
Is your brand sharp enough? 
Great global brands demand clarity and distinction — and a strategic framework to capture customer value,  
Kellogg experts say 

“Why me?” should be the mantra of every marketer. Not 
in a hard-luck, sob-story kind of way; but the ques-

tion should arise whenever the marketing team tries to determine 
what could make its offering so special that people snap it up at a 
premium. 

Answering that question demands insight into how branding 
helps make, or break, the sale. 

Five decades ago, Kellogg School professors already were crack-
ing marketing’s symbolic codes, unpacking the meaning implicit in 
the modern incarnation of an older practice—branding. 

Branding, in the sense of using hot irons to designate livestock 
ownership, goes back to antiquity: There are references to brands 
on tomb walls in ancient Egypt, and the term also was applied 
poetically to the mythological torches of Cupid and the Furies.

It wasn’t until the 19th century and the mass marketing of 
packaged goods, though, that commercial branding began to take 
off. In fact, the Oxford English Dictionary cites 1854 as the first use 
of the word “brand” to mean “a particular sort or class of goods, as 
indicated by the trade-marks on them.” But those older, figurative 
conceptions still hold significance for today’s practitioners. 

“The image is as important as the product,” says Peter Tan ’83, 
executive vice president for Burger King Corporation. 

Tan calls attention to brand as a mental perception that cus-
tomers hold. Branding is about managing those perceptions, he 
says, and he thinks that marketers should help their firm’s leaders 
gain better insight into branding’s value. “They need to understand 
that customers buy brands and not ‘products.’ You may have the 
best product, but that product remains with you if you can’t sell it.” 

Clinical Professor of Marketing Tim Calkins says that percep-
tions matter most. Indeed, “how people perceive something matters 
far more than the absolute truth.” Calkins, author of Breakthrough 
Marketing Plans (2008) and co-editor of Kellogg on Branding (2005), 
says that while branding “looks easy” if considered simply from 
the standpoint of devising “a good name, an attractive logo, and a 
catchy slogan,” in reality it’s “one of the greatest challenges a man-
ager will face.” As proof, Calkins can list a string of now-defunct 
brands, including Oldsmobile, Pan Am, pets.com, Yugo and Chemi-
cal Bank.

“Brands function like prisms,” he notes. “How people regard 
a branded product is shaped both by the actual product, such as 
specific features and attributes, and by the brand. The brand can 
elevate or diminish the product.” 

Given this power, branding holds considerable strategic value, 
Tan says. While competitors can often reproduce generic products, 

a strong brand cannot be copied easily 
and so has “a slower decay rate” in the 
market.

For Betsy Holden ’82, branding 
includes “identifying and leveraging 
your unique strengths and competitive 
advantages.” A senior adviser to McK-
insey & Co. and a former Kraft co-CEO, 
Holden cites the Kellogg School as a 
brand that historically has done this, 
earning a reputation as an academic 
innovator, especially in the areas of 
teamwork and executive education. 
What’s more, while having partner-
ships and alliances with schools 
worldwide, Kellogg as a global brand 
delivers on its promise by providing 
consistently high-quality education. 
Such reliability is important to “get 
right,” Holden says.

“It’s critical to communicate 
the brand essence and positioning 
guidelines globally, as this clarity helps 
local-market managers protect the 
brand essence,” she says.

Kellogg School Dean Dipak C. Jain, a marketing and innova-
tion expert, says the school’s consistency is a result of its ability to 
attract top faculty and students in all its programs, including those 
in its Executive MBA portfolio in Asia, Europe, the Middle East 
and North America. He says the school’s collaborative culture and 
leadership mission also help elevate the Kellogg brand. One’s brand 
must be “sharp, distinct and authentic,” he says, or else risk getting 
lost in the hypercompetitive marketplace. 

“The first step is determining what makes your offering 
special,” Jain says. “Clarity is key if you want people to remember 
your value proposition.” Developing an uncluttered brand image 
may sound simple, but Jain says this takes a surprising amount of 
insight and discipline. The next step is to convincingly convey this 
image to a target audience, and then follow through with whatever 
promises the brand makes.

Brand is important for several reasons, Jain contends, including 
its function as a “quality signal,” providing a way for consumers to 
identify superior products or services quickly, thus helping reduce 

Peter Tan ’83

Betsy Holden ’82



cost-of-thinking. “To me, global brand means excellence — unpar-
alleled quality and reliability,” says Jain, the Sandy and Morton 
Goldman Professor of Entrepreneurial Studies. 

Making the pitch for branding

But what may seem sensible and straightforward arguments for 
branding can fall flat, especially during a poor economy when 
companies may be more inclined to cut the marketing budget than 
increase it. In part, this problem stems from the time that’s typi-
cally needed to produce tangible results. 

“The journey one takes to build a brand that will yield enduring 
profitable growth is a long one,” Tan says. The process requires that 
everyone within the organization understands the “unique selling 
proposition” and can convey that message enthusiastically so that 
customers appreciate its distinct value. “You need to have people 
who understand the industry,” he says, “but you also need people 
who are engaged, committed and who stay curious to ensure that 
your brand stays relevant in a fast-changing environment.”

Tan says it’s ideal to have everyone in the company — includ-
ing top leaders — be willing to “get their hands dirty” on the front 
lines to learn just how the brand is connecting in the market. “You 
need people who can traverse seamlessly from the boardroom to 
the mailroom, talking with employees and customers,” he says.

Without this, branding can hit a snag in firms where there is 
inadequate appreciation for brand strategy and its role in driving 
growth, according to Scott Davis ’89, senior partner at Prophet, a 
global consultancy. Making the situation worse are organizational 
hierarchies that regard the marketing function as a distant silo, 
rather than an integral partner in the executive suite.

“Marketers have historically been dismissed when they 
talk about marketing objectives and metrics. We’re measuring 
awareness levels, brand consideration and brand attributes, all 
phenomenally important metrics, but are they really in service of 
driving the company’s growth agenda?” says Davis, who has writ-
ten three marketing books, including most recently The Shift: The 
Transformation of Today’s Marketers into Tomorrow’s Growth Leaders. 
The text explores the history of marketing and articulates the quali-
ties — individual and organizational — required for cultivating 
“visionary” marketers (think Steve Jobs or Michael Dell) who are 
key to a firm’s leadership.

Efforts to quantify brand, such as the annual BusinessWeek/
Interbrand “Best Global Brands” ranking, have helped make the 
connection between image and revenue. Since 1999, the survey has 

attempted to capture various brand factors, 
including financial strength, ability to influ-
ence customer choice, and potential future 
earnings. In 2008, the survey’s top global brand 
was Coca-Cola, worth nearly $67 billion. IBM, 
Microsoft, GE, Nokia, Toyota, Intel, McDon-
ald’s, Disney and Google rounded out the 
survey’s top 10 spots. 

Such metrics suggest that smart market-
ers are not consumed with logo tinkering, 
but instead are trying to change the organiza-
tional dialogue about marketing by shifting 

their team’s goals and investments in 
ways that impact the company’s bot-
tom line. 

“They are changing the back-end 
discussion around how we measure 
success,” Davis says. “It’s around 
margin. It’s around helping to drive 
cost-of-serve down. It’s around driving 
revenues up and creating new demand 
in new markets, new segments, new 
geographies and new white spaces.

“It sounds really big, and it is big, 
because it’s the company’s growth 
agenda.”

Post-war branding: ‘new whys 
for buys’

One of those blazing the trail for 
this richer brand understanding was 
Sidney J. Levy, the Kellogg School’s 
Charles H. Kellstadt Professor Emeritus 
of Marketing. In his seminal 1959 arti-
cle “Symbols for Sale,” Levy explained 
how, for many modern consumers, 
shopping had become more than just a means to satisfy material 
needs. In the U.S. after World War II, for example, those enjoying 
the commercial boom brought about by pent-up demand and the 
return of wartime manufacturing plants to civilian duty were 
focusing less on buying to address traditional concerns, like physi-
cal survival, and more on expressing themselves. Buying behavior 
became more abstract and symbolic, according to Levy. 

If during austere times “economic man” had seen price as 
the overriding factor, the consumer now was receptive to other 
considerations too. Increasingly brand conscious, these people 
encountered an “astonishing variety of merchandise, all of it 
displayed in equally astonishing ways,” Levy wrote. In this new set-
ting, people often shopped “lavishly,” he observed, paying attention 
to how a purchase could satisfy “many aims, feelings, wishes, and 
circumstances.” Levy quipped that there were “new whys for buys” 
that included the influence of many marketing elements — from 
packaging color to advertising channels.

Yet, for marketers to gain access to underlying consumer 
motivations meant moving beyond the “gross assumptions” 
“quick generalizations” and “overly simple and nonoperational” 
ideas about human psychology, Levy wrote in another influential 
article, “The Product and the Brand” (1959). Brand was not just 
a manufacturer’s mark or label, he said, but “a complex symbol 
that represents a variety of ideas and attributes.” This new reality 
required a complete “rethinking of brand advertising,” as well as a 
new way of researching consumer insights. By melding quantita-
tive and qualitative approaches and using smaller samples and 
more conversational interviews, for example, marketers could 
uncover latent consumer attitudes about a brand and a person’s 
relationship with it. 
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From the mythic to the modern

As early as 1908, Northwestern University business school faculty, 
including Walter Dill Scott, had explored advertising with the 
tools offered by the then-new field of psychology. By 1922, Fred 
Emerson Clark in Principles of Marketing was also outlining the 
dynamics of branding. 

Despite these and other early advances, marketing remained 
an underdeveloped “functional” pursuit for half a century. Its 
importance emerged as thought leaders such as Levy and Philip 
Kotler began rewriting the rules of their discipline, including with 
their co-authored landmark publication “Broadening the Concept 
of Marketing” (1969), which posited that “everyone markets,” not 
just corporations. Marketing principles could help nonprofit and 
public organizations as much as for-profit entities. By approaching 
marketing with economic and psychological tools, they helped 
transform what had been a descriptive field into one that held 
enterprise-wide strategic implications. 

Kotler, the S.C. Johnson and Son Distinguished Professor of 
International Marketing, has remained a global authority on mar-
keting, contending that “brands provide the major defense against 
price competition” because they can create a sense of trust and 
superior quality in consumer’s minds. But to do so, brands must 
offer more than just a compelling image. “The key is to develop a 
distinctive offering, not simply a distinctive image,” Kotler says. 
(Although, adds Levy, a sharp image may prove formidable when 
the offering is not particularly distinctive, and the product, service 
or idea is basically the same as the competition’s.)

Even once a brand captures the customer’s attention, says 
Dipak Jain, the hard work of retaining that customer and cultivat-
ing a long-term relationship requires continual effort, since strong 
initial connections can dissipate if managed poorly. 

One key to providing a superior value proposition, he says, lies 
in developing customer intimacy and harnessing the insights that 
will help enable a firm to create offerings that provide solutions to 
those needs.

Customer is (still) king

To succeed in this effort means putting the customer first — includ-
ing during economic downturns when there may be fewer new 
customers, according to Mohanbir Sawhney, the McCormick 
Tribune Professor of Technology. Retaining customers during a 
gloomy market is paramount, he says, in part due to the high costs 
associated with attracting new ones. He estimates that it can be up 
to five times as costly to attract a new customer as it is to retain an 
existing one. 

Sawhney says customer-centricity has three components. “Step 
one is developing a better understanding of customer needs by get-
ting close to customers and engaging them in product development,” 
he explains. “The next step is using that insight to create superior 
products, service and value propositions, which involves segmenta-
tion and value proposition development. Step three is delivering on a 
customer experience that’s better than the competition.”

Indeed, deep customer insights are playing a larger role in 
product innovation and paving the way for organizational transfor-
mation.

This approach to customer engagement is very important, 
agrees Davis. In The Shift, he traces what he calls the three eras 
of marketing. He describes how “the golden age of advertising” 
focused on controlling the message, communicating to customers 
without much intimacy or feedback from them. The second era, 
he says, is where marketers figured out how to have a two-way 
conversation. Today, Davis believes this discussion has expanded in 
the networked era. “The dialogue is going on all around us,” he says. 
“Marketers today need to be more equipped to manage and actually 
be the driver in this networked era.” 

Davis calls for marketers to transform themselves from “tacti-
cians” to “visionaries” who have a seat in the CEO suite. While 
a company’s culture plays an important part in whether a chief 
marketing officer can become an influential senior executive, Davis 
cites numerous examples of leaders who have “gotten” the market-
ing message and made brand strategy an integral part of their 
organizations. 

“I believe the days of marketing as a function are over,” Davis 
says. “The days of marketing as a pervasive asset throughout the 
entire organization have to become the new reality. Stop talking 
about marketing budgets and investments in isolation from growth 
budgets and growth investments.”

Like Sawhney, Davis sees brand-building and customer inti-
macy as key. 

“Your brand and your business will be managed and controlled 
with or without you,” Davis says. Today, “because of commoditiza-
tion and the proliferation of avenues to build brands and get your 
message across, you really have lost control of building your brand 
on your own. You can no longer push your brand message; you 
need to engage in a different type of dialogue [with customers].”

Marketers must move “from communication to participation 
and engagement with customers,” he says, “from being closed to 
being open, transparent and authentic.” 

Getting the ‘global’ mix right

The same technological forces that Davis sees driving customer 
engagement also have helped propel global brands, says Betsy 
Holden. Global media and communication vehicles have facili-
tated brand extensions into new markets. “Customers are growing 
increasingly aware of global brands,” she says, “and the infrastruc-
ture for reaching them is improving.” 

Because of this, Holden says that brands with superior quality 
and positioning offer companies a more efficient way to enter a 
new international market than might otherwise be the case if the 
firm had to create a brand from scratch for the purpose. A company 
can find more opportunities to leverage its scale, expertise and core 
competencies, resulting in significant potential cost savings. 

Not all brands have equal global potential, though, says Holden. 
Food products can present tougher global challenges “because of 
their link to local customs and rituals.” During her Kraft tenure, 
Holden recalls, the company discovered that some categories, like 
beverages and snacks, “traveled more easily than meal products.” 
She says that understanding the migration paths for different prod-
ucts is a great source for innovation. For instance, a lot of beverage 
brands start in Asia, she says, while snack foods often start in the 
United States. 



Obtaining these insights requires connection with customers 
and on-the-ground intelligence, Holden says. The company should 
ask some serious questions before entering a new country: What 
is a category’s attractiveness? How competitively concentrated is 
it? How likely is the firm to gain the No. 1 or 2 market share? How 
profitable is the category? Other important considerations include 
assessing the company’s management capability, technology, assets 
and sales and distribution channels. 

Then, another challenge awaits: determining how to put those 
insights into action. Holden says that global companies sometimes 
struggle with figuring out the right balance between local and 
central control of their brands. 

“What you deliver needs to have central guidelines so that it is 
consistent in quality,” she says. “But you also need to adapt to local 
needs and preferences.”

For example, Holden says that promotions need to be framed 
locally so that the offering can be adapted optimally with the local 
culture. “The questions to ask when developing integrated local 
promotions is ‘How do I adapt this to fit in and tie in with local 
events?’ The whole route to market has to be local. A developing 
market, for example, where you are selling in kiosks in Russia, is a 
different thing than when you are selling in U.S. supermarkets.” 

Calkins agrees. “What works in one country may well not 
work in the next, and a program that builds sales in one place may 
actually cause a sales decline in another place,” he says. Unless the 
brand has consistency, customers may get confused. But because 
of different market conditions internationally a brand may require 
different marketing plans in each country, he says. “The way to 
ensure that a global brand feels like the same brand all around the 
world is to be certain that all the marketing plans are built on the 
same foundation,” Calkins says. “In every country, the positioning 
of a brand should be basically the same. The strategic initiatives 
may be different, and the tactics will almost always be different, but 
the feel of the brand will be the same.” 

When it comes to an organization’s core innovation for global 
brands, though, Holden believes that the “innovation pipeline is 
often most efficiently coordinated and framed centrally.” 

Whether organizations pursue a centralized or decentralized 
model for innovation management, global brands will continue to 
play an important role in driving the innovation agenda. Andrew 
Razeghi, lecturer of marketing, believes that the new innovation 
model will start with the brand essence, rather than with customer 
insights. Entirely new customer experiences, he says, will emerge 
based on the brand itself.

Razeghi, author of The Riddle: Where Ideas Come From and How 
to Have Better Ones (2008), says that this approach “goes well beyond 
traditional brand extension strategies to brand-driven innova-
tion.” Because of hyper-competition, communications saturation 
and value-oriented customers, he says “this emerging philosophy 
of brand-driven innovation will be the way forward for many 
companies as margins erode and competition heightens from non-
traditional players.” 

This approach, he adds, is as much an internal communications 
challenge as it is an external marketing communications challenge. 
“Brand managers need to re-brand themselves,” Razeghi advises. 
“They must begin to think of themselves as global brand innova-
tors, not only participating in innovation, but driving it. And they 
must understand its potential on the global stage.” 

The global Kellogg brand

The global approach has served the Kellogg School well during its 
own expansion, says Jain. By maintaining excellent quality control 
over the intellectual capital — faculty, curriculum, admissions 
requirements — Kellogg has been able to partner successfully with 
other top schools around the world to deliver a unique executive 
MBA education.

The school’s global alliances and partnerships began more than 
a quarter century ago, but have made especially great strides over 
the last 12 years, Jain says. Today, the Kellogg brand is known in 
Asia, Europe, the Middle East and North America. “We have worked 
closely with partners to ensure a proper fit between our curriculum 
and culture and the circumstances in those local markets,” Jain says. 

Building what Jain calls “the global Kellogg culture” has meant 
ensuring that everyone enrolled in any Kellogg program anywhere 
in the world receives the same top-quality education, oriented 
around the school’s holistic “four pillars” leadership framework. 
Even more, he says this education must be delivered in the team-
oriented environment that has become a Kellogg hallmark.

“One way we have created this global identity among our 
students is by offering them opportunities to interact with Kellogg 
peers across all programs,” Jain says, noting that all EMBA partici-
pants spend at least two weeks in Evanston during their education. 
These “Live-In” weeks provide an intensive academic and social 
experience that quickly imparts the essence of the Kellogg brand — 
academic excellence in a collaborative environment.

Jain says that early in his deanship, he sought to enhance the 
global Kellogg brand, building on the school’s entrepreneurial 
reputation and its pioneering advances in team-based learning. By 
expanding the curriculum to include more leadership courses and 
hands-on learning opportunities, Jain says that Kellogg has deep-
ened its image as a thought leader.

He says the school’s alumni have been an important part of the 
school’s brand-building, too, which is why he launched a vigorous 
effort to engage the graduates. 

“It was important to get our alums involved with the school, 
get them to be part of the initiative-driving process,” Jain says. “We 
learned how to offer our graduates ongoing value. This is what we 
mean by being customer-centric.”

The next step for Kellogg, and for management education 
overall, according to Jain, is to build on collaborative learning in a 
broader way. Through interdisciplinary efforts across the univer-
sity, he says, business schools can tackle some of the most pressing 
social challenges — from poverty to pollution. Kellogg is already 
taking the lead in doing this, Jain says. 

“We are in the business of producing global leaders who are 
successful and significant,” he says. “This is our brand promise. 
It’s a promise rooted in the power of innovation, inclusivity, and 
cutting-edge knowledge that’s put into action to make a positive 
impact in a world that needs transformative ideas. 

“When people think of Kellogg, we want them to see an institu-
tion that is transcending expectations. The real proof of our brand, 
though, lives each day in the success of our global alumni network, 
which is making a difference for the world.”


