
    [image: Images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




    [image: Images]


This book is dedicated to all my girls




PrePrimal



I am sitting in a meeting at one of the largest corporations in the world. Outside the window, spring flowers bloom between empty shade trees. Returning geese fly in a scattered V shape through a crisp sky. Groundskeepers rake away leaves left from winter. And, in the conference room where I am sitting, grown men are sweating.

Once again, millions of dollars have been spent on advertising and marketing support, trying to leverage their brand. Once again, the results were less than they had promised management. Worse, the results were less than they had promised themselves.

The executive vice president in charge repeats his question. Eyes dart back and forth around the room. The executive vice president clears his throat.

“So what do you guys think? How can we become a great brand, like Nike, Apple, or Coke. Do we even think we know the answer?”

“Product innovation,” someone finally pipes up.

“Let’s get a great Super Bowl spot,” says another.

“Create customer affinity programs,” someone else jumps in.

“Yeah, relationship marketing.”

“Consumer intimacy.”

The executive glares. “Well, which is it?” he asks simply.

Heads swivel around the table.

“Can anyone explain Google to me?” he asks. “Everyone knows them, everyone uses them, and they don’t seem to advertise at all.”

Someone shrugs. No one has the answer. The sad hammer of truth is that this isn’t just one meeting. The meeting could have been any one of several at General Motors, Sears, IBM, or Unilever. Everywhere, smart marketers are spending millions of dollars trying to find the sticky soft tissue that attaches consumers to brands. It is characteristic that no matter who the advertiser is, once the advertising flight is over, awareness figures sag.

The paradox is that people are zealous about some brands, whether they are advertised or not. You can point to any category and see where companies have introduced innovative products that were given their introductory advertising budgets and their end-cap display and ultimately failed because they still didn’t catch on. Success is not a mix of great product plus great advertising plus great price point plus great distribution. It’s something else. But what?

I decided to find out. The result of my search led not only to a marketing solution but toward a new construct that redefines enterprise in terms of the human condition. It is a construct that elucidates the intuitive visceral connections people have to brands. Some of those brands are products and services like the much heralded Apple, Starbucks, and Nike. Others are personalities, social and political causes, and civic communities and the organizations that create them.

Many managers, from CEOs to product managers, are given the mandate of creating and supporting brands, but they are not given the tools. Professionals in the hard sciences of pricing, distribution, sales, and manufacture, when it comes to the soft sciences of human persuasion, they are usually ill equipped and/or ill trained. The result? The soft costs are inefficient brand planning and lack of creative problem solving. The hard costs are lost opportunity and lost dollars spent going down marketing rat holes. Worse, marketing is by rote.

In many ways, this is the story of people who are, despite the swirl of thousands of advertising impressions a day, able to break through, excite, and resonate in remarkable ways. Through gut feel, instinct, and prescient wisdom they have been able to connect the tendrils of emotion to make the difference between a product, personality, or cause that no one really cares about and something that attracts people by the millions.

Today’s parity world cannot afford parity thinking. It’s time for us to dig out new territory. Here’s the shovel.








Part One

Going

Primal









Introduction



In the middle of an African gully a man is down on his hands and knees. Sweat stings his eyes as he stares at the ground, not quite believing what is in front of him. He gently scrapes at the dirt, shaving away another peel of earth, revealing even more of what he recognizes as a proximal ulna, the forearm bone of a rare hominid. Paleontologist Donald Johanson spent the morning of November 24, 1974, slowly uncovering a 3.5-million-year-old skeleton. That night, Johanson and his team celebrated the discovery in their tents as the Beatles’ “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” played in the background. Nobody remembers how, but the nickname Lucy was given to the female hominid. Lucy’s discovery was flashed around the world, and her name became a household word. Equally important hominids have been discovered before and since, yet Lucy alone retains a special place in our imaginations, because she sparkles with something that other discoveries have been without. Lucy sparkles with primal code.

Every sensible CEO, entrepreneur, and product manager wants consumers to feel the same enthusiasm for their products and services that they do. People who build cities and create movements and have new ideas want to attract people in order to create followers, supporters, advocates, and financial partners.

People point to favored brands like Coke, Google, and IBM as examples of the way to do things, and they are right. But the path to mimicry seems a dead end. Within successful enterprises, whether they are products, personalities, a political or social cause, or a civic community lurks an intangible. In fact, consumers of those products become more than just customers. They feel an almost religious zeal that consumers of brands like Lestoil, Goodrich tires, and MCI never feel.

Why?

What is the magic glue that sticks together consumers and Google, Mini Cooper, and Oprah and not others? What is it that strikes the emotional chord sustained beyond the pitchman’s cry? Is it a better product? A better customer experience? Better distribution? Better pricing? Each year, millions of dollars are spent by marketers trying to touch their target consumer. They buy advertising on the TV programs people love, sponsor events like Nascar, underwrite golf and tennis tournaments and marathons that their consumers enjoy, and produce emotional advertising so that consumers will feel better about their brands. Millions more are spent throwing banner ads onto Web sites that their target market hits. More millions are spent anticipating product and service niches that consumers might flock to. Even after all that, however, the connective tissue that bonds consumers to emotionally powerful brands like Coke, Disney, Apple, Starbucks, and Nike does not form.

In fact, while it’s easy to explain why Coke has achieved brand loyalty after over one hundred years of consumer advertising and marketing support, it’s almost impossible to reconcile how Starbucks has achieved similar consumer loyalty in the beverage category with virtually no advertising. Why? Traditionalists might point to things like great product, great experience, great locations, and great employee training. Certainly, those are factors in the success of many companies. Yet many products with great product innovation, perfect locations, terrific customer experiences, even breakthrough advertising fail to sustain the visceral traction in the marketplace that other brands achieve.

Seattle’s Best Coffee shops, for example, serve terrific coffee, debatably have an experience similar to Starbucks, and have great locations. Their name even seizes the category superlative. However, Seattle’s Best Coffee does not seem to have the same attraction for consumers that Starbucks has garnered. Clearly, there is something beyond traditional marketing tools that connects loyal consumers to their most beloved brands. After years of working with brands like Absolut, General Motors, Ford Motor Company, UPS, John Deere, Lego, Disney, Unilever, BellSouth, Sara Lee, IBM, Montblanc, H&R Block, and others, I wanted to find out why. The result of my search led me not to the typical answers already found in marketing and advertising, but to something much deeper.

What is a brand, anyway? Thirty years ago, a “brand” meant more than the superficial hot-iron I.D. on cattle hide; it was a product or service that customers felt something about. Today, aspiring to the higher ladder rung, virtually every product, service, or company calls itself a brand. The new meaning transformation occurred during the great conglomerate building in the 1980s and 1990s, when companies were merging one after the other. They needed new logos, new business cards, new stationery. Branding was demoted from resonance and appeal to a corporate identity project, even though the quest to become desired by the consuming public was more important than ever.

In the beginning the question was, Why do some products mean something to us while other products—with essentially the same features and benefits—do not? The result of this quest led to a much larger question of how ideologies—belief systems—come to exist. In the end, the search for meaning revealed not only how products and services but also companies, personalities, movements, ideologies, and civic communities unwittingly, instinctively, and through time bring together seven definable assets that construct meaning behind the brand. Perhaps the most surprising discovery of all was that while most companies try to communicate a single brand message to their audiences, there are in fact seven brand messages that must be delivered to create preferential brand appeal.

Not one message, but seven.

Primal branding is about delivering the primal code. It is a construct of seven assets that help manage the intangibles of your brand. Those seven assets are: “the creation story”; “the creed”; “the icons”; “the rituals”; “the pagans”; “the sacred words”; and “the leader.” Together, these pieces of primal code construct a belief system.

Brands are belief systems. (Note: For purposes here, the term “brand” is considered to be any product, service, personality, organization, social cause, political ideology, religion, movement, or other entity searching for popular appeal.) Once you look at a brand as a belief system, it automatically gains all the advantages that enterprise strives for: trust, vibrancy, relevance, a sense of values, community, leadership, vision, empathy, commitment, and more. With the seven pieces of primal code in place you have created a belief system and products and services that people can believe in.

Believing is belonging. When you are able to create brands that people believe in, you also create groups of people who feel that they belong. This sense of community is at the center of psychologist Abraham Maslow’s famous hierarchy of human needs. Whether you belong to a Masai tribe or you’re a New Yorker, whether you’re a baseball nut, a computer geek, a shopaholic, a marathon runner, a foodie, tekkie, biker, trekker, or triathelete, it is an essential human truth that we all want to belong to something that is larger than ourselves. That community can surround a product or service, a personality, a social or political cause, or a civic community.

Too often, we thrust products and services onto the shelves and into the streets without imbuing them with any meaning whatsoever. Relevant differentiating benefits, unique selling propositions, and functional attributes alone do not fulfill the needs of people at large, or the needs of long-term enterprise. What we call primal branding is the ability to make people feel better about your brand than another. In today’s parity world, who your customer feels better about is called “preference.” And it is well understood that preference creates sales. As Hal Riney, the creative guy who created Bartles & Jaymes and Saturn advertising, once remarked, “In a parity world, my best friend wins.”

The primal code presents a new possibility, because it allows you the opportunity to create a culture of belief. If you have a brand that people can believe in, you have a brand that people feel they can belong to. If they feel they can belong, then you’ve discovered how to create the passion for your brand that zealots feel for Nike, Starbucks, and Apple. Treat them well.

In this book, we are going to decode the seven factors that work together to create believers and, ultimately, successful brands. We will give you robust examples of how others have created individual pieces of code. And we will tell the stories of people who unwittingly and over time put the pieces of code together to create success. Finally, we’ll ask you what we ask everyone: Do you want to be just another product on the shelf, or do you want to become a meaningful and desired part of the culture? If your answer is the latter, please turn the page.







1. The Primal Code



All belief systems have seven pieces of code that work together to make them believable. The more pieces, the more believable the belief system becomes. When products and services have all seven pieces of code (the creation story; the creed; the icons; the rituals; the pagans, or nonbelievers; the sacred words; and the leader), they become a meaningful part of our culture. They become the Googles and Nikes of the world. When causes have all seven pieces of code, they become the civil rights movement, the women’s movement, or the global fight against AIDS. When civic communities have all seven pieces of code, they become sizzling communities like New York City and Las Vegas. When personalities have the seven pieces of code in place, they become Oprah, Andy Warhol, or U2.

Certainly there have been remarkable products in the past, worthy causes and persons with extraordinary talent. But for some reason they fell short in the public imagination. When you consider that nine out of ten new products never survive in the marketplace, you have to consider that something else is in play beyond terrific innovation, distribution, and price point.

This is no longer inexplicable. They simply did not have the pieces of primal code. Having the primal code is why brands seize the public imagination while their competitors are relegated to second place commodities and transactions.

The following pages outline the seven pieces of primal code that together create a sustainable belief system that provides the unarticulated, intangible emotional glue that attracts people and helps them feel that they belong. This sense of belonging manifests itself in evangelist tribes, cults, members of political parties, product geeks and enthusiasts.

While the seven pieces of code work together, they are also important individually. We will explain the central principle of primal branding and describe the individual pieces of code. To help you create the code yourselves we have spoken with people whose work it is to create icons, rituals, and other pieces of code. We have also spoken with companies who have, through gut feel and over time, put together the pieces of code and created remarkable products, companies, and organizations. While these companies did not consciously apply the pieces of primal branding, they used their gut, instinct, and intelligence to do the smart thing in the face of competitive pressures. They did what they felt was right and their consumers responded in kind.

The Creation Story

All belief systems come with a story attached. In fact, a brand is often compared to a narrative. How we originated is the foundation of myth; it fulfills an innate human desire to understand how we came to be.

“Where are you from?” is one of the first questions we ask when we meet someone new. Whether the story is about Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak in their parents’ garage creating the first personal computers, Jeff Bezos sitting in the backseat of his car writing the business plan for amazon.com, or pharmacist Dr. John Pemberton concocting a carbonated soft drink called Coca-Cola, the ur-legends of successful companies are important to us. The story of the two college kids who created Google in their dorm room. An undaunted MBA student who, scoffed at by his marketing professor, went off to create FedEx anyway. A kid named Andy Warhola who moved from Pennsylvania to New York City and changed his name to Andy Warhol.

All of these tales tell the back story and set the stage for companies and brands that we have come to trust, respect, and believe. When Sherwood Schwartz, creator of Gilligan’s Island and The Brady Bunch, was asked why his shows began with a theme song outlining the show’s premise, his explanation was simple. “Because the confused do not laugh,” he replied. The confused do not buy, either.

Where you come from is as important for people to know as what you believe and what your advantages are. Look at most of the successful brand marks in the world and you’ll notice that the story of how they started is usually top of mind. Disney. The United States of America. AIDS. Oprah. IBM. Madonna. The Soviet Union.

You probably have at least a fractured idea of how they came to be. Sometimes the connections can be fuzzy. You might have heard of Thomas Edison, and you may know of GE, but you may not realize that Thomas Edison founded General Electric. You may have some notion that Starbucks started in Seattle without knowing that its leader was Howard Schultz or that the original Starbucks mermaid logo had breasts.

In today’s telecommunicated society, we have information shelling on a daily basis (depending on which survey you want to believe, we are bombarded with two thousand to ten thousand advertising impressions a day); we cannot be expected to remember every detail.

And yet, some poke through. The question of origin is not only important to end consumers, it is important to new and existing employees, to vendor and partner relationships, to advocates—including lenders and Wall Street—and to others you want to convert to your cause. In fact, whether you are one hundred years or one hundred days old it is crucial for everyone to have an understanding of who you are and where you come from. It is the foundation of trust. As film director Errol Morris wrote in an op-ed piece in the New York Times, “People think in narratives—in beginnings, middles and ends.” For some products, the creation story relates to personal history. Thousands of women use Tide laundry detergent simply because “my mom used it.” The same is true of Betty Crocker, Campbell’s soup, and other familiar household favorites. “That’s where my family always went,” is what others claim about favored vacation spots in Maine, Disney World, the Catskills, and Aspen. “My grandfather wore them and my father wore them,” people claim of Eddie Bauer jackets, Red Wing shoes, and other long-established products. For people living in the Minneapolis area, where Target stores have existed for fifty years, the creation story may be “That’s where my mother shopped.” For New Yorkers, the Target creation story might be about the place that sells “mass with class” Michael Graves teapots and Philippe Starck accessories.

If you were to consider yourself a brand, you could come up with your own personal creation story. Many products, such as colas, kinds of music, jeans, even automobiles, become a part of personal creation stories. Drinking Coke, eating at McDonald’s with teenage peers, listening to Styx or Dave Matthews, baking Betty Crocker brownies, riding horses, or driving a Ford Mustang all become a part of our personal heritage and internalized creation story. These brands become linked to us in essential ways that become a part of our personal codex. They may become satirized or sneered at by later generations—or even by our own generation (witness the Gremlin, the Ford Pinto, Queen’s song “Bohemian Rhapsody,” Ozzie Osbourne—think of your own examples), but they continue as our privatized creation saga.

Nations have creation stories, too. The United States of America’s creation story is about founding fathers tired of taxation without representation. The creation story for Great Britain goes back to the days of Celtic myth and through King Arthur and Plantagenets to Prince Charles. The creation story for the Republic of China also extends back into prehistory, to a time before the Ming emperors. India’s modern creation story begins with Mohandas Gandhi and the country’s break from Great Britain, although its true creation goes back thousands of years before Christ.

Creation stories usually embody the who and the why. Who the founder of any nation or organization was and why they started is important for people to know. It is the beginning of understanding. It is a first step to believing and belonging. Look in the magazines. Every public relations story about a new company or a new star begins with the story of who they were and where they came from. Ask almost anyone under the age of twenty and they’ll tell you that Britney Spears is from New Orleans, Jessica Simpson is from Texas. Almost anyone over the age of forty knows that the Beatles were from Liverpool and Elvis Presley was a truck driver from Mississippi. Ask any golf enthusiast how Tiger Woods got his start, or any basketball fan about where Michael Jordan spent his rookie years. Ask a film buff about the origins of Stephen Spielberg or a Nascar fan about Richard Petty’s first races. The creation story is the elemental foundation of a belief system. You can’t ask someone to believe in something that didn’t start somewhere. The question “Where’s that from?” needs to be answered. Without an answer, people lose interest and turn away.

Consider the theory of evolution. The story makes sense because we know the back story of how Charles Darwin sailed on the H.M.S. Beagle and witnessed the strange creatures on the Galapagos Islands. The fact that we knew that he actually saw the creatures in order to come up with his theory makes his theory more believable.

Every thing, every one started somewhere.

 

It is late at night and I am in a limousine on my way home from a late night working with a client at his Manhattan office. Riding in a limousine may sound luxurious and elite to people who live outside of New York. In reality, it is a Lincoln Towncar that smells like air freshener if you’re lucky, body sweat and curry if you’re not. Limo drivers are usually from other lands: Greece, Italy, Colombia, Russia, China, India. Some of the drivers did not learn to drive in countries with weather like freezing rain and snow, nor did their automobiles have luxuries like windshield wipers that work. So they do not always use the wipers as a matter of course, only as an expensive luxury. Wipers are the handiwork of the gods and must be used sparingly, like an invocation.

On this particular night my driver is Nigerian. He wears a dark suit like a bouncer and his face bears ritual tribal scars on his cheeks and across his forehead. It is raining as we drive up the FDR. Light bounces off the wet pavement, low-hanging clouds drape the tops of buildings. As we cross the Triborough Bridge the Manhattan skyline is resplendent. Rain drizzles. Sometimes the driver uses the windshield wipers, sometimes he does not. We must not sap the power of the windshield gods. The car wends its way through neighborhoods in the Bronx until we get back onto the Deegan Expressway.

Back at the office tower, when I walked up to the car and tapped on the window for the driver to unlock the door, I heard him listening to a tape, which he turned off as I opened the door. Because I like all kinds of music, I asked him to turn the tape back on. The cassette slides into the player with a plastic click. Suddenly the inside of the car was filled with chanting voices. The tape is homemade and the music has a seminal rawness to it; it sounds of people caught on tape when they don’t expect it. I ask the driver what it is. “It is my grandfather’s funeral song,” he replies. “When I get homesick, I listen.” His grandfather’s burial soundtrack. A solitary voice sings out in a language that I do not understand. A chorus answers. The voice sings another line, again the chorus answers. I think about the people whose voices are on this tape, singing to me from ten thousand miles away, their bodies jumping up and down, their lances clacking in rhythm, their voices stolen from them and transplanted into this limousine.

“Was your grandfather a great man?” I ask the driver. “No,” he says, shaking his head. “He was only a great man to me.” The night is cold and wet. Rain splashes against the window glass, distorting the outside world. Neon signs advertise hamburgers and carpet and airline discounts and the colors melt into one another in gluey shapes. At two o’clock in the morning this place and time feel like a thousand miles from anywhere. The driver’s personal creation story seeps into the limousine as he continues to tell me about his grandfather. A cassette tape is a small thing. You can find them beside the road almost anywhere, crushed and unspooled. All creation stories become personal. We are left to listen to them from a distance and wonder, Why did we ever leave in the first place? How do we ever get back?

 

The creation story often involves a mythic quest. The company’s struggle to create the right product or service (the common zipper, for example, took decades—and several companies—to develop). The against-all-odds pursuit of creating the best airplane, the best running shoe, the best coffee, the best computer, the best automobile lies at the foundation of many companies (and many Hollywood screenplays). Jeff Bezos, according to press clippings, started amazon.com by writing the business plan in the backseat of his car. While Bezos wrote, his wife sat in the driver’s seat and drove them to the West Coast, where Jeff presented the business plan and received funding. The creation stories of GE, Disney, and Ford Motor Company originate with the founders’ personal odysseys of relentless invention. The Homeric stories of Thomas Edison, Walt Disney, and Henry Ford are part of our national psyche. And even if stories of people like Charles Goodyear, John Pemberton, and Chester Carlson are less a part of our national consciousness, they are no less important to the Goodyear, Coca-Cola, and Xerox companies.

The American Pilgrims started from Plymouth, England, and struggled to create a colony on the American shores. Nelson Mandela endured personal hardships to help found the new government of South Africa. The nations formed after the breakup of Soviet hegemony all have their own creation stories; some of them hark back to pre-Soviet times. Part of what makes a people is the story of their origin. Zionists living in Russia, Europe, and the United States sacrificed everything to return to their historic roots in the Middle East. Native American Cherokees who were transplanted to what became Indian territory in Oklahoma in the 1830s moved back to their native lands in Georgia and North Carolina. Millions of transplanted slaves returned to Africa to create the state of Liberia. Millions more American Irish have gone back to Ireland to visit their county of origin. An acquaintance used to always talk about her “cousins in Italy.” At the time it seemed irrelevant (to everyone but her). Sure enough, when she had accumulated enough money she moved to Tuscany and created a bed-and-breakfast from an old mill near the family village.

Some creation stories are constructed around a vision for the future and transformation. IBM’s evolution from a business supply company to a keypunch card company and ultimately into a business information and technology company is a lasting tale. The story of General Motors—the amalgamation of several automobile manufacturing companies into a single one under William C. “Billy” Durant—is another. UPS, the largest shipping and logistics corporation in the world, started as a bike messenger company.

In a world filled with conglomerate companies overseeing a portfolio of many products and services, there is a question about which entity is responsible for the creation story. Is Procter and Gamble responsible for Tide’s creation story, or is Tide? Is Diageo LLC responsible for its Captain Morgan’s Rum and other subsidiaries? Is Virgin responsible for its cola, airline, and wireless companies? Are General Motors and General Mills responsible for their dozens of brand names? The answer is that the product is the brand; product executives have responsibility. Clearly, the creation story for Jaguar, which is owned by Ford Motor Company, is different from the one for Ford trucks. The story for Cadillac is different from Chevrolet’s, even if both are owned by General Motors. The creation story for Wheaties is different than the one for Hamburger Helper, though both are owned by General Mills.

An important point: Often, for reasons of their own choosing, some holding companies prefer to remain remote and anonymous. However, if the holding company wants to resonate with consumers and investors as well, then they should communicate their own creation story (and the other pieces of primal code) to employees, the public, investors, vendors, government, and key constituents. Part of the reason that companies like Diageo, Altria, AOL Time Warner, and others do not resonate is that, while we can comprehend the marketplace advantages, they have never adequately explained why they exist. Because we do not understand, those companies lack meaning. One conglomerate company that tried to resonate and failed a decade ago was Beatrice Foods. Their failure was not because they tried, but because they did not know how to use the elements of the primal code, beginning with a creation story. Sticking to traditional advertising and spending millions of advertising dollars propelling its product line and logo sting, the viewer still had no clear idea of Beatrice or its purpose. More important, we did not care.

The creation story is the crucial first step in providing answers to why people should care about you, or your product or service. The creation story not only answers who you are and where you come from, but helps set up the further pieces of primal code (creed, icons, rituals, pagans, sacred words, and leader). Every company was started somewhere, somehow, by someone. Like telling a good tale, the opportunity is how to make it interesting. Then you must decide where to communicate it. Do you include it in public relation efforts, on the Internet, in advertising, on packaging?

Obviously, if your company got its start making slide rules and is now making pool cues, the beginning of one does not beget the other. The story does, however, provide context. The company was successful at making slide rules, but the market for slide rules evaporated. No wonder they are also successful at making pool cues. International Business Machines was a successful purveyor of office equipment. When times changed and the marketplace evolved, they became successful providing e-business.

Elsewhere in this book you will find dozens of creation stories, all stories of modest beginnings and incredible dreams. A creation story is not a strategy. The creation story provides context; it provides meaning. It answers the question, Where did you come from? It is not about the way things are done, or the company’s mission or future opportunities. Those assets are embedded in other places within the primal code.

The Creed

All ideologies begin with a set of core principles. A mission statement that declares a belief in life after death. A belief that the state is supreme. Or, if you live in Chicago, an unfortunate belief in the Chicago Cubs.

What you believe in, what you want others to believe about you, what the mission is, are not easy statements to make. Imagine the United States of America brand without its Declaration of Independence, its Bill of Rights, or the Pledge of Allegiance. Google provides unbiased, accurate, and free information to the public. The world ecology movement’s creed is to save the planet (and ourselves).

Corporate America understands the value of spending time trying to fashion the word set that defines a company’s mission. Defining, understanding, and communicating your mission are critical to the success of your brand, both internally and externally. Confused employees and coworkers cannot motivate and persuade others. Confused prospects do not buy; undirected managers wither, shrug their shoulders, and move on. Creeds differentiate and motivate. To borrow film director Sidney Pollack’s metaphor, the creed is the spine that supports the entire enterprise. Note the resonance of some of the best:


All men are created equal.

Blacks are equal to whites.

Women are equal to men.

Peace on Earth.

Save the whales.

It’s the real thing.



These are all simple, concise statements that embody hugely bold ideas. The creed is the singular notion that you want people to believe. Sometimes that notion may be part of your corporate mission; sometimes your mission must enfold other concepts in order to satisfy business concerns. Imagine that the creed is a simple, bold statement that you could put on a placard. Sometimes the creed is simply the boiled-down expression that is communicated in your advertising: “Think different.” “Just do it.” “Soup is good food.” These may not be the corporate mission statements for Apple, Nike, or Campbell’s, but they certainly communicate what you should believe about those products. Clearly, if you are Ford Motor Company, the creed for Jaguar and the creed for the F-350 pickup trucks are going to be remarkably different, just as their creation stories are different.

Many companies are founded by outstanding personalities of dynamic talent, resources, and imagination: Richard Branson, Bill Gates, Ted Turner, David Ogilvy, Henry Ford, Tom Watkins, Steve Jobs. When these people retire and move on, their visions become a series of anecdotes and quoted remarks from those who worked at their side. For the next generation the founder’s legacy becomes a text of quotes. Step-by-step, whether due to interpretation, changing times, or changes in philosophy, their critical vision erodes and dissipates.

This is why companies falter when the founder steps out. Witness Apple after Steve Jobs left in the 1990s. At least a part of Michael Eisner’s controversial struggle at The Walt Disney Company centered on whether or not he was sustaining Walt Disney’s original vision.

Not all companies are able to stick to their original creed. As time and markets change, companies must change or die. Texas Instruments and Xerox are in fundamentally different businesses today. GE has evolved from the company that Thomas Edison founded. Time, Inc., has merged, expanded, and multiplied many times beyond the magazine that Henry Luce started.

Alastair Johnston is vice chairman of IMG, the world’s leading sports management agency with a client roster that includes Tiger Woods, Jack Nicklaus, Serena Williams, Derek Jeter, Jennifer Capriati, Martina Navratilova, John McEnroe, Charles Barkley, Picabo Street, and others. “In sports, someone is always going to come along and break your record,” says Johnston. “Ninety-nine percent of athletes endure as commercial properties only while they’re playing.”

Johnston and IMG founder Mark H. McCormack faced this challenge with golf legend Arnold Palmer. “It became clear to Mark and myself that to be perceived as a winner is very short-term,” declares Johnston. “Winning is not enduring. What is enduring is success. So one of the things we tried to do was to build Palmer with being someone who is successful. Success is a lot more enduring than being a winner. Secondly, more people can relate to being successful than they can to winning.” IMG worked hard to change Arnold Palmer’s brand credo from “Arnold Palmer: PGA champion” to “Arnold Palmer: successful businessman.”

TBWA\Chiat\Day, the advertising agency that has produced dozens of great campaigns, from the Energizer Bunny to Apple’s “Think different” campaign to Absolut vodka had a simple operating creed: “How big can we get before we get bad?”

UPS had a creed in the 1980s of being “the tightest ship in the shipping business.” The curious thing about this credo, also the theme of its advertising campaign, was that it was reflexive. At the time, United Parcel Service was not the tightest ship in the shipping business, but it wanted to be. UPS projected its vision of what it wanted to be on the airwaves, convincing prospects and employees alike.

Personal care products company Aveda has a simple creed that is the backbone of their business. The statement was written by founder Horst M. Rechelbacher:

Our mission at Aveda is to care for the world we live in, from the products we have to the ways in which we give back to society. At Aveda, we strive to set an example for environmental leadership and responsibility not just in the world of beauty, but around the world.


“It is what we guide the company by,” says Chris Hacker, senior vice president of marketing and design. “It is on the wall in the lobby but, more importantly, it is in the heart of every person who works here.”

At Barnes & Noble, the world’s largest bookseller, founder Len Riggio reminds his people that they are not in the business of selling laundry detergent or soda water or blue jeans. They sell books. Books are filled with information, knowledge, and wisdom. Their work is not a mere over-the-counter transaction, he advises, but an ennobling enterprise. Barnes & Noble employees are reminded, “We do important work.”

“There absolutely are core principles,” says Opus One chief executive officer David Pearson, who decries the use of a mission statement for creating one of Napa Valley’s most cherished wines. “When you’re here at the winery, it doesn’t really feel like a place of business. It feels like you’re in the combined residences of the Mondavi and Rothschild families. There is a sense of mission about what we’re doing, which is trying to produce the very highest quality wine possible from our vineyards and have what we think of as an attainable luxury available to consumers.” The winery also has a missionary sense of wanting to create a legacy. American culture has a tendency to flip to the next newest, brightest, fastest thing. As a result, the great wineries of the 1970s and 1980s are considered differently these days, and America doesn’t have a great winery that’s lasted twenty years. “Our passion and mission right now, being twenty-five years old,” says Pearson, “is to do the necessary things, the proper things, so that Opus One is still considered one of the great wines in California twenty years from now.”

The creed is what you want people to believe. “All men are created equal” (so are women), is a fundamental statement about humankind that has driven the beliefs of the United States of America and the civil rights movement, and has had pervasive effects throughout the world. Semper fi is an assertive anthem that leads Marines to fight and die. Volvo has a creed to design and produce the world’s safest automobiles. Starbucks’s creed of being “the third place” (the other two being home and office) is a wholehearted credo for hospitality, the kitchen away from home, a comfortable state of mind. (And keep your senses tuned for Starbucks’s fourth place.) The creed for the Singapore Zoo simply reads:

To be a world-class leisure attraction striving to provide excellent exhibits of animals displayed in their natural environments, for the purpose of recreation, education and conservation.


If someone can write a lucid mission statement for a zoo, certainly one can be written for any intelligent enterprise.

Once you have the creed that defines who you are and why you exist, it must be integrated with the other elements of the primal code to create a holistic system of belief.

The Icons

Icons are quick concentrations of meaning that cause your brand identity and brand values to spontaneously resonate. The Nike swoosh. The Apple start-up “bong.” The sound of the Pentium gliss. The smell of Cinnabons, the American flag, the Coke bottle, the Absolut bottle, the Beatles’s mop hair, the rock group Kiss’s make-up, the Budweiser Clyesdales, the Tide package, the national anthem. Whether the icons are visual, sound bites, smell, or some other form, they are sensory imprints that instantly summon the brand essence. And we recognize these icons early on. When my daughter Devin was just eighteen months old, she would point out the McDonald’s arches from her infant seat.

The simplest and often easiest icon to recognize is the company logo. We are all familiar with the Coke red ribbon, the Starbucks mermaid, Target’s red bull’s-eye, as well as brand marks for the Red Cross, the Nike swoosh, and dozens more. Technically, some of those are not logos at all, but word marks. “FedEx technically doesn’t have an icon, it has a word mark,” explains Susan Nelson, executive director of strategy at Landor. The international design firm designed the word mark for FedEx, as well as logos for H & R Block and BP. (The next time you look at the FedEx logo, be sure to spot the arrows inside.) People in the public eye can also become icons for their brand. Richard Branson has become synonymous with everything Virgin. Mick Jagger and Keith Richards are icons for the Rolling Stones. Michael Eisner, Jack Welch, Steve Jobs, Bill Gates, and others have also become icons for the brands they stand for. So are personified icons like the Michelin man, Tony the Tiger, Betty Crocker, the Green Giant, Ronald McDonald, Mr. Clean, and others. Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Nelson Mandela have become icons for civil rights. Mohandas Gandhi has become the icon for nonviolent civil disobedience. Personality brands like Andy Warhol, Madonna, Martha Stewart, Oprah, and others have become their own invaluable icons. Other personalities also have icons to distinguish them, like Stevie Wonder’s sunglasses, Elvis’s stage outfits, Frida Kahlo’s unibrow. These icons inhabit valuable mental real estate that is immediately and indelibly attached to that ideology. Post-it Notes, the Absolut bottle, the Coke bottle, and the iPod are also iconic shapes.

There are thousands of companies in the world, and every one of them has a logo. Yet comparatively few of those logos are as iconic as those of VW, Coke, Tide, IBM, and eBay. According to Michael Bierut at Pentagram Design in New York City (the company that has designed logos for Citibank, the New York Jets, United Airlines, and others) logo icons have to be quick studies yet abstract enough that they can hold meaning that isn’t necessarily there. “When a logo is unveiled for the first time, people will have a flood of associations,” says Bierut. Logos communicate at some fast, prearticulate level that means nothing yet means everything. “Icons like Nike mean nothing in themselves,” adds Bierut, “but they’ve amassed some kind of meaning in a very expensive way, I think, through everything else that becomes attached to them.” That attachment, of course, is all that matters. But creating split-second resonance is not easy. Hundreds of logo designs may be created before that perfectly succinct logo is found. Or felt.

Visual icons should attract attention and assert requisite values of authority, leadership, and confidence. And they should provide relevance. It is the misguided company that lets their logo stand idle since the day it was invented. Successful companies like John Deere, 3M, UPS, and IBM have a long-standing tradition of updating and reasserting their logo mark in the face of new competition, new markets, and new leadership. Even comparative newcomer Starbucks altered its original logo (which showed a mermaid with bared breasts) when the coffee company went national.

 

Freeman Thomas designed the revolutionary Audi TT and was codesigner of the new VW Beetle. In the iconography of car design, the Beetle and TT are celebrated examples of fast-forward thinking. “Cars give off messages of what they are,” says Thomas. “It’s this way with anything. You look at a racehorse and you don’t have to be an expert on racehorses to know that it’s very athletic, very fast, very sporty, and it’s designed to have only one person on top. Those are the messages, those are the palette.”

It is the challenge and opportunity for car designers to create their own message. And whether you spot a vehicle at a car show or coming toward you at sixty miles per hour that message is interpreted in seconds. Therefore, the message must be simple. In Thomas’s words, it must be “ultimate purity.” While reinventing the VW Beetle, Jay Mays and Freeman Thomas were given the challenge of simplifying Erwin Komenda’s already classic design. “We wanted to distill the essence of the original Beetle into a model statement,” says Thomas. “If you distill Mickey Mouse, it’s three circles. The Beetle is three arcs on the side. From the top view, it’s an oval with four ovals attached to it. So you keep going around and distilling this idea. I felt that Komenda was such an inspiration in the way that he approached design, that’s the way I approached it.”

Legend has it that Thomas sketched the VW redesign on a cocktail napkin. He admits that the textures of hotel stationery, beer mats, and other found writing surfaces can be inspirational. “Culture really inspires me,” he says. “The different people, the buildings, the landscape, the smell. That to me is the ultimate inspiration. Being in a magical place, an iconic place.” Being in the Porsche design studio for seven years was also an inspiration. “They were absolute mentors to me in building up a design and working within that philosophy,” says Thomas.

Since it had never existed before, the Audi TT was a design challenge of an entirely different sort. Bereft of the laudable design history of Porsche or VW, the Audi brand was a complex mix of styles. “Audi was so complicated, I took it as kind of a challenge,” says Freeman Thomas. He tried to edit the form into a shape that communicated the essence of Audi design and technology. “When you look at the car from the side and you see that line that connects between the wheel wells, that to me was the communication of Quattro,” says Thomas. “It was a perfect way to take the soft shape and create a very technical facet to it and to really emphasize the wheel flares.” He also used that technical line to connect the lighting systems. The face of the car is very emotional, more Audi Union–like. “There’s a lot of Porsche 356 and 550 Spyder,” declares Thomas. There were other inspirations for the Audi TT, like the Porsche 550 LeMans Coupe.

While slightly off point, no car buff can walk away from a guy like Freeman Thomas without asking which cars are his favorites. “The Jag XJ13. I’m absolutely in love with that car,” he responds. “I think the Ferrari P4s and P3s are just amazing. The Porsche 917.” And what cars does he own himself? “I have some old Porsche 356s,” he says. “And I have a 1969 Ferrari Dino and I have a Porsche 911 that I’m in love with. But I like it all.” You get the sense from this incredible designer that these icons not only shaped his affection for the Porsche, Ferrari, and Jaguar brands, but ultimately our loves of the VW Beetle and Audi TT.

 

On Aisle 7 in the local grocery store stands a rack of extraordinary kitchen tools. The white plastic utensils include potato mashers, can openers, bread knives, cheese planes, and garlic presses. Instead of metal or wood, the handles are plastic and oversized, designed to fit better in the hands of older persons plagued with arthritis.

You may have already heard the OXO story. Sam Farber, a retired Costco executive, heard his wife, Betsey, complain how her arthritis made it difficult to grip kitchen utensils. After some research and product testing, Farber came out with the OXO Good Grips product line in 1990. The oversized handles with stylish black ribbing quickly attracted the American eye. And just as the silhouettes of the Coke bottle and the Volkswagen Beetle became iconic for thirst quenching and fun driving, OXO tools became iconic for ease of use and utility. “The handle becomes the tangible element that burns an image in the consumer’s mind,” says Davin Stowell of Smart Design, the firm that designed OXO tools. “The good experience is the core of the memory. The shape or the black rubber may be the visual memory.”

OXO went through several product iterations before they came up with their famous iconic handle. “We spent a lot of time creating the icon,” explains Stowell. “If you watch somebody pick it up for the first time, you’ll notice the first thing is, they make a visual connection with those fins. As soon as they pick it up, their fingers go on them and they start playing with them, squeezing them. Once they’ve done that, the whole concept has been communicated to them. It attracts them from a distance, they see something different, their hand goes to it, and they make that instant identification with it. And that’s exactly what you want them to know about it—it’s a great handle, a great tool.”

Fender guitar shapes like the famed Telecaster and Stratocaster are also iconic. (So are the shapes of the Gibson V-Factor [“Flying V”] and Les Paul, the Gibson Jumbo 200 and the Martin D-18.) The Mini Cooper automobile is iconic as a road rally vehicle. The John Deere tractor is iconic of our agrarian past. The fins on a 1957 Cadillac are iconic. The Mona Lisa by Leonardo da Vinci and David by Michelangelo are icons of the Renaissance. The Christmas tree shape and smell is an icon of Christmas, as is Santa Claus. You need only be reminded that Santa Claus is a relatively new invention (only one hundred years old) to understand that icons can be layered one over the other, providing a richer and more resonant belief system.

Each year, new color swatches are published for graphic artists and fashion designers. This fresh palette provides the iconic color recommendations of the new season.

Architect Richard Meier is famous for his iconic use of the color white. So great is his white reputation that, after Meier was selected as architect for the $1 billion Getty Center, in a fit of pique the local homeowner’s association wrote stipulations that buildings at the new site could not be white. (Instead, the Getty is predominantly an off-white travertine quarried from a site near Rome.) When asked how he feels about the color, Meier smiles. “I’m happy with it.” His signature white is more than idiosyncrasy. In his acceptance of the Pritzker Prize, Meier explained that white reflects and amplifies perception of the world around it. “It is against a white surface that one best appreciates the play of light and shadow, solids and voids,” he declared.

Packaging can also be iconic. Ask anyone who collects Wheaties boxes, Beatles albums, or Barbie dolls. Those who manufacture and market DVDs, CD-ROMs, and other software understand that while the disk is elemental, it’s the box that surrounds the disk that supplies on-shelf sizzle. Packaging for the iPod U2 Special Edition 20GB was a square cube many times the dimension of the iPod it held—and sold for fifty dollars more.

There’s packaging on people, too. Wigs as seen on British lords are icons of Georgian England (and British courts). Neck collars as seen in portraits of Queen Elizabeth and Sir Walter Raleigh are icons of another era. More recently, the Armani suit is iconic of a certain lifestyle, as are mod, goth, surfer, and skater clothing styles. Tattoos are the icons of a racy subculture. Cowboy hats are icons of the American West and country western music. Lederhosen is an icon of the European Alps (and slapstick humor). And the wedding dress is an icon of the marriage ceremony.

Reem Acra is a fashion designer who has designed wedding gowns for Christina Applegate and Melissa Joan Hart (and gowns for starry-night red carpet appearances for Jennifer Lopez, Reese Witherspoon, Halle Berry and Lisa Kudrow). “I am not just designing dresses,” declares Acra. “I am designing a moment.” In a symbolic ceremony such as a wedding, the dress becomes metaphor. Says Acra, “In the wedding, the bride is changing her life. She has that one opportunity to say something visually, who she is, who she wants to be, her inner self. And it’s very expressive in the wedding gown.”

This figures in the design of the dress, where meaning is crucial. “Pure and virginal might be more or less embellished, more atonal, the embroidery would be the color of the fabric,” explains Acra. “The veil would be more covered, longer, and the front would be to the floor.

“Sexy would be push-up under the bust, it would have cleavage, tighter at hip level. Believe me, a quarter of an inch makes a difference between being sexy or not sexy.”

Reem Acra names her dresses accordingly, with signature titles like Glisten, Unforgettable, Princess, Good Luck, Bikini (yes, a bikini wedding gown), Contessa, Lady, Fantasy, and Gypsy.

That “bam!” moment when the bride appears at the start of the wedding aisle or when the starlet emerges from the limousine happens in a blink. “That’s the reason I make my dresses over the top,” explains Acra. “It’s not about making just a pretty dress, it’s about making an expression.” She pauses. “The feeling that one has is so extraordinary. I think that’s why it becomes iconic at the same time. It’s all related to feeling.”

There is no jewel quite as iconic as a diamond. Rose diamonds, briolette diamonds. Full cut, fancy shaped, and colored, diamonds are Manhattan jeweler Fred Leighton’s best friend. Fred Leighton Ltd. decks out the stars on Oscar night with fabulous antique diamonds restaged in fabulous contemporary designs. “We take old jewelry and reconfigure it to make it happy for today,” smiles Leighton, who festoons stars like Uma Thurman, Natalie Portman, and Scarlett Johansson with his diamond hairpins, earrings, broaches, and necklaces.

Walking the red carpet wearing a Fred Leighton creation is not just showbiz, it’s big business for Leighton. “You get somebody who’s beautiful and elegant and knows how to show it off, it’s different than getting a model to work the jewelry,” says Leighton. “When someone like Sophia wants to show it, she has that magic that makes people all over the world call us.” When Sarah Jessica Parker wears her Fred Leighton earrings, people call the next day asking to buy “Sarah’s earrings.” Nicole Kidman wore Leighton’s India earrings and he sold over fifty pairs.

How these diamond confections are created is part arcane art form, part wizardry. An example: “You don’t sell many tiaras,” says Leighton. “We had a gorgeous one that we sold to Mrs. Prada. We turned it upside down and made sort of a cap out of it instead of it being a tiara. She saw it and put it on and had to have it. Because it was just something great and different looking and wonderful.”

Looking wonderful is not always easy, even for the lushly gorgeous. Leighton works with star designers and stylists as he tries to turn accessories into necessities. How, for example, does one design something for J. Lo if she’s wearing a one-shoulder Valentino, as she did at a recent Oscar ceremony? “You have to do something that fits the form of her face and the length of her neck and where the dress starts,” Leighton explains. “If you want to have a long pair of earrings, you have to make sure she’s wearing the type of dress where the movement of the dress won’t interfere with the earrings. The earrings were three-and-a-half or four inches long. It’s normally not a thing that we would send her, yet for this dress they were absolutely perfect.”

Fred Leighton is a natural at placing an iconic stone upon a Hollywood icon. He placed a 50-carat diamond in an eye-catching spot on Catherine Zeta-Jones when she was pregnant. “She had this thing just hanging in her cleavage which was nice and busty. It was fantastic,” grins Leighton. “This 50-carat rock.” He throws up his hands and shrugs. “When you get somebody wearing the right thing, it’s the right thing.”

An icon can also take on social significance, like the yellow ribbon. With origins dating back to the American Civil War, the yellow-ribbon-folded-on-itself icon gained contemporary notice when it became the theme of a Tony Orlando and Dawn song in 1973. The song was resurrected in 1980 when Iranians took fifty-two Americans hostage in Iran during the Carter administration. The design of the yellow ribbon turned up again in the mid-1980s as a red ribbon showing support for AIDS victims. As a passive-aggressive show of support for AIDS victims, the icon has been effectively translated into a number of colors: pink for breast cancer, green for Lyme disease and the environment, and most recently red, white, and blue or Stars and Stripes with words for those who still don’t get it: God Bless America and Support Our Troops fighting in Iraq.

“The ribbon somehow has come to suggest this peculiar statement that’s neither pro or con,” says Michael Bierut of Pentagram. “It has this limp-noodle quality that’s not strident and doesn’t seem as belligerent as an eagle with claws and arrows.”

Both Nike and the Lance Armstrong Foundation (LAF) point to no one person as the originator of the popular LIVESTRONG yellow wristband. “Basically the idea came from our partners at Nike, who had been marketing colored wristbands for various sports teams,” says Tiffany Galligan, associate director of the Lance Armstrong Foundation.

As Lance Armstrong’s licensor Nike was looking for ways to work with the Lance Armstrong Foundation, and the foundation was looking for ways to work with Nike. The idea Nike put on the table was a simple yellow wristband. “Initially, the band was going to have the words ‘carpe diem’ on it,” informs Galligan. Dodging that cliché, Nike came across the word marriage LIVESTRONG, which had been created by an Austin, Texas, agency for the foundation’s education campaign. “Luckily, they loved the name LIVESTRONG,” laughs Galligan.

The loopy band of yellow plastic was launched for the 2004 Tour de France. The yellow matches the color of the Tour de France winner’s jersey, and is also symbolic of cancer survivors. “We heard stories about people wearing yellow shirts or yellow hats during chemotherapy,” says Bianca Elise Bellavia, director of communications at LAF. The powerful image of Lance Armstrong cancer survivor, wearing the Tour de France victory yellow, was an emotionally mind-blowing image. Reinforced by heavy promotion from Nike, the iconic yellow “baller bands” sold for one dollar at sporting goods stores and other outlets all over the United States. “Cancer is an issue that is pervasive, and we gave people something to do about it for one dollar,” says Bellavia. Within a year after its introduction over 42 million wristbands had been sold, making it one of the most successful cause-related marketing efforts ever.

 

Since 1876, the year that General George A. Custer fought at Little Big Horn, the iconic Heinz ketchup bottle has been an almost obligatory part of the American table. With an overwhelming market share, the Heinz bottle has become ubiquitous at virtually every grocery store in the country. In 1999, faced with generic store brands and staunch competitor Hunt’s, Heinz managers wanted to do something to reexcite their consumers and maintain leadership.

“You’ll see a lot of marketing in-shelf these days,” says Robin Teets, senior manager of marketing PR at Heinz consumer products U.S.A., in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. “You’ll see end-cap displays, neck hangers, and little ‘take one’ coupons and stuff like that. But at the time that we started this, no one had ever really used the label in quite the way that we were thinking.” Working with their advertising agency, Leo Burnett in Chicago, Heinz managers turned bravely to the product label itself. How could they change the icon without changing the icon? “Consumers already think of Heinz ketchup as an iconic brand,” explains Teets. “We thought, Wouldn’t it be great to think of fun things on-shelf, in place of what it normally says, which is ‘Heinz Ketchup.’” With messages like “14 billion French fries can’t be wrong.” “Sunscreen for French fries,” “Quiet, please. Tomatoes meeting inside,” and “Not new and improved,” Heinz reenergized their icon.

“We received tremendous positive response by doing this,” claims Teets. When 95 percent of Americans have ketchup in their cupboard at any given moment, having fun with their one-hundred-year-old icon created a new way to engage consumers in a way that they were not typically engaged. “We need to remind them why they love it,” says Teets, “and keep people talking about ketchup.” So far, they only talk about Heinz.

 

The iconic yellow frame of National Geographic magazine (which first appeared in 1910) surrounds the cover photo, inviting people to look inside. National Geographic’s most iconic cover—although it seems presumptuous to choose just one—is the beatific gaze of Sharbat Gula, the teenage Afghan girl who stared at us from the June 1985 issue. According to National Geographic, Sharbat’s tourmaline-eyed unwavering stare is the most recognized photograph in the magazine’s history. But the thousands of other images in the magazine are also valuable icons. Each month, the appearance of colorful tree frogs, full-breasted natives, undersea exploration, bursting volcanoes, and toothsome dinosaurs have been welcome sights for thousands of subscribers, from Emperor Haile Selassie, Theodore Roosevelt, and Al Capone to your local public library.

 

Sound can also be used to summon feelings for a brand. The Tonight Show theme song and “The Star-Spangled Banner” are all examples of sound icons that make us think instantly of valuable brands. The ambulance siren and fire alarm are iconic sounds of emergency. Music is a powerful icon that marches us to war and marches us to the wedding altar. Music helps us drive to work in the morning and helps us woo one another (“that’s our song”). It is common wisdom in the movie industry that 50 percent of a film is music. The Jaws theme is iconic. So is Hitchcock’s oft-imitated shreek! shreek! shreek! from the Psycho shower scene. Western themes from the movie Rio Grande and the Marlboro Man commercials. For years, the themes of Ennio Morricone have been iconic soundscapes connected with spaghetti westerns like A Fistful of Dollars. The “Intel inside” musical signature featured at the end of virtually every computer television commercial is one of the most ubiquitous music icons ever, heard about every five minutes somewhere in the world. (The reason being that Intel pays a portion of advertising dollars to any computer company that uses the Intel musical signature in their commercials.) The single-note Apple start-up bong is also iconic. So are the chimes that signal the end of intermission at the New York City Metropolitan Opera.

Teaching theory shows that information that has a melody to it attaches itself to memory more readily than spoken information. (Remember singing your ABCs? And be aware that the Burger King’s “have it your way” jingle hasn’t been on-air for twenty years.)

Thad Spencer, CEO of Asche and Spencer Music, creates music for Nike, Ikea, MTV, and Budweiser as well as arranges music scores for films like Monster’s Ball. “When you’re writing music, there are ups and downs, points of happiness and sadness, tension and release. Those are the emotions that you are manipulating throughout the course of a feature film,” says Spencer. There are tried-and-true methods of musically signaling a chase scene, a love scene, a battle, a product introduction. “The trick,” says Spencer, “is to do those same things but in a much more subtle way. To not use the standard melodic tools and come at it from a behind-the-scenes approach, so when the music is present it seeps into your experience, and you’re not even knowing that it happened.” Silence is also golden. “I’m more inclined to have less music than more,” says Spencer. “Because when the music enters it has so much more power.” Sound, like the sense of smell, has a connection to deep subliminal emotions. “It’s a real mystery why we have such an emotional attachment to the arrangement of twelve tones,” says Spencer. “It never fails to amaze or intrigue me.”

An interesting note on iconic music is that Aeon Flux, the animated icon that came out of MTV’s Liquid Television series and created by mad genius Peter Chung, was originally conceived to mess with the conventions of traditional scoring, reports director Robin Steele. Whenever Aeon is doing something nasty and homicidal—some scenes are bloodbaths—the music score is upbeat, pleasant, and reassuring. Conversely, when there’s a moment you think should be appealing—a romantic scene or such—the music goes dark and demented. It’s an interesting, extremely narrow concept that became such a subliminally disturbing phenomenon that it could not help but attract notice and appeal. Watch for the movie.
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