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The problem facing many organiza-

tions – and the pragmatic, bottom-line-

oriented types that lead them – is that

brand is such an intangible concept.

Small wonder, then, that it’s often mis-

understood or disregarded, since it’s

equated with the more tangible marke-

ting communications elements that are

used to support it – whether advertising

and advertising icons; logos; taglines; a

jingle; or even a spokesperson.

In fact, brands are much more than

those representations. They are a set of

expectations and associations evoked

from experience with a company or pro-

duct – how customers think and feel

about what the business or product does.

To that end, brands are built from the

customer’s entire experience with a com-

pany, its products and its services, not

just its marketing efforts. One simple

question clearly illustrates this concept:

“What are all of the ways that one of our

customers or potential customers can

form an impression of our brand, our

company or our products/services?” The

answer highlights all of the brand’s

touchpoints – or points of interaction

with the customer, ranging from both

inbound and outbound call centers to

the sales clerk at the retail store. It also

underscores how brand’s influence ex-

tends well beyond the marketing depart-

ment and into all reaches of the organi-

zation.

The financial impact of a more brand-

oriented business strategy helps make

the case for a more holistic approach to

brand management. One of the most

compelling illustrations is EquiTrend’s

study of how a company’s brand equity

(a combination of awareness, perceived

quality, brand associations and brand

loyalty) impacts its return on invest-

ment (over time). The study showed

that firms experiencing the largest gains

in brand equity saw their ROI average

30 percent; those with the largest losses

in brand equity saw their ROI average a

negative 10 percent.

And consider companies that have

realized a solid financial impact as a

result of their brands. For example,

when Rolls-Royce was sold to BMW and

Volkswagen in 1997, Volkswagen bought

all the plants and hard capital for over

USD 1 billion; BMW bought the rights

to the Rolls-Royce brand for USD 66

million. Many pundits thought BMW

garnered the greatest value from this

deal.

Commitment to Brand Building
Starts at the Top

However, the tendency is still to rele-

gate brand to the marketing department

and to view it as a discretionary line

item. Prophet’s 2002 Best Practices Study

showed that executives understand that

actual product/service usage and expe-

rience are the most important tools in

brand building. Still, they believe their

brand strength is most heavily reliant on

the marketing budget.

Building a brand-based business stra-

tegy requires several key changes in
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GE. Sony. Xerox. Procter & Gamble. IBM. What they have in common
goes far beyond the fact that they are great companies or the fact

that their great brands command a tremendous amount of equity. It’s
how they have tapped into and maximized the power of brand that

helps make them standouts. They see brand not as a marketing
communications icon, but as a crucial business asset that must be

protected and nurtured as much as other assets like people,
equipment and capital. At these companies, brand has become

integral to the overall strategic dialogue. It has become a critical
filter for issues that might, on the surface, appear to be beyond the

scope of the brand’s «influence». It’s the CEO who is ultimately
responsible for making sure the organization embraces brand in this
fashion, and it’s he or she who must deliver the message that brand
is the responsibility of every employee. Everyone in the organization
needs to understand the benefits of a brand driven approach as well

as their individual role in bringing the brand’s promises to life.

Brand’s Power as a 
Strategic Asset

© Thexis 2005, IMH-HSG, CH-St.Gallen, aus Thexis 1.2005



organizations. First and foremost, the

CEO must embrace brands as strategic

assets that need to be nurtured and built

over time. Other members of the senior

management team must in turn support

that message.

In some companies, such a senior-

level team is referred to as an Executive

Brand Council (EBC).

These typically bring together the

heads of business units and functional

areas to act as a team to tackle the tough

brand-building issues that may arise, like

the acquisition of new brands, launching

of a major new product, and licensing

agreements.

Kodak has also successfully imple-

mented an EBC. Paula Dumas, Kodak’s

vice president of industry marketing,

says its EBC, comprised of the chief exe-

cutive, chief operating officer, chief

financial officer, chief marketing officer,

business unit presidents, and external

consultants, basically serves as an advi-

sory board for the company’s CMO. The

corporation’s annual operating plan

reflects specific strategies the brand

council has approved, and if the compa-

ny is interested in changing policies tied

to brand, or wants new investments to

support brand, these requests must go

through the EBC for approval. With the

implementation of the EBC, Dumas

says, “Brand stewardship is shared by

everybody within the company”. The

Executive Brand Council ensures com-

mitment at the top, which then filters

down throughout the organization.

A second change lies in realizing that

brand building is a holistic effort. Com-

panies must understand every way in

which their brand touches their various

stakeholders, and how to most effective-

ly and consistently manage it, across

each point of interaction. This is how

great brands are built.

It’s essential that all employees under-

stand their responsibility to deliver on

the brand promise in order to maximize

their company’s potential for long-term

success. This understanding, coupled

with an understanding of the power of

brands, is how a holistic approach to

brand building becomes part of the cul-

ture.

Since it is ultimately the CEO and

his/her senior leadership team that must

lead the charge to brand-enable the

organization, the executive team must

develop skills that will enable it to

manage brands as the strategic assets

that they are.

At its simplest, there are two elements

involved in doing so:

1. The ability to bring world class strate-

gic brand thinking to bear on market 

opportunities and business challenges

or “Think Strategically”;

2. The ability to consistently deliver on

the brand and its promise in high

impact and  relevant ways, in the face

of limited resources and the need for

prioritization and tough choices or

“Operationlize Consistently”.

The CEO’s Checklist in figure 1 is the

ultimate tool kit for building a brand-

driven business. To develop it, we have

drawn on the rich thinking of well-

known brand strategists, including

David Aaker and others, and distilled

five key strategic capabilities for build-

ing a brand-driven business. These

capabilities need to be cultivated, nur-

tured and developed so that they can be

applied repeatedly, flexibly and accura-

tely, over increasingly complex business

domains, with a speed that was unthink-

able as recently as ten or fifteen years

ago.

Thinking strategically requires organ-

izations to shed the inside-out per-

spective that is so predominant in many

corporations. It is far more important to

develop a deep and abiding understand-

ing of the customer’s relationship with,

and expectations of, the brand and its

promise. In order to think strategically

about their brand and business, CEOs

and their executive teams must have the

following five capabilities in place:

• Dynamic Customer Modeling: This

involves developing an in-depth un-

derstanding of customer segmenta-

tion, customer needs, customer beha-

viors, and influence patterns across

the purchase process. The idea is to

gain deep customer insights and

knowledge that will help support stra-

tegy decisions.

• Brand Identity and Positioning Deve-
lopment: This involves such traditio-

nal marketing skills as distinguishing

features from benefits, understanding

the interplay between rational, emo-

tional and self-expressive benefits, and

acknowledging that positioning con-

cepts should be differentiated (from

competitors), relevant/compelling (to

target customers/stakeholders), and

ultimately own-able (for the company

and brand trying to claim it).

• Brand Portfolio Management: This is

the capability to manage multiple

brands, sub-brands and other brand

assets with potentially complex inter-

relationships and dependencies, in a

way that provides optimal flexibility

and leverage, given a company’s

growth objectives. Businesses that

fully develop this capability have the

potential to gain a significant compe-

titive edge.

• Multi-Disciplinary, General Manage-
ment Perspective: This capability is

well developed in companies with

sophisticated brand management cul-

tures like, Disney or Coke. Here,

“brand people” are business people,

rigorously trained in how financial,

operational, and strategic priorities

and brand strategy are linked. They

understand how culture and organ-

izational structure impact brand

25
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CEO’s Checklist: Toolkit for
Building the Brand-Enabled
Organization

Think Strategically

• Dynamic customer modeling

• Brand identity and positioning development

• Brand portfolio management

• Multi-disciplinary, general management

perspective

• Maintain brand portfolio relevance over time

Operationalize Consistently

• Band touchpoint analysis and prioritization

• Multichannel marketing execution

• Purchase and post-purchase brand delivery

• Brand-driven reengineering and brand metrics

• Employee brand assimilation and culture

Fig. 1: CEO Checklist

Think Strategically
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building. And with balanced perspec-

tives, they build multi-disciplinary

paths across all elements of a compa-

ny’s value chain.

• Maintaining Brand Portfolio Rele-
vance over Time: Brand portfolio re-

levance is the existing customer and

stakeholder equity (meaningful feel-

ings, thoughts, perceptions, and/or

motivational power) that resides in

each of a company’s brand assets.

Maintaining relevance is a key driver

of a company’s ability to extract mate-

rial economic value from its brand at

any given point in time. Even some of

the greatest brand-driven businesses

have difficulty achieving this consist-

ently over time. It requires the ability

to weigh short-term brand leverage

against the dangers of medium-term

over-extension and the willingness to

consider timely retirement of brands

that are no longer relevant.

Once all of these capabilities and stra-

tegic brand constructs are in place,

organizations will be better equipped to

come up with and apply a more compel-

ling business strategy, one that is led by

brand.

To gain true insights as to the success

of the strategy requires tracking its pro-

gress through a viable, effective metrics

program that will help to strengthen

both the brand and the business. Brand

metrics typically fall into two general

categories: performance and perception

metrics. Performance metrics are those

that help assess how brand-building

activities have driven overall business

results, and range from price premium

to loyalty, to the lifetime value of a

customer. Perception metrics monitor

the more intangible aspects of brand

such as relevance, awareness and per-

formance, and help gauge the effective-

ness of various brand-building activities.

The best-designed and most effective

metrics can only be developed if the link

between brand and business strategy is

clearly understood. Such metrics will

serve to show how the brand can be bet-

ter managed while providing the ratio-

nalization for more effective brand and

business resource allocation. The busi-

ness as a whole will reap the benefits of

having a measured approach to gauging

brand’s performance.

Operationalize Consistently

If “think strategically” is the first half of

the mantra for creating and reinforcing a

holistic approach to brand management,

then “operationalize consistently” is the

other. What this translates into is all the

things that must be done to consistently

make the brand and its promise come

alive first within the organization and

ultimately with the end user.

When operationalizing a brand, the

important thing to remember is that

every interaction a customer has with a

brand whether through advertising, a

customer service person, or a mention

in an article, leaves an impression in

that customer’s mind. That is why there

is really only one question for leaders of

an organization to ask themselves to

maximize their brand’s potential for

success: “Do we want to reinforce the

brand and its promise by controlling all

of our customer touchpoints or do we

want the touchpoints to control us and

risk denigrating the brand and its pro-

mise?” For organizations that are truly

interested in cultivating their brands as

assets the answer is clearly the former

and should be the genesis for thoughtful

analysis of its customer touchpoints.

Customer Experience Brand
Touchpoints

Touchpoints can be segmented into

three categories that generally represent

the different dimensions of a brand’s

relationship with a customer. They are

defined as:

• Pre-Purchase Experience Touch-
points: A collection of brand touch-

points (the company employs) that

significantly influences whether or 

not a prospect will place a brand into

their final purchase consideration set,

on their way to making an actual 

purchase. Typical pre-purchase brand

touchpoints include advertising,

word-of-mouth, direct mail and the

Internet.

• Purchase Experience Touchpoints: All

of the brand touchpoints that move a

customer from consideration of a

brand to purchasing it. Typical pur-

chase brand touchpoints include di-

rect field sales, physical stores and

customer center contact.

• Post-Purchase Touchpoints: All of the

brand touchpoints that are leveraged

after the sale, including the actual pro-

duct or service usage, to help maxi-

mize the brand experience. Typical

post-purchase brand touchpoints in-

clude installation, customer service,

warranty/rebate activities, customer

satisfaction surveys, regular mainte-

nance, and reminders of product or

service innovations that are tied to the

brand.

Regardless of category, prioritizing

customer touchpoints will help the

organization ensure it is spending the

right amount of attention and resources

on those touchpoints that customers

deem most important, impactful, and

relevant. This, in turn, will help in

building longer-term relationships and

deepen brand loyalty.

The Marriage of Strategy and
Operations: How Amazon.com
Applied the Lessons

Amazon.com provides a compelling

example of a company that has recog-

nized the importance of thinking strate-

gically and operationalizing consistently

to build the brand. As the following

example illustrates, it’s a better under-

standing of brand, its power, and its role

that facilitates the application of a

brand filter, which in turn allows the

company to examine strategic issues

such as operational optimization. For

Amazon and other forward-thinking

organizations, this has been shown to

increase the probability that the end

results will ultimately create value for

the organization rather than destroy it.

As revealed in Prophet’s 2002 Best

Practices Study, Amazon was faced with

a challenge. Customer service costs were

too high – on both an absolute and on a

cost-to-serve-per-order basis. In its
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quest to lower them, the company’s

team could have taken various steps that

would have generated short-term cost

savings at the expense of long-term

growth. Such alternatives ranged from

reducing the number of customer ser-

vice representatives to shutting down a

call center.

But the team realized that such moves

could have a negative impact on Ama-

zon’s brand promise – to provide friend-

ly, accessible, reliable and personalized

access to product at a fair price. As such,

a rigorous process was designed to iden-

tify the issues underlying customer ser-

vice requests and find opportunities to

re-engineer the root causes. Among the

findings: The confirmation e-mail with

its nebulous promise of shipment with-

in two to four days produced a fair

number of inbound service requests. If

they could find a way to narrow the

shipment window, and communicate it

more clearly, a significant reduction in

such customer service requests could be

achieved.

In applying this approach on an

ongoing basis, Amazon ultimately

achieved a complete overhaul of its

customer service process, with signifi-

cantly more self-service components.

Costs were reduced, operations were

optimized, the customer, on average, felt

well served, and brand relevance was

actually strengthened. As the company

found, applying a brand filter to opera-

tional issues can be crucial to ensuring

their long-term effectiveness.

Conclusion

Branding is still not widely considered

a strategic driver of business, despite the

proven success of many brand-centric

organizations. However, this is begin-

ning to change, and businesses deciding

to take this path must start by adopting

a top-down understanding of brand and

the implications of broader strategic

decisions on customer perceptions.

Once brand has been embraced by the

CEO and throughout the executive

suite, a concerted and ongoing effort

must be made to operationalize it

throughout their organizations. Only

then will companies be able to reach out

effectively to the true arbiters of effec-

tive brand building – their customers.

The full-length version of this article
originally appeared in the 2004 Hand-
book of Business Strategy, Vol. 5, No.

1/2004, pp. 241–245.
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St.Galler Key Account Management für eine ganzheitliche und systematische 
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