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McCann-Erickson Norway.
What is it about brand building that attracts? What does a brand build? Does it build anything of significance for anyone’s life? Is there any reason to devote time to this activity?

Some people would argue that brand building is the systematization of unscrupulous marketing by major global companies with the aim of earning even more money. In her book No Logo, which has become the bible of anti-globalization, Naomi Klein claims that companies which build brands represent “a fascist state where we all salute the logo and have little opportunity for criticism because our newspapers, TV stations, internet servers, streets and retail spaces are all controlled by multinational corporate interests.”

She also maintains that global brand companies cynically exploit their market power and concentrate all production in Third World sweat shops. Among their other sins, these put children illegally to work in order for companies to reduce their costs and make their brands even stronger. Such opinions hold that brand building only helps to create more power for the powerful, widen the gap between rich and poor, and reduce opportunities for “ordinary” citizens.

Others take a very different view of this activity. Unilever chairman Niall FitzGerald once said: “A brand is a storehouse of trust. That matters more and more as choices multiply”. This comment suggests that brands build trust, credibility and freedom of choice – things which everyone wants more of. There is only one draw-back.

It comes from one of the world’s most powerful industrial leaders. The truth is that brand building originated in trade, which has provided the fertile soil for industrial and socio-economic growth. Trade originally took place in small rural communities. People knew exactly what they got, the quality of the product and whether the person they traded with was trustworthy. As urban societies emerged, everything became more complex. We increasingly needed to be sure that what we bought maintained the expected quality. People did not want to be deceived, and a brand functioned as a stamp of quality and a guarantee of delivery. A brand could be relied upon. Ms Klein and her supporters are naturally right –in today’s society, a brand cannot always be trusted. A number of companies promise one thing and deliver something very different. However, such deceptions are quickly exposed and the brand suffers. People are more knowledgeable than ever. They are far from powerless against large corporations, and have learnt to cope with ever-increasing efforts to influence them through communication. One example is the young generation, which now sees about 20 000 ads a year and has a constantly expanding range of choice. This has created a need to be selective.

The internet is an excellent tool in that respect. With its aid, young people can swiftly find out more about a product or brand and whether or not it can be trusted. Brands which deal in “bullshit” are found out, with reactions quick to follow. Rather than being simply an information channel, the web gives youngsters access to a global net-work. They can forge international links and express their opinions speedily and effectively. Hitting a few keys makes their views available to everyone, and allows them to make a difference. 
Such developments have contributed to a growing interest in global issues among the young, with such results as the growth of non-governmental organizations (NGOs). There were 6 000 voluntary organizations on the planet working for idealistic social goals in 1990. According to Beyond Branding, published in 2003, that figure had reached 40 000 by 2002.

New communications technologies are undoubtedly one reason for such growth, with the web revolutionizing opportunities to join forces over, and give expression to, social issues which concern people. Companies and brands have played and will always play an important role in social development, for better or worse. I would accordingly argue that successful companies in future will be those which succeed in taking brand building seriously - and which pursue it in line with the intention underlying this activity: to build security and trust.

However, delivering the quality people expect in relation to the price they pay will not be enough for gaining a reputation as secure and trustworthy in future. The range of options at almost the same price and level of quality is too great for that. Companies need to build security and trust by demonstrating that they give something back to the community rather than simply exploiting society’s resources for their own benefit.

Tomorrow’s successful brands will be those which clearly show an understanding that they are part of society’s value chain. That chain is vulnerable, and the company must accept its share of responsibility for valuable and sustainable social development. The table on next page lists some of the most valuable brands in 2003. A number of the most successful companies in this ranking have taken brand building seriously. Hewlett-Packard (HP) is among those which have achieved the largest improvement in this area. The big jump in its brand value naturally reflects the acquisition of Compaq, but I would argue that HP will continue to enhance its brand value in coming years. In my view, this is because the company demonstrates that it takes its responsibility for valuable and sustainable social development seriously.
HP itself says: “The betterment of our society is not a job to be left to a few; it is a responsibility to be shared by all”. Through its work with governments and NGOs to improve access to clean water and food for those who need it, the company has shown that it means what it says.

BP is another player which has been enhancing its brand value. The company responsible for the list has observed: “John Browne was once again front and centre with his controversial ‘Beyond Petroleum’ campaign. A mega-deal in Russia also helped”. This oil giant’s desire to position itself as environment-friendly has been controversial. That is only to be expected but, if the whole organization manages to show that it backs this position, the brand value can continue to grow. A brand is not built by itself and certainly not, as some believes and maintain, only through TV advertising, the press or by launching a new product design.

[image: image5.wmf][image: image6.wmf]Brands are built first and foremost by the company’s employees. Advertising, public relations and design can help to make the process more visible, familiar and motivating – or, in the worst case, more difficult and very expensive. The outcome will crucially depend on how far the workforce is involved in brand building. That is also why everyone should devote a little time to this activity.
Brand building does not need to be difficult. You can get a long way by answering two questions on the way to work each day: what am I going to deliver today, and how can I do it in an involving manner? By thinking through these issues, you will deliver more of what you promise. This is very important in creating security and trust. If you also manage to deliver what you promise in a manner which generates pleasure and enthusiasm, then you are a brand builder.
Just ask yourself which companies or brands you like best, and why. The answer is often that the brand offers the best product characteristics at a price you are willing to pay. In addition, you might decide that the brand stands for something you consider appropriate. This is the one which suits you and your personality best. Such answers characterize strong brands, of course. Delving deeper, however, the common denominator for the strongest brands is that they not only play a clear role for users and other interests, but also manage to convey enthusiasm and create pleasure and admiration. Over time, this enhances the customer’s association with and loyalty to the branded product and thereby creates enhanced value for both owners and other interests. I would accordingly argue that those companies which gain a reputation for employees who keep their promises and can make life more pleasant will have the most valuable brands in future.
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This article can be summed up with the observation that strong brands are primarily built by the workforce and benefit both owners and other interests. They can best be constructed if the company meets the following four criteria:
1. A common lodestar 

Companies which enjoy lasting success have core values and a core purpose which remains fixed while their commercial strategies and practices adapt constantly to a changing world, James C Collins and Jerry I Porras observed in the Harvard Business Review in 1996. This underlines the importance of a clear corporate vision which unites and motivates the work-force in delivering what the company or brand promises. A number of examples of such visions can be found in the list of the most valuable brands. Apple’s is “Think different”, while Disney says: “We shall make people happy”. These vision statements provide employees with a clear and motivating lodestar. Without clear visions, brand building becomes harder because the workforce is less certain about what it should be delivering.
2. Involve the workforce

Employees are the most important brand builders. If they fail to deliver what the company or the brand promises, the organization will ultimately be in trouble. As a result, the workforce must be motivated to participate actively in building the brand. A case in point is the well-known Avis slogan: “We try harder”. Create closeness to customers and distance from competitors. Closeness can be achieved by identifying product characteristics which the company can become known for offering, and which its competitors can-not provide. In today’s society, quality and price are regarded less and less as unique product properties because they can quickly be emulated. So the brand needs to be given a unique personality with which the customer can identify, which supports its credibility, which not least reciprocates the customer’s loyalty.
This is the same as when someone is seeking other people for a long-term relationship. They want a person with whom they can identify, who is special and who is loyal to them. Brand building is about organizing the whole business and all its employees in such a way that they radiate a strong personality which contrasts with rivals and comes closer to the customer.
3. Has the courage to drop things

Companies with strong brands are bold enough to pull out of products. One of the brands which I believe best illustrates this trait was known until 1992 for making toilet paper and kitchen rolls. It then resolved to sell almost all its existing operations and concentrate on one sector: telecommunications. All its thinking was also focused on four core values: respect for the individual, continuous learning, customer satisfaction and financial results. Finally, the company loaded its products with a unified communication based on the international concept of “connecting people”. Today, Nokia occupies sixth place among the world’s most valuable brands, and was acclaimed as the most important brand for Europeans in both 2001 and 2002 on www.brandchannel.com.
Brand values in USD million:
2003 (left-hand column) and 2002
	1 COCA-COLA 
70.45

2 MICROSOFT 
65.17

3 IBM 
51.77

4 GE 
42.34

5 INTEL 
31.11

6 NOKIA 
29.44

7 DISNEY 
28.03

8 MCDONALD’S 
24.70

9 MARLBORO 
22.18

10 MERCEDES 
21.37

12 HEWLETT-PACKARD 
19.86

33 NIKE 
  8.17

43 IKEA 
  6.91

50 APPLE 
  5.55

69 BP 
  3.58

80 ERICSSON 
  3.15

83 SHELL 
  2.98

91 MOBIL.
  2.41
	69.64

64.09

51.19

41.31

30.86

29.97

29.26

26.37

24.15

21.01

16.78

  7.72

  6.55

  5.32

  3.39
..3.59
..2.81

  2.36


Source: Interbrand, J P Morgan Chase & Co, Citigroup, Morgan Stanley 2003
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