On being human: 
Delivering values in the relationship age.

This is a sermon about the rebirth of business in the relationship age.
All businesses, all governments, all societies, are under attack to get more human.  This article is an attempt to figure out what ‘getting human’ really means.  Is it about ‘authenticity’ or ‘spirituality’ or ‘CSR’ or ‘vision and mission’, or is it something simpler - or indeed more complex?
As I wrote this at 10.47pm on 8 September 2003, I am watching David Blaine, the supreme faker, step into a transparent glass box suspended above London to try and survive for 44 days in goldfish-like isolation above London, drinking only pure water.

This piece of art-extremism will be devoid of any conjuring trickery.  He will attempt to survive based upon pure human will.  It is a voyage into the dark terrain of human spirituality and mental resilience, armed only with a pen and pencil to record his hourly surreality.  A piece of pure humanist theatre.
This is, I think, a very neat expression of our post-Millennial search for meaning. 
But not because of its human purity.  Quite the reverse.  Because of its delightful social contamination.
Why is he really doing this, we wonder?  How much is he being paid?  Is it true or fake? Can he go from street conjurer to spiritual explorer in the space of a few months? How long did he spend fattening up for the experience? Most crucial of all, what is his motivation? 

The entire thing is televised minute by minute as a piece of live theatre on the British Channel 4’s webchannel – E4.  His pen and pencil will create the diary, which will feed the book, which generate the lecture tour, which will sell the videos by which he will pay for the whole experience.  Log on at www.channel4/davidblaine etc.
This is the perfect relationship age symbol.  In a display of internally-referenced isolationism, Blaine displays his dependency upon us all.  He implores us for our engagement, our empathy, our trust – three of scarcest commodities in the relationship age.  Without us, the act has no meaning.  We are complicit.  This is about us, watching ourselves, watching him.  We are engaged in a mutually-dependent experience.  This is a piece of mutualist theatre.
This mutualism is the paradoxical driver of the relationship age.  The search for self through the medium of relationships.  I believe it is the prime need that organisations must address if they are to thrive in the new Millennium.  Their challenge is to fulfil the needs of the individual, and of society - by understanding their interdependency.  The challenge is “To stop being about me.  To stop pretending to be about you.  To truly be about us.”
The Search for Personal Meaning

We see evidence of this paradox everywhere in our coping strategies for the bigger, stronger, faster, slower, weaker, smaller world we now inhabit.  
We feel acutely the schism between our desire for independence and co-dependence; we reach for values and value; we seek tangible and intangible; the virtual feels real and vice versa; we happily embracing meaningless transactions in order to build meaningful relationships.  
But is something new going on in all this confusion?  Well yes and no.  My contention is that we are still discovering what it means to be human in the new economy.  And to be human is sometimes to be an actor – to play a part, but also bring something of yourself to the role.
The Search for Identity
Most interesting in this new context is our growing schizophrenia; our fractured sense of self and a merging sense of ‘us’ and ‘them’.  

This used to be so simple.  ‘We’ the people, were set in clear apposition to ‘them’ – the establishment, most notably the government and the inheriting classes.

Now this is very far from clear.  Anthony Giddens ‘Third Way’ has prevailed by force of necessity.  Government and business are fusing in very practical ways and their responsibilities are merging.  Business are becoming not just the implementation arm of government, but de facto, the policy-setters as well.  They, the elite, have power, but not control.   We, the people, have effective control, but no power.
More interestingly, since the post-industrial age abolished the job for life, we have been given the chance to adopt a sequence of roles: apprentice, manager, boss, entrepreneur, teacher, writer, mentor.  This brings with it both empathy and wisdom beyond our years, but also a heavy sense of fragility and impermanence.  Our sense of self is no longer defined by ‘butcher’, ‘baker’, ‘candlestick-maker’.  What we do has far less importance to us than what we believe in.  For many of us the two are some way apart.
As we seek to engage with others to express our humanity, we are confronted by a profusion of responsibilities.  I am of course a customer of many organisations, and a fairly stroppy one.  I am a supplier to many corporations, and a demanding one.  I am a shareholder on most of corporate Britain and embittered through my ill-performing pension funds.  I am a boss, father, colleague, husband, jobseeker, lobbyist, pundit and much more.  How do I prioritise?  Based upon values and circumstances - and MY needs.  This is the challenge for government and business – to express deeply-held values within the moment of a brief encounter, and to contextualise that delivery within a wider and deeper relationship.
The problem with corporate life is that managers have only seen themselves as agents of institutional shareholders.  Their responsibility to build shareholder value, if necessary by falsifying figures, outweighs all other roles and responsibilities.  But these distortions will no longer by tolerated.  The people are rediscovering their identities.
The certainties of the Transaction Age are being replaced by the subtleties of the Relationship Age:
From information 

=> 
Insight
From content 


=>
Connection
From understanding 

=> 
Learning
From participation 

=>
Support
From fact 


=> 
Opinion
From personality

=> 
Character
To characterise this transition, let’s take a light-hearted look at the psychology of social eating.  From the Victorian era of table manners as a means of social control: ‘You are how you eat’, we moved a century later to the reductionist: ‘You are what you eat’, to the situationist: ‘You are where you eat’, and even for a brief eighties moment, the structuralist: ‘You are who you eat with’.  The Victorians would of course have had us pronounce the mouth-crumbling: “You are with whom you eat’.  

And now, in the relationship age, who you are has nothing whatever to do with eating.  Possibly, at a stretch, ‘You are why you eat’.  Eating is a great way to stay alive, and an excuse for a good social conversation.
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fig 1. The Relationship Age
Nurturing The Dependent Self

The Relationship Age overview above (fig 1.) attempts to precis this new reality.  Most notable is that the power and control ethic of the transaction age has gone.  The business-centric taxonomy has actually broken down.  The new descriptions do not just depict just how an organisation will compete, and how value will be delivered to customers. Instead it describes how the human beings within them will thrive by creating value for themselves and one another.  The entire structure is now granular and reciprocal.

The relationship age demands that we reinvent our sense of self - on demand, in response to different relationship roles we are adopting.  It finally makes sense of our thespian schizophrenia.

The subtleties of relationship age push back firmly on both nature and nurture, and even those who sit in between.  I side with Raymond Tallis, professor of geriatric medicine at Manchester University, when he accuses both camps of rampant ‘biologism’, and consequent denial of social self-hood.

“Self-consciousness stabilised in selfhood; instinctive behaviours evolved into agency, regulated by quite abstract customs and rules…sustaining a network of culture in which partly collective experience forms the basis for the creation of a world of signs, symbols and artefacts distant from nature.”
He concludes his elaboration of interdependency:

“Human nature consists in the customisation of behaviour through culture.” 

Human nature, he seems to be saying, is reflexive – i.e. relationship dependent.  Ultimately it is brand-reliant and malleable.  He is inadvertently making a very clear case for both brand and media responsibility.  As Eric Hoffer, the American writer, once said, “When people are free to do as they please, they usually imitate one another.”  Brands set the ground-rules for these imitations by carrying powerful social memes, ways of thinking, but also, even more constructively through ‘bemes’ – ways of behaving.
This collective cultural dependency is very real for us.  In 2003, we are still very much the ‘have it now’ generation, and yet we perversely embrace the slow food movement, spiritualism, body art…even sex toys.   The London College of Psychic Studies has seen a ten-fold increase in courses in the last year.  Something is going on.
The ‘noughties’ have much in common with the last naughty generation, the sixties.  In affluent discontent, political isolation and existential fear, we have not abandoned hedonistic or trivial desires, but we have reconstructed them as self-learning experiences.  Self-indulgence has become political expression.  I consume therefore I am.  Existential gluttony?
This is also a very ‘Zen’ era.   Organics.  Pan-theism, Life-long learning.   The sense of the individual is defined as part of the whole.  As if in deliberate contrast, we also appear to relish the media driven replacements for these basic needs: voyeurism, snack foods, celebritisation, the celebration of idiocy.   
On the one hand we see a clear drive for purity, internal goals and self-knowledge.  On the other everything is moving towards the virtual, the intangible and the ephemeral.  David Boyle of the new economics foundation is very eloquent on this subject.  Emerging from the maelstrom, he identities 9 elements (not 10 you note, and are supposed to note - that would be ‘fake’!) of the new authenticity we crave, which need not necessarily co-exist within an organisation or brand:

#1 Real means ethical

#2 Real means natural

#3 Real means honest

#4 Real means simple

#5 Real means un-spun

#6 Real means sustainable

#7 Real means beautiful

#8 Real means rooted

#9 Real means human
Real probably also means small.  Martin Hayward of the Henley Centre has noted: “The bigger you become, the less appealing you become.”

Real probably also means effortless.  Michael Harvey, in Top Gear magazine, October 2003, defines something as cool if it ‘expends the least possible effort defining itself’.  It’s a very neat encapsulation of authenticity too.

And there’s at least one more to add.  Authenticity is somehow subversive.  John Grant, one of the founders of St Lukes advertising agency puts this well: “New Marketing is non marketing”.  He also notes elsewhere: “A brand is a set of ideas that people live by”, neatly capturing the ethereal, conceptual nature of many great first generation brands.  
After a lifetime in advertising, though, Grant too easily equates reality with idealised brand concepts, rather than focusing on the delivered human reality.
Authenticity is not about conceptual simplicity, it’s about people co-creating things that matter to them.
The New Human Reality
If organisations are to try and fulfil our manifest desire for human authenticity, they will need to focus on at least one of the following:
1. A Human Offer – think Alcoholics Anonymous. Brands that are focused here promise a human experience at the heart of the brand.  Not something anthropomorphic.  Not a metaphor.  This is not about being a lovemark in Kevin Roberts’ terms.  This is real people delivering real personal value to other people.
2. A Human or Humane Implication – think Innocent drinks, or Pret a Manger. This domain is where the bulk of advertising fakery is presently focused.  Brands that work well here tell a clear and compelling story about their heritage, or imply an engaging and inspiring vision of the people behind the brand.  Personality-led brands like Ted Baker also address this need. Very often these are Zeitgeist brands, emerging through a powerful human insight at one point in time.  Often they fail to survive, because they confuse their offering with the human need.
3. A Human relationship Intention – think concierge services, like TenUK.  Brands that live here began with a ground-breaking relationship model, often offering simplicity, affection or humour as a core value, but intend to build a sustained and responsive human relationship over time.  They are challenged by a need for continual innovation in response to shifting needs.  Exceptional service is only exceptional once.
4. A Humane Corporate Motivation – think Body Shop.  Brands that grow up here bring with a clear point of view.  They wear their values on their sleeve and stand by the consequences, even if it means less profit.  (And yes.  Sometimes, despite all the sustainability rhetoric, having a conscience does mean making less money for shareholders, certainly over a short timeframe.)
Whichever of these human axes an organisation intends to focus on, it must be credible on other dimensions.  It can expect to be exposed and attacked on all dimensions.  Most importantly, it must deliver on its specific human promises and on the expectations that accompany those promises.  Only by matching needs and constantly delivering on those needs; by learning and being seen to learn, can an organisation build sustainable trust.  

This learning process creates the fifth brand requirement in the relationship age: 
5. A human Interaction.  Think here of brands like e-Bay or Epinions where the ‘product’ is actually the value created by the interactions on the community.  
The means by which relationship brands engage must be free of fakery and exploitation.  Ideally, they will simply facilitate latent desire for dialogue and liberate word of mouth enthusiasm.
The Humanisation Challenge

For all organisations, even those that feel they are functional or values-free, or entirely virtual, the pressure to humanise on all these dimensions is significant. As trust erodes, it must be replaced by humanity.
Bring human contact into your offer and delivery process; bring to life the people behind the brand; commit to ongoing relationship-building; come clean on your motivation and make it relevant – and connect, in surprising, human ways.

What do I mean by ‘humanise’ your brand.  Who is already doing it?  
Well nobody is doing it effectively - hence the crisis.  If it were easy, there would be no challenge, but some brands have made good headway on individual axes.
1. Offer brands: These are brands whose core promise is intrinsically human:  Alcoholics Anonymous, Samaritans, Barnardos, Cirque du Soleil or The Red Cross have pedigree here.  And now a new breed of buyer-centric, infomediaries also focus here including concierge services, nursery schools.  

These offer brands are characterised as Close Confidantes.  They are there, incarnate, at times of need or to provide thrilling human encounters.
2. Implication brands: These are often humanistic rather than human.  The best of them imply humanity in their approach to life and inject credible truth-based personality into their brand:

· From Nike (Selling us ‘Endeavor’, bought to life through iconic, and well-chosen celebrities). 
· Innocent Drinks (‘Healthy Indulgence’ brought to life through a cheeky, proud, but self-deprecating personal communications tone). 
· Boden (Middle-age regeneration brought to life through a strong and flamboyant founding spirit, Johnnie Boden – a person not a symbol).
· Virgin (‘Keeping big business honest’, characterised by the man himself, Richard Branson).
· Apple (‘Design for people’, anarchically expressed in the affable exuberance persona of Steve Jobs).
These, I describe as Good-Time Charlies.
You wouldn’t want to marry them, but they’re good fun to hang out with.
3. Motivation brands. Those whose core motivation is intrinsically humane or humanistic: Ben & Jerry, Amnesty International, The Labour Party. 
These, are Soul Sisters, informing our self-image; a sounding board or a means of values reinforcement.
4. Intention brands: Those brands whose explicit value offer is a humanised relationship: egg; First Direct and most recently, NatWest, whose decision to stop closing branches promises a commitment to ongoing human contact.  The best airlines also score highly on this dimension.  SouthWest Airlines has great human relationship intention (and delivers though consistent attitude).
Many football clubs are striving to become intention brands, having begun life as aspiration or implication brands.  However, their attempts to do so smack more of exploitative transactional marketing than true human relationships.  Most of the relationship value they generate circulates around these brands rather than through them.  Their relationship capital actually lives in the pubs and bars, in the fanzines and rivalries among the fan base.  The clubs that succeed will be those that create structures which enable fans to maximum value for themselves, while staying respectful of the brand.
Those that do manage to deliver on this level, we could classify as Life Partners - a community you can fall back on, with clear values and rules of engagement.
For each aspiring human-brand the challenge is to understand the state of its existing brand reality in the minds of its stakeholders.  Then it can assess the risks and opportunities (value and values trade-offs) which different humanisation strategies would imply.

5. Interaction brands: Finally a new, fifth breed seems to be emerging, which is theoretically equipped to lead this new agenda – to promise, connect and  act humanly on all 4 dimensions:

These are the ‘Interaction’ brands - the Mutual Marketers.  They embrace our overlapping or interchangeable stakeholder roles as the new status quo.  The reason that these brands are so special is that they have some competence in a fifth dimension, crucial in the relationship age: They foster shared achievement by embracing mutualism. 
Their core brand offer is their very ‘way of being’, brand as process.  These brands meet our deepest need for mutualism.  They are judged against the quality of shared achievements.  
Many of these brands start with an intrinsic advantage in creating values confluence, by virtue of overlapping stakeholder roles.  The ‘Old Mutuals’ in healthcare and insurance, plus the co-operative movement, whose definition of self comes close to absolute self-denial.  They have sat apologetically on their relationship assets and done little or nothing to liberate value for their membership.  The time has come for these organisations to be proud.   The technology, appetite and marketing skills exist to exercise a little self-assertion.

These connectivity role models were, from the outset, community brands.  These organisations see their stakeholders defined as whole people; not bundles of knowledge, cash and service expectations and value-potential.  There are few fresh examples to point to as yet, but Linux, Co-operative Bank, MoveableType, Zagat’s guides and eBay would share some of these MutualMarketer characteristics.  These are the ‘New Mutuals’.
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fig. 2. Brand Relationship Typology
Key: Brand promise, Stakeholder expectation, Fulfilment criterion
Trust is dead; long live trust
These humanistic, or ideally just ‘human’ roles cannot be the whole answer to the corporate challenge.  To imply that embracing them will rehumanise business overnight would be simplistic and trite.

However, understanding and responding to all these dimensions of need will go some way towards filling the socio-economic trust vacuum which has generated so much attention in recent years.

· Trust is still eroding at an infrastructure level: railways, airlines, traffic, telecommunications…all in chaos 

· Trust is still eroding at a policy level: financial regulation, asylum, hooliganism, MMR vaccines...all fiascos 

· Trust is still eroding at a symbolic level: doctors, police, politicians now carry little or no authority. We know our rights. 

· Trust is still eroding at an engagement level: media lies, PR spin, celebrities lie, sport drug-taking, failure of international governance…all ambivalent or ambiguous 

· Trust is still eroding at an outcome level: divorce, pensions failure, judicial failure, bankruptcy...all rising 


With no trust to fall back on, our sense of community has become a mere vapour, inhaled when Oxfam is at the door and exhaled with a spattering of phlegm when something real, like a train-seat is at stake. 

So here’s a radical and uplifting thought. Maybe trust is an inevitable casualty of an information democracy - a natural symptom of mass-affluence. 


The old transaction age version of perfect trust – the willing suspension of disbelief based upon power, hierarchy, and social stereotypes - has gone.  What we are left with is imperfect but actually more human. A form of instrumental and evidential trust.  This new trust is based on our needs and the needs of others.  We are awakening to our lack of power, but a rise in influence.  A loss of control, but the realisation of freewill.

Teenagers’ use of texting seems to me another good example of this dependent-self phenomenon.  Teenagers seized upon mobile texting, not just because it was cheap, but because it turned a synchronous communications tool into an asynchronous one.  They feel safe; they feel in control, they achieve self-expression, and maintain multiple relationships simultaneously. The phenomenon of text-dumping (ending relationships by text, is pervasive and spreading to adults).

On the surface, this new utilitarian trust may feel more transactional and less fulfilling than its predecessor.  Dig deeper and we realise that this burden of perpetual proof actually demands our continual investment in relationships.  It’s much more democratic.  It demands proof of intent and motivation, as well as the simple fulfilment of promises and deference to inherited power.
So here's an even more radical thought.  Maybe we should just learn to live without unquestioning trust…and discover something more meaningful instead...'self-respect', which implies, automatically, respect for others.
In this brave new, untrusting world, brands will have to live up to new levels of scrutiny on all aspects of their humanity, and deliver on these constantly.

Managing brand reality means undergoing a rigorous examination of their human credentials.
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fig 3.  Relationship Age brand management: A perpetual human conversation… 
 ‘Ourselves and Themselves’: The Brand2Stakeholder Relationship

Corporates deliberately or accidentally make a wide variety of human promises to consumers.  These vary according to the specific relationship orientation of the business, and thereby expose them to quite distinct risks.
Offer brands enable Self Discovery through our desire for more human interaction.  Many brands have sat in this space forever - Alcoholics Anonymous, for example, as noted above.  But more conventional responses have sought to catch up in more trivial ways.  An attmittedly unconvincing example here is perhaps NatWest’s provocative decision to stop its branch closure programme, and bolster the provision of named, accountable, business managers.
Implication brands enable Self Expression.  These brands feed our desire for more humane brand personalities.  More charm.  More edge.  Into this gaping chasm have flowed brands like innocent and Boden, alongside older brands which have ‘always’ stood for powerful human emotions - like Orange’s (optimism).  John Grant, the ad man is again good at characterising this brand-type: “Authentic marketing feels like it all comes from one author.”  He really means ‘authentic communication’ of course, but the point is well made.  These are very authorial brands.
Intention brands hold a promise of Self Confidence.  These tap a deep need for sustained relationships, rather than momentary transactions.  The nay-sayers of the outmoded branding community will suggest that most customers just want a slick transaction.  The categories where this is actually true are few, and diminishing.
Motivation brands build our Self Image.  These feed a questioning of corporate motives and desire for ethical integrity.  Brands which did not grow up with strong motives must pay close attention not to fracture their brand equity by attaching themselves to spurious causes.   Vodafone’s intention to be ‘passionate about the environment’ is an unlikely and trust-eroding promise.  Were they to be passionate about human communication, we might understand.

Interaction brands build opportunities for Self Fulfilment. Brands that work here tap a need for an experience which is ‘complete’ and ‘consistent’. Brands that work well here, just feel ‘right’ to do business with.
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fig 4. Meeting Human Needs: Serving the dependent self.
However, when brands drift away from understanding and fulfilling the promises of their core ‘relatespace’. then risks of customer migration and antagonism are immediately created.  Customers are quick to note a divergence in the fit of a brand, its relevance to them, its honesty or its responsibility.  Their picture of a brand is subtle and increasingly refined.  These same customers are often shareholders and employees too. They will not be taken for granted.
If the brand offer exceeds the transaction or relationship need, this will generally create risk.  If the need exceeds the offer, this will generally create opportunity, but the reverse can also often be true.  In each cases, each brand must assess its risk/opportunity trade-offs based upon the unique pattern of its relationship DNA.
The key is in learning to promise, connect and act appropriately at all times.  In learning to learn, based on a clear understanding of stakeholders’ relationship needs, and consistent with shared values.
The successful UK business TenUK is an illustrative example.  The brand is already strong in the offer dimension.  However where they would like to be able compete is on relationship intention, sustaining the quality of a single transaction into an extended relationship.  This would bring the loyalty and evangelism they seek.  However, maintaining the quality of the relationship would also require them to sustain a richer and more expressive ‘implication’.  
Over the long haul, brands like this must also clarify and refresh their motivation.  They must continually retell their story.  Finally, none of this is sustainable without ever better and more engaging interactions.  Sustained success means building on all aspects of human need.  The consequences of shortfall are visually simplified below, with due acknowledgement of the reductionism of describing human beings in graph form!:
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fig 5. Understanding your stakeholders’ brand reality
More problematic still is when brands fail to deliver, and relationship gaps are created.  In the short-term, these do not always result in a drop-off in transactions, but the risk is there as a fissure in the substrata of the relationships.  Sooner or later the brand will split apart.  These risks are nowhere accounted for in analysts’ estimates.  Managing underlying structure of stakeholder relationship capital probably accounts for more than 50% of most companies’ equity.  At present, with retrospective transaction-focused accounting, the risks and opportunities within relationship capital are a management black hole.

[image: image6.emf]Transaction

Relationship

V

a

l

u

e

s

V

a

l

u

e

Implication

Relevance

Behaviour

Motivation

Responsibility

Authenticity

Offer

Fit

Delivery

Intent

Honesty

Attitude

Trust gap

Belief gap

Commitment 

gap

Respect gap


fig. 6 “Mind Your Humanity Gaps”
Brand learning is relationship learning

Respecting and nurturing stakeholder relationships is a process of perpetual learning, adjusting constantly to the gaps which develop between stakeholders’ needs an organisation’s promises and its painstaking delivery.  

These gaps exist on many levels.  Of course the gap between offer and delivery is important.  This belief gap determines service or product satisfaction.  But it does not constitute brand satisfaction; nor does it indicate long-term loyalty or sustainability of relationships.  Organisations which spend their time focusing purely on service delivery are storing up risk, by equating transactions with relationships.  People do not leave relationships because ‘the service’ deteriorated.

For too long, the transaction culture has created a myth that ‘awareness’ and interest would be sufficient to sustain an extended flow of transactions that we could misinterpret as loyalty.

We all know, intuitively, that transactions and relationships are not the same thing.  Even at its best, the transaction age offers nothing more exciting than a pleasant experience.  Sex is not love.  And a cup of team and a fag won’t make it so.
As Alan Mitchell points out in ‘Beyond Branding’, loyalty never was a very good word to describe repeat purchase.  Emotional loyalty simply cannot be created by messaging.  It requires reciprocity.  Sacrifice.  Mutuality.  I simply cannot be loyal to anyone who spends their time taking things from me, nor even someone who is always giving me things.  Loyalty demands a reciprocal connection.  
It demands a relationship intent, honestly expressed and characteristically fulfilled.  It requires motivation to be clearly understood and consistently enacted.

Most of all it requires consistent and dedicated learning.  Only brands which learn will merit our trust over their lifetime, as well as ours.

We should bow low and pay attention, when even the editor of Harvard Business Review feels that transactions and relationships may not be the same thing: “We’re used to thinking – assuming really – that satisfaction and loyalty move in tandem.  The assumption’s wrong.”  says Thomas A. Stewart.

Instead, of obsessing purely about service satisfaction, brand stewards (CEOs) need to widen their field of view to focus on their stakeholders’ total brand reality - however those stakeholders actually define it.  To do that, they need to engage in unstructured, creative conversations, not just commission more quantitative research.

How far do stakeholders’ transactional expectations (the brand’s implications!) outstrip the behaviour they directly experience? (trust gap).  How far does the brand’s attitude fulfil its declared relationship intent? (respect gap).  Finally, how far does its supposed motivation (vision, values, pronouncements etc) diverge from the true story of the way the brand acts towards all its stakeholders? (this is the commitment gap).

Trust, respect and commitment are only gradually acquired in a relationship. They cannot be either built or restored as easily as our simplistic diagrams suggest, nor as rapidly as psychologists David Lewis and Darren Bridger would have us believe:

“Add authenticity and win trust,”  they proclaim in “The soul of the new consumer.”

Lewis (I presume) continues: “As I explained in chapter 2, there are four main routes by which authenticity can be attached to a product or service…”.  
This is my underlining.  Authenticity cannot be attached to a brand any more than humanity can.  People attach themselves to people.  
No book should be reduced to a sound-bite, and there is much to admire in Lewis and Bridger’s writing, but one reductionist quotation merits my tears: “The soul is the marketplace; The marketplace is the soul”.  Reducing human souls to a competitive marketspace?  This is surely the last clarion call of the transaction age. The same critique applies to Kevin Roberts and his glib exposition of ‘lovemarks’.  People love people, not soap powder.
The mass-market response to the challenge of mutualism is predictable.  The offer remains the same; delivery is not improved.  What happens instead, is that the transaction is wrapped in a layer of fake humanity, while the corporation struggles to force its corporate or parental behaviour catch up.  Witness:
· Kit Kat’s advertising push towards downshifting as the latest incarnation of its ‘have a break’ ethos.  The ads are very enjoyable.  However they confuse the tag-line with the brand.  The human real values being toyed with are just fake for a brand like kitkat.
· General Motors is now promoting itself as a family of companies.  But where is the evidence of its family values?
· Nike and Reebok have moved away from celebrities as icons and are recruiting child sportspeople in a drive to become more human.  Does this action really meet our expectations of these brands?  How long can it be sustained?
· BT’s gargantuan investments in CSR…add a little more charm, a little more humility to the brand expression, do a bit more visible listening, but how is it driving stakeholders’ brand reality?  How much is truly connecting?
This tokenism; this belief that better advertising can humanise a brand is a natural inclination of brand people, who confuse sales with marketing; marketing with business; business with real life.
The Japanese, meanwhile, have long been ahead of the game.  Sony’s recent advertising is indicative, promoting its Wega home cinema installations through its Sony Centre retail outlets: “You make it a Sony”, they say.  They mean something fairly trivial about its proferred lifestyle association, I think…But actually, I want to frame this relationship age statement of empowerment and mutualism.  YES!  I do make it a Sony.  Now work with me toward self-fulfilment.  What else can you do to humanly build this relationship?
Moving from its heritage as an acknowledged innovator, Sony seems to be on a long-term strategy to humanise its approach: high street presence in the form of human beings, plus human service and consultancy and even after sales support.

The offer has been dramatically humanised: ‘unprecedented after-sales service, expert advice, delivery and installation service, peace of mind’, runs the ad’.  
Here is Sony, a lionised product pioneer, embracing the need to kick-start a relationship culture.  Bang and Olufson has gone fast and stylishly down the same road.  Last month I attended an evening of classical culture organised by my local B&O outlet.  Last week, I received a newsletter sporting photos of the local service team. The transactional payback for all this investment will be slow, but the relationship investment is profound.

Whatever, Treacy and Wiersema might say about core competence, Sony believes and B&O believe they can be both product innovators and practice customer intimacy. If the relationship age logic is right, then they are spot on.
Addressing business humanity with this degree of commitment requires a focus on Total Brand Reality.  Not just reviewing the packaging or the messaging, but reviewing the whole nature and context of those transactions and the ongoing relationships that these corporations build with their stakeholders – at a value and values level.  These companies are truly committed to human relationships.
Even this, of course is not enough.  Merely having a very human offer, and connecting it to a human need is not enough, if the delivery is lacking.  The missing piece in the jigsaw of stakeholders’ brand reality – is their transaction and relationship experience at all value-layers.
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fig 7. Delivering total brand quality.

Delivering a quality brand for the relationship age requires a much wider definition of ‘delivery’.  These human quality gaps are subtle things.

Bridging Fit-Delivery: Performance Learning
Organisations face continual need to deliver in more engaging and relevant ways. However, not only are needs continually evolving, but the ability to differentiate and add value via human contact is subject to intense competition.  Organisations face a perpetual struggle to ‘connect’ their capabilities to the needs of consumers.  Today’s authentic is tomorrow’s fake. 
Bridging Relevance-Behaviour: Active Issues Management
The new and pressing battlefield of corporate is the managament of implications.
As expectations shift, organisations find themselves exposed to a kaleidoscope of new obligations and duties.  Their behaviour and that of their staff and suppliers is subject to scrutiny.  Symbolic gestures are reinterepreted and misinterpreted (from the organisation’s standpoint) accoridng to shifting behavioural norms.


Cadbury’s 2003 offer incentivising children to eat more chocolate in order to win books for schools is a prefect example of misguided symbolism.  They believed they were acting responsibly to shore up their reputation.  In reality, the behaviour was considered unacceptable by the general public.  What is required is a much more active engagement in normative conduct by corporations, listening and learning in real time.
Bridging Responsibility-Authenticity: Values-chain Management
At a relationship level, the same issues are in play.  How do coporations ensure that they delivery authentically on their responsibilities?  Only by having a clear, values-based relationship strategy, where values extend across organisational borders and merge with the values-strategies of other corporate partners.  Crucial in this is that organisations understand the ‘values-chain’ through which they meet the world.  It is not enough to seek to align your employees values.  Increasingly you must seek to harmonise what amounts to a values-web of direct stakeholders and indirect staketakers.
Bridging Honesty-Attitude: Customer Relationship Protection

Finally, organisations face a very real quality challenge in ensuring that a consistent attitude is evidenced in response to stakeholders’ demand for honesty.
Here, an organisation’s human quality is at stake.  This must be constantly monitored to assess the erosion of human engagement.  Customers simply will not engage with a brand whose integrity is unclear.

And so, finally, to answer the question we set out with, “What does it mean for businesses to become more human?”.  
· It’s as simple as connecting people’s values.  
· It’s as complex as connecting people’s values.
THE FUTURE (1). “What can we expect to see within 5 years?”
In the short term, it is a struggle to believe that most organisations will suddenly reach a higher state of consciousness and conscienceness.  However, if the logic of this article is right, raw market forces should achieve what gentle persuasion may not.  Pressure from the people in their roles as activists, customers and shareholders will drag organisations kicking and screaming into a better alignment with their needs.
What we can expect, I believe, is to see some positive movement towards humanly sustainable brands in the form of greater sensitivity, better adaptability and more effective collaboration.  Sustainable businesses require sustainable brands.  The reverse may not always be true, of course, so brand-building matters. 
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fig 8: Relationship transformation competencies
These three ‘gross’ competencies are a lot more complex in reality of course. They are the result of a multitude of human interactions, driven, enabled and protected, by the dynamics of brand-sensitive human relationships.

Enabling these three competencies will require a much more active role for stakeholder engagement.  However, this form of engagement will looks a lot less like cyclical research, and lot more like business as usual.  For the best businesses, it will become a form of stakeholder co-creation.
What will this mean in practice?
A. Driving Sensitivity: Replacing Thought Dealership with Thought Leadership.
To borrow the language of Robert Pirsig’s ‘Zen and the art of motorcycle maintenance’, market sensitivity concerns itself with adjusting the surface form of an organisation (its environmental ‘offer’). Market sensitivity determines how well an organisation senses its environment and how fast it can adjust its proposition.  whereas adaptiveness will concern itself with underlying substance (its delivery potential). 

At present most companies engage in this process of adjustment in non-commital ways, by engaging weakly in the marketplace of ideas.
Often this form of reputation management, or so-called ‘thought leadership’, has nothing to do with what is actually going on within the business.  Often it has little to do with your stakeholders concerns.  Sometimes it is not even generated by the business, but borrowed or stolen from so-called gurus.  Thought leadership is more like thought dealership.  
In the arcane world of thought dealership, you pay a knowledge-supplier to come up with an idea which can be lightly researched and announced to the world as your own, in order to compete for mind-space against the ideas somebody else’s supplier came up with.  Your transactional implication competes with their transactional implication in an ethereal space further and further away from anybody’s behaviour and divorced from most peoples’ interest.  
This is how we can account for phenomena like CRM, and ERP, and b2b marketplaces.  All were created within an ethereal market of ideas, each outcompeting one another to sell a delectable vision of infinitely gullible (inhuman) customers to hungry Venture Capitalists.  These ideas were only connected by the loosest of threads to anyone’s brand reality.  They ignored our basic humanity and deeply entrenched values and behaviours.
Thought dealership can certainly generate transaction-momentum, but it doesn’t build relationship loyalty, and it doesn’t build a sustainable brand.
Thought leadership, by contrast, is really about being human.  It’s simple.  It’s about saying what 'you' really think and feel about the world - and engaging in learning.  Thought leadership is a natural extension of business strategy.  It is about building respectful relationships with stakeholders.  They are called ‘stake’holders for a reason.  Thought leadership, wierdly, is a lot about listening. 

But most organisations cannot engage in thought leadership, because they cannot engage at all. They have not, and cannot 'incorporate' themselves, in the sense in which Chris Locke (author of Gonzo Marketing among other things) means it – i.e. liberate their people’s talents, in order to connect to other people.

Lacking the determination to actually engage with their publics, they indulge instead in thought dealership. Reports, surveys and abstruse sponsorships are created to compete in a superficial and self-perpetuating ideas marketplace, entirely opportunistically, often at arms length from the brand, and entirely disengaged form the real interests of stakeholders.

A lovely parallel for this disconnection applies in the field of social responsibility.

No less an authority than Philip Kotler (Strategic Marketing for Non-profit organisations) has said:

"Social Marketing seeks to influence social behaviours, not to benefit the marketer - but to benefit the target audience and general society." 

Meanwhile, Cause-Related Marketing is described as "any effort by a corporation to increase its own sales by contributing to the objectives of one or more non-profit organisations."

Social marketing is Thought Leadership  - is also true relationship marketing
Cause-related marketing is Thought Dealership – is transaction selling

Mutual Marketing takes Kotler’s logic a step further.  Mutual marketing seeks to “enact shared human values to benefit fellow humans.”

My only caveat to Kotler's definition is that effective social marketing enormously benefits the marketer, but the time horizon is entirely different. This is a 2, 20, even 200 years exercise. Thought leadership is not about sustainability. Thought leadership is sustainability - brand sustainability.

A few human principles apply:

1. Thought leadership is, surprisingly-enough, thought-led, not sales-led
2. Thought leadership means using your own thoughts, not copying from your neighbour
3. Thought leadership is respectful, not patronising or arrogant
4. Thoughts, feelings, words and deeds should be inextricable linked. Leadership that stays as thought is a waste of an organisation's time - and the time of its stakeholders.
5. Thought leadership is about building bridges, not towers
6. Thought leadership closes relationship gaps; it doesn’t open them

Some signs that your thought leadership strategy is going awry:

1. You need to advertise it
2. The PR department is in charge of it
3. It is treated as a publishing exercise, not an engagement exercise
4. Your thinking is feeding from your brand, not creating it 
5. Thought leadership is separated from social leadership
6. Thought leadership is separated from knowledge celebration (a.k.a knowledge management)

As Rod Fountain, leader of the Survive, risk management network has suggested, each corporation’s thought leadership should actively tackle its biggest sustainability issues.  It should do this directly with all the stakeholders that will matter most in future.
So it is easy to make a case that: 

· Coke might address the world water shortage, or anti-americanism.
· Nike might address disability, whether mental of physical which stands in the way of physical achievement.
· Vodafone might address our sociophobia, our emotional illiteracy and avoidance of ‘real’ communication and connection.
· Virgin might collaborate to bring the emergence of true customer champions, rather than service simplifiers.  It should seek to nurture and support other values-based enterprises, perhaps through a Virgin foundation.
B.
Driving Adaptability – What employee empowerment really looks like.
Adaptability defines a brand’s ability to constantly adjust the ways in which it delivers to the changing needs of its stakeholders.  No organisation can conceivably be sensitive enough to drive this responsiveness from the top down.  What is required is a more organic organisational form.  This learning imperative applies at an emotional and ethical level just as much as it does at a functional level. Unless organisations can evolve stakeholder-responsive processes, a brand’s reality-gaps will gradually reach breaking-point.
Brands play a crucial role here, crystallising both individual duties and communal vision.  It is the brand which creates ‘the way we do things round here’ and determines whether an environment feels ‘authentic’.
Creating a sustainable brand relies upon the ability of an organisation to change its present structures and forms, by building shared mental models - not only with its employees, as Senge envisages, but increasingly with its suppliers, partners, investors, regulators and even the media.

C.
Driving Collaboration  - Achieving purposeful collaboration
“The very shaping of history now outpaces the ability of men to orient themselves in accordance with cherished values…Men sense that old ways of feeling and thinking have collapsed and newer ways are ambiguous to the point of moral stasis…In search of selfhood they become morally insensible, trying to remain altogether private men.  Is it any wonder that they come to be possessed by a sense of ‘the trap’.”

These powerful words were written in 1959 by C Wright Mills. (ref 6)  Mills’s own solution to this moral and emotional stasis was to argue the need for a ‘sociological imagination’ - a systemic understanding of the world that seeks to balance our interpretation of biographical and historical contexts.  By viewing the world through a sociological filter, he argued that personal and social duties would crystallise and concerted collective action would become possible.

Forty-three years later his concerns ring even more true.  The personal search for meaning seems ever more elusive; our sense of social duty ever more utilitarian.  Mills’s contemporary Talcott Parsons speaks of the importance of social equilibrium – a balance of behavioural norms and values which are sustained through socialisation and social control. (ref 7).  But neither author can have remotely envisaged the fusion of state and commerce that the last half decade has wrought.   The world they looked out upon was of increased power for the nation-state, increasing rationality, increasing human control and increasingly tight definition of roles.  All these trends are now being reversed.

We now inhabit a complex socio-economic world where marketing-led commercialism permeates every corner of our lives and begins even to colour our interpersonal values.  Attempts to ignore this new reality are doomed to failure.  Even deep sociological words like ‘community’ or ‘kinship’ now have rather less to do with human connection and rather more to do with marketing or web-service strategy.  

In 2003 our challenge is now to acquire a ‘brand imagination’ – a systemic understanding of our world that fuses organisational sociology and commercial ideology.  We need to understand how the processes and disciplines of ‘value’ impact our collective ‘values’ and visa versa.  To holders of this ‘brand imagination’, typical challenges of the coming age will be all-pervasive in scope and psycho-social in nature.

How do brands earn the right to survive?

How well can brands crystallise the values of the organisations which promote them? 

How should brands best assimilate the values of their users?

How do brands earn the right to co-opt the energy of their stakeholders?

How do brands to inspire human beings to create better social structures?

And most importantly of all: How can brands foster stakeholder collaboration? Stakeholder collaboration is defined as the capability of a brand to shape the coherence of an entire market through inspiring and triggering multi-stakeholder collaboration.  This systemic learning process means creating and sustaining a clear and common brand mission.  Stakeholder collaboration means building and sharing a common vision for all stakeholders.  Most of all, it is about nurturing and sustaining the delicate interdependencies among stakeholders which constitute brand context.

Any successful attempt to create a human brand relies upon understanding the brand’s role within an entire set of overlapping value-systems: markets, communities, societies, supply-chains and demands-chains.   To be considered human, a brand must offer a vibrant, evolutionary purpose for all stakeholders – a continued learning process that will only be sustained in an environment of relationship transparency and empowerment.  

THE FUTURE (2) “What should we demand within 10 years?”
Perhaps a little fulfilment of promises.  I want Coca Cola to teach the world to sing.  Go on then.  I double dare you.  It’s the least you can do.  
Simply connect.
Tim Kitchin is a partner in Mutual Marketing, www.mutualmarketing.co.uk.

He is a founder of the humanitarian brand movement, “The Medinge Group” and a co-author of “Beyond Branding”, Kogan-Page, due out October 2003 - contributing a chapter on brand sustainability.  He was a contributor to “Managing Corporate Reputations”, Kogan-Page, 2001
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