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Brands fail for many reasons – bad products, bad research, bad pricing, bad distribution, bad advertising … and bad luck.  But increasingly, brands fail when markets change and 
brands don’t change with them and become less relevant. 
The concept of the brand that was born in an era of mass marketing is very different from today’s marketing environment.  “We used to be one nation, undivided, under three networks, three car companies and two brands of toothpaste for all,” writes Stacy Schiff in The New York Times.  “Today we are the mass niche nation.”  The consumer faces a sprawl of product options from tartar control, whitening and breath-enhancement in the toothpaste aisle to orange juice choices of pulp, no pulp, low acid and vitamin-enriched.   Messages are delivered in ubiquitous, fragmented (even interactive) media.

We should not be surprised if consumers are a bit baffled, if not skeptical, about marketers.  Nor that several new books want to tell us how to sell brands to consumers who don’t trust them or think they’re liars.  How do you market to consumers who reject marketing?  Are consumers today more resistant to marketing today than before?  What does it mean to be authentic?   How do we respond to new options without losing sight of proven marketing principles?
Three recent books provide insights that help us negotiate this new environment.
· All Marketers Are Liars:  The Power of Telling Authentic Stories in a Low-Trust World, by Seth Godin (Portfolio 2005).

· Brand Hijack: marketing without marketing, by Alex Wipperfurth (Portfolio 2005).

· How Customers Think:  Essential Insights Into the Mind of the Market, by Gerald Zaltman (Harvard Business School Press, 2003).
Instead of an integrated view of marketing, however, they each take on a part of the puzzle and magnify it.  With that proviso, they all can contribute to more insightful strategies.

A fourth book, Profit Brand: How to Increase the Profitability, Accountability & Sustainability of Brands, by Nick Wreden (Kogan Page 2005), takes the broadest, freshest, and most ambitious look at brands and branding.
You cannot not pay attention to All Marketers Are Liars.  The author (presumably) underlines the title with his photo on the cover, wearing a Pinocchio nose mask.  Godin comes across almost like a mischievous child, making his serious point in the subtitle – The Power of Telling Authentic Stories in a Low-Trust World.   A master marketer of all his writings, this latest book and his blog, Godin’s style is breezy but it gets your attention.
The author’s premise is that successful marketers don’t talk about features or even benefits.   In an economy where most people have an infinite number of choices (and no time to make them), all marketing is about telling stories.

“I believe that people tell themselves stories and work hard to make them true.  I call a story that a consumer believes a lie.  I think that once people find a remarkable lie that will benefit them if it spreads, they selfishly tell the lie to others, embellishing it along the way.”  (The irony, he points out, is that his book is about telling – and living – the truth.)
Georg Riedel is his case example.  Reidel, who makes expensive wine glasses and believes there is a perfect (and different) shape for every wine, has persuaded skeptical wine experts and writers who became believers and then – this is the key – word-of-mouth marketers.

Godin draws us in by noting tests showing that experts agree the same wine in both an ordinary kitchen glass and the proper Riedel glass tastes better in Riedel.  Then he drops the bomb – when the test is done properly, scientifically, there is no difference.  Since taste is subjective, he concludes that marketing in the form of an expensive glass and the story that goes with it has more impact on the taste of wine than anything else.
“Marketing, apparently, makes wine taste better.”   By telling a story.  The purpose of his book, he says, is to persuade the reader to be less rational.  “Marketing = story telling.”  Where do we start?  With “a storytelling plan.”  We might call that a strategy.

When does he go wrong in advising marketers how to tell their stories?  Not too often.  But one would question his suggesting to marketers they must tell a different story than a competitor.  In most categories, there is a one benefit more meaningful than any other – the high ground.  It’s what people ultimately buy the product for and what must be salient in the advertising.   P&G is a master at positioning its brands on the high ground.  It introduced White Cloud, a toilet tissue, as “the softest tissue in the world” at the same time its own Charmin had the leading position built on the promise “squeezably soft.”

Great stories, says Godin, are consistent and authentic at every point of contact.  Jack Daniel’s would agree, with its long-running campaign reinforcing the image of Mr. Jack, who first began to blend his famous whiskey in the little town of Lynchburg, Tennessee.

But beware, he warns.  Marketers fail “when they are selfish and scurrilous, and their stories are inauthentic.”
Brand Hijack brings us into the world of stealth, guerilla and cult marketing.  Readers should be prepared for a good dose of jargon and breathless overstatement.  Still, get by these, and there are good examples and tips on dealing with bloggers and other new media types – and creating brands that have traction in sub-markets and sub-cultures.
Alex Wipperfurth (there is an umlaut over the “u”) makes the case that marketers aren’t in charge any more.  Consumers are.  (Wasn’t this always true?)  “Facilitate your most influential and passionate consumers in translating your brand’s message to a broader audience.”  That is, “Let the market hijack your brand.”
Red Bull is one of the author’s favorite case histories of a brand that he says “offer up a vision that people can identify with, one that they want to involve themselves in more deeply.”  While routine brand management is about volume and profit, hijacked brand management sacrifices volume and profit to getting the right people deep into the experience.  And where traditional brand management is inclusive – aiming for as many users as possible – the goal of brand hijacking is to make the brand feel more exclusive and therefore more alluring.  The Red Bull brand creates an “air of exclusivity” by targeting bars, raves and movie sets, limiting access to its branded merchandise, and deliberately limiting distribution of the product when it first enters a market.
”Good advice, as another contrarian, ad man Hal Riney, would agree.  Riney created a limited availability story that built Henry Weinhard’s Private Reserve into the largest super-premium beer in the Northwest.
The author talks about the difference between Routine Brand Management and Hijacked Brand Management, illustrating the latter with Crest Whitestrips – distributed on the web before it was available at retail.  This allowed word-of-mouth to develop, creating a buzz.  By the time of the launch, the brand had 35 percent awareness.  P&G pre-seeded the concept by recruiting dentists to sell the whitening kits in their office, in addition to targeted advertising and PR in health and beauty magazines.  It also targeted specific subcultures.  Through its web site, P&G discovered that gay men, brides, teenage girls, and young Hispanics were its most ardent consumers – and went after them in bridal shows and in gay neighborhoods with film festivals and Pride Parades.  Very un-P&G.

Wipperfurth labels one concept “The Undercover Tribe” – loose social groups bound together by common hobbies and value systems.  IPod is his example of the brand tribe phenomenon, with the highly visible white ear buds making each user a recognizable member of the iPod club.     

How does a marketer go about cult marketing?  Wipperfurth would start with in-depth cultural analysis to uncover social insights.  To get to the mass market, he views media sequentially – first seeding the idea with the target audience (early adopters) to seduce the early market, then switching back to conventional marketing methods.   Buzz gets the idea behind the brand into the culture, he says.

The author of How Customers Think, Gerald Zaltman, a professor at the Harvard Business School, aims to provide “essential insights into the mind of the market.”  Zaltman defines that as “that dynamic interplay between the consumers’ and marketers’ thoughts that determines the outcome of every buying decision.”
The book’s promise is avoiding failure through better consumer information.  

“… despite the time and money spent on focus groups, surveys, questionnaires and even taste tests, 60 to 80 percent of all new products and services fail within six months.  Time after time, consumers say one thing to marketers and then do something entirely different in the market.”

We have to dig deeper, says the author, into the unconscious mind – beyond our own awareness.  The stuff we’ve been doing is “surface-level.”  Changes in consumer behavior include greater skepticism about business (especially marketing) and less loyalty to brands.  The world has changed, but we keep relying on familiar but ineffective research.  “We need a new way of thinking about thinking – a new marketing paradigm.”
The book’s dedication is to the author’s doctoral students, a tip-off to the style.  He draws his material from his Mind of the Market Laboratory at Harvard, interaction with his students in his Customer Behavior Laboratory course, “practitioners and academic reviewers”, and the Olson Zaltman Associates consumer psychology firm.
Zaltman starts by engaging six in “marketing fallacies,” and using these to expose the difference between “espoused theory” (what we say we believe) and “theory-in-use” (the belief that underlines what we actually do.)  He pins the blame on the “80 percent of market research that serves mainly to reinforce existing conclusions, not to test or develop new possibilities.”
Zaltman expresses the view that “marketers frequently prefer not to get involved in consumers’ emotions” and “ fail to acquire a deep understanding of the ‘anatomy’ of a particular emotion.”  It may not be a “deep understanding,” but Q-tips had a great successful by combining its rational promise “50% cotton at the tip” with an emotional promise “Mothers want the very best for their babies.”
And let’s once again cite P&G, which has long believed in showing the consumer receiving some emotional end-benefit as a result of product usage:  Jif – “for choosy mothers,” Spic & Span – “a clean floor is a reflection on you,” Cascade – “avoid the embarrassment of spotted glasses,” Dash – “you’ll be more appreciated,” Joy – “a nice reflection on you,” Folger’s – “they’ll notice the coffee,” and Downy – “your family will notice” (to cite a few examples.)

His point that marketers continue to misuse surveys and focus groups is right on the money.  Also, that memories are far more creative and malleable than we might expect.  And it is easy to understand and concede his point that people generally don’t think in words or that words don’t provide the whole picture of what they are thinking.

We have long known what he says about data and understanding not being the same, and that a deep understanding of consumers enables marketers to find insights that can be used in advertising.  What Zaltman is lobbying for is “skillful listening,” especially in terms of meeting latent needs.
Where the author takes the largest leap is into the arena of brain science and “connections among the brain, body, mind, and the social word that the old paradigm artificially detached.”   Yet it doesn’t take “tremendous advances in sociology, anthropology, cognitive neuroscience, and psychology” to come up with his conclusions that unconscious processes among consumers also influence their responses to marketers’ questions – the order in which researchers pose questions can make a big difference in the answers they receive, for example.
One of Zaltman’s other key principles is “the 95-5 split” – “At least 95 percent of all cognition occurs below awareness in the shadows of the mind while, at most, only 5 percent occurs in the higher-order consciousness.”  Whether one agrees with the dimensions of this split, we are all familiar with examples such as how a dining experience influences how foods taste, why people respond to $9.99 pricing, results of blind vs. identified taste tests, and perceptions of store brands and national brands.

Sometimes, the author appears to over-reach.  Judging “sincerity” in advertising, he states that messages transmitted by a baby-faced person are seen as more sincere because people see babies as innocent and honest.  Maybe so, but a Princeton University study published in Science suggests that baby-faced individuals – such as former British Conservative leader William Hague are less likely to win elections than candidates who look competent.  So we have to question the validity of some points.
Zaltman relates one of his firm’s studies for the P&G diaper division on mothers’ attitudes toward their babies’ bowel movements.  Maybe, but Kimberly-Clark’s Huggies brand became number one in the category because of research that showed what mother’s responded to was “a dry baby is a happy baby” – not babies messing their diapers.

And he is slightly off-base in stating that marketers traditionally ask questions like what do people like (or dislike) about an ad, what are their attitudes toward the ad, and what do they remember of the ad.  Wrong, wrong, wrong.  We have long been taught never to ask about the advertisement.  Always ask about the product.  The worst research is when we turn consumers into advertising experts.

There is a bit of academic jargon (titles like “Response Latency and Neuroimaging” and “Functional Diffuse Optical Tomography).”  Too bad, because many points are valid and worth studying by marketers (as well as doctoral students.)   

All three of these books are worth reading, in that they remind us of some fundamental principles that work.  With consumers who are more skeptical of marketing today, it is useful to be introduced to nontraditional methods like word-of-mouth and stealth marketing.  And advances in brain science open new avenues in research to consider.

However, the freshest view of brands comes from a Profit Brand, which attacks the oldest questions about marketing: accountability (“the need for quantifiable benchmarks”) and profitability (“Without profitability, ultimately there is no brand, no matter how great the buzz or creative image.”)
Nick Wreden starts with the proposition that the good customers are the 20 percent who generate 80 percent of the profits.  This long-established concept is given new meaning by the author through “customer equity” – the lifetime profitability of customers.  He argues that knowing customer profitability focuses the organization on retention, especially of profitable customers (and avoiding unprofitable customers.)
This is the Holy Grail of advertising.  How do I know it is working?

It is the most difficult and most unanswered question in the business, and Profit Brand takes the most ambitious steps in trying to respond.  Wreden focuses on accountability, measurement and especially sustainability.

“Sustainability is critical, since by some estimates 80-95 per cent of products fail to become brands … Sustainability is also important because more than two-thirds of purchases are one-off buys.  Only a brand focused on sustainability will take the steps that lead to second, third or even a lifetime of purchases.”
This concept, long known in direct marketing circles as the True Value of a brand, is further amplified:

“A brand is not built by acquiring customers; it is built by keeping them.  Most competitive product advantages can be duplicated.  The one advantage that cannot be duplicated is customer relationships.”

Like the other three books reviewed here, Profit Brand recognizes the game has changed.  The author traces the development from the “mass economy” (1920-1995) to the “customer economy” (1995-2006) to the coming “demand economy,” in which quality of time is the benchmark.  The Demand Economy includes integrated supply chains delivering tailored solutions to customers whenever and wherever they want, increased accessibility through multiple media channels, immediacy, personalization (build-to-order) – and measurement.  The last is of course the sticking point, but with new technologies, more achievable than ever before.

Branding strategies that have as their objective being number one in the market are doomed to failure, Wreden feels.  “In the customer economy, brand sustainability means relationships on customer terms.”

One example of doing business on customer terms is Intuit, which has remained the leader in tax preparation software despite efforts by larger customers to dethrone it.  The author contrasts how Intuit reacted to a bug in its flagship tax program that affected fewer than one percent of customers (new copy of TurboTax to any who requested it, no proof of purchase required, offer to pay any tax and penalties) vs. how Intel acted with flaws in its Pentium chip or Firestone with its tires (blaming customers for underinflation.)

The book takes the reader through charts on how to view profitability by customer (“All customers are not created equal.”) and how to think of marketing investments to attract and retain profitable customers.  It provides step-by-step guidelines on data collection, consolidating data and tracking customer retention – even compensation strategies to reflect the importance of retention.  This is a book that runs the numbers.  It also recognizes the difficulty of data capture, and offers tactics to overcome obstacles.

Whether all this works remains to be seen, but this book is a landmark attempt to answer the right question at the right time.  It is also well-written and well-organized, with “Take-Aways” at the ends of chapters.  
So there are four books to help us in this new marketing world.  We should remember that not all the old truths have been invalidated.  Perhaps the ultimate truth is that the reason most brands fail is bad thinking, which really means bad strategies.  It pays to learn from the marketplace, what works and especially what doesn’t.  Anyone who has been in business any length of time knows that you learn from your failures, not your successes.  Harold Geneen, who built ITT in another era, was noted for his philosophy:  “It’s an immutable law of business that words are words, promises are promises, but only performance is reality.”
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