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A
f riend of mine re c e n t ly was ta r-

geted by a major financial serv-

ices organization that considers

him a “valued customer” for a

m ajor business-building initiative using a

s u b stantial—and no doubt ex p e n s i ve —

a d ve rtising campaign. This new bra n d i n g

and business expansion effo rt was ge a re d

towa rd simplifying my fri e n d ’s life by

o rch e st rating his entire financial wo rl d .

S eve ral months after the camp a i g n’s

l a u n ch, my friend re c e i ved a copy of a gl o s s y

m a gazine fe a t u r-

ing the new initia-

t i ve, an exa mple of

solid market i n g

communications inte gration. On each of th e

n ext fi ve days, howeve r, he re c e i ved anoth-

er copy, each tied to a subaccount number

w i thin his ge n e ral account. After seve ra l

we e ks, my friend had collected a sta ck of

e nvelopes re ga rding each subaccount’s We b

p a s s wo rds, account sta tements and oth e r

i n fo rmation unre l a ted to the branding ini-

t i a t i ve. 

S u ch a redundant set of communications

l e ft my friend less than confident that th i s

o rganization could simplify his fi n a n c i a l

wo rld. While the comp a ny ’s marketing and

st ra tegy gurus pro b a b ly spent much time

d eveloping new inte rnal capabilities and an

u n d e rstanding of the pro gram, th ey had

c l e a rly paid insufficient attention to the re a l

c u stomer ex p e ri e n c e .

This comp a ny is not alone. The sta te of

b rand-building is qu i te mixed, and much of

the problem lies in the focus put on building

the brand ra ther than the effect on the cus-

to m e r. Howeve r, companies are beginning

to realize that the true te st of a brand lies

less in an ad camp a i g n’s success and more

in the custo m e r’s direct inte raction with th e

b rand and people within the orga n i z a t i o n .

In fact, a bra n d ’s moment of tru th is

w h ether emp l oyees can fulfill custo m e r

ex p e c tations. As a result, all the millions of

d o l l a rs spent on heavy adve rtising are wa st-

ed if emp l oyees do not know, and are not

e quipped to delive r, the promises that have

been communicated to custo m e rs .

Keeping the pro grams cente red on th e

ex te rnal customer ex p e rience begins with

making sure that brand-building effo rts can

wo rk effe c t i ve ly inte rn a l ly. If the emp l oye e s

w i thin your comp a ny are n’t sure what th e

b rand stands fo r, you can’t expect a bra n d

st ra tegy to wo rk outside of comp a ny wa l l s .

Wi th that in mind, success in nav i ga t i n g

to d ay ’s challenging brand-building wa te rs

lies in gre a ter awa reness of the six pitfalls

that ex i st in building your brand with inte r-

nal audiences—and how to avoid th e m :

◆ P i t fall No. 1: rooting the bra n d-

ing program solely in inte rnal com-

munications eff o rts. M a ny orga n i z a-

tions launch what might be called bra n d

road shows or similar appro a ches to get

their message out to emp l oyees. This ta c t i c

o ften cente rs on bro a d c a sting a message

i n te rn a l ly instead of creating real behav i o ra l

ch a n ge. The brand is defined, but the inte r-

nal conditions, processes and re s o u rc e s

needed to allow emp l oyees to deliver th e

c o rresponding ex p e rience to custo m e rs are

n ot suffi c i e n t ly addressed. The result is a

b rand that ove rp romises and underd e l i ve rs .

C o mpanies instead need to infuse the bra n d

st ra tegy into all facets of the customer ex p e-

ri e n c e .

S e c o n d a ri ly, this “bro a d c a st model” also

tends to undere st i m a te the time invo lved to

t ru ly realize the brand within the orga n i z a-

tion. It’s all about developing a genuine and

ongoing commitment to the brand, not

building short - te rm buzz. Establishing a sol-

id foundation to develop a long-te rm bra n d -

c e n t ric env i ronment can ta ke bet ween 12

and 36 months, depending on the size and

c u l t u re of the orga n i z a t i o n .

◆ P i t fall No. 2: failure to back

i n te rnal branding eff o rts with th e

resources, support and planning

c o m m o n ly allocated to ex te rn a l

m a rketing eff o rts. While ex te rnal mar-

keting becomes more intri c a te, segmente d

and ta rgeted, inte rnal communications to o

o ften remain a blunt inst rument. For a

b rand to ta ke ro ot in the minds of cus-

to m e rs, the marketing and adve rt i s i n g

e ffo rts must be supported with substa n t i a l

re s o u rces. Markete rs are ge n e ra l ly sensitive

to global, cultural and indust ry diffe re n c e s

and adapt the brand accord i n gly. Yet, when

it comes to building their brands inte rn a l ly,

m a n a ge rs tend to th row eve ry thing th ey

h ave learned th rough ex p e rience out th e

w i n d ow.

E mp l oyees are a diffe rent audience th a n
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c u sto m e rs and listen with diffe rent ears, but

m a ny of the core ex te rnal marketing pri n c i-

ples are fully applicable inte rn a l ly: audience

s e g m e n tation, ta i l o red messages, care f u l

timing, multimedia channels, perfo rm a n c e

i n c e n t i ves and te chnology utilization.

◆ P i t fall No. 3: being seduced by

n ew adve rtising campaigns, shiny

n ew names or logos. We have all also

seen the phenomenon of using inte rn a l

a l e rts of breaking ad campaigns as pri m a ry

vehicles for inte rnal brand education.

Un i ted Airl i n e s’ “Rising” campaign was a

classic exa mple of an ex te rnal brand pro-

gram that failed to ta ke into full account th e

i n te rnal implications. The campaign wa s

designed to elev a te customer ex p e c ta t i o n s

of the Un i ted ex p e rience, but insuffi c i e n t

thought was appare n t ly given to how to

i n s p i re or equip emp l oyees to deliver on

b rand promises conveyed in the adve rt i s i n g .

What could have been a diffe re n t i a t i n g

ex p e rience for custo m e rs could not be deliv-

e red or fulfilled by the organization, and,

a rg u a b ly, the campaign seri o u s ly denigra t-

ed the comp a ny ’s bra n d .

O ve re mphasizing “marketing communi-

cations” to enlist emp l oyee and custo m e r

s u p p o rt is also dange rous because in many

c a te g o ri e s — p a rt i c u l a rly in b-to-b market s —

it is the p o st - p u rch a s e use and service ex p e-

riences that large ly dri ve repeat purch a s e

b e h av i o r. The focus should always be on th e

d ay- to - d ay fundamentals that may dri ve

c o n stituent behav i o r.

◆ P i t fall No. 4: regarding th e

b rand-building eff o rt as the exc l u-

s i ve province of marketing and com-

munications. A more effe c t i ve ta ck is to

ta ke the health i e r, multifunctional view th a t

d e l i ve ring the brand st ra tegy re qu i res th e

a c t i ve enga gement of almost all facets of th e

o rga n i z a t i o n .

Dell Inc. is a great exa mple of a comp a ny

that clearly does it the right way. You could

a rgue that Dell’s logistics, pricing, pro d u c t

d evelopment and direct sales pro fe s s i o n a l s

a re doing as much to make the brand pro m-

ise sing in the marketplace as do classic mar-

keting communications effo rts such as

a d ve rtising. The fact that all Dell functional

a reas understand that delive ring on th e

b rand promise is key to diffe rentiating its

p roducts and services is clear from eve ry

a n gl e — f rom the adve rtising to the sales

function to the customer service are n a s .

◆ P i t fall No. 5: failing to inte gra te

b rand-building programs into oth e r

i n te rnal eff o rts. Since brand initiative s

o ften are not inte gra ted with a comp a ny ’s

vision, mission or culture pro grams, emp l oy-

ees can cynically see inte rnal bra n d - b u i l d i n g

p ro grams as yet another fl avo r- o f - th e - m o n th

i n i t i a t i ve. Although these kinds of effo rt s

o ften have their own timing, ow n e rs ,

s e quencing and so fo rth, companies do a dis-

s e rvice to emp l oyees when th ey do not try to

connect the dot s — s h ow how the pieces fi t

to gether and clarify ex p e c tations about what

th ey should focus on and do. Having a st ro n g

b rand can help define the way emp l oye e s

should wo rk to gether and can lead to more

c o n s i stent decision-making.

◆ P i t fall No. 6: overdependence on

te chnology in building bet ter bra n d

u n d e r sta n d i n g . The digital revo l u t i o n

has helped tra n s fo rm the bra n d - b u i l d i n g

p rocess, with intra n ets and the Web play i n g

leading roles in fueling widespread dissem-

ination of re l evant info rmation that ex p a n d s

b rand awa reness and understanding. Inte r-

n a l ly, te chnology can re a ch corn e rs of

o rganizations that may have oth e rwise been

i g n o red and unheard. The ve ry act of inte r-

action can be culture-building in itself, as

e mp l oyees feel th ey are part of the gre a te r

w h o l e .

C o mpanies must be careful, howeve r, not

to place too much reliance on te chnology to

c re a te ch a n ge inte rn a l ly. If the te chnology is

n ot supported by tools to support the vision

or to tra n s l a te the re c e i ved knowl e d ge into

actionable behav i o r, then the medium sim-

p ly compounds the pitfall of the bro a d c a st

model discussed in point No. 1. 

Avoiding these pitfalls—or digging out of

th e m — ta kes multiple examinations of cur-

rent operations and future st ra tegies. Doing

so re qu i res a comp re h e n s i ve evaluation of

the customer ex p e rience to dete rm i n e

w h e re to focus inte rnal brand-building ener-

gies and pro grams. Effo rts must be cente re d

on identifying ways to enga ge emp l oyees in

ways that will help them bet ter deliver th e

b rand st ra tegy to custo m e rs ex te rn a l ly.

C o mpanies also must adopt a ta rgete d

a p p ro a ch to launching inte rnal pro gra m s ,

i n stead of simp ly bro a d c a sting a new bra n d

bible th roughout the organization. Launch-

ing such initiatives th rough segmente d

e mp l oyee wo rk sessions can help ex p a n d

and explain the core of the appro a ch more

e ffi c i e n t ly than oth e r, broader appro a ch e s .

E mp l oyees also become more info rm e d ,

c o n fident and mot i v a ted to deliver th e

b ra n d ’s promise to custo m e rs. 

It also helps to bring the sophistication of

the ex te rnal branding pro gram to inte rn a l

m a rketing, including the use of segmenta-

tion and met rics. Ad d i t i o n a l ly, delive ring th e

right message at the right time is as imp o r-

tant for emp l oyees as it is for custo m e rs. The

c o mp a ny can gain much by pre p a ri n g

e mp l oyees to be ready to help with th e

b randing cause, ensuring that the pro c e s s

can be fully supported by the orga n i z a t i o n

over the long haul.

Wo rking effe c t i ve ly from the inside out

u l t i m a te ly helps all facets of the bra n d - b u i l d-

ing pro gram. Emp l oyees bet ter understa n d

their role in enhancing the customer ex p e ri-

ence in addition to participating in the deve l-

opment of the ove rall effo rt. Using ex te rn a l

b rand-building appro a ches in inte rnal pro-

grams also offe rs the opportunity to re fi n e

the messages you ultimate ly want to send.

In the end, making a concerted effo rt to

avoid inte rnal branding pitfalls increases th e

odds that the business will ex p e rience th e

ret u rn on brand inve stment that manage-

ment is always hoping to see. ■
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