’t just a goal for product builders, marketers, and business leaders—it’s the ultimate goal of any business.

The tech world is in the grip of three pervasive myths that explain why many companies undervalue brand building:


	“Brand is separate from product.”

	“Product innovation alone will drive success.”

	“We can build a brand through advertising.”



These myths hold back even the most successful tech companies, shaping how we think about and invest in brand building and product development.

Brand and product are inseparable. In tech, the product experience is the brand experience. A brand is not a superficial layer added after product development. Building a great product experience is brand building.

Product innovation alone is not enough to transform new products into scalable businesses. Only when paired with effective marketing and brand building can innovation bridge the gap between theoretical potential and realized potential, driving consumer adoption and long-term success.

Companies can no longer rely on post-launch advertising to build lasting relationships with customers. Advertising has become oversaturated. Digital platforms increasingly act as middlemen. Companies must find new ways to connect with customers outside advertising channels.

We need a new approach to brand building. Consumer behavior, distribution channels, media consumption, and business models have reshaped how new products launch, grow, and connect with customers. This requires a strategic shift in how businesses create value.
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