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Weôre all impressed with great and promising brands ð they 

excite, they energize, they engage.  Branding has become so 

fashionable that it now extends to ñmaking yourself into a 

brand.ò  Itôs reminiscent of the song: ñeveryoneôs doing it ï 

doing it ï doing it.ò   

Yet, is branding that simple? é that easy?  that transparent?   

Recently, I was challenged to define the difference between 

a brandôs ñmission statementò vs. its ñbrand promise.ò  I think 

there was a third anatomical part as well.  Does it really mat-

ter? (Iôm thinking.)  I then looked up ñpedanticò in the dictio-

nary.  

Not to be confused, branding is powerful.  All too often, how-

ever, brand-building is naively defined as a productôs name, 

slogan, imagery, tagline, color scheme, jingle, etc. ï and all 

the investment spending behind it.  If so é the trash heap of 

branding-building is certainly filled with countless ñwould-beò 

Nike swooshes, Starbucksõ sirens, and even a few mouse 

ears.  If branding were just about marketing ð the sock pup-

pet would still be around. 

In an intensely crowded, noisy, and ambiguous marketplace 

[é marked by sameness, mirrored distribution, and price 

equity] brand-building must be bigger.  Well beyond a ñcam-

paign,ò branding ð first and foremost ð is an idea, a pas-

sion, and a commitment.  

Thus, it seems arrogant and self-defeating when Don Carty 

(ex of American Airlines) almost-implodes 11th hour labor 

negotiations with revelations of rich executive retention com-

pensation in the face of bankruptcy.  This contrasts with 

Southwest Airlinesô continued profitability and dedication to 

team members.  Or, as Delta Air Lines inaugurates a new 

ñSongò ï can Delta really succeed in copying JetBlue?   

 

Branding ñ first and foremost ñ is 

an idea, a passion, and a commit-

ment. 

 

Parity-breaking brands (e.g.: Chick-fil-a, Sephora, Virgin, 

IKEA, eBay, Loweôs, Dell, Discovery Channel, Yahoo!, Tar-

get Stores, JetBlue, Southwest, Harley Davidson, Krispy 

Kream, others) pursue branding as all encompassing ï going 

well beyond media, promotions, packaging, and the like.   

Thus, strong and growing brands have differentiated ï even 

proprietary ð cultures, economics, logistics, hallmark servic-

es, distribution channels, packaging, programming, mer-

chandising, metrics é and much, much more.   

 They have authentic personalities.   

 They engage.   

 They come alive as experiences.   

 They project an expertise.   

 They are focused ï very, very focused.   

Brand Building 
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All About Creating New Expectations  

The objective of all branding is to create clear, compelling, 

and sustained differentiation, value, and interest in the cus-

tomerôs mind.   

Parity-breaking brands understand this.  Going beyond this, 

they create new expectations that are persuasive, undenia-

ble, and imaginative. In doing so, they craft compelling im-

ages, values, and motivations.   

Building on this, they pursue emotional loyalty é this being 

much different, more valuable, and more enduring than 

transactional loyalty (patronage that is derived simply by 

geographic proximity, negotiated deals, rebates, or reward 

points).  In doing so, they seek to own the customer ð the 

customerôs heart é and the customerôs wallet. 

 
 

Rarely is brand-building about low prices and discount pro-

motions.  Otherwise, McDonaldõs and Kmart (é among 

many others) would have succeeded in creating new de-

mand and customer loyalty.   

 At McDonaldôs ð where over 20% of U.S. transactions 

are driven by Happy Meals and price-based marketing 

has ruled ð the results have been widely reported.  

Happy Meal sales continue to decline é as loyalty ap-

pears to be focused on the toy ï rather than the brand.  

 Kmartôs discount pricing and reliance on expensive 

newspaper circular advertising provided no sustainable 

or valued differentiation versus either Wal-Mart or Tar-

get. 

Pricing and promotional wars have also all-but-destroyed 

telecomôs brand meaning and loyalty. Price wars and dis-

count financing have likewise greatly weakened auto compa-

ny brand power.  In Interbrandôs 2002 ñGlobal Brand Score-

card,ò Fordõs brand value has declined 32% ð this on top of 

a 17% erosion in 2001.  The Firestone matter no doubt was 

a contributing factor as well.  

Proprietary Brand Economics 

Many brand leaders also have parity-breaking economics.  

Beyond elusive ñeconomies-of-scaleò (é that often never 

materialize), these brands challenge the status quo (é in-

vestments, hard and soft costs, logistics, technologies, distri-

bution, and pricing) to create proprietary economics and cost 

structures.  They drive lifestyle and use frequency, they 

command premiums, they upsell, they extend the sale.  They 

drive great ROIC on investments.  They manage costs fero-

ciously.  

Krispy Kream creates the must-have buzz around its fresh 

doughnuts ï fried fat, flour, sugar, and water.  Freshness, 

romance, and signature identities for every-day commodity 

items likewise enable Starbucks to sell a venti Toffee Nut 

Latte for $3.85. 

Southwest Airlinesô margin strength comes from lower-cost 

structures throughout the enterprise.  It also comes from their 

dedication to keeping things simple:  simpler staffing, simp-

ler-to-understand marketing and pricing, simpler structures. 

American Airlines, on the other hand, prides itself on ultra-

sophisticated yield management including dozens-upon-

dozens of different airplane configurations each dependent 

on specific route yield opportunities.  With huge fixed costs, 

American focuses on capturing market share.  In the 

process, theyôve created great risk, behaved like a commodi-

ty, and lost much trust and loyalty among travelers.   

Southwestôs cost per seat mile of 7.5 cents is dramatically 

lower than Americanôs 11.2 cents.  This multiplied by South-

westôs much higher daily plane utilization (10.9 hours a day 

versus Americanôs 8.9 hours per day) and itôs easy to under-

stand why/how Southwest continues to demonstrate a quar-

terly profit. 
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Proprietary economics can be seen in most leader brands.   

§ IKEAõs unassembled furniture greatly lowers ship-
ping costs é and allows ñthe customerò to be the 
assembly labor.  All under a personality of ñfrugali-
ty,ò technology, design, 
logistics, marketing, and 
distribution yield unique 
economics ï higher mar-
gins and a lifestyle brand. 

 

§ JetBlue, building on Southwestôs strategy, likewise 
challenged internal operating costs and invest-
ments.  Theyôve leveraged technology to streamline 
flight operations while creating signature amenities 
to clearly differentiate and set new expectations.  
Focusing on new aircraft and longer haul flights, 
theyôve also chosen to dramatically grow capacity in 
the face of weakened economic and competitive 
factors.  

§ eBay is aggressively leveraging their electronic 
transaction technology, consumer trust, and support 
systems against a growing range of offerings:  
timeshare re-sales, eBay motors, eBay travel, retail 
storefronts, eBay Live, PayPal, and more.  Unlike 
the often-compared Amazon.com, thereôs no inven-
tory, no distribution warehouses, no logistics, no la-
bor handling, no product development, no risks of 
choosing the right styles, etc.  Meg Whitmanôs Prin-

ceton degree in eco-
nomics plus major 
brand experience 
(FTD, Hasbro, Dis-
ney, Procter & Gam-

ble) has truly enabled eBay to bust parity. 

§ Dell understood the essential power and impor-
tance of pro-
prietary distri-
bution and ser-
vice ð low 
cost, inherently 
flexible, and 
capturing the 
customerôs sin-
gular attention.  Dell doesnôt ñshareò their customers 
loyalty in the typical retail setting ï or position their 
products along side those of their competitors.  

Furthermore, Dell owns little if any inventory and 
spends relatively little on product development.  
Their economics allow for quick response, quick 
change, quick delivery, and robust margins.  

§ Loweõs is successfully merchandising higher mar-
gin items (e.g.: appliances, home décor, furnish-
ings, lamps) in a signature environment much dif-
ferent from Home Depotôs dumpy, disheveled store 
look.  Similar to Targetôs strategy of creating a ñhalo 
effectò from being stylish, Loweôs everyday com-
modity items (lumber, nails, shovels) gain margin 
strength as well. 

 

 

 

Beyond Economics ï Brands that Engage 

If a brand is an idea, a passion, and a commitment ï then itôs 

easy to understand ñhowò and ñwhyò parity-breaking brands 

engage their customers.  They demonstrate a zeal and an 

expertise that connects and motivates.  Here, the brand is 

the central focus é and the brand comes alive with a distinc-

tive personality, imagery, taste, smell, language, storyline, 

and lifestyle.   
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Panera is all about bread ð the crust of the bread, the cele-

bration of the bread, the aroma of the bread:  ciabatta, asia-

go cheese, olive sourdough, tomato basil.  Sandwiches: Tus-

can chicken, turkey artichoke panini, asiago roast beef.  

Likewise, Harley-Davidson engages the suppressed rebel.  

Clearly, this is worth a premium.   

Parity-breaking brands make values and passions come 

alive.  They connect. They educate.  They console.  They 

motivate. Often they engage on their values ð Chick-fil-aõs 

ñnever on Sunday,ò Hampton Innõs 100% Satisfaction Guar-

antee, FedExõs ñabsolutely positively.ò 

 

Discovery Communicationsô new programming and mer-

chandising likewise connects.  Monster Garage, Trading 

Spaces, Jeff Corwin Experience, Pet Psychic, Unsolved His-

tory, and Junkyard Wars break parity for the brand by creat-

ing multi-level and engaging entertainment.  Try ñAmerican 

Chopper ï The Seriesò a blend of radical theme bike-building 

(Harley-Davidson on steroids) and a voyeuristic look at the 

struggle between father and son (ñReal Worldò goes family). 

Bringing It All Together ï The Experience 

Great brands not only own proprietary economics, engage, 

and demonstrate their expertise ï but they also dramatically 

capture and package all this as a holistic and branded expe-

rience. 

 

The brand is the central focus é and 

the brand comes alive with a distinc-

tive personality, imagery, taste, smell, 

language, storyline, and lifestyle. 

 

These are multi-faceted environments (real life or virtual) 

where the customer comes into contact with the brand ï and 

its core idea, passion, and commitment.  Here, the brandôs 

personality, values, and identities are both pervasive and 

persuasive.  The brand is signatured in the built-environment, 

integrated within hallmark services, and packaged as an 

over-arching storyline.  

Thus, the concept of ñmerchandising the brandò becomes 
much bigger than putting logos on baseball caps.  Itôs all 
about giving context and form to the brandôs values, identi-
ties, principles, personality, experiences, expertise, engage-
ment, and the like.  Here, the customer feels the passion and 
understands the brandôs commitment.   

ð Richard W. Gonzalez 

rick.gonzalez@amicusBD.com 

901.755.5734 

 

 

 

 

 

Amicus is a brand strategy , relationship marketing, 

and customer experience consulting firm driving 

incremental performance for leading travel, 

hospitality, leisure -time, and entertainment 

organizations.  

 

For additional thoughts and A micusBD whitep a-

pers visit www.am icusBD.com.  


