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1

INTRODUCTION

While the development and growth of much of Asia over the past two 
decades has been nothing short of spectacular, much of this has come 
not from the emergence and contribution of great Asian brands, but in 
spite of their absence. In fact, with the notable exception of one or two 
brands, a very persuasive argument can be made that no great Asian 
brands (excluding Japanese brands, as explained in Chapter 2) exist—at 
least not as measured by consumer surveys in Asian capital cities, where 
Western brands are preferred by eight out of ten Asian consumers.

Asian brands continue to languish as a result of lack of differentia-
tion, innovation, and consistency. In a 2009 Newsweek cover story 
(the headline for which inferred that there are as yet no Chinese global 
brands), Premier Wen Jiabao was reported to have called for China “to 
 create companies that can innovate and churn out ‘brand-name export 
 products’—meaning companies with reputations for quality, innovation, 
and service so strong that customers are willing to pay a premium for 
their products.”1 Currently, Asian consumers are willing to pay a pre-
mium only for the likes of Apple, BMW, Omega, and similar Western 
brands that provide not only the security of implicit guaranteed qual-
ity, but also the unique emotional dimensions that create personal and 
bonding resonance.

The inability of Asian brands to graduate from good to great has been 
a particularly pernicious and persistent obstacle to companies across the 
region in their efforts to move up the value chain and provide brands of 
desire. A big part of that problem is the inability—and in some cases, 
unwillingness—of brand owners to face the reality of rapidly changing 
market and consumer landscapes precisely at a time that demands cre-
ativity and innovativeness.

That a problem with Asian brands even exists will be contested by 
those who argue that economic power is shifting from the West to 
Asia—and to China, in particular. Putting aside the argument that much 
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2 the brutal truth about asian branding

of the economic power that is underwriting this paradigm shift comes 
from business-to-business (B2B) activity, rather than from the creation 
of compelling consumer brands, it is almost certain that a transition of 
power and infl uence to the East has commenced. Chapter 1 of this book 
 questions what form that shift will take, and how sustainable it might 
prove to be. At the heart of the issue is the question: Will that momen-
tous transition remain purely economic, or will it also be cultural?

The vehicle that delivered the cultural impact of the “American 
Century” (i.e. the 20th century) was the great American brand. Brands 
such as Levi’s, Colgate, Pampers, and Mustang offered ever-improving 
functional attributes that delivered on product purpose, combined with 
emotional cues that went on to inspire and defi ne generations of global 
consumers. The obvious question that emerges is: How effective (how 
cultural) will be the current transition of the world order from West to 
East in the absence of great Asian brands?

Chapter 2 attempts to answer this question by exploring fi ve key rea-
sons for the lack of development of Asian brands in general, and great 
Asian brands in particular. A central theme of that chapter, and indeed 
of the entire book, is the behavior, attitudes, and roles of Asian chief 
executive offi cers (CEOs) in regards to the branding process.

“THE GOVERNMENT KNOWS BEST”

Soon after I arrived in Singapore in 2002, I joined the tail end of a 
nine-month nation-branding project headed by a very senior govern-
ment offi cial. The brand positioning statement had been crafted and 
was making the rounds of ministers and other important government 
offi cials for their comments. I began to feel very troubled when the 
requests to rewrite and revise the statement kept coming in. When 
I explained to the head offi cial why it was unwise to fundamentally 
change a positioning that had been crafted as a result of nine months 
of research, analysis, and workshops, she replied: “The government 
knows best.” Her certainty and conviction were absolute, and it was 
obvious from her expression that she wouldn’t budge from her posi-
tion. I was stunned.

I have since witnessed that same mentality play out in the private sec-
tor across Asia, where—instead of the government—it is the CEO who 
knows best. The traditional hierarchical management structure that still 
characterizes most Asian companies has impeded, in some measure, the 
creation and sustainability of competitive advantage. Where the CEO 
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 introduction 3

rules absolutely, creativity and innovation falter. Where the CEO 
 considers himself an oracle of knowledge, very few dare to question, 
contradict, or even offer an opinion. Where the CEO seeks validation, 
most will rush to agree with him and offer reassurance. Where brand is 
the catalyst and branding the process that determines the very fl avor of 
a company, most Asian CEOs are settling for vanilla.

These ingrained attitudes of CEOs are, then, a major impediment 
to effecting management change; however, another important contrib-
utor to the slow development of Asian brands is, simply, CEOs’ lack 
of knowledge about how the process of branding works and how per-
vasive it needs to be in the DNA of the organization. This situation is 
made even more complicated when CEOs don’t know what they don’t 
know. In as much as brand and branding are concerned, the existence 
of this “condition” creates a ripple effect that can grow to momentous 
proportions. The consequences for the organization are widespread, 
both internally and in terms of its external relationships with consumers 
and customers. This powerful chain reaction can manifest itself either 
positively or negatively. In other words, branding within the organiza-
tion can literally be all about vicious or virtual cycles.

Better appreciation of the strengths and benefi ts of a robust  branding 
infrastructure starts with a better understanding of key fundamental 
constructs. Chapter 3 provides an introduction to strategic platforms 
that are indispensable to managers about to embark on branding initia-
tives or programs within their companies.

For those companies actively considering branding projects, Chapter 
4 identifi es two essential pre-branding steps that are entirely strategic 
in nature: formulation of the company’s business strategy and guiding 
principles. Given their importance, it is extraordinary how often they 
are misunderstood, underutilized, or simply ignored.

Chapter 5 identifi es and discusses eight essential brand strategy driv-
ers. Though not exhaustive, these drivers are the critical pillars that sup-
port all companies. They represent the building blocks that collectively 
contribute to the formation of strong and relevant brands. Because 
everything in branding is connected, the absence of even one of these 
elements will seriously undermine the structural integrity of any brand-
building program.

Chapter 6 examines the phases of a typical “full-bodied”  strategy-
driven, brand development methodology. An understanding of the 
 process and each of these phases provides the CEO and his or her 
team with one invaluable skill: the ability to properly assess branding 
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4 the brutal truth about asian branding

project proposals. Proposals defi ne the direction of the project. They 
must, therefore, refl ect the correct and optimum scope items, as well 
as address the specifi c needs or circumstances of the company. Beyond 
 providing decision makers with a more effective platform from which to 
make decisions, they will also be better equipped to estimate the  realistic 
costs required to complete the project.

While this book is devoted mostly to revealing the systemic weak-
nesses that undermine the emergence of strong Asian global brands and 
provides a comprehensive road map for overcoming these, Chapter 7 
goes a step further and discusses a common Achilles heel endemic to 
many Asian companies: implementation. In reality, branding projects 
consist of two stages. The fi rst is the brand development process; the 
second is implementation. Without implementation, any effort com-
panies make to review, revise, or change their positioning will be for 
naught. This chapter also makes the point that it is equally important 
that the brand promise delivers to another key stakeholder: the compa-
ny’s own employees.

The Brutal Truth About Asian Branding aims to reveal the reality of 
Asian branding—warts and all, and to provide a prescriptive road map 
that will align Asian brands with what they are destined to become: 
great and defi ning. Chapter 8 argues that, although presently largely 
dormant, there is greatness in Asian brands; and that the near future 
will be characterized by major change and will be championed by a 
 phalanx of exceptional Asian leaders who are willing to experiment and 
challenge the conventional. These fi rst of many will lead by example 
and  demonstrate, through the success of their own companies, the kind 
of heights Asian brands are capable of reaching.

It is only by fi rst identifying what is wrong, that the process of build-
ing great brands can begin in earnest. Currently, branding efforts by 
Asian companies are largely a haphazard, hit-or-miss affair. This is pre-
venting Asian brand development from reaching critical mass. What 
is needed to successfully effect change is executive education coupled 
with courage (to do things differently). The goal of this book is to shine 
a light on the current face of Asian branding so that CEOs can see it 
clearly and objectively, and thereby make informed choices about where 
to go from here.

While Asia’s current crop of CEOs are part of the problem that 
is holding back the development of great Asian brands, there are 
 exceptions—maverick leaders who are materializing in individual  markets 
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 introduction 5

and demonstrating that new thinking can deliver spectacular successes. 
These trailblazers will emerge as important catalysts for change.

There is spectacular greatness locked up in Asian brands. Empty talk 
and misconceptions will not unlock their promise. Only brutal truth will.

NOTE

 1. Craig Simons, “Name a Global Brand that is Chinese. Can’t Do It? Here’s 
Why,” Newsweek, July 27, 2009.
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7

1

A TIME OF PROFOUND CHANGE

“America’s fi nancial strength helped it export its entertainment 
and culture. Now an emerging 400 million-strong Indian 

consumer market, as well as an economically vibrant Asia, is 
shifting consumer power to the region. It’s now our time to 

make our culture the prime culture of the world. The time for 
Bollywood is now.”

Bollywood producer, Shehar Kapur1

THE OLD WORLD ORDER

I was born in the second half of the 20th century. I spent the fi rst 10 
years of my life in Brazil—what was then, and to some degree remains 
today, a developing (if not an emerging) country. Although I was only 
young when my family and I departed, I have clear memories—of sights, 
smells, and sounds—of that early childhood. I was profoundly infl u-
enced by Brazil’s culture.

I spent the next 10 years in Australia: culturally a place that, in the 
1970s, was on a different planet from Brazil. Even seeing it through 
the eyes of a child, the differences were startling; however, I could also 
see the similarities. Those similarities, I would later realize, formed the 
foundation of an overarching universal culture that was as much part 
of the Australian experience as it was of the Brazilian one, and much of 
the rest of the world. That culture was Western. The television shows 
we watched, the movies we went to see, the music I heard in the back-
ground as a child and later chose to listen to as an adult, the literature 
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8 the brutal truth about asian branding

that was read to me and which I later read for myself, the clothes I 
wore, as well as the things that I eventually grew to believe were “right” 
or appropriate, were all heavily infl uenced by the West, and especially 
by America. I didn’t know it then, but I was living in the “American 
Century,” when the world took its cue for almost everything from 
that country.

How that came to be is the result of a combination of a multitude 
of factors, starting with the largesse of the Marshall Plan following the 
end of the Second World War and extending into the decades that fol-
lowed through the sheer ingenuity, energy, enthusiasm, and mentality 
of American leadership, American business, and the American people. 
This is not to say that a master plan existed, or that there was some 
sort of engineered or premeditated Western or American altruism that 
fueled the effort that mended and rebuilt the world in the latter part of 
the 20th century. But as we look back through the lens of history, the 
facts do provide abundant evidence that the culture and values that 
America championed were, by and large, embraced by people all over 
the world.

The single, most profound thing American businessmen fi gured out a long 
time ago was that brands fundamentally defi ne people.

The genius of the strategy lay in communicating American culture 
and values through American brands. The single, most profound thing 
American businessmen fi gured out a long time ago was that brands 
fundamentally defi ne people. In the living rooms of Paris, the slums of 
Bombay, and the souks of Lebanon, people watched I Love Lucy, drank 
Coke, and wore Levi’s. These brands represented, and at the same time 
refl ected, the liberating values of America: the opportunity to work and 
succeed, and to enjoy life in a manner that was somewhat heroic. That 
message was communicated through Hollywood, through popular song-
writers and performers, and through the example of numerous ordinary 
individuals who were “making it”—those who attained the so-called 
American Dream. Though created and exported by Americans, what 
made this dream successful was its universal appeal.

For much of the 20th century, great numbers of people the world over 
aspired to that same dream. During that time, American “brands”—from 
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 a time of profound change 9

products and services such as Colgate and Hertz, to iconic fi gures such 
as Elvis Presley, Martin Luther King, and JFK—came to defi ne the lives 
of millions of people around the world, and in the process, defi ned 
the world itself. Observed French foreign minister Hubert Vedrine: “The 
United States of America dominates in all arenas: the economic, techno-
logical, military, monetary, linguistic (and) cultural one. There has never 
been anything like it.”2 What came into being in the second half of the 
last century was a paradigm of life created in the image of America.

What makes a paradigm powerful is how it completely conditions one 
to interpret and accept the “life” we are presented with as the life we 
are intended to live. In other words, paradigms convert the surrounding 
reality into a normative reality. The world that America shaped 
became reality, and it extended over so many years that a good portion of 
the world’s population—up until recently—simply accepted it as the reality. 
Over this period and in spite of the Cold War, and notwithstanding the 
loud complaints and resistance by more parochial cultures (the French, 
for example), a new world order settled in. It was Western, English 
speaking, and decidedly American.

Though many may plausibly argue today that the American world 
order is faltering, no suffi ciently powerful alternative order has emerged to 
replace it. So, while not everything that comes out of the United States 
today is automatically embraced by the rest of the world, as might 
have been the case in the past, America still remains the main “frame 
of  reference” for many—however criticized and maligned it may be. 
But the writing seems to be on the wall. Big changes are afoot. As 
Singapore’s Professor Kishore Mahbubani observed: “Once upon a time 
the world was in love with America. And America loved the world too. 
It was a magical love affair, with America acting as a shining beacon of 
freedom and prosperity for billions around the world. That love affair is 
over. The unique circumstances which created it can never be replicated 
again.”3 Whether Mahbubani’s conclusion will prove to be accurate will 
depend as much on what America does, as on what develops in Asia, in 
the immediate and near-term future.

THE NEW WORLD ORDER

While America’s overall infl uence is unlikely to decline in a dramatic or 
precipitous manner, its economic pre-eminence is likely to be surpassed 
by China, which has demonstrated both the will and the capability to 
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10 the brutal truth about asian branding

translate its size, population, and resources into world infl uence. Indeed, 
the idea that the 21st century will be the “China Century” has already 
generated worldwide currency.

But what, exactly, does “surpass” mean? To many people, it refers 
to China’s economic growth, or GDP (or both), outstripping that 
of America. And there exists a very good basis for that argument. 
The  massive Chinese economic take-off that began with economic 
 liberalization in 1978 under Deng Xiaoping has delivered  extraordinary 
dividends for the country, and in the process has changed how 
 companies do  business and consumers buy—both in and (especially) 
outside of China. Since 1978, China’s GDP has quadrupled, and today 
its economy is the world’s sixth largest.

While technology has changed the way ordinary people around the 
world communicate and how business is conducted, it is globalization 
that has changed forever the way we live and the way we think. This phe-
nomenon has particularly impacted China, changing the lives of millions 
of its people as well as the populations of neighboring countries. The pro-
cess has made China increasingly confi dent and assertive. Increasingly 
accessible world markets, coupled with the signifi cant relaxation of gov-
ernment regulations and interference, have enabled local entrepreneurs, 
government-managed companies (“state-owned enterprises,” or SOEs), 
and incoming Western multinational companies to leverage the masses 
of low-cost, working-class citizens who are keen to fl ee their poverty-
ridden destinies and manufacture virtually everything the world wants 
and needs. That China has become the world’s factory is an undisputed 
fact. That this is beginning to realign the axis of business infl uence from 
the West to the East, and specifi cally China, is also, many would argue, 
a fact. The power and pre-eminence that Asia as a whole, and China in 
particular, has created has put in place an inexorable and inevitable shift 
that in mere decades from now (or possibly less) will have this region out-
performing every other part of the world in economic terms. And even 
China’s harshest critics, who argue that its “business model”—a combi-
nation of low-end, low- quality manufacturing capabilities made possible 
by an unlimited supply of low-paid, low-skilled workers—is unsustain-
able, are showing signs of reconsidering their stance.

The reality of China today goes far beyond the stereotypes with which 
it is often associated. Cheap labor, while important, is not the only 

“‘China is like a new sun in the solar system,’ pulling the balance 
of world power back toward the East. . .”

Clyde Prestowitz, quoting a “top Singapore offi cial”
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 a time of profound change 11

engine driving the Chinese economy. What is increasingly characterizing 
Chinese companies is their skill in driving down operating costs through 
higher levels of effi ciency. Furthermore, China doesn’t just manufacture 
low-tech products. Over the past 10 years, Chinese companies have 
stunned the world with a dual strategy of home-grown and highly devel-
oped high-tech companies manufacturing everything from sophisticated 
consumer electronics to complex and complicated computer and bio-
tech technologies, and acquiring established fi rst-tier (and in some cases, 
iconic) Western companies—complete with intellectual property (IP) and 
proprietary technology. (The Lenovo purchase of the IBM PC division 
was certainly the most celebrated of such acquisitions.) Lastly, the 
major human resource (HR) investment China is making in the fi elds 
of engineering and applied sciences—fi elds increasingly being depleted of 
talented people in the West—is contributing to higher levels of techno-
logical development, allowing Chinese manufacturing to move up the 
chain and make increasingly more sophisticated products.

So, it is in terms of economic prowess that China (whose economy is 
expected to exceed that of the United States by 2020)4 will be an even 
greater force to be reckoned with in the years ahead and will reshape 
the global business landscape. But, to date, it is this factor alone that is, 
by and large, contributing to the “China Century” appellation. As con-
sequential as economic power is, it is nowhere near as spectacular as the 
idea of a world order paradigm shift of the American type, which infl u-
enced the fabric of global life during the latter half of the 20th century.

Will China’s ascent translate into suffi cient momentum to change the world 
order as we know it?

So, the question emerges: Will China’s ascent translate into suffi cient 
momentum to change the world order as we know it? Expressed differ-
ently: Will masses of people around the world eventually release their grip 
on familiar, reliable, inspirational, and aspirational America and tentatively 
reach out to emerging, dynamic, and unpredictable China? Will China 
begin—at some point during this century—to infl uence  people around the 
world very much like America has done (and continues to do)?

American leadership was infl uenced and inspired by two connected 
beliefs. The fi rst belief was that, given its pre-eminence in the world, 
the United States had a responsibility to lead. Former US president Bill 
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12 the brutal truth about asian branding

Clinton declared in 1996: “Because we remain the world’s indispens-
able nation, we must act and we must lead.” His secretary of state, 
Madeleine Albright, went a step further when she inferred that leader-
ship conferred the responsibility of proactive behavior: “We must be 
more than audience, more even than actors; we must be the authors of 
the history of our age.”5 The second belief was that “helping the rest 
of the world get rich is good for America.”6 This idea contributed 
directly to the rise and rapid spread of globalization.

If China is to fulfi ll the promise of the China Century, it seems 
inevitable that it, too, must adopt a similar leadership  philosophy—
at least in part. The cultural and historical evidence, however, sug-
gests that China may not be capable of taking exactly the same 
route. To those holding power in China, the idea of proactive leader-
ship will need to be, by circumstantial necessity, far more self- serving 
than altruistic: that what is good for China strengthens China fi rst 
(before the rest of the world). Secondly, in the absence of a liberal 
democracy, China’s economic engine is being fueled by a discon-
certing strain of Chinese nationalism: what Josef Joffe, in his book 
Überpower, describes as “humiliation at the hands of foreign powers 
near and far (stretching) backwards for centuries (that is resulting in) 
a generous dollop of Social Darwinism, the conviction that one’s race 
or nation must prevail over lesser ones.”7

If this nationalism translates into a bellicose political posture, China 
will be incapable of capitalizing on its strong economic power to take 
on the world’s number one role. The honeymoon it is currently enjoying 
with the populations of countries around the world—including those of 
Europe and the United States—will sour if they sense the emergence 
of an imperialistic agenda. Moreover, a dispassionate approach to lead-
ership that excludes the role of doing good (for the world) will not only 
alienate non-Chinese populations, but will also fi lter down into the 
business sector and embed itself as an expression of management phi-
losophy that could well encourage Chinese companies to pursue profi t 
at the expense of virtually everything else. Where profi t is the overriding 
goal and effectively becomes a company’s guiding principle, “greatness” 
is guaranteed not to happen. What is also likely not to happen is the 
emergence of great Chinese brands—those brands that are capable of 
having an emotional impact on Chinese and other consumers around 
the world.

In an Ernst & Young “new global reality” report that analyzed the 
impact of globalization on business, one analyst observed that “the new 
(world) order might feel more like a multi-dimensional balancing act: 
how to make your company resilient to shocks but fl exible enough to 
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Source: Newsweek, July 27, 2009.

grasp new opportunities.” In that same report, Professor Donald Sull 
of the London Business School explained that this amounted to an 
 “essential balance between absorption and agility. The former allows 
fi rms to weather shocks with a protected core market, diversifi ed cash 
fl ow, a strong brand or long-term customer contracts; while agility is 
essential for spotting and exploiting new opportunities.”8

Two key words stand out on the “absorption” side of the equa-
tion: strong brand(s). While Chinese and other emerging market com-
panies are demonstrating strong agility capabilities, they are struggling 
to  create the safety buffers they will need if they are to weather the 
“shock” of increasingly sophisticated consumer expectations. Many 
will discover that there is arguably little value in moving lightning fast 
if, in the process, they end up missing the point. And the point revolves 
entirely around the emotional cues that brands must have in order to 
enter and stay within the orbit of consumers’ lives. The longer it takes 
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Chinese brand owners to recognize this fact, the longer it will take for 
Chinese brands to emerge as bona fi de global brands.

Right now, Asians, including the more affl uent mainland Chinese, are doing 
what most of the rest of the world is doing: They are buying Western and 
Japanese brands.

Without great Chinese brands, no paradigm shift will take place. 
Without a Chinese Nike, or a Chinese Apple, or a Chinese Starbucks, 
or a Chinese Brad Pitt, or a Chinese Universal Studios, or a Chinese Bon 
Jovi, and even a Chinese Oprah—that the world, and not just China 
and the rest of Asia, recognizes—the China Century will be a hollow 
label unworthy of comparison to the American Century. Why? Because 
all of the above are brands, and real economic power is driven by consumer 
spending. Right now, Asians, including the more affl uent mainland 
Chinese, are doing what most of the rest of the world is doing: They are 
buying Western and Japanese brands.

THE REST OF ASIA

“The world is trying to keep up with Asia, more than ever . . . 
siguro (maybe) you can say it with a little bit of arrogance, the 

future is here. . .”

Ria Puangco, strategic planner, Grey Group

For China to redefi ne the world order, it will likely need to align its 
efforts strategically with the equally vigorous efforts of most of 
its neighboring Asian countries, including India. This “team effort” will 
likely result in the future being more accurately described as the “Asian/
Chinese Century” or perhaps just the “Asian Century.”

Over the past century, the Asian business mentality (with the excep-
tion of that of post-war Japan) was best characterized as one of fol-
lowing, rather than leading. During this period, very little in the way 
of creative or innovative milestones emerged from the region. This is 
perhaps not surprising, as much of Asia during those 100 or so years 
suffered from the multiple burdens of colonial exploitation, despotic (or 
outright incompetent) leaders, chronic local economic mismanagement 
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and corruption, rampant infl ation, war, and periodic natural disasters. 
Economically speaking, for decade after decade, much of Asia was a 
“basket-case.”

Yet, the massive property developments that are visibly reshaping 
and transforming most of Asia’s capital cities, and the ubiquitous signs 
of middle- and upper-class affl uence, are today obscuring the fact that 
Asia was once a profoundly troubled region. It is, nevertheless, extraor-
dinary how many young Asians—from Singapore to Shanghai and from 
Bombay to Bangkok—are completely, even blissfully, ignorant of their 
immediate past. There is an almost universal assumption that affl uence, 
modernity, and comfort were always more-or-less a part of everyday 
life. Observes an elderly Singaporean: “Young people will never under-
stand how we feel. . . (They didn’t see) the squalor. I came from a poor 
family and even though school fees were just $3, my parents struggled 
to pay them.”9 The region’s transition (across many, if not all, coun-
tries)—from helpless to independent, supplicant to generous donor, 
unskilled to well-trained, and borrower to lender—has been dramatic. 
The Asia of today bears little resemblance to the Asia of merely two 
decades ago.

Generally, dramatic, rapid change is catalyst driven. Asia owes 
its transformation to three important catalysts: (1) the technology 
 revolution, (2) globalization, and (3) the ascent of China. Some argue 
that a fourth catalyst also deserves recognition—the ascent of India. The 
individual impacts, as well as the confl uence, of these three (or four) 
major developments have been the main drivers that have enabled many 
Asian countries to transition from a region of Third World strugglers to 
leading First World power economies.

Today, much of the region can legitimately boast of developments 
and accomplishments that are beginning to elude those of some parts 
of the Western world. These include: the existence of strong product 
 quality, very well-educated and competent workforces, solid and power-
ful fi nancial sources, endless research and development (R&D) capabili-
ties, a passion for technology, growing infrastructure in most countries, 
and the development of free trade agreements throughout the region. 
Rounding out all of these—or, as some would claim, creating all of 
these—is the contribution of what might be loosely labeled as “Asian 
values,” which infuse Asians with everything from personal discipline to 
a solid work ethic. End product: Asia has come a long way, indeed.

And the process is ongoing. Asia is generating ever more energy and 
momentum as it powers through with aggressive scale and scope to earn 
not only the admiration of people, companies, and countries around the 
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world, but also a consensus that its efforts are inexorably reshaping this 
present century into an image of itself.

TOLL-GATES AND VISION

As impressive as this powerful Asian vehicle of energy and ambi-
tion appears to be, it will eventually slow down even as it passes what 
amounts to its fi rst “toll-gate” (one of several that lie ahead). This fi rst 
toll-gate can also be equated to “phase 1” in what is a multi-phase journey 
that will deliver the Asian/Chinese Century. The great growth of the 
late 1980s, the 1990s, and the early years of this century was, to a large 
degree, refl ective of the opportunities created by the three interconnected 
catalysts mentioned earlier (i.e., technology, globalization, and the 
ascent of China). At the risk of oversimplifying, where success, growth, 
and affl uence occurred, it was almost inevitable.

Much of this process was fueled by an opportunistic business 
model—that of the “trader”—in next-to-ideal (and unlikely to be 
repeated) circumstances. Things were made, and then were sold when 
the right opportunities presented themselves. In this way, tens of thou-
sands of individuals built their wealth in all corners of Asia. Some indi-
viduals still operate in this manner, but they are becoming fewer as the 
model becomes unsustainable—mostly because the same catalysts that 
created the circumstances for that type of growth have also provided 
the climate for aggressive competition.

All Asian companies are now struggling with effectively differentiating 
themselves in a sea of unrelenting competition.

And it is with competition and its effects that the region enters “phase 
2”—what lies beyond the fi rst toll-gate. This phase is all about going up 
the value chain. While the region comprises countries and companies 
at very different stages of development, the lead countries—the “Asian 
Tigers” of South Korea, Singapore, Taiwan, and Hong Kong—have 
successfully built solid infrastructures that have enabled them to man-
ufacture goods effi ciently and deliver high-quality services. All Asian 
companies are now struggling with effectively differentiating themselves 
in a sea of unrelenting competition. What this really means is that they 
are struggling to break the code needed to build great brands—brands 
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that are unique, relevant, and compelling. Phase 2 will be all about 
building brands. This catalyst alone will largely facilitate the essential 
move up the value chain.

To date, in their efforts to build brands Asian CEOs have been singu-
larly unsuccessful. Brand building is proving to be challenging to decision 
makers in Asia for a variety of reasons (see Chapter 2), but particularly 
because it is conceptual in nature. Asian CEOs are notorious for investing 
only in what they can see and feel. What is “invisible” is often underesti-
mated and ignored. The likelihood of this mindset changing will depend 
on the kind of political and business leadership that evolves in China and 
the rest of Asia. If it remains self-centered and self-serving, the massive 
growth of the past two decades will not be sustainable. Asian businesses 
will begin to encounter changing expectations of consumers, who are 
demanding not just higher-quality products, but, increasingly, that they 
deliver emotional relevance. Unless Asian businesses are able to develop 
genuine relationships between their brands and consumers—in Asia, as 
well as around the world—they will fail to move up the value chain.

The fi rst toll-gate has been successfully crossed. What lies beyond is a 
hill (some would say a mountain) that will provide a litmus test to those 
empowered to make change: the politicians and business  leaders—and 
perhaps not in that order. Much of the change needed to transform 
China and the rest of Asia lies ensconced within the conceptual idea of 
the “brand.” As this book will go on to explain, the “Asian brand” is 
capable of greatness. That greatness will contribute in a very large part 
to the formation of the Asian/Chinese Century. The road ahead is 
paved with the need to change thinking and practices. Those individuals 
who have the vision to see beyond the hill and demonstrate the will to 
cross each and every toll-gate will create great companies that infl uence 
and impact society in very positive, responsible, and, importantly, trans-
formative ways. In today’s world, this is evolving as the leading-edge 
role of business, and it is where the future of Asian business lies.
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2

FIVE REASONS WHY THERE ARE 

VERY FEW GREAT ASIAN BRANDS

With Asia’s ever-increasing share of world GDP and expanding levels of 
exports to the West, one might be excused for wondering why branding 
in Asia continues to be an area poorly understood by Asian managers 
and badly executed by Asian companies. Not withstanding the plethora 
of award programs celebrating every business discipline under the sun 
(including branding), as well as branding practitioners who continue to 
sell the mythical success stories of ever more powerful Asian brands, the 
reality is that Asian brands across the board are continuing to exhibit 
weak vital signs. Despite signifi cant industry education, as well as major 
investments by government agencies to enhance the overall understanding 
of branding practices so as to strengthen Asian brands, very little traction 
has taken place over the years. Figure 2.1A provides a snapshot of the 
Singapore branding experience tracked over a period of fi ve years from 
the point of view of the press. General conclusion: Branding is either mis-
understood or simply ignored. The experience in other nearby markets 
such as Malaysia (see Figure 2.1B), Indonesia, and Thailand, as well as—
signifi cantly— mainland China, has been very similar.

When we refer to “Asian” brands, we are referring to all non-
Japanese Asian brands. This will no doubt surprise and perplex some 
readers. Japan is indeed part of Asia. But Japanese brands began devel-
oping a full generation before the rest of Asia got going, and most of 
their more visible and well-known global marques are at a very dif-
ferent point along the evolutionary development curve. To include 
Japanese brands in the overall Asian branding calculus would dilute 
the present reality and misleadingly suggest that all Asian brands are 
performing well when they manifestly are not. The goal should be to 
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make things clearer, not more opaque. For all practical purposes, strong 
Japanese brands are more appropriately categorized alongside success-
ful Western brands. And for that reason, they are excluded from this 
discussion.

In terms of non-Japanese Asian brands, one could argue that—save 
for one or two—there exist virtually no great Asian brands. Even Asians 
themselves, when asked what brands they prefer, or aspire to own, will 
name Western brands such as Coke, Nike, Apple, BMW, Armani, and 
GAP. With the notable exception of two non-Japanese brands (Samsung 
and SIA), Asian brands are rarely, if ever, nominated. This fact has been 
constantly borne out by surveys over the past 10 years. To underscore 
this point, the BusinessWeek/Interbrand annual study of the world’s 
top 100 brands has, for years, showcased almost exclusively only 
Western/Japanese brands in the top 50. The Straits Times reported as 
much: “Indeed, the government trade agency (International Enterprise 

“Most Malaysian companies are 
not spending enough in 
brandbuilding and development 
(stated) Minister of Interna-
tional Trade and Industry 
Datuk Seri Rafidah Aziz. She 
said local companies need to 
rethink their approach to 
branding or lose out in the 
current competitive
market….” New Straits
Times, February  7, 2004

“…there are significant gaps in 
branding knowledge and 
understanding amongst many 
Malaysian SME companies. The 
majority seems to perceive 
brand building purely as a cost 
and do not see the importance 
of branding as a valuable asset 
which needs to be invested in.” 
MARKETING-Interactive, 
March 12, 2010

“Datuk Seri Ong Tee Keat, 
transport minister in Malaysia, 
stated that despite being aware 
about the benefits of branding 
and marketing, most local 
firms in Malaysia fail to take 
its advantage.” Article Alley, 
December 23, 2009

Figure 2.1B  The Malaysian branding experience from the viewpoint 

of the press

“Of the 100 companies 
surveyed, about half view 
branding as short-term blitzes to 
bump up sales rather than a 
long-term holistic strategy to 
build the name and reputation 
of the firm.” The Straits Times, 
April 6, 2003

“Speak to almost any small or 
medium enterprise and they 
would most likely tell you that 
the proportion of their annual 
budget allocated for branding is 
unsubstantial, if anything at 
all.” TODAY,
September 20, 2008

“(Most SMEs) don’t appreciate 
the value of good branding and 
marketing.… the typical SME 
is too focused on immediate 
returns and undertakes 
short-term sales-driven 
activities…” The Straits Times, 
May 24, 2005

Figure 2.1A  The Singapore branding experience from the viewpoint 

of the press
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Singapore) highlighted the fact that Asian brands were conspicuously 
absent in a ranking of the top 100 global brands done in 2001 by 
Interbrand and BusinessWeek  magazine.”1 Some six years later, the 2007 
survey was no different. The sole exception that year was Samsung, 
which came in at number 21. Findings from surveys conducted within 
the region itself confi rmed the trend. The “Top 1000 Asia-Pacifi c Brands” 
survey conducted by Media magazine and sponsored by the Wall Street 
Journal identifi ed only two non-Japanese Asian brands in the top 
10 (Samsung and LG). Even more worrisome is that only three more 
brands were identifi ed in the top 50.2

What defi nes a so-called great Asian brand? What separates a great brand 
from the merely good brand? And is that important?

What defi nes a so-called great Asian brand? What separates a great 
brand from the merely good brand? And is that important? In his 
book, Good to Great, Jim Collins explains that “good is the enemy 
of great.” He argues that the very presence or achievement of good 
deters the  pursuit of great. He also makes another more intrusive point: 
“Greatness is not a function of circumstance. Greatness, it turns out, is 
largely a matter of conscious choice.”3

Collins’s point is perhaps even more valid in Asia than in the United 
States. Here a wholesale presence of good brands is  frustrating the emer-
gence of great brands, although this notion will get a lot of push-back from 
Asian marketers across the region. Proud Indians will argue  passionately 
that India has many big, successful brands, some of which outperform 
their foreign competitors. Brands such as Tata, Jet Airways, and Kingfi sher 
are household names that generate strong  levels of trust and local pride. 
Koreans will point to Amore Pacifi c, Face Shop, Jinro, and Jeju Air as 
examples of Korean brands denoting quality, luxury, and entrepreneur-
ship. In Taiwan, innovative brands such as HTC, Acer, and Asustek all 
but dominate their categories. And even in emerging countries such as 
Vietnam, local marketers cite brands like Vinamilk, Vietcombank, BIDV, 
and Q-Mobile as examples of ever-increasing branding traction.

Most of these brands boast strong levels of local awareness, as well as 
big consumer franchises in their own countries. But with very few excep-
tions, they have failed to generate suffi cient escape velocity to replicate 
their success in substantive measures outside of their home markets. 
Even brands such as HTC and Acer—long viewed as poster boys for 
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the successful transition from OEM (original equipment  manufacturer) 
to OBM (original brand manufacturer)—are fi nding that gaining real, 
sustainable traction as consumer brands is diffi cult and elusive. All these 
brands are “good” brands. To mostly local customer franchises, they 
are seen as reliable, trustworthy, even desirable. Away from home, while 
some struggle to generate awareness, they mostly fail to excite and uplift 
consumers or at the very least create enduring emotional relationships 
with them. Having said this, it is equally important to recognize that it 
is these very same brands that represent the region’s best candidates for 
“great” brand status. They are all sitting on one side of the fence, and it 
is within their control to step over to the other side.

Asia has yet to create Asian signature brands with global creden-
tials. But what makes the region palpably exciting is the abundance 
of good brands ready to move up to the next level. They are marking 
time, but developing the ability to change that and surge forward won’t 
happen automatically. It will require willpower.

Even if this is true; even if the region is mostly about merely good 
and not great brands—does it matter? I believe the reason it matters 
is that the merely good Asian brands will not provide the vehicle that 
will deliver the  Asian/Chinese Century and, with it, the anticipated 
change in the world order. If this historical transition matters, then it 
will require that Asian CEOs make many conscious and diffi cult choices 
in the times ahead.

The question of whether it matters is largely rhetorical. It matters a 
great deal for another reason. As explained in Chapter 1, the world today 
is more complex, more sophisticated, and changing faster than ever before. 
The more salient point is that this kind of change will not only continue, 
but will do so in an exponential manner. In terms of information, the 
“noise” that this process will create will be deafening. Countless messages, 
claims and counter-claims, promises, assurances, and predictions from 
millions of sources will overwhelm the landscape of everyday life and test 
the capability of individuals to make sense of all the stimuli, and separate 
what matters from what does not, so as to make sensible choices and deci-
sions. This is the world that we and future generations face.

From a geo-political perspective, Asian governments will continue to invest 
in building strong Asian companies because they will increasingly emerge 
as the “face” of Asia to Asians themselves, as well as to the outside world.
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The role of brands will continue to evolve, becoming even more impor-
tant than at present. As Chapter 3 explains, brands are not limited to the 
products and services that people buy, and go far beyond the perimeters 
of business and commerce. Brands provide identity and meaning—to 
products, services, people, religions, and ideologies. As such, they are a 
form of shorthand that enables instant comprehension, reassurance, and 
trust in an increasingly cacophonic environment. From a business perspec-
tive, strong brands that communicate clear and compelling messages will 
be critically important in an environment characterized by increasingly 
voracious competition. From a geo- political perspective, Asian govern-
ments will continue to invest in building strong Asian companies because 
they will increasingly emerge as the “face” of Asia to Asians themselves, 
as well as to the outside world. Recognition of the importance of going 
beyond merely strong brands to great Asian brands will only increase—
and more rapidly in those markets where decision makers adopt it as a 
matter of conscious choice instead of belatedly reacting to developments.

There is a fundamental disconnect between the expected emergence of 
the anticipated so-called Asian/Chinese Century and the idea that it can be 
fueled by Western brands.

There is a fundamental disconnect between the expected emergence of 
the anticipated so-called Asian/Chinese Century and the idea that it can 
be fueled by Western brands. In reality, of course, this cannot happen. 
Either Western brands will continue to dominate, reducing the Asian/
Chinese Century concept to hype, or great Asian brands will rise to 
prominence. The general consensus is that a robust and genuine Asian/
Chinese Century is pretty much a done deal; that it is going to happen. 
This can only mean that great Asian brands will also need to be devel-
oped. But for this to take place, the stubborn resistance to change that 
has characterized recent decades will need to be replaced by a profound, 
tectonic shift in business practices, mentality, and culture. The longer 
it takes for Asia to create great brands, the longer it will take for the 
region to achieve its potential—or, some say, its destiny.

And while it may sound a little bombastic to say that great Asian 
brands will not just facilitate the economic rise of a whole region, but 
will also be a leading catalyst of world order change, consider that the 
governments of Singapore, Malaysia, Taiwan, and Hong Kong, among 
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others, have created specifi c task forces with a mandate to  create world-
beating company and product brands. Malaysia has arguably made the 
loudest song and dance, with successive prime  ministers  agreeing to be 
patrons of multiple “Malaysia” brand  excellence-related organizations. 
In that country, the Malaysia External Trade Development Corporation 
(MATRADE) was established in 1993, with the mission to “develop and 
promote Malaysia’s exports to the world.”4 Soon thereafter, the Brand 
Promotion Grant (BPG) unit was created, armed with millions of dollars 
worth of grants and subsidies to assist companies to brand themselves.

“Branding is an important aspect of improving the 
competitiveness of products and services. It has been my desire 

and belief to see Malaysian brands achieve distinction on a 
global level. However, there is so much more tapped potential 
among so many more local brands. We must fi nd more ways 

to overcome this situation if we want to succeed regionally and 
internationally. That is why I am glad that there is a growing 

awareness and appreciation about the importance of branding.”

Dato’ Seri Abdullah Haji Ahmad Badawi, former prime 
minister of Malaysia

In Singapore, successive government ministers and senior offi cials 
have long heralded the importance of branding by framing it in the 
context of the “Singapore” brand, and championing the importance of 
being different. Speaking at the Global Forum in 2004, Senior Minister 
Mentor Lee Kuan Yew declared that “Singapore’s new leaders must pro-
tect the nation’s ‘brand’, which stands for transparency and integrity,” 
explaining that the latter provided the basis for the country’s differen-
tiation. “We systematically set out to be different. To tell the world that 
we are different” from the image of Third World countries that Lee said 
were “corrupt, ineffi cient and have bad infrastructure.”5

Three years earlier, in an interview with Commanding Heights, Lee’s 
son, Lee Hsien Loong (the then deputy prime minister and present prime 
minister), had also stressed the importance of transparency and differenti-
ation: “We have to be different. I mean, if we were the same as the rest of 
Asia, there’s no reason why anybody should be in Singapore.” And on the 
subject of brand Singapore: “You can’t be slightly  transparent. . . . We’d 
like Singapore to be a symbol of quality; that it’s associated with 
 excellence, with perfection, with a constant striving to improve, so that 
you’re never there, but you’re always working at it.”6
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It is not surprising, therefore, that the government would place a 
high importance on branding Singaporean companies and Singaporean 
products. Beginning much earlier than other Asian countries, in 1983 it 
launched the Trade Development Board, which eventually went through 
a rebranding program of its own in 2000. Reconfi gured and renamed 
IE Singapore (International Enterprise Singapore), it was given the man-
date to “develop business capabilities” of Singaporean companies, and 
branding was identifi ed from the beginning as one of the most impor-
tant of these capabilities. In 2005, under the leadership of CEO Lee 
Yi Shyan, a very important program—BrandPact—was developed and 
rolled out. I was privileged to be asked to provide input for this pro-
gram, and to be invited to deliver a keynote presentation at its launch. 
Like Malaysia’s BPG unit, the objective of the BrandPact program is 
to help companies formally brand themselves by providing them with 
advice, services, and generous subsidies and grants.

“A strong brand is most invaluable, especially in trying times. 
Yet you cannot build a brand overnight, just before you need 
it. Therefore, the government has been promoting the use of 
branding as a strategic business capability. BrandPact, for 

example, is a joint initiative by IE Singapore and SPRING to 
help local companies meet their brand development needs. Since 
the launch of BrandPact in April 2005, 6,702 companies have 
benefi ted from various BrandPact initiatives, which included 
training workshops and use of brand assessment. Companies 

have in total received $17.7 million worth of co-funding support 
for brand development projects.”

Lee Yi Shyan, Minister of State for Trade and Industry 
(former CEO of IE Singapore), December 3, 2008

Alas, years later, in spite of the hype, the speeches, and the money 
invested, branding continues to languish in the business sectors of virtu-
ally all Asian countries. In this chapter, we will examine the top fi ve rea-
sons that have contributed—and continue to contribute—to the malaise 
affecting Asian brands. Specifi cally, they are:

 1. Myopic CEO leadership

 2. Corporate culture that is by default, rather than by design

 3. Charlatan brand practitioners
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 4. Government agencies that mean well, but should perform better

 5. Advertising agencies with little to no branding competencies.

MYOPIC CEO LEADERSHIP

Over the past eight years, I have interviewed more than a hundred CEOs 
and other C-level executives from multinational companies, regional 
conglomerates, and SMEs in more than half a dozen Asian countries—
from mainland China to Singapore, and from India to Korea. Most of 
the interviews were structured and were conducted in the context of 
 formal branding projects which our fi rm had been assigned to under-
take. They were generally of one and a half to two hours’ duration and 
covered general themes as well as specifi c questions consistent with the 
needs of a comprehensive brand audit (see Chapter 6).7 Beyond questions 
that related to the specifi c performance or culture of their companies, we 
also included several generic questions that probed executive—especially 
CEO—beliefs about and attitudes to management, leadership, values, 
and concepts such as “company mission.” The impressions gained from 
these interviews, coupled with those I had collected from a hundred more 
informal sessions with other CEOs over the years, have—along with sec-
ondary research—contributed to the observations made in this section.8

The evidence shows beyond any doubt that the most obstructive 
hurdles preventing mediocre and good Asian companies from break-
ing through a decades-long glass ceiling and achieving brand greatness 
are CEO mentality and ignorance about the branding process—in that 
order. Mentality: The CEO is driven almost exclusively by a desire to 
(only) make money—and rarely by passion. He will often over-promise 
and under-deliver. He will take short-cuts and consider himself clever for 
doing so. He rarely looks beyond today and lacks a vision for tomor-
row. Ignorance: He misunderstands branding and sees it as the company 
name and logo, and its promotion as taking place almost exclusively 
through the media. Its conceptual, business, and strategic dimensions 
are totally lost on him, and his impatience causes him to dismiss or 
undermine the process before it even gets underway. As a result, Asian 
consumers fail to love, lust after, or be inspired by most Asian brands.

In much of Asia (mainland China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Singapore, 
and Korea), traditional management philosophy rooted in Confucian-
based values has created an environment where many CEOs oper-
ate, and see themselves, as patriarchal fi gures: individuals who are at 
once irreproachable, as well as unapproachable. The resulting man-
agement style resembles a “by decree” approach, rather than one that 
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is inclusive. Tom Doctoroff, JWT North Asia CEO, has commented: 
“Chinese companies are sales-driven and managed by emperor-kings 
who rule in a defensive, even self-protective manner. . . . Quite often, 
the  instructions are promulgated in an ambiguous manner, resulting in 
an  undercurrent of anxiety on lower levels, not an all-for-one future 
focus.”9 Interestingly, many CEOs from non-Confucian-infl uenced 
countries such as Indonesia, Malaysia, and even Thailand also exhibit 
these styles of leadership and management.

“To make money,” is the most common—almost universal—
reply given by CEOs to the question: “What is the mission of your 
company?” This single-minded, primary, and often exclusive goal 
of most Asian CEOs is commonly inculcated in the minds of their 
senior managers, from where it is fi ltered down to the lower ranks 
of employees. To make money—period. While there is nothing inher-
ently wrong with this (after all, it is the goal of business to be profi t-
able), most of these decision makers, hailing from the smallest SMEs 
to the largest Asian conglomerates, persistently pursue this goal in a 
manner that is self-defeating. First, they fail to recognize that mak-
ing money for its own sake is a fl awed strategy; that making money 
is, rather, the result of a coherent strategy. Secondly, in their haste to 
deliver on the goal, they misunderstand the business and brand strat-
egy development process (one that has evolved dramatically because 
of the dynamic environmental changes of the past two decades) and 
try to fast-track it or gloss over it. Instead, they adopt a command-
and-control business management style that fails to recruit and 
encourage all members of the company to work together to deliver 
a product or a service that can effectively compete with compelling 
Western brands. They fail not only to harness the energy and intel-
lectual contributions of all the constituents they have on hand (not to 
mention their untapped intrinsic enthusiasm, whose loss or absence 
is impossible to measure), but also to create a culture that works to 
ensure that the customer promise is delivered on a consistent basis.

The practice of managing by decree, and the reluctance to share and 
include most, if not all, members of the company in policy and direc-
tion, results in a brand identity (company or product) that is defi ned by 
a narrow group of individuals with narrower perspectives and biases of 
their own. The end-result is almost guaranteed to fail.

Two factors commonly contribute to this mentality. The fi rst is an 
anachronistic obsession by CEOs and their top executives with keeping 
everything “secret.” They believe that sharing plans with employees and 
external stakeholders (such as shareholders) makes the company vulner-
able to competitors. Consequently, it is most often only the inner circle 
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that is familiar with the company’s direction and objectives. In many 
cases, however, not even the inner circle is apprised of these objectives 
or asked to contribute to their formulation. In these companies, the 
CEO reigns absolute and unchallenged. He (and it is most often a “he”) 
alone decides everything. The other factor is related to “face.” Many 
CEOs feel compromised or diminished in some manner or measure if 
they solicit opinions (or, worse, advice) from lower-level employees.

The result is that Asian companies tend to rely overly much on a 
handful of individuals (and sometimes on the CEO alone) to steer and 
move the organization forward. In addition to placing unnecessary 
and  onerous pressure on relatively few individuals, these companies 
are rarely as competitive and as successful as they could otherwise be, 
because they suffer from an absence of fresh and creative thinking—and 
the ideas this generates—from the general population of the company. 
Ultimately, this can lead to a chronic absence of innovation. (For a more 
comprehensive discussion on innovation in Asia, see Chapter 5.)

“Asians are very empirical. If they put money into 
branding, they ask where the result is on sales. 

It’s a very hard thing to quantify.”

Tony Fernandes, CEO, AirAsia10

The CEO’s tunnel-vision obsession with making money for its own 
sake highlights a widespread misunderstanding of the purpose—and 
value—of the corporate mission (at least, in its Western business defi ni-
tion): that it is an opportunity for the company to connect all employees 
behind a galvanizing overarching goal that provides reliable and sustain-
able forward momentum (which, in turn, ultimately delivers profi t).

While this misunderstanding about the role and value of the corpo-
rate mission might be excused—even expected—from less experienced 
and less sophisticated managers of smaller companies, it is surprisingly 
prevalent among CEOs and senior-level managers of larger companies 
who have benefi ted from intensive fi eld experience as well as formal 
education from leading business schools in Asia, the US, and Europe. 
(For a more comprehensive discussion on corporate mission statements, 
see Chapter 4.)

Another debilitating CEO characteristic that contributes to the devel-
opment of relatively weak Asian brands is the inability or reluctance 
to view the brand as a tangible asset. It is not necessarily an oversim-
plifi cation to say that many decision makers in this part of the world 
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This skewed view of branding leads to yet another CEO characteristic 
that not only profoundly affects branding but also has a major impact 
on business generally: the price question. Cultural conditioning and val-
ues have made the open pursuit of money and wealth a desirable virtue. 
The business corollary is the ingrained belief that everything can and 
should be secured at the cheapest possible price point. This attitude has 
translated into an expectation that managers at all levels consider all 
decisions based on a criterion that prioritizes “price.” This practice is 
particularly true of government tenders and how they are awarded—
regardless of how often government offi cials refute this. Price always 
primarily infl uences the decisions made. The reason is obvious, but no 
less damaging: Middle and lower managers feel that their best hopes for 
recognition and reward are linked to their acquisition of products and 
services at the lowest possible price. They are rarely interested in, or 
infl uenced by, the possible consequences at a later date.

Not only are CEOs no different; they are, as alluded to above, the 
principal instigators of this mentality. When presented with formal 
branding project proposals (where no two are ever comparable because 
the “briefi ng” process is almost always inconsistent—see Chapter 6), 
too many CEOs demand to know “how much is it going to cost me?” 
before understanding or even listening to what the branding process 
entails. Furthermore—regardless of what that cost is—they then auto-
matically demand that it be delivered at a fraction of the cost.

While cost control is an important component of effective manage-
ment, this practice hardly qualifi es. And as far as a branding project is 
concerned, it can often have serious consequences. It is like a patient 
haggling over the price of treatment with a professional medical special-
ist for a serious condition he likely doesn’t fully understand, and opt-
ing to go to a practitioner who offers a cut-price service. This scenario 
should be as improbable in the business context as it is in the medical 
fi eld, but it is not.

. . . managers at all levels consider all decisions based on a criterion that 
prioritizes “price.”

 continue to consider only those things they can see and touch as valu-
able. Consequently, the branding process isn’t given due consideration, 
and certainly not the appropriate funding it requires.
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CEOs don’t know what they don’t know

“Many of these people never understood what they didn’t know 
and were either too wary, or too cocksure, to seek advice from 

others more experienced in the ways of the world.”

Michael Moritz, Return to the Little Kingdom

Having said all of this, it is important and fair also to say that these 
same CEOs suffer from an affl iction that is diffi cult to “cure”: They 
basically don’t know what they don’t know—at least as far as brand-
ing is concerned. This is a critical and crucial diagnosis, and one of 
the many reasons for the absence of great Asian brands. MATRADE 
 offi cials in Kuala Lumpur are very familiar with the consequences of 
the problem. They describe it in simpler language: ignorance of brand-
ing. When you don’t know what you don’t know, you are not aware of 
what you are missing out on—and sometimes ignorance isn’t bliss. It 
can be painful and expensive. Related or not, they pose a real  problem 
to BPG offi cials at MATRADE. Mandated and authorized to provide 
surprisingly generous subsidies and outright grants to Malaysian com-
panies, millions of taxpayer dollars meant for brand building end up 
being given away to companies and their CEOs, who instead spend it 
on advertising. “Free money,” one cynical senior MATRADE offi cial 
ruefully observed.

Figure 2.2 sets out 10 illustrations of the “CEO problem.” The 
last point in the fi gure is particularly problematic. When you don’t 
know what you don’t know, you automatically assume that you know 
enough to make some basic decisions: such as judging a branding “pro-
posal,” for instance, on the basis of what you like or what you fi nd 
easy to do. Or choosing a brand practitioner because he or she tells you 
what you want to hear. And, of course, doing it as cheaply as possi-
ble. Beyond a substandard process, the irony is that all branding proj-
ects have a threshold level in terms of minimum scope (and, therefore, 
cost). Thus, excluding an element that is outside the absolute minimum 
needed doesn’t just deliver a less effective solution; it effectively destroys 
the integrity of the solution altogether. In other words, if that threshold 
has been determined by a reputable consultant to be at a certain level, 
spending less than that level requires ends up being less productive than 
not going through the process in the fi rst place. In reality, what is hap-
pening is that the relatively blind are being led by the unscrupulous in a 
process that delivers a fl awed outcome. So, far from “saving” money, as 
many CEOs congratulate themselves on doing, they end up effectively 
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 throwing money out the window. The lesson here is this: If you, as the 
CEO, are unwilling—for whatever reason—to do and spend the mini-
mum it takes (and you do need to be knowledgeable enough to know 
where that minimum is), do nothing.

To be fair, this mentality, while fl awed, does not refl ect inappropri-
ate business practices per se. It makes sense—on the surface—to make 
decisions based on the knowledge you have, rather than the absence 
of knowledge of which you are unaware. Instead, it rather underscores 
just how alarmingly ill-informed many senior and key decision makers 
are about something that represents not only the foundational pillar 
of the organization, but also the central driver of its success. Branding 

-

Figure 2.2 Ten illustrations of the “CEO problem”

CH002.indd   31CH002.indd   31 1/19/11   3:42:12 PM1/19/11   3:42:12 PM



32 the brutal truth about asian branding

 infl uences the very destiny of the company, and should be tackled from 
that perspective. It rarely is.

If the CEO does not get it, or does not get behind it, the overall result of 
any branding initiative will almost always be compromised

Regardless of the reasons or circumstances, this is the bottom line: 
If the CEO does not get it, or does not get behind it, the overall result of any 
branding initiative will almost always be compromised. And it is not an exag-
geration or a generalization to say that this is exactly what is happening 
right now across most companies in Asia.

CORPORATE CULTURE IS BY DEFAULT, 
RATHER THAN BY DESIGN

Whether understood or misunderstood, and whether created by design 
or through circumstances, culture exists in all organizations. Where it is 
“positive,” it can be harnessed and leveraged to infl uence people to do 
extraordinary things. Where it is “negative,” it tends to have the reverse 
effect. While every company has, to a certain extent, a unique culture, 
certain characteristics are commonly found in Asian companies.

Most Asian companies began, and many still operate, as family-
owned businesses. Business decisions are typically made by one key indi-
vidual, and accountability to a third or external party is generally not 
the norm. Even in publicly listed companies, the usual practice in Asia is 
for the CEO to retain control and relinquish only a small percentage of 
ownership to outside parties.

The CEO is the supreme leader. He (as mentioned earlier, the chief 
executive is almost always a male) generally believes he knows best, and 
he expects others to agree with him. He believes that success in busi-
ness is about keeping secrets, so that only the “inner circle” has any 
idea about what is going on, and that employees should do as they are 
told and not be permitted to make mistakes (which has the effect of dis-
couraging risk taking and initiative in the fi rst place).

I don’t wish to suggest that these practices and values are a product 
of an inherently harsh, unfair, or exploitative management mentality. 
There is no evidence that employees in Asian SMEs and multinational 
corporations (MNCs) are deliberately “mistreated” for the sake of 
profi t—at least, no more than are employees in other markets,  including 
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those in the West. What I am referring to here is more intangible in 
nature: employees who are denied the opportunity to fully embrace 
and enjoy the work they do because their employers are either simply 
unaware that this is important and valuable, or just don’t know how to 
make it happen.

The life-blood of great brands is creativity and innovation that originates 
from within the organization, and its source is corporate culture.

As a result, the culture that characterizes most present-day Asian 
companies suppresses creativity and innovation. Employees are not 
encouraged to express themselves; as a consequence, they tend to prog-
ress slowly, and to learn or contribute little—and the cycle becomes 
vicious. This situation is completely at odds with what is possible, and 
very desirable, in modern-day corporate cultures. The life-blood of great 
brands is creativity and innovation that originates from within the orga-
nization, and its source is corporate culture.

Richard Branson took the corporate world by surprise when he 
declared that the consumer is not number 1—something that had been 
considered a basic, inviolate business tenet by generations of business 
executives. In an address to the British Institute of Directors in 1993, 
Branson said: “We give top priority to the interests of our staff, second 
priority to those of our customers, third to our shareholders.” Surprise 
or not, there was nothing particularly radical about this declaration. 
Branson was simply articulating what Asian CEOs would do well to 
take to heart: that there is no point in spending money to fi nd out what 
customers want if one’s employees have little desire or encouragement 
to follow through and make it happen. Branson understands that com-
panies are effectively held hostage by their employees. It doesn’t mat-
ter whether the company delivers a service or manufactures a product. 
Customer experience and product quality are delivered by employees. 
The absence of the right culture prevents this from happening and 
retards the development of great Asian brands.

CHARLATAN BRAND PRACTITIONERS

Some brand practitioners disseminate substandard advice either delib-
erately or inadvertently, because they too don’t know what they don’t 
know. In a business environment replete with alpha-type CEOs who 
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know exactly what they want, and believe they know what they need, 
there is no shortage of “consultants” who are willing to give them what 
they want and tell them what they want to hear. The “branding cate-
gory” is not like the medical sector, where practitioners need to be 
properly trained and accredited before they are allowed to practice. In 
the branding fi eld, there are virtually no regulations and anybody can 
call himself or herself a “brand consultant.” The ramifi cations of this 
are broad and profound. As alluded to earlier, branding is a little like a 
zero-sum game. The wrong “solution” will not result in a benign out-
come. Effective branding goes beyond the formulation of a positioning 
statement for the company. (This topic will be covered in more detail in 
Chapter 3.) Positioning, which includes the promise the company makes 
to its constituents, amounts to 50 percent of the task. Effective and 
consistent delivery of that message represents the other 50 percent. As 
delivery is dependent on a group effort, the entire process relies on an 
internal systemic structure that effectively involves every functional 
department in the company. Very few CEOs are interested in hearing 
this. Very few practitioners are willing to say this.

There are two ways in which the company can self-infl ict signifi -
cant damage: (1) when the message is “right,” but employees are not 
motivated to deliver it; and (2) when the message is “wrong,” but the 
company has somehow managed to persuade most of its employees to 
get behind it. Both scenarios amount to qualifi ed statements, because 
“right” and “wrong” are relative concepts and diffi cult to defi ne. In the 
fi rst case, a message that is formulated with only customers in mind 
might theoretically deliver to their expectations. But if employees have 
not been involved in the process the delivery will, sooner or later, 
falter or fall short. When this happens the company will have com-
promised its credibility, as well as wasted signifi cant communication 
funds. So, even “right” ends up being wrong. In the second scenario, 
companies that take short-cuts in formulating their brand positioning 
and brand promise invariably end up with a message that fails to 
resonate with customers. Invoking all employee resources to deliver a 
fundamentally fl awed proposition delivers little material return and, 
as in the fi rst scenario, ends up costing the company a great deal in 
 communication funds.

In the end, both scenarios will deliver equally baleful results: instead 
of just dismissing the effort, customers invariably form a new negative 
perception, which means that the company ends up being further behind 
than the point they started from. Once again, this is a reminder that if, 
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for whatever reason, companies are not fully prepared to do and invest 
the minimum, they should do nothing. And they should actively seek 
out branding practitioners who are willing to tell them that.

The brand represents the beginning, the middle, and the end of every-
thing the company is and can become. As such, it is a very powerful 
catalyst. Used wrongly, the brand can cause signifi cant damage.

The key learning here is that companies that are keen to strengthen 
their brands, or that are ready to go through a formal branding pro-
cess, need to do their homework in order to identify the right partner 
for their needs.

Different strokes for different folks: Beyond “good” and “bad” lie 
“right” and “wrong,” as far as matching different brand practitioners 
to different client company needs. Think of branding companies occu-
pying a continuum (see Figure 2.3). At one extreme will be the graphic 
designer companies and production houses (A). Some of these call them-
selves “brand consultants,” but many provide only visual (graphic) solu-
tions such as logos and corporate identity services. Somewhere in the 
middle of the continuum are advertising agencies (B), most of which call 
themselves “brand consultants.” At the other extreme are the  strategy-
centric consultancies (D), which provide branding solutions delivered 
through a comprehensive process that starts with business strategy and 
ends with operational implementation. And somewhere in-between the 
advertising agencies and the strategy-centric consultancies are compa-
nies whose strengths lie in providing strategic and graphic solutions, 
with an emphasis on the latter (C).

The question that companies seeking brand advice and assistance 
should ask themselves is: “Which type of provider is right for my needs?” 
Clearly, there are no generic branding solutions that fi t all  companies in 

A DCB

Graphic
designers/

production
houses

Advertising
agencies

Graphic-
centric

consultancies

Strategy-
centric

consultancies

The Continuum

Figure 2.3 Branding companies occupy a continuum

Source: “The Brand Positioning Continuum,” BrandAsian, 2008. All rights reserved.
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equal measure. Different companies have different issues and problems 
that need to be addressed, all potentially infl uencing the scale and scope 
of any branding process in different ways. But beyond this lies the ques-
tion of where the (corporate or product) brand fi nds itself on its “evolu-
tionary curve.” Is it a new brand, a well-established brand, or a mature 
brand? Does it need a makeover or a transplant? Each of the four types 
of branding providers (and there are more)  identifi ed along the con-
tinuum in Figure 2.3 is differentiated by its primary competencies and 
capabilities—what it is good at and what it does best.

Companies seeking a branding partner would be advised to spend 
some time considering which one best suits their needs and the needs of 
their brand. For companies that have successfully built a strong brand 
proposition that resonates with both its customers and its employees, 
a branding effort might conceivably be limited to a freshening up of its 
visual identity—for example, modernizing its corporate logo. In this 
case, a (D)-type strategic consultancy would be less appropriate for their 
needs than, say, an (A)-type provider. At the other extreme, companies 
that have—for whatever reason—reached a crisis point and are facing 
loss of traction with their constituents might want to consider a stra-
tegic repositioning. For these companies, considering (A)- and (B)-type 
providers would likely be a waste of time (and money).

PERFORMANCE OF GOVERNMENT AGENCIES

It is encouraging to see government agencies from two or three Asian 
countries leaping ahead of the private sector in recognizing the role 
and importance of strong branding. The more active ones are from 
Singapore and Malaysia. While these agencies have, by and large, suc-
ceeded in delivering valuable services to their client companies, they 
have also demonstrated bureaucratic and policy-related shortcomings 
that have visibly compromised their overall declared goals.

In Singapore, signifi cant brand assistance in the form of capabilities 
support via training and grants has been available for the better part 
of the past decade from two key government agencies: International 
Enterprise Singapore (IE Singapore) and SPRING. Both agencies were 
created with mandates that are broad and go beyond branding. In gen-
eralized terms, IE Singapore focuses more on helping and encouraging 
companies to internationalize themselves, whereas SPRING focuses on 
the smaller SMES that have a mostly domestic presence. Among the 
forms of brand-related assistance available is a leading program that 
was created in 2005 as a joint initiative by both agencies—BrandPact.
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“BrandPact is a multi-agency initiative to better meet the varied 
brand development needs of local enterprises as they grow and 
expand within Singapore and into the global marketplace. It is 
a holistic initiative that will raise awareness and understanding 
of branding, develop brand savvy executives and catalyse the 

adoption of branding as a strategy for business competitiveness.”

SPRING Singapore website

Signifi cant effort and funding was allocated to develop and launch 
this initiative and, as mentioned earlier, I was privileged to have the 
opportunity to contribute some input. I was also invited to be a keynote 
speaker at the launch. A portion of my address is reproduced as follows:

In any environment, but particularly in a highly evolving and increas-

ingly competitive environment like the one that prevails in Asia, the 

role and value of branding emerge as critical, central drivers to busi-

ness success.

There is a revolution taking place in Asia today that will profoundly 

change the lives of hundreds of thousands of Asians and impact 

the lives of millions more outside of Asia in the decade and more 

to come.

Some already label it the “Chinese Century.”

There exists a massive opportunity for Asian businesses on a scale 

that is not only unprecedented, but to many ironically so large that it 

is almost invisible.

Asian brand owners need to wake up! Some will do so faster than 

others. But soon there will be a wave of indescribable strength sweep-

ing over the region.

Great Asian brands will rise. This is an inevitability (for) those who 

have the mindset that eschews short-term gains in favor of long-term 

success.11

While expressing my conviction that great Asian brands will emerge 
and take their place on the global stage, the point I wished to make was 
that the inability or unwillingness of some CEOs to recognize the 
oncoming sea change was not only futile, but would likely result in their 
missing out on great and unprecedented opportunities. For others, the 
scale of the opportunity effectively rendered invisible something that 
was in plain sight. A preference for short-term focus over long-term 
planning continues to be one of the main reasons for CEOs’ resistance 
to change.
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It is, of course, unreasonable to expect that either of the two 
Singaporean government agencies referred to above should contribute to 
changing this ingrained attitude. The best type of assistance that agen-
cies such as these can and should provide is practical in nature, and both 
have been making credible and sincere efforts to do just that. Indeed, the 
strategy these agencies have adopted has been sound enough: a combina-
tion of advice, training, and monetary support. But as far as advice and 
training are concerned, both agencies—at least in the early years—had 
limited in-house expertise they could draw from, and so they relied on 
brand practitioners to fi ll the void. While this makes sense on the sur-
face, the landscape in Asia—and Singapore is no different—was, and 
continues to be, cluttered with substandard providers and even some 
outright charlatans. In an environment where CEOs and other decision 
makers need disruptive, honest, and strategic advice to encourage them 
to explore new ways of doing business, the absence of branding partners 
that are willing to give them what they need, as opposed to what they 
want, compounds the overall problem of misunderstanding and igno-
rance. Out of this environment emerged a real challenge for companies 
seeking solid branding advice: “Who should I work with? Who is the 
right provider for my company?” And “Who can help me fi nd out?”

One central challenge for companies seeking a branding partner 
lies in separating not just the good from the bad, but the right from 
the wrong. “Who” in the fi rst two questions referred to branding com-
panies; the third one—“Who can help me fi nd out?”—should, in my 
view, point in the direction of government agencies, and in the case of 
Singapore, IE Singapore and SPRING. In the wake of the launch of 
BrandPact, it emerged that neither agency had made practical allow-
ance for this  important need. On the contrary, in their rigorous efforts 
to demonstrate impartiality to all companies providing brand advice (a 
list posted on the IE Singapore website at one point numbered close to 
100 companies), they implemented a policy of providing no advice. This 
inadvertently created a real problem.

Over the years, I have consistently voiced the view that this  procedure 
is problematic. It is a view that has failed to fi nd much  support among 
my colleagues, perhaps out of fear of the consequences of such public 
criticism. However, over the years, many middle mana gers from both 
IE Singapore and SPRING have, off the record, not only expressed 
 agreement but also frustration about their inability to change the process 
from within.

In May 2007, IE Singapore hosted a major business event at which 
I was invited to deliver a paper on branding. During the event, I struck 
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up a conversation with the agency’s deputy CEO, Ted Tan. He had been 
kind enough to compliment me on the content of my paper, and I took 
the opportunity once again to express my concerns over the progress of 
brand development in Singapore and the role that organizations like IE 
Singapore could play.

In a follow-up note to Mr. Tan, dated May 14, I wrote:

The role that IE plays is not only essential but, in my view, central 

to the achievement of national competitive advantage. Do I believe that 

the branding program at IE is perfect? No. And I have said so on sev-

eral occasions. I believe that IE can do much more for its clients. There 

is a lot of room for improvements and, like all leader organizations, I 

have always believed IE to be open to learning more about how to do 

it better. To this end I will continue to express my views when called 

upon. As always, I would be most pleased to share some of my 

thoughts with you at any time perhaps over coffee. Just let me know.

He replied:

I appreciate(d) your frank opinion and comments when we spoke, 

which I read with pleasure when it was refl ected in your article on 

“Brand Singapore” in The Business Times the next day. . . . As we 

continue to help Singapore companies become bigger Asian brands 

and to compete more effectively internationally, your comments and 

suggestions would be very valuable to us. I will contact you to arrange 

for a discussion over coffee some time this week if you are available. 

Thanks for your continuing support to IE.

I met Mr. Tan and one of his senior colleagues over coffee on May 
15. At that meeting, I again expressed my concerns and then handed 
him a document I had prepared the day before that provided a formal 
point of view. An extract of that document is provided below:

The #1 issue that conspires to adversely affect the efforts by com-

panies in Singapore to brand or re-brand themselves is a lack of 

understanding as well as appreciation of what branding is and does 

at the CEO level. It does not matter how much effort is taking 

place at other levels. If the CEO does not get it, or does not get 

behind it, the overall result is almost always compromised. This 

problem must be directly tackled. If it is not addressed, all (IE) 

efforts will continue to deliver sub-optimal results. In many cases, 

the result (may be) even grimmer—wasted effort, time and money. 

For organizations like IE Singapore, its well-intentioned efforts, 
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not to mention signifi cant fi nancial investments, can and should be 

better disseminated.

The role of IE Singapore as it relates to branding: Today IE plays a 

central and crucial catalytic role for most if not all companies consid-

ering or engaged in branding or re-branding projects. In our view, as 

essential as this role is, certain circumstances contribute to the emer-

gence of counter-productive infl uences.

As mentioned above, most companies approach the subject of brand-

ing with a less than clear understanding of what is involved. Most rely 

on IE for counsel and advice. Arguably, for help in better 

 understanding what their needs might really be; what a project should 

arguably include and cover; determining realistically (relative to the 

unique issues of their companies) how long it should last and how 

much it should cost; what kind of providers are appropriate and inap-

propriate for their needs (never mind separating those that might be 

“good” from those that are manifestly “bad”).

There are profound implications and consequences if the lack of 

understanding among client companies triggers action in the “wrong” 

direction. It is like a domino effect. It not only delivers sub-par results, 

it risks perpetuating the suspicion that branding is a waste of time and 

money (a vicious cycle).

The present IE policy of non-preference or non-specifi c brand pro-

vider recommendation is fi ne and fair in principle but it does little to 

direct companies to appropriate partners. “Appropriate” is important 

because apart from not all brand consultancies being created equal, 

the straightforward reality is that some specialize in specifi c areas. 

At the risk of over-simplifying the point, the landscape can be plotted 

across a bi-polar matrix:12

Strategic

Tactical

Bad Good
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I concluded the letter with some suggestions that IE Singapore might 
consider. There was no further response from Mr. Tan or IE Singapore. 
Indeed, months later, when I wrote to Mr. Tan to invite him to a meeting 
so that I could share with him the development of a new initiative, he 
excused himself and directed me instead to meet with Mr. Tan Kok Hoe, 
who had been recently appointed to the role of head of capabilities.

During the course of that meeting, I was struck by something Mr. Tan 
Kok Hoe said that was unrelated to the initiative I was there to discuss. 
I am paraphrasing: “IE Singapore is no longer focusing on providing 
companies with brand-building advice. We believe that phase is over. 
We are now focusing on more practical operational issues.” Given the 
more accurate dismal condition of Asian branding (as well as branding 
practices among Singaporean companies), I was stunned by this state-
ment, and by its implications for Singaporean companies.

Some fi ve years have passed since the launch of BrandPact, and yet 
brand building in Singapore is as moribund as ever. Both IE Singapore 
and SPRING have a done a great deal of good in promoting branding 
in Singapore. But that effort has been compromised by the inability of 
both agencies to recognize and address some of the core causes of poor 
branding among Singaporean companies, as well as to assist them in 
addressing an elementary but critical need: choosing which branding 
providers might be appropriate and relevant to their needs. As a result, 
much effort and money have been wasted.

ADVERTISING AGENCIES’ LACK OF BRANDING 
COMPETENCIES

The advertising industry has been in a state of perpetual turmoil for 
decades, addressing one problem after another with varying degrees of 
success. The problems have ranged from resistance to change (particularly 
in the face of media fragmentation) and to more transparent fee and 
billing mechanisms, to poor recruitment practices and inconsistent efforts 
in cultivating human capital, among many other things. These problems 
have contributed to a signifi cant across-the-board devaluation of the 
industry’s effectiveness, as well as its reputation. In some quarters an 
increasingly vocal debate is being conducted about the very legitimacy and 
sustainability of the advertising agency model in its present iteration.13

In parallel to these developments and challenges, agencies around the 
world have dramatically thinned their ranks. As many as 80,000 jobs in 
the US alone disappeared between 2004 and 2008. And those who left 
were not just junior and non-performing executives; the best and the 
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brightest left in droves for more encouraging fi elds. This has resulted in 
ever-heavier workloads being placed on less experienced and less capa-
ble individuals.

“Some of the fi rst to go were senior agency people. Professionals 
that were probably fairly expensive but past their peak in 

productivity. Historically, these folks did much of the mentoring 
of younger agency staffers. They had the experience, the wisdom, 

and most importantly, the time to help young talent develop. 
The good ones believed in giving back to the next generation 
of agency professionals the skill gifts that they had received 
in their youth. While their mentoring contribution was not 

easily quantifi able, it was of incredible value. There is hardly 
an accomplished agency professional who cannot point with 

appreciation and warmth to a senior mentor (or two) that years 
ago helped make his or her ultimate success possible.”

Mike Carlton, Who’s Going to Do the Work?14

Exacerbating these problems is the inability or unwillingness of 
global advertising agencies to invest in educating and training the 
(diminishing) platoons of executives marching in and out of their offi ces 
around the world. This has been particularly damaging to the industry’s 
real and perceived capacity to be effective. With the exception of small 
 numbers of fortunate individuals (mostly always based in head offi ces in 
New York or London) who have benefi ted from structured training and 
exposure to genuine mentors, the sustainable discipline needed to run 
and implement training programs rarely exists in other network offi ces 
where priorities are different and resources are fewer.

Worse than not providing effective training is the half-hearted, incon-
sistent training of young people who are keen to explore a future in the 
business. This leads to impaired and incomplete learning, so that young 
executives develop misconceptions and misunderstandings, which, over 
time, often become ingrained beliefs that are very diffi cult to change and 
generally are damaging to the business of clients—particularly brand 
building. Around the world, we now have multiple generations of con-
fused and ill-prepared advertising executives who are ill-equipped to deal 
with today’s increasingly complex business challenges and increasingly 
demanding and more sophisticated clients. Compounding this problem has 
been the practice of agencies settling for lower-caliber individuals, as the 
best and brightest are recognizing the limitations and risks of a career in 
advertising and choosing alternatives in areas that provide visible career 
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 planning, development, and higher remuneration, such as fi nance, bank-
ing, consultancy, client-side marketing, and the like.

For years, agencies have been their own worst enemy, 
devaluing their services through competitive pricing. There 
is a knock-on effect—the tendency to hire cheaper people 

and have less quality control.”

Mark Ingrouille, CEO, McCann Erickson Singapore15

Hardest-hit are account executives—at all levels. They join agencies 
with great enthusiasm, but with little substantive understanding of busi-
ness in general and the advertising business in particular. Instead of solid 
on-the-job training, they are thrown in the deep end with little or no assis-
tance. Most of the time they exist in a perpetual state of confusion and 
anxiety. As a defense mechanism of sorts, they learn to pretend to know 
when they don’t know; in time, some develop bluster and bravado instead 
of expertise and wisdom. Paradoxically, many are promoted too quickly 
in a culture that both celebrates self-congratulation and uses titles to reas-
sure clients that “senior” people are handling their business. At the junior 
levels, this environment damages the individual. At the senior levels (and 
there are vast numbers of senior and executive vice presidents in agencies 
around the world, but especially in Asia, who just don’t have a clue), the 
damage is done to the agency—and by extension, the client.

Today, the advertising industry has a poor image, perhaps comparable 
to that of the used-car industry. This is ironic and troubling for a busi-
ness that is partly about image. Market research conducted in Malaysia 
in 2008 revealed that “a majority 55% of marketers are neither satisfi ed 
with nor loyal to their current advertising agency.”16

“They (ad agencies) have a high staff turnover and they 
don’t live the brand. My creative director knows me inside 

out, she knows the brand, lives with our staff. Most creative 
directors come here for a few hours—they don’t see the 

pain we have gone through.”

Tony Fernandes, CEO, AirAsia17

A Damaging Side-Effect

The industry’s inability to build a solid human knowledge base has, in 
turn, created many consequences across a range of issues. Of central 
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concern to branding has been the knock-on effect which poorly edu-
cated account executives contribute to the dissemination and under-
standing of branding and brand strategy (within both their own industry 
and the client community), and their inability to differentiate these from 
advertising and advertising strategy.

. . . even today, a fair proportion of executives at agencies believe branding 
and advertising are one and the same thing.

“Brand image,” “brand positioning,” “brand promise,” “brand strat-
egy,” “advertising strategy,” “slogans,” and “taglines” are concepts that 
are routinely lumped together and referenced by advertising executives 
in the course of internal discussions and external client presentations. 
They are used interchangeably because most account executives believe 
them to be identical concepts. This is not surprising where, even today, a 
fair proportion of executives at agencies believe branding and advertis-
ing are one and the same thing. And when advertising executives believe 
this, clients end up believing it. I was appalled to read the take on brand-
ing of one agency senior executive—a regional “network boss” of one of 
the world’s largest ad agencies: “A lot of agencies are now adding brand 
consultancy to their current offering. I am not sure how this is any dif-
ferent from strategic planning.”18 It should be of absolutely no surprise 
that this senior management mindset trickles down to the lower levels.

Advertising agencies compound the branding crisis that exists in 
Asia by formulating communications strategies and creating adver-
tising that are unsupported by formal “brand blueprints.” The brand 
blueprint (which is discussed in detail in Chapter 3) is a mission- critical 
document that provides the essence of a brand upon which everything 
is built—from decisions that involve company operational issues, to 
(and especially) advertising. Instead, most of the time advertising is cre-
ated in a vacuum. Even when consumer insights are used, they tend to 
be uncorrelated to the brand’s essence (which is not surprising, when 
no brand blueprint is in evidence). In some cases, a “brand blueprint” 
crafted by the agency will be used. But these hastily created documents 
usually provide neither relevant direction nor a robust frame of refer-
ence. Part of the reason this happens is because existing agency busi-
ness models are not delivering suffi cient margins that warrant the kind 
of time and effort that is required to generate properly what needs to be 
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generated. Agencies are usually forced into crafting brand blueprints by 
clients wanting to get better value for their fees. Of course, usually the 
opposite happens.

CONCLUSION

Asian brands face a double challenge: both from within and from with-
out. Within the company, the CEO is unwittingly creating formidable 
barriers and obstacles that effectively all but smother the brand. This is 
the root cause of the current crisis in Asian branding. But most CEOs 
don’t even recognize that a problem exists, so they take no effective 
action to correct it.

When a serious problem exists, it is often only a neutral and objec-
tive third party that has the ability to make the individual concerned rec-
ognize the fact. Government agencies that encourage and support brand 
building (such as Singapore’s SPRING and Malaysia’s MATRADE) are 
perfectly placed to do exactly that. They have not only the resources, 
but also, in most countries, the necessary credibility. Unfortunately, they 
are not doing enough and a major opportunity is being wasted. They 
need to do more. Most agencies could enhance their roles by adopting 
two initiatives: (a) get tough; and (b) get smart. “Getting tough” sim-
ply means evaluating more carefully who they dole out money to and 
under what conditions. Too much “free money” is being given away in 
markets such as Malaysia where it is being used for everything except 
branding. And in markets like Singapore, branding “ proposals” that 
form the basis for approving grants are not being scrutinized closely 
enough. The result is that poorly thought-out proposals are getting fund-
ing when they shouldn’t. Getting smart will neutralize many of these 
problems. Good intentions aside, the reality is that many of the offi cers 
responsible for assessing companies’ needs and approving grants are not 
qualifi ed to do so. They are often junior-level individuals who are learn-
ing on the job (from only slightly more experienced colleagues). They 
are, nonetheless, making judgments regarding advice and (taxpayers’) 
money. Government agencies in most markets have at their disposal 
plenty of reputable and qualifi ed brand consultants whose expertise 
and experience can and should be harnessed. This is a low-hanging fruit 
solution, but many more should be adopted. The relevant government 
ministers and the chiefs of these agencies need seriously to review and 
restructure their operations, given the importance of what is at stake.

Rounding off the external challenges to Asian brands are  charlatan 
brand consultants and the role that advertising agencies play. The 
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former can be dealt with to some degree by government agencies that 
are better placed to spot less-than-qualifi ed providers and have (or will 
have) the mechanisms in place to warn clients away from unsuitable 
providers. At the same time, better-trained government agency offi cers 
will also be better placed to steer companies with specifi c needs to rele-
vant providers with specialized expertise or services that address those 
needs. And “impartiality” need not suffer.

Lastly, advertising agencies are reluctant actors in this drama. While 
they contribute to the problem, much of that comes from unreason-
able client demands that ironically—and client CEOs should pay atten-
tion to this—result in poorer output. Agencies are usually not going to 
walk away from accounts, even if they come bundled with demands 
that extra services—such as brand development—be included “free of 
charge.” Given that very little is really free, something always has to 
give. And in most cases that “something” is going to be “quality” brand 
building—the same quality that many Asian CEOs are presently inca-
pable of recognizing.

Asian brands are struggling in a brutal environment.

NOTES

 1. The Straits Times, Singapore, March 12, 2003.
 2. “Media Top 1000 Asia-Pacifi c Brands,” Media, 2010 (Haymarket Media 

Limited, Hong Kong).
 3. Jim Collins, Good to Great (New York: HarperCollins, 2001), pp. 1, 11.
 4. MATRADE website: www.matrade.gov.my.
 5. Senior Minister Mentor Lee Kuan Yew, speaking at the Global Forum, 

August 16, 2004, UPI.com.
 6. Minister of Finance and Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong, 

Commanding Heights, May 5, 2001.
 7. For a more detailed explanation of what defi nes a brand audit in the context 

of a branding project, see Chapter 6.
 8. Structured interviews were mostly videotaped with the permission of inter-

viewees. A typical questionnaire would include some 40 questions, 75 per-
cent of which would refer directly to the interviewee’s company, with the 
remaining 25 percent being generic questions on management style and busi-
ness philosophy.

 9. Tom Doctoroff quote extracted from “Recession Bodes Well for China’s 
Global March,” Media, March 26, 2009, p. 25 (Haymarket Media Limited, 
Hong Kong).

CH002.indd   46CH002.indd   46 1/19/11   3:42:17 PM1/19/11   3:42:17 PM



five reasons why there are very few great asian brands 47

 10. Tony Fernandes, “CEO AirAsia, Fernandes Declares ‘War’ as Airlines Feel 
Chill,” Media, March 12, 2009, p. 17 (Haymarket Media Limited, Hong 
Kong).

 11. Joseph Baladi, keynote speech, “How Singapore Companies Can Build 
Stronger Brands,” Launch of BrandPact & Inaugural Brand Exploratory 
Workshop, April 7, 2005, IE Singapore and SPRING.

 12. Joseph Baladi, “Branding and Singaporean Companies,” presented to IE 
Singapore, May 15, 2007.

 13. Brian Fling, “The Agency Model is Dead,” www.bluefl avor.com, August 1, 
2006.

 14. Mike Carlton, Who’s Going to Do the Work? (Carlton Associates Inc. 2009, 
www.CarltonAssociatesInc.com).

 15. “Marketers Place a Premium on Value for Money,” Media, March 12, 2009, 
p. 25 (Haymarket Media Limited, Hong Kong).

 16. “Marketers’ Feel that Advertising Agencies Need to Focus on Account 
Orientation,” ADOI Magazine, May 29, 2009.

 17. Fernandes, “CEO AirAsia, Fernandes Declares ‘War’ as Airlines Feel Chill,” 
op. cit.

 18. Tracey Furniss, “Can Ad Shops Become Consultants?” Media, April 9, 2009 
(Haymarket Media Limited, Hong Kong).

CH002.indd   47CH002.indd   47 1/19/11   3:42:18 PM1/19/11   3:42:18 PM



CH002.indd   48CH002.indd   48 1/19/11   3:42:18 PM1/19/11   3:42:18 PM



49

3

REDEFINING BRAND, BRANDING, 

AND ADVERTISING

BRAND AND BRANDING: THINKING DIFFERENTLY

“What is a brand?” and “What is branding?” are arguably two of the 
most often asked questions when it comes to the business landscape in 
Asia. The irony is that key decision makers are still no closer to under-
standing the role, value, and application of brands and branding, not to 
mention what differentiates one from the other. Part of the reason for 
this is that branding is “invisible,” and Asian CEOs tend to value more 
the tangible: what they can see and touch. And yet, companies must 
focus on brands and branding if they hope to be successful. This fact is 
neither complicated nor hidden. It is in plain sight, and managers need 
to make an effort to see it. To use a metaphor: Branding is to a company 
what foundations are to a building. Both are, in a manner of speaking, 
invisible. One supports an edifi ce, the other an organization. Both have 
a critical role. Foundations give a building integrity and strength, in 
much the same way a brand does for a company. Simply put, without 
foundations, a building will fall; and without a strong brand, a com-
pany will fail. Yet, while Asian CEOs have no diffi culty in understand-
ing the purpose of a building’s foundations, as invisible as they are, they 
struggle to recognize how brands and branding play the same role in 
their companies.

Most Asian CEOs look at branding as either an optional extra or a luxury 
expense. This illustrates a significant lack of understanding by this 
 singularly important group, with dire consequences.
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Beyond the misunderstandings, “brand” and “branding” also suffer from 
an extreme case of serious underestimation. Most Asian CEOs look at 
branding as either an optional extra or a luxury expense. This illustrates 
a signifi cant lack of understanding by this singularly important group, 
with dire consequences. Asian CEOs, in particular, have an obligation to 
revisit the concept. The effort would prove to be illuminating: It would 
provide major revelations that would trigger a series of actions and 
 initiatives that would literally change the destinies of their companies.

Brands amount to some of the most important things in life.

I am going to preface my own defi nitions of brand and branding with 
a statement that is intended to be provocative: Brands amount to some 

of the most important things in life.

I often make this comment at the conferences I am invited to speak 
at in Asia and elsewhere. It never fails to surprise. I always add: “‘Sure, 
brands are important,’ I can hear some of you thinking. ‘But among the 
most important things in life? Come on, get real! What about love, rela-
tionships, values. . .?’”

I assure the audience that I am very serious indeed. I genuinely do 
believe that brands represent some of the most important things in life. 
And I will say here the same thing I say during my conferences: It is my 
aim to have readers of this book more or less agree with this statement 
by the time they fi nish reading it.

At its very simplest, brand � positioning and branding � process. 
Positioning is what the brand stands for in the minds of customers (and 
other stakeholders). It also directly infl uences what the brand prom-
ises. Branding is the process that creates, builds, and sustains the brand 
(see Figure 4.1 in Chapter 4, “The Business and Branding Flowchart”). 
What is important to grasp at this stage, however, is that: (a) the pro-
cess begins inside the company; (b) it refl ects the values and contribu-
tions of the majority of internal stakeholders, which, in turn, impacts 
them, their roles, and the operations of their functional departments; 
(c) this impact is neither linear nor siloed, but dynamic and multi-
directional; and (d) unless all individuals and functional departments 
willingly work in an orchestrated manner, the brand positioning and 
promise are weakened. Why? Because everything within the organiza-
tion is connected.
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Thinking Differently

One of the best ways to understand seemingly confusing or complex 
concepts is to reconsider them from a different perspective. Often, the 
more unconventional that perspective is, the more surprising the revela-
tion. Central to recognizing why brands are so important in life is being 
willing to look beyond traditional defi nitions of “brand.”

Brands are not limited to goods and services. Brands are not the exclusive 
domain of business and commerce.

Brands are not limited to goods and services. Brands are not the 
exclusive domain of business and commerce. That they are not, 
will surprise many Asian CEOs, who may even scoff at the notion. 
Nevertheless, brands should not be limited to these narrow parame-
ters. And it is precisely because we traditionally equate brands almost 
exclusively with business that most of us fail to see how they manifest 
themselves as other things that infl uence and affect our daily lives. And 
anything that affects our everyday life is powerful and deserves closer 
scrutiny.

Unfortunately, the word “brand” is weighed down by a  debilitating 
amount of baggage that mostly serves to confuse its real meaning. 
Dictionary.com defi nes brand as: kind, grade, or make. According to 
The New Penguin Dictionary, a brand is “a characteristic or distinc-
tive kind: his own lively brand of humour.” What both these defi nitions 
infer is a broad application for the word. It is useful to divorce the word 
from the business context and reconsider it as simply a “label.” As a 
label, it has equal applicability to areas other than business. And if you 
can understand how “brands” work in other, non-business contexts, it 
becomes possible suddenly to begin to see their infi nite potential.

Brands Defi ne Who People Are

While the role and importance of branding are often underestimated, 
other conventional perceptions contribute to needless over- complications. 
Visit a bookstore and pull out 10 leading business titles that include 
explanations of branding, and chances are that you will read 10 differ-
ent  defi nitions. Some may cover only one dimension of the several that 
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 collectively  contribute to an accurate expression of the concept. They 
will all likely provide explanations that are best described as tangible and 
practical—the conventional “What is branding?” approach. Here are fi ve 
examples of these:

 1. “A brand is a trusted promise of quality, service and value, 
established over time and proven by the test of repeated use and 
satisfaction.” John Mariotti, Smart Things to Know about Brands 
and Branding

 2. “At its simplest, a brand is a recognizable and trustworthy badge 
of origin and also a promise of performance.” Paul Feldwick, 
Advertising Planner

 3. “A brand is a store-house of trust that matters more and more 
as choices multiply. People want to simplify their lives.” Niall 
Fitzgerald, chairman of Unilever

 4. “(A brand is) a singular idea or concept that you own inside 
the mind of the prospect.” Al Ries, The 22 Immutable Laws of 
Branding

 5. “A brand is a brand is a brand.” Gertrude Stein

Brands help people defi ne themselves.

There is a better way to defi ne “brand.” Instead of looking at ways 
to explain what it is, it is infi nitely more useful to look at it from the 
point of view of what it does. What do brands do? Answer: Brands help 

people defi ne themselves. I have underscored the statement because it is 
one of the major themes of this book.

Consider the characteristics of an effective brand:

It offers a proposition (positioning and customer promise).

It has values.

It has attributes.

It has associations.

It has personality traits.

It conjures up an image in the minds of people.

The characteristics listed above contribute to a brand’s blueprint. 
Their value depends entirely on whether they are relevant in the fi rst 

•

•

•

•

•

•
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place and whether they are applied consistently. Expressed differently: 
Brands � Promise & Delivery.

Any “thing” that refl ects or delivers these types of characteristics in a 
credible and sustainable way ultimately attracts specifi c groups of peo-
ple to it. The stronger its characteristics are, the more likely it is to stand 
for something and the stronger the attraction is likely to be. The more 
compelling the attraction is, the more we adopt it and the more it tends 
to defi ne us. All of these things qualify as brands.

Brands Help People Defi ne Themselves: Elvis the Brand

Elvis Presley has often been described as “The Artist of the [20th] 
Century.” The singing sensation and mega-celebrity became a sym-
bol not just for his generation, but for every one that followed. 
The music was the trigger, but Elvis Presley’s importance derived 
from the values and lifestyle he embodied—the image he created 
(both real and mythical). He was a rebel who shocked much of 
conservative Middle America with his music and provocative 
on-stage performances; yet, through his public displays of affection 
for his mother and his willingness to serve his country by accepting 
the draft, he portrayed a clean-cut image that electrifi ed women 
and inspired men the world over. Even during the latter part of 
his career, when he publicly began to lose control over his life, he 
remained an untouchable icon. He would forever remain “The 
King.” Millions of people lived vicariously through Elvis. The Elvis 
Presley brand was an important part of their lives, infl uencing 
how they saw themselves: “I am 23 now and I’ve been listening 
to his music for exactly 13 and a half years now. He changed my 
life, my way of thinking and everything I was, am, or ever will be. 
I’ve cried, smiled, made love and started singing in public because 
of Elvis.”1

Whether it was manifested in aspiring to sing like him, dress 
like him, or live like him, many people began to defi ne themselves 
based on some aspect of the Elvis Presley brand: “In 1977 there 
were 170 Elvis impersonators. By 2002 there were 85,000. At that 
rate of growth, by 2019 a third of the world’s population will be 
Elvis impersonators. Impersonators include black Elvises, disabled 
Elvises, Jewish Elvises, Greek Elvises and child Elvises. A Mexican 
one is called El Vez. Elvis Herselvis is a lesbian one.”2

(Continued)
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Religions, Ideologies, Terrorism, Countries, and People

It may surprise many to hear that religions are powerful brands. 
Consider the Catholic Church: Its reason for being stems from a  central 
premise—its proposition (and, critically, the promise that comes within 
it). It has values and attributes. It exhibits specifi c personality traits. 
Ultimately, it earns associations that others give it. As a result, it has 

Elvis Presley has everything to do with branding. In 2002, a 
remixed track of the 1968 song “A Little More Action” was released 
to accompany a Nike World Cup TV commercial and instantly 
became a runaway global hit. Social media networks buzzed with 
excitement and glee:3

“If someone had told me, that there was to be a remixed ver-
sion of an Elvis Presley song released, and it would be a smash 
around the world, I would have told them to keep taking the 
pills. It aint gonna happen! BUT thank heaven it did.” June 25, 
2002
“This may be the biggest pop music event of the year. I can’t stop 
playing the thing.” July 28, 2002
“WHO ELSE BUT ELVIS PRESLEY COULD HAVE A NO. #1 
HIT AFTER HE’S BEEN GONE FOR 25 YEARS!! ALL OVER 
THE ENTIRE WORLD IT WAS A BIG #1 HIT SONG!!” 
February 24, 2004
“This is the kind of music that gets in your head and you can’t 
get it out.” August 6, 2005
“Elvis is still the best singer to walk the planet. He’s got the 
groove, the style, and he does it with heart and grace . . . all these 
years later. We need music like this today to feel good about.” 
March 14, 2003
“Elvis may have left the building, but his song, ‘(A Little More 
Action and) A Little Less Conversation’ has entered the charts at 
#1 in England.” June 25, 2002

In 2007 the Elvis brand was estimated to be worth over US$600 
million4 and the man has been dead for over 33 years! Such is the 
power of this brand. What makes the Elvis brand “great” is its power 
to excite, inspire, uplift, and even empower people.

•

•

•

•

•

•
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“ customers”—people who choose to adopt that brand. And like any 
other brand whose proposition does not appeal, there are scores of 
 others who choose not to be customers. Make no mistake: religions are, 
in every way, legitimate brands.

Every single day, millions of people around the world “use” the 
Catholicism brand. What determines whether people “buy” into this 
brand is what it stands for—its promise—and what it does to deliver that 
promise. So, every day, by calling themselves Catholics or Christians 
and behaving as such, millions of people defi ne themselves. And the 
same applies for millions of Muslims, Hindus, Jews, and so on.

Similarly, ideologies make equally powerful brands. Ideologies, like 
religions, possess all the basic characteristics that defi ne brands. If you 
believe in capitalism, you will behave in a certain way. If you believe in 
communism, you will behave in a certain way. By believing deeply 
in something, we behave in a manner that is consistent with its tenets. 
We defi ne ourselves through our beliefs and actions—actions that create 
a bond between us and that “brand.”

A more troubling extension of the ideological brand is being mani-
fested through the rise of global terrorism: “. . .Al-Qaida has become 
a global brand driven by the power of the World Wide Web. . . .”5 
Al-Qaida (like the more conventional ideologies) provides a specifi c 
proposition that appeals to some people and not to others. That makes 
it a brand for those with whom the proposition resonates (as much as 
for those for whom it does not). The former become “customers.” They 
remain customers (brand-loyal) depending on whether they perceive the 
brand as delivering on its promise. As loyal customers, they then behave 
in a certain manner: They defi ne themselves, and are defi ned by others, 
by their behavior relative to this brand.

Source: Olivier Roy, “Al-Qaida Brand Name Ready for Franchise,” Le Monde 
Diplomatique, September 2004, http://mondediplo.com/2004/09/02alqaida.
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Countries are brands. Consider brand USA. I grew up in a  generation 
that venerated America. America—notwithstanding the  anomalies of 
Watergate and Vietnam—stood for freedom of expression, and inspi-
ration as much as aspiration (for everything from the middle-class 
lifestyles of suburbia, to striking it rich as an entrepreneur). It was 
about liberty of the body and spirit, experimentation (in thought and 
 behavior), and fabulous, enviable achievement. Everybody loved 
America. It was a hell of a brand. And for those who “bought” that 
brand, their  feelings and opinions infl uenced the decisions they made 
and the lifestyles they chose. Whether they were Americans living 
in Alabama, or Britons  living in Brixton, they lived by the ideas and 
 ideals they admired; they dressed in the fashions that Hollywood 
 movies  dazzled them with; they enjoyed burgers because . . . well, 
because everyone enjoys burgers. The point is that brand USA infl u-
enced  hundreds of millions of people, and in the process, it helped 
them defi ne themselves. And its ability to retain this franchise today 
depends entirely on the relative appeal of its promise and its consistent 
 delivery— something being strongly tested by a new generation living in 
an entirely new world.

Madonna fans transcend age and gender

Source: CORBIS.
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People are brands. Consider celebrities, singers, movie stars, politi-
cians, captains of industry . . . terrorists. Madonna is a brand. So was 
JFK (and he continues to be one), and so is Jack Welch. These people 
are associated with specifi c values and other associations that they 
themselves cultivate and/or that are attributed to them by others. 
They “stand” for an idea, a sound, a value, a style, or a belief that 
resonates with specifi c groups of people: their “customers.” They are 
symbols that embody specifi c things—along with the authority, fame, 
admiration, or notoriety that comes with those things. People brands 
infi ltrate their customers’ lives in suffi cient measure to infl uence their 
behavior in some manner. A Madonna fan usually does not limit herself 
or himself only to listening to and buying her music. Often it goes far 
beyond this. A hard-core Madonna fan will relate to Madonna’s per-
sonality, empathize with her experiences, fi nd common ground with her 
values, and ultimately allow her into his or her world. The manifesta-
tions of this will emerge as both tangible and intangible expressions—
and almost always through behavior. People defi ne themselves through 
the vehicles that resonate with them.

But it is not only celebrities that are brands. “Ordinary” people rep-
resent strong individual brands—not in a metaphorical sense, but in a 
real and, for the purposes of this book, very instructive way.

BRANDING MADE EASY: THE PEOPLE ANALOGY

By understanding how people emerge as individual brands in their 
own right, it is possible to understand brands in a commercial  context. 
We can cut through the clutter of defi nitions by using a model we call 
the People Analogy. This useful tool provides more than an approxi -
mation of meaning: It provides an almost mirror-like, accurate refl ec-
tion. By revisiting a process we can all relate to—human growth 
and  development—it is possible to couple the individual phases of 
human development to those of brand development and growth.

Over time, we all develop into individual, stand-alone brands. Not 
“some” or “many” of us—every one of us is a walking, living, bona 
fi de brand. We may not all be “good” brands, but brands we remain 
nonetheless. This notion may offend some people, but the concept of 
brands and branding as it applies to our everyday lives, as well as to 
business, should be devoid of sentiment. As a “label,” it just is. It is a 
descriptor. How it is applied, however—in business or elsewhere—may 
be  deserving of criticism or praise.

CH003.indd   57CH003.indd   57 12/13/10   8:25:33 AM12/13/10   8:25:33 AM



58 the brutal truth about asian branding

Our own human development process (The Human Blueprint) 
 provides us with a model that allows us to understand the develop-
ment of commercial brands. The development of brands parallels our 
development as human beings in many fundamental ways. Consider the 
 process that contributes to the evolution of our human values and belief 
systems; the way we create and sustain relationships; the very fabric 
of those relationships; what happens when we sometimes damage those 
relationships; and the role of “second chances” in life. All have parallels 
with aspects of the development of commercial brands.

The People Analogy model identifi es seven effective chronological 
and progressive phases that also refl ect the development phases of com-
mercial brands. Figure 3.1 provides a snapshot summary:

Phase 1: Time

Phase 2: Differentiation

Phase 3: Make it right the fi rst time

Phase 4: Target segmentation

Phase 5: Avoid change/embrace innovation

Phase 6: Don’t exaggerate, lie, cheat, or misrepresent

Phase 7: Find ways to be bigger than yourself

Phase 1: Time

The early years of life—our childhood and adolescence—are infl uenced 
and largely controlled by our parents and other authority fi gures. It is 
during these formative years that we are exposed to internal and exter-
nal variables that will infl uence the people we become later in life. And 
“what” we become—the end-product, so to speak—is equivalent to the 
brand “me” proposition. In other words, I am brand “Joe.” And like all 
brands, I am made up of a set of certain core characteristics that defi ne 
who I am to myself as well as to others: I have a brand proposition that 
explains what I believe in; what I stand for. I value specifi c things 
that defi ne me in specifi c ways. I have my own unique personality and 
a host of defi nable attributes. My collective characteristics don’t emerge 
overnight. They take time to form and to reveal themselves to me. In 
time, I adopt some and reject others. It is a journey.

As I become more and more comfortable with these characteristics, I 
begin to express more confi dently to people around me what I think and 
what I believe in. This “message” will appeal to some, but not to oth-
ers. The former become my friends (the equivalent of “customers”). My 
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ability to maintain my friends’ interest lies entirely in my capability and 
willingness to match my words with my deeds. But this takes time. I will 
need multiple opportunities to demonstrate in deed what I say I mean in 
words. Friends, for their part, will require multiple demonstrations of 
my sincerity before they will believe what I say. This also takes time. 
This process of matching deeds to words is the social equivalent of the 
commercial promise and delivery brand equation.

Commercial parallel #1: “Friends” are to people what customers are 
to companies and brands.

Commercial parallel #2: Many (not merely some) Asian CEOs are 
under the mistaken impression that strong brands can be created over-
night. But as the People Analogy illustrates, a position, a point of view, 
a proposition requires not only time to explore, develop, and fi nally 
emerge, but also to stick. Once formulated, a company’s position will 
take even more time to settle in the minds of its intended customers. 
Why? Because the company will have to demonstrate and prove two 
things over and over again: (a) “who” it is, and (b) that it is serious and 
committed to being who it claims to be. This will require time.

The branding process—whether formal or informal—starts from 
within. . . . Companies must not abdicate their responsibility for crafting 
their own brand positionings. This cannot be outsourced. The very idea of 
doing so is absurd.

Commercial parallel #3: Like people, commercial brands need to 
undergo a process that deliberately explores possibilities that lead to a 
position. In the case of companies, this process may take the form of 
a formal, structured branding project. The branding process—whether 
formal or informal—starts from within. There is a widespread miscon-
ception that branding is built externally—typically by vehicles such 
as advertising, promotions, and public relations. In fact, it is employ-
ees who build (and deliver) the brand, not account executives from ad 
agencies, who often neither have a real understanding of the company’s 
culture nor share in the CEO’s vision for its future. (For more about 
the role of advertising agencies, see Chapter 2.) The brand “essence” 
evolves from within the organization. It is the “self” of the organiza-
tion that can only be created by it, not by a separate entity that may or 
may not be on the same wavelength as the company, but could never 
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Focus on the
emotional, but never
lose sight of the
practical.

Many would argue that to
succeed in life we need to make an
effort to stand out. To become an
individual in a literal
sense—different from others.
We do this by building our
Human Blueprint (Phase 1) and
by paying attention to those
drivers that highlight our more
emotional side—those that
make us more compelling to other
human beings.

DIFFEREN-
TIATION

Phase

The People Analogy:
Understanding brands through the understanding of people

We only have one opportunity
to make a good first impression.
If that first opportunity is
wasted, it is always a struggle to
make up for it.

MAKE IT
RIGHT THE
FIRST TIME

KEY
PARALLELS 

COMMERCIAL
BRANDS

PEOPLEVARIABLE

TARGET
SEGMENTA-
TION

1. Both processes
start from within.
2. All brands (both
“people”as well as
commercial brands)
take time to build.

The Brand Blueprint
1. Commercial corporate and
product brands also need time 
either to evolve or to formally
explore their identity. They cannot
be dictated by the chief executive
or a management committee.
• What will the brand value?
• Personality: aggressive/easy-
   going; conservative/liberal, fun/
   serious, etc?
• What strengths (core benefits)
   will the brand become known for?
2. Simply because a company
settles on a blueprint and expresses
it through advertising does not
mean that customers are ready to
believe it. Actual delivery over an
extended period of time is critical
to earning confidence and trust.

The Human Blueprint
1. People need time (typically
during early adulthood) to
explore and eventually decide
on:
• The values they believe in
• The personality they will exude
• The attributes that will identify
   them
• The strengths they will build
2. For the above to be “believed”
by others, people need time to
demonstrate them; opportunities
to show that they are who they
claim to be.

TIME
1. To develop
2. To demonstrate

Phase

The single most valuable 
dimension that will drive a brand 
to success is differentiation. 
“Me-too” propositions get the 
scant attention and respect they 
deserve.
Differentiation must on the one 
hand appeal emotionally to 
customers and, on the other hand, 
always provide functional benefits 
(practical benefits) that are 
considered a given.

Once our character is defined, 
we are likely to appeal to some 
people who become our 
friends, but not to all people. If 
we try to pretend to be 
someone we are not (to please 
others), we are soon found out 
and often we risk alienating 
our original friends, who begin 
to think twice about us.

Very few brands can successfully 
engage all people. Truly successful 
brands choose. The conscious 
choice of a specific identity (via the 
Brand Proposition/Phase 1 above) 
dictates that it cannot and will not 
be equally appealing to all 
customers. It can’t. It is, by 
definition, specific. The focus must, 
instead, be on one or two key 
target segments.

Brands are judged immediately 
and without compassion when 
they first emerge onto the 
market. An irrelevant or 
undifferentiated message—or 
worse, no message at 
all—relegates the brand to a 
position that is often impossible 
to overcome in the future.

It is critical that a brand’s 
very first exposure to 
customers communicates a 
message that is relevant 
and compelling to them. 

1. Friends are to people 
what customers are to 
companies and brands.
2. If we are to be true to 
ourselves, we need to 
recognize that we will 
never be able to appeal to 
all people. Similarly, it is a 
mistake for brands to try 
to appeal to all customers. 
Doing this inevitably  
compromises them and 
they end up appealing (in 
a strong way) to no one.

Phase

Phase

Figure 3.1 The People Analogy
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AVOID
CHANGE/
EMBRACE
INNOVATION

Phase

DON’T
EXAGGERATE,
LIE, CHEAT,
OR
MISREPRESENT

Phase

KEY
PARALLELS

COMMERCIAL
BRANDS

PEOPLEVARIABLE

FIND WAYS
TO BE
BIGGER
THAN
YOURSELF

Phase

1. Change: (A) Once we reach a 
certain age—when we “mature”— 
the values and belief systems we 
adopt form the basis of our 
character DNA that we more or less 
retain and strengthen all through our 
lives. We rarely fundamentally 
change this foundation. This frame 
of reference defines who we are (to 
ourselves and to others).
(B) Further, the fact that we interact 
with groups of people every day
parents, colleagues, friends, 
children,etc—does not give us reason 
to communicate different identities 
to each. We remain the same person. 
We simply tailor-make our messages 
differently to cater to different 
people.
2. Innovation: As we strengthen and 
reinforce our core identities during 
our lifetimes, we must also pay 
attention to the changing landscape. 
The world moves forward, delivering 
change. As individuals, we must 
maintain currency and relevance-
particularly with new and emerging 
generations of people as well as 
technology and how it impacts on 
work, home, and relationships. This 
means we need to continuously 
innovate or run the risk of being left 
behind. But we must do this without 
compromising our core beliefs and 
values.

1. Change: The strength of a 
brand lies in its clarity of 
message, purpose, and values. 
These cannot change over time 
to suit ever-emerging 
opportunities or changing 
fads. Doing this would 
confuse customers at best, and 
alienate them at worst. 
Further, brands should not 
have different identities to suit 
the perceived different needs 
of different markets. A brand 
may only have one identity, 
but it may be expressed 
differently in different markets 
as needs and circumstances 
dictate.
2. Innovation: Whilst a brand 
never changes, the absence of 
innovation in an environment 
where markets and customers 
develop and evolve is a death 
sentence. A brand may be true 
to itself by continuously 
reflecting and living its values. 
But if it fails to recognize the 
ever-changing nature of 
markets and customers, it 
risks becoming boring, old 
fashioned, or worse, 
irrelevant.

1. Brand identities, 
once established, 
should not change over 
time. On the contrary, 
the very point of view 
they take and the 
values they embody 
must be reinforced. 
Consistent action over 
time creates solidity, 
trust, confidence, and 
ultimately, belief.
2. Different markets 
should not provide an 
argument for the 
expression of different 
brand identities. A 
brand can only own 
one identity. It may, 
however, choose to 
express that identity 
differently in different 
markets.
3. But, to maintain 
relevance, brands must 
incorporate or reflect 
the latest thinking and 
remain at the leading 
edge of relevance to 
customers. To do this, 
they must innovate.

1. Individuals who over-reach 
beyond their known capabilities are 
often embarrassed, sometimes 
compromised. Their image in the 
eyes of others suffers.
2. Individuals who spend a lifetime 
earning trust and confidence run 
the risk of losing it all if they 
misrepresent or deceive or 
disappoint—even once. When this 
happens, people feel betrayed. 
Often the relationship is lost 
forever.

A commercial brand takes 
years to build confidence with 
customers. If it fails to deliver 
or fails to live up to its 
proposition or values or, 
worse, deceives its 
customers—even once—loyal 
customers will feel betrayed. 
And in that moment they will 
desert in droves a brand that 
might have taken years to 
build. And if that were not 
enough, they will also tell their 
friends of their disappointment 
via the internet!

1. Be careful what you 
promise. Why? Because 
you will need to deliver 
it all the time—every 
time.
2. In an era of 
hyper-competition 
where customers not 
only have infinite 
choice but are informed 
and sophisticated, any 
deception, or worse, 
any hint that the brand 
disrespects the 
customer, will be dealt 
with ruthlessly and 
swiftly.

Self-centered individuals rarely 
enjoy enduring warm and 
rewarding relationships with 
others. The capacity to see the 
world outside of one’s personal 
needs and to contribute positively 
to it makes us not only more 
worthwhile human beings but 
also more appealing to others.

In an era of global challenges 
(many created by business), 
the practices of companies are 
increasingly coming under 
scrutiny—not only from 
regulatory bodies but from 
customers themselves. Not 
only is corporate social 
responsibility increasingly 
mandatory, but so are the 
values that brands themselves 
are seen to “live.” The closer 
the correlation between 
individual values and brand 
values, the more likely it is 
that a brand will be chosen 
and adopted.

Corporate social 
responsibility is as 
relevant to companies 
as personal 
responsibility is to 
individuals. The 
former impacts the 
relationships 
customers have with 
brands, the latter the 
relationships people 
have with one 
another.

Source: The People Analogy, “Understanding Brands through the Understanding of People,” 
BrandAsian. All rights reserved.
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62 the brutal truth about asian branding

understand it as it understands itself. Companies must not abdicate their 
responsibility for crafting their own brand positionings. This cannot be 
outsourced. The very idea of doing so is absurd.

Phase 2: Differentiation

As individuals, we spend our lives trying to stand out—to be different. 
Being different is the core essence of being an individual. And this is a 
universal need that transcends cultures, and even Asian cultures where 
responsibility for the collective is also deeply ingrained.

What makes us different from the people around us is partly the end-
result of our human development process (described in phase 1), which 
turns us into the individuals we become. In becoming different, we also 
discover that what we know impacts people differently than how we 
behave and interact with them. Raw knowledge provides us with the 
ability to build expertise, but it is the chemistry we have with others that 
allows us to build relationships. It is not that the former is less important; 
on the contrary, it is very much a mandatory component. However, it is 
also mostly considered a “hygiene factor”; in other words, it is a “given” 
which people would expect you to have in order for them to consider talk-
ing to and getting to know you. It is what one adds on top of that—the 
emotional dimension—that generally leads to successful relationships. It is 
the quality of one’s emotions that makes us special and human to others.

Commercial parallel #1: Products that solely offer features and func-
tional benefi ts often discover that customers don’t fi nd this is enough. 
To stand out, to attract the attention of customers, products need to 
demonstrate and offer a difference that is compelling.

Commercial parallel #2: In today’s hyper-competitive environment, it 
is increasingly diffi cult to effectively differentiate products and services 
on the basis of attributes and features alone. In today’s sophisticated 
marketplace, best-in-class attributes and features are simply expected; 
these emerge as basic category price-to-play. Relying solely on these 
only results in “me-too” products. Effective differentiation therefore lies 
beyond (not instead of) functional benefi ts in the area of emotions.

Phase 3: Make It Right the First Time

This is a pretty straightforward, easy-to-understand phase. We usually 
have only one opportunity to make a good fi rst impression. Being the not-
so-rational creatures that we are, we are often quick to judge people on 
fi rst meeting them—whether rightly or wrongly. That being the case, it 
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is in our interests always to be ourselves and not try to project an image 
that we think suits the circumstances. Being ourselves may not provide the 
impression some people can or want to relate to, but it does ensure that 
we deliver an accurate and consistent expression of our real selves. This 
reinforces the appeal we have with existing friends who do “patronise” 
us. Being true to ourselves will always serve us well in the long term.

Commercial parallel #1: In the incredibly competitive environment in 
which brands do battle today, it is diffi cult enough to attract any cus-
tomer attention. But when brands do so, they had better communicate 
the right message the fi rst time. If they don’t, they will rarely get a sec-
ond chance.

Commercial parallel #2: For the message to be right the fi rst time, 
it needs to refl ect the brand’s true identity and values, even if this risks 
alienating some customers.

Phase 4: Target Segmentation

The more different and unique we become, the more interesting and 
appealing we end up being to certain people. These people become 
our friends. I say “certain people,” because we learn very quickly 
how futile it is to aim to be appealing to or popular with everyone we 
meet. What makes us unique correspondingly attracts only specifi c types 
of people to us, and not others (by defi nition). Any persistent effort 
to try to please everyone generally backfi res and we end up pleasing 
no one, including those who might otherwise have responded to our 
true selves.

Commercial parallel #1: “Friends” are to people what customers are 
to companies and brands.

Commercial parallel #2: Strong and successful brands need to com-
municate a specifi c brand identity. The operative term here is specifi c. 
A brand cannot, by defi nition, appeal to all people. Its very design is 
intended to appeal only to specifi c people. The strength of any message 
lies in its clarity and purpose. Both must be focused. Decision makers 
need to choose who their intended customers are, and then focus on 
them to the exclusion of others.

Phase 5: Avoid Change/Embrace Innovation

This sounds like a paradox, but it isn’t. “Change” is generally a good 
thing. The change I am referring to here is of a different type.
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Once we fi nally settle on the basics of our core identity, especially our 
values, we fi nd that these never really change. In fact, the passing of 
time serves to strengthen them. We are able to understand ourselves bet-
ter, and we feel more confi dent about the decisions we make because we 
make them within the context of the rock-solid frame of reference that 
we have built. Further, we fi nd that our ability to be consistent contrib-
utes to the trust our friends continue to have in us. They fi nd us depend-
able and true to our word.

Constant change—character fl ip-fl ops—would undo a lot of this. At 
best, it would confuse our friends or elicit their sympathy. (They may 
think that we either “have not found our way” or “have lost it.”) At 
worst, it might convince them that we are not people to be trusted.

At the same time, most of us recognize the complementary relation-
ship between solid core beliefs and the need to accommodate—and in 
some cases, embrace—the constant change that affects our lives. The 
world today is very different, in an infi nite number of ways, from that 
of just 10 years ago. As individuals, we need to adopt a dual strategy in 
order to survive: hold on to our core values (the immutable things that 
make us who we are), while at the same time innovating as the world 
changes so that we remain current and relevant.

“Our corporate philosophy . . . has not changed (in 32 years) 
since the fi rst store was opened. This has remained the same. 
Although we have, of course, had to change in the way we 

respond to (external changes) over the years.”

Tadashi Yanai, CEO and Chairman, Fast 
Retailing Co. Ltd. (UNIQLO)6

Commercial parallel #1: It is a tough challenge to create a brand 
identity that is effective and relevant, and that will pass the test of time. 
Time, as mentioned earlier, is a fundamental element of the brand devel-
opment and building process. It provides the means for brand identity 
to “stick.” It stands to reason that one would aim to strengthen it with 
consistent reinforcement, rather than weaken it with inconsistent deliv-
ery or constant change. Once crafted, brand positionings should be 
changed only under very extreme and specifi c circumstances; otherwise, 
credibility and customer relationships may be adversely affected.

Commercial parallel #2: Brands must not adopt or express differ-
ent core identities in different markets. Although “change” brought 
about by globalization and technology is making the world smaller 
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and more accessible to customers, both physically and virtually, the 
risk of  message dissonance is correspondingly higher in today’s con-
nected world. Dissonance, as alluded to earlier, creates confusion and 
results in outright brand erosion. What may differ in different markets 
is the  specifi c promise the brand makes locally, and how that promise is 
 delivered (execution). (See “Brand Proposition” later in this chapter.)

Commercial parallel #3: Yet, the world is always changing. Change is 
the one constant we can be sure of. To keep up—to maintain currency 
and relevance—brands need to be innovative, but never at the expense 
of their core identities.

Phase 6: Don’t Exaggerate, Lie, Cheat, or Misrepresent

It can take years, sometimes decades, to build personal relationships—
those we have with our families, our friends, and our work col-
leagues. Those relationships are characterized by trust, which is built 
up over time. But just one indiscretion, one lapse of judgment, or one 
conscious misdemeanor can destroy that trust—often instantly and for 
good. With family members we sometimes get a second chance; with 
others, we may not enjoy that luxury.

Commercial parallel: Once a brand’s positioning has been formulated, 
its strength and credibility are entirely dependent on consistent, reliable 
delivery of the brand promise. Why some companies continue to believe 
that they can get away with over-promising and under-delivering is a 
mystery. Even more absurd is the practice by some of lying outright to 
customers. This approach is particularly mystifying in times of aggres-
sive competition on the one hand, and highly sophisticated, educated, 
and informed customers on the other.

Phase 7: Find Ways to Be Bigger Than Yourself

This last phase, while critically important, may be as elusive to many 
people in life as it is to many companies and their decision makers in 
the business context. “Life” conditions us fi rst to look out for ourselves 
and our immediate loved ones. We are primed for survival in a world 
that is becoming ever more complex, competitive, and even dangerous. 
Nevertheless, many among us make an effort to do more: to recognize 
that the welfare of the collective is important for the survival of the indi-
vidual. This translates into sensitivity toward others, especially those 
less fortunate than ourselves, as well as toward the living world around 
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us—our climate and our environment. For some people, the goal of 
helping others or the environment becomes an end in itself; it provides a 
purpose in life.

Two decades or more ago, when the world was more parochial and 
far less “connected” than it is today, “doing more” might have been 
interpreted as giving money or doing charity work according to one’s 
capability. In this way, many people were able to do something, but 
without really getting involved. Today, while charity still has its place, 
people are getting more involved. The issues of global poverty, political 
corruption, human traffi cking (especially of children and women), and 
global warming are being incessantly communicated through 24-hour 
global news channels and internet social networks. The result is that 
people are getting involved because they feel they have to. Many people 
feel they are part of the problem and therefore should also be part of 
the solution. Involvement contributes to the character we create for our-
selves, strengthens the values we hold as important, and reinforces the 
reasons why others may feel attracted to us.

Commercial parallel #1: Company donations to charities and special 
causes, as well as corporate sponsorships—as welcome as they are, don’t 
amount to modern-day corporate social responsibility (CSR) efforts. 
Very much like people, responsible companies are waking up to the real-
ity that, by virtue of whatever product they produce or service they pro-
vide, they are leaving behind a carbon footprint. Sooner or later, they 
will either have to account for this themselves or be made to account 
for it by their customers.

Commercial parallel #2: Beyond making profi ts for themselves and 
their shareholders, some companies are also realizing that recogniz-
ing their responsibility translates into goodwill for increasing numbers 
of customers. The more that companies are seen to “live” certain  values, 
the more empathy—and loyal customers—they generate.

Summary

The idea behind the People Analogy is to demonstrate how people and 
commercial brands develop in parallel ways. These parallels are intrigu-
ing and revealing. The goal is to provide business decision makers with 
a familiar “tool” (themselves) that helps them understand the concept 
of brand and branding in a more personal, clear, and revealing way 
(see Figure 3.2). Benchmarking the brand-creation and brand-building 
process to the development of personal core beliefs is a useful way for 
decision makers to rid themselves of sound bites, convoluted defi nitions, 
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and misconceptions that are obscuring their comprehension of a subject 
that they simply cannot afford to misunderstand.

Does toothpaste defi ne me?

While some might concede that religions and ideologies, and perhaps 
even some celebrities, might contribute to people’s self-defi nition, they 
may have reservations about the ability of less-exalted products, such as 
the car they drive or the toothpaste they use, to defi ne them.

The fact is, all our preferred brands defi ne us in some measure: 
The choice of authors I read, the car I drive, the clothes I wear, the 
music I listen to, the bank I use, and the dog food I buy all say some-
thing very specifi c about me and help defi ne me: whether I read 
Steinbeck or Grisham; drive a Toyota or a Mercedes Benz; wear GAP 
or Prada;  listen to Bach or rock out to Bon Jovi; bank with Citibank or 
DBS; or buy Caesar-brand dog food or a supermarket own brand. These 
are choices that I deliberately make; and if they become regular choices, 
they become part of my life, which means part of me. These brands 
help defi ne who I am to myself while also sending a very strong signal 
to others.

“I am irresistible, I say, as I put on my designer fragrance. I am 
a merchant banker, I say, as I climb out of my BMW. I am a 

juvenile lout, I say, as I down a glass of extra-strong beer. I am 
handsome, I say, as I don my Levi’s jeans.”

John Kay, Economist

Just like people,
brands take time to develop their individual identities

Just like people,
brands have attributes that are simply expected (price to play)

Just like people,
brands have values that take time to be believed

Just like people,
brands need to prove themselves over and again when they break trust

Just like people,
brands have but one chance to make a first impression.

Figure 3.2 Brands are like people
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To many people, a BMW is much more than a car—even a prestige 
car. To some, it might be “the ultimate driving experience.” To  others, it 
makes a more general statement either about themselves—“I am a BMW 
kind of guy (or girl)”—or about someone else: “There goes a BMW kind 
of guy (or girl).” Embedded in the statement is what we assume to be 
true of such a person: they are likely to be a young, upwardly mobile 
professional—probably an investment banker, a lawyer, or similar; they 
are likely to buy Armani clothing; they probably prefer to wear black. 
Of course, the brand is bought by a far larger range of people than 
this generalization would suggest. However, the broader reality doesn’t 
invalidate the popular perception that surrounds the brand, because 
even those who fall outside of the generalization buy into it. The gener-
alization itself is aspirational. While it defi nes some, others aspire to be 
defi ned by it—even if vicariously.

This applies in different measures to other car brands as well. There 
are Toyota owners, just as there are Toyota-type people; and there are 
Volvo owners, just as there are Volvo-type people. The brand charac-
teristics always transfer across to the owners in some measure and say 
something about them (whether or not they are aware of it): “I am a 
practical person” (any Honda model); or “I like small cars” (SMART 
car); or “I am environmentally conscious” (Toyota Prius); or “I like cute 
cars” (VW Bug); or “I worry about the safety of my children” (Volvo). 
The choices we make refl ect who we are and who we wish to be, and 
thus help defi ne us.

Consider the toothpaste you use. If you consistently buy, say, Colgate 
toothpaste, you are making a statement to and about yourself. To oth-
ers, you may be indicating you are “a Colgate kind of girl.” Because 
you may have grown up using Colgate, the brand is about authenticity 
and heritage. Making the choice to continue to use this particular brand 
helps remind you of who you are.

During a seminar that I delivered to UOB senior bankers in 
Singapore, I asked them if they could recall using more than one tooth-
paste brand when they were growing up. Most people said that they had 
used just one brand, and had grown emotionally attached to it. Now, 
as adults, they continued to use the same brand and were unlikely to 
switch to another.

In a brand audit focus group that I conducted in 2002, one respon-
dent commented: “I grew up with Colgate. . . . It reminds me of my 
mother nagging me to brush my teeth . . . of being a teenager and that 
special minty taste just before a Saturday night out. . . . It refl ects so 
many memories and is so much a part of my life. . . .” The prospect 

CH003.indd   68CH003.indd   68 12/13/10   8:25:37 AM12/13/10   8:25:37 AM



 redefining brand, branding, and advertising 69

There are legions of people all over the world who believe that the iPod 

in particular, and Apple, in general, say a great deal about the kind of 

person they are

Source: Newsweek, July 20, 2004.

of that brand suddenly disappearing from this person’s life (and others 
like her) would likely result in a sense of loss. We have the capability of 
forming strong bonds with brands that enter our orbits and stay there. 
Those bonds inevitably contribute in some shape or form to the mosaic 
we become, whether we are conscious of this or not.

Brands are thus very powerful. Whether they are religions, ideologies, 
people we are inspired by, or the cars we drive or the toothpaste we 
use, they fi nd a way into our lives and, in the process, help defi ne us. 
The value of a brand should be obvious to the marketer. In some ways, 
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brands are some of the most important things in life. Yet, Asian compa-
nies and their CEOs are failing to harness this enormous power and to 
create great, iconic Asian brands.

THE BRAND BLUEPRINT

Simply defi ned, the brand blueprint provides a strategic manual that 
infl uences virtually all of a company’s operations—not just the brand. 
It is the company’s Holy Book, in a sense; the pillar that holds up the 
company edifi ce. It not only provides a blueprint for proactive action, 
but also serves to clarify the company’s strategic direction and redirect 
its efforts. Whenever someone in a department is in doubt or confused 
over an issue that is strategic in nature, or in those more serious situa-
tions when the company is experiencing a crisis, the brand blueprint pro-
vides a frame of reference that can be used to help resolve the issue. And 
because it is a document that is circulated and distributed company-wide, 
it provides the means for making decisions in a manner that is consistent 
with company strategy. As such, it is a key strategic document.

Seven Key Elements of the Brand Blueprint

The brand blueprint includes seven critical elements, as set out in 
Figure 3.3.

Core brand values

A company’s core brand values are those things it really believes in—
whether they are moral code values or practical values—and which, in one 

Figure 3.3 Key elements of the brand blueprint

The brand blueprint includes seven key elements:
1. Core brand values
2. Core brand attributes
3. Core brand benefits
4. Core brand personality traits
5. The company mission statement
6. The company vision statement 

7. The positioning statement (The brand proposition) 
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way or another, motivate employees to behave in a certain manner. Brand 
values—because of their emotional dimensions—also contribute directly to 
the brand’s appeal to customers. Typically, a company will have no more 
than four “core” values. This subject is analyzed in Chapters 4 and 5.

Core brand attributes

Attributes are to a company or product what garments are to people. 
They are key characteristics that help “clothe” the company, and may 
be tangible or intangible. Typically, a company will have no more than 
four “core” attributes.

Core brand benefi ts

Many Asian companies communicate a laundry list of “benefi ts,” 
many of which are not seen by customers as being very compelling 
or even  relevant. “Core” brand benefi ts are those that customers fi nd 
 compelling, and which make the brand unique and desirable. Core 
 benefi ts are drivers of brand differentiation. Typically, a company will 
have no more than four “core” benefi ts. These are discussed in more 
detail in Chapter 5.

Core brand personality traits

Brand personality is the assigning of human characteristics and traits 
to a brand. These traits permeate the entire organization and are ulti-
mately refl ected in the behavior of staff and the identity of the brand. 
Brand personality is, along with the brand’s values and the company’s 
mission statement, probably the strongest contributor to a brand’s 
emotional dimension. Typically, a company will have no more than 
four “core” personality traits. This subject is discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 5.

The company mission statement

In its simplest form, the mission statement spells out the reason why 
the organization exists—that is, its purpose. That purpose may not 
 necessarily be business-centric. It is mostly internally directed, and 
 contributes to the creation of the organization’s corporate culture. Its 
principal benefi t lies in helping to motivate employees, and making them 
feel more fulfi lled by what they do. This subject is discussed in more 
detail in Chapters 4 and 5.
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The company vision statement

A vision has an aspirational end-point that refl ects where the CEO 
would like his or her company to be within a predetermined period 
of time. A vision sets the direction and the framework for defi n-
ing and accomplishing goals. The vision statement is rooted in reality, 
but is focused on the future. This subject is discussed in more detail in 
Chapter 4.

The positioning statement

The brand positioning statement refers to how the brand is mentally 
perceived by the customer. It should refl ect a selection (if not all) of 
the characteristics of the fi rst six brand blueprint elements mentioned 
above, in order to provide an overall perception of the brand’s image: 
what it stands for. This central image is theoretically permanent or 
fi xed, in as much as it defi nes the brand. It is independent of the “cus-
tomer promise,” which is another essential, complementary component 
of the positioning statement, but is dynamic. This subject is discussed in 
more detail under the heading “The Brand Proposition,” below.

The brand blueprint works off the premise that management and opera-
tional policies and decisions take their cue from the brand, making the 
company effectively brand-centric. This is an important premise because, 
while the term “brand-centric” has some currency, most companies in 
Asia have not adopted it as an operational philosophy. A brand-centric 
approach explicitly delivers primacy to the brand. Marketing, sales, and 
indeed virtually all the other functional departments within the com-
pany, take their cue from the brand.

Companies that are brand-centric understand that their brands act as con-
nective threads that hold together the fabric of the company. Companies 
that are brand-centric depend entirely on their brand blueprint.

Companies that have adopted a brand-centric mentality and opera-
tional structure recognize that everything—from marketing and commu-
nications of the brand, to human resources, to sourcing and assembly 
line operations (and more)—is, in some measure, infl uenced, if not dic-
tated, by the brand blueprint. The core brand personality traits infl uence 
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the tone of the advertising; the core brand values infl uence the kind of 
people the company hires; the core brand benefi ts determine what kind 
of materials are purchased and used to make the brand, and so forth. 
Ultimately, a brand-centric company typically creates a self- sustaining 
culture that allows the emergence of positive dynamics. Where every-
thing is connected, one positive element linked to another leads to vir-
tuous circles. Companies that are brand-centric understand that their 
brands act as connective threads that hold together the  fabric of the 
company. Companies that are brand-centric depend entirely on their 
brand blueprint. For more on brand-centric companies and employee 
engagement, see Chapter 5.

Developing the Brand Blueprint

For brands to be powerful, they need to be “real.” Reality and truth 
can only come from within the company. They cannot be manufactured 
by an advertising agency and then be translated into an  expression—
even if the expression is “creative” or compelling. Without truth, 
the message is not sustainable. Truth underpins the company’s brand 
blueprint.

Uncovering the truth provides opportunities for internal company 
refl ection, discussion, debate, and—fi nally—consensus. This requires a 
process. The problem with “truth” is that it seldom stands in stark con-
trast to the “untrue” or the “false.” Companies generally discover that 
multiple truths emerge. The challenge for CEOs, company managers, 
and their employees lies in choosing the real truth—as opposed to the 
easy one—that defi nes their company not only in the present, but also 
in the near and long-term future.

Most companies that make the strategic decision to brand or rebrand 
(position or reposition) engage in one of several alternative brand develop-
ment processes. The most common approach is discussed in more detail 
in Chapter 6. Whatever process type a company adopts, as long as the 
methodology is reliable, the end deliverable will be the same: the brand 
blueprint.

The brand development process will take the company through 
several phases. It is during these phases that the seven key critical 
 elements—along with several others—will emerge to shape the brand 
blueprint.

Individually and collectively, the seven elements of the brand blue-
print provide the company with purpose, differentiation, identity, and 
a destination. Once crafted, they provide the company not only with 
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its structural foundation for support, but also the engine to power it 
forward.

The brand blueprint is the single most effective document in deliver-
ing a company’s real strategic advantage in an ever-changing, dynamic 
environment. It allows companies not only to forward plan in a proac-
tive manner, but also to deal with and overcome threats and challenges 
systematically. The absence of a brand blueprint, on the other hand, 
produces the exact opposite outcome: poor planning and a reactive 
management mentality.

There is an overwhelming resistance among Asian CEOs to undertak-
ing formal brand development exercises. Not completely  understanding 
the value and purpose of the outcome naturally prejudices the initia-
tive being considered and adopted in the fi rst place. But even more 
 signifi cant than this is resistance that stems from an almost universal 
belief that branding is mostly an external effort that should be deliv-
ered by advertising, promotions, and public relations companies. One 
of the key goals of this book is to overcome this persistent and damag-
ing misconception.

For all that the brand blueprint offers a company, it remains not much 
more than a piece of paper. Without activation, it is of little value to 
the company. Activation is also known as internal alignment—the pro-
cess that that “brings alive” the seven elements of the brand blueprint. 
Chapter 7 provides an in-depth explanation of internal alignment and 
identifi es the kinds of benefi ts a company can expect from the process. 
Ironically, those few companies that actually take the important step of 
engaging in a formal brand development process more often than not fail 
to conduct an internal alignment. Internal change is required in order to 
bring the brand blueprint alive within the organization. In Asia, this is 
anathema to many decision makers, who fi nd change uncomfortable and 
threatening. These individuals are responsible for hindering the growth of 
their companies and, in many cases, depriving them of greatness.

THE BRAND PROPOSITION

The brand proposition is the expression of the brand blueprint. It is to a 
company what the heart is to the human body: it is connected to all the 
other functional department organs and pumps the equivalent of blood 
and energy into the company’s brand. And the brand, in turn,  infl uences 
everything and everyone in the company. If that infl uence is posi-
tive, the very fi nal manifestation—delivery of the brand promise to the 
 customer—will also be positive. If the infl uence is negative, it will infect 
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everything in the organization on its way to the customer, and the cus-
tomer experience is almost guaranteed to be negative. So, the company 
doesn’t have the luxury of getting the brand proposition wrong.

Predictably, though, many companies do still get it wrong. This basic 
concept is commonly misunderstood by the two most important busi-
ness audiences: the company CEO (and, by extension, those who report 
to him) and the managers of the advertising agencies with whom they 
work with. The casualties are the brand and the customer.

What is basic should be clear to everyone, especially advertising 
agencies—but often it is not. As the managing director of FutureBrand 
Australia pointed out in an article that debated the strategic credentials 
of some providers, there is a big difference between brand strategy, com-
munications strategy, and media strategy.7 Equally, there is a big differ-
ence between brand positioning, brand strategy, brand promise, and the 
brand proposition. That this should be self-evident infers that people—
especially senior agency heads—understand the roles they each have. 
The overwhelming evidence, however, is that they don’t. As a result, 
they develop a mentality and philosophy that is then passed on to the 
lower ranks, who, in turn, confuse the company’s clients and ultimately 
create havoc among Asian brands: what the CEO of the Singapore offi ce 
of a global network refers to as the “dumbing down of our industry.”8

Some basics: brand positioning precedes brand strategy—see Figure 
3.4. Sole responsibility for the former lies with the brand owners, not 
the advertising agency. The latter is also a brand owner responsibility, 
but it can be infl uenced by agency input. It is also important to note that 
the brand positioning provides a fi xed position, meaning that it does 
not change over time. The brand strategy, on the other hand, is dynamic 
and can change with evolving circumstances. Both provide the basis for 
the brand promise, which is—to some degree—also dynamic. All three 

constitute the brand proposition. Only when these three are formulated 
(and aligned internally in the organization) can the  communications 
strategy and creative development take place (see the business and 
branding fl owchart in Figure 4.1, in Chapter 4) and have a chance of 
succeeding.

Brand Positioning

The brand positioning is the single central catalyst that will drive the 
future destiny of the company. The company must get this right if it 
hopes to survive—much less grow and expand. Expressed as a state-
ment, it amounts to the central idea the brand stands for in the minds 
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of all constituents—especially customers and employees. It should sum 
up many of the core characteristics that defi ne the company—those that 
are found in the brand blueprint. The brand positioning is not a con-
cept that changes or is adapted to the peculiarities of different groups 
of people in different geographies, or to changing circumstances. It is a 
central and immutable core idea that represents the brand to everyone, 
everywhere. It is the foundation of the edifi ce upon which the company 
is built. It doesn’t change over time. On the contrary, the passing of time 
strengthens and reinforces that central idea. The aim is to ultimately 
own the idea.

As a fundamental and essential construct that drives the brand and 
therefore the company, its creation needs to be carefully considered 
and orchestrated. As mentioned earlier, the responsibility for this lies 
entirely with the CEO. It cannot be delegated.

Brand positioning statements are generally crafted soon after a new 
company is set up. Brand repositioning processes, on the other hand, are 
adopted by existing businesses which are experiencing severe adverse 
circumstances that threaten their ability to compete effectively.

Figure 3.4  The brand proposition is the sum total of the brand 

positioning, brand strategy, and brand promise, and 

infl uences the creative work

Brand
Positioning

(FIXED)

Brand
Strategy

(DYNAMIC)

Brand
Promise

(DYNAMIC)

Brand
Proposition

(DYNAMIC)

Creative
Development
(DYNAMIC)

Communications
Strategy

(DYNAMIC)
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Chapter 6 discusses the methodology companies must adopt in order 
to position or reposition themselves. It is important that the CEO  
understands and participates in the multi-step linear process, and 
engages with it fully, to ensure that the end-result is a statement that is 
both strategically relevant to the company’s needs and sustainable. The 
process, while typically moderated by third-party brand consultants, is 
an internal one. The fi nal positioning statement is crafted through dis-
cussions, exercises, and consensus by selected employee groups—nor-
mally, through a series of workshops.

Figure 3.5 provides an example of a CEO-led and employee-crafted 
positioning statement for the Singapore-based Eu Yan Sang Company. 
Eu Yan Sang is a leading Asia-wide manufacturer and retailer of tra-
ditional Chinese medicines (TCM). Over the years, it has expanded its 
business to include medical clinics and wellness centres. In the early 
2000s the company felt increasingly challenged by rapid category trans-
formation that was being fueled by changing consumer habits and usage 
patterns. The changes that were taking place were so dramatic, the 
entire category risked becoming irrelevant. In 2005, Eu Yan Sang took 
the initiative and decided to reposition itself in the marketplace in order 
to better appeal to younger target audiences with more sophisticated 
expectations, as well as remain relevant with its existing customer fran-
chise. The positioning statement shown in Figure 3.5 was the product of 
a comprehensive multi-market branding project that solicited input from 
not only different customer groups, but also more than 100  company 

Figure 3.5  The Eu Yan Sang positioning statement

Source: The “Eu Yan Sang Brand Positioning Statement,” extracted from its branding 
project’s brand blueprint, 2002. Reprinted with permission.

“Eu Yan Sang is a global consumer healthcare

company with its core in TCM.

As a leader of TCM, we help people who believe in

natural health solutions achieve good life-long health

by bringing the best of nature, tradition and science in

a way that is most caring and personal.

Eu Yan Sang—a trusted health partner leading TCM

into the future.” Personality

Values

The business they
are in

PromiseAttribute

“Eu Yan Sang is a global consumer 

healthcare company with its core in TCM.

As a leader of TCM, we help people who 

believe in natural health solutions achieve 

good life-long health by bringing the best of 

nature, tradition and science in a way that is 

most caring and personal.

Eu Yan San—a trusted health partner 

leading TCM into the future.”
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employees—from the CEO to R&D technicians, administrators, and 
retail salespeople. The statement provides an excellent example of the 
kind of key components that are needed to create a clear, differentiated, 
and compelling position in the minds of targeted audiences. The left-
hand side of the diagram provides the statement, while the right-hand 
side identifi es the key components that make the statement work. All 
components originate from the Eu Yan Sang brand blueprint. The will-
ingness of Eu Yan Sang employees to embrace its new brand positioning 
and deliver it consistently to customers contributed to the company’s 
ability to reverse its fortunes and emerge as the region’s number one 
TCM player. In the process, Eu Yan Sang also single-handedly redefi ned 
the category.

Brand Strategy

In this book, I have simplifi ed the concept of brand strategy to include 
just the eight key cues that activate the brand. (Brand strategy is dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 5.) In basic terms, brand strategy is the 
strategy a company must adopt to best deliver on the brand positioning 
it has created for itself. The brand positioning says something very spe-
cifi c about the company, because part of the goal is differentiation. This 
dictates that specifi c target audiences will need to be focused on. This, in 
turn, means that specifi c measures and initiatives will need to be taken 
and activated internally with employees. This means that specifi c inno-
vations will need to be pursued and a specifi c type of brand architecture 
adopted. And overall, a specifi c type of corporate social responsibil-
ity program may need to be implemented. The key word, of course, is 
specifi c. Brand strategy is about making choices that deliver specifi cally 
to the brand positioning. Once that strategy is identifi ed, it is possible to 
formulate the brand promise.

In an effort to stem what is likely to be some confusion, it is useful 
to look at brand promise as having two iterations: strategic and tacti-
cal. Within the framework of the brand proposition, the promise is 
largely strategic. In this context, the customer promise is infl uenced by 
the brand strategy choices the company makes, and is very closely tied 
to the brand positioning. In this sense, the brand promise helps to 
defi ne the company. The second—tactical—iteration of the brand prom-
ise is communicated through advertising to refl ect insights and circum-
stances in local markets. It is framed within the creative idea—all of 
which will always be consistent and connected to the brand positioning 
and  strategic brand promise.
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It is the collective forces of the three elements that combine to create 
a holistic brand proposition. The brand proposition not only gives light 
and direction to the communications strategy, but in the brand-centric 
company it also infl uences virtually all the decisions made within the 
organization.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN BRANDING 
AND ADVERTISING

Chapter 2 identifi ed how advertising agencies have contributed to the 
arrested development of strong and great Asian brands. In this section, we 
will explore the relationship that should exist between the two disciplines.

Most advertising executives wrongly equate advertising with brand-
ing. Further, the absence of robust brand development processes on the 
client side ends up all but effectively eliminating the role of the brand 
blueprint from the communications strategies coming out of agencies. 
This issue results in a great deal of misdirected creative work, and is at 
the source of much of the criticism leveled at agencies.

Figure 3.6 provides a basic and simplifi ed illustration of the relation-
ship that connects branding to advertising. As the diagram shows, the 
two disciplines constitute two separate functions that complement one 
another. This alignment effectively creates a two-phased process.

The fi rst phase—the brand development phase—is a formal and struc-
tured process that begins within the organization. This fact may surprise 
some corporate decision makers, especially young advertising account 
executives who have been conditioned to believe that company identity 
and promise begin and end with a television commercial. Any identity 
(meaning “essence,” be it of a brand or a person) comes from within. It 
is astonishing, therefore, how the advertising industry has for decades 
convinced both the business community and itself that it alone creates 
the magic that persuades people to buy. This self-perception has all but 
buried awareness and comprehension of, and credit being given to, a 
less glamorous but invaluable pillar of the overall mix—the brand blue-
print. A reasonable analogy might be the storyline in a movie that has 
attracted attention for its compelling actors and special effects; some-
times the story—which has made it all possible—gets lost.

The end deliverable of the brand development process is the brand 
blueprint. As identifi ed earlier, the blueprint provides stakeholders both 
from within and outside the company—especially customers—with the 
key pieces of the puzzle that will, in time, emerge as the identity of 
the company. It also provides advertising people with the building 
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Source: The Branding–Advertising Construct, BrandAsian—Brand Education Seminar 
series, 2008. All rights reserved.

It is very important to note the two boxes at the base of the illustration: 
“Fixed” and “Dynamic.” While the communications strategy will, by 
necessity, change over time (from season to season or year to year), the 
brand blueprint does not change. Understanding why this is so goes a 
great distance in removing the obstacles that prevent both clients and 
advertising executives from creating and building truly great brands.

Branding Advertising

1 2

Brand
blueprint

Communications
strategy

1.    The brand blueprint
2.    Consumer insights
3.    Local market
       circumstances and
       opportunities

The brand promise
emerges from the confluence
of the three elements below:

1.    The brand positioning
2.    Core brand benefits
3.    Core brand values
4.    Brand personality
5.    Brand attributes
6.    Company mission 
7.    Company vision

C
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e 
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ut

io
n

Fixed Dynamic

Figure 3.6 The branding—advertising construct

blocks that are critical in developing the communication strategy and, 
ultimately, the creative work itself.

Phase 1 of the brand blueprint enables phase 2. As Figure 3.6 shows, 
the main output of the advertising communications strategy is the brand 
promise the company makes to the customer. Ultimately, the brand 
promise is translated into a creative execution. Of all the elements that 
contribute to the development of the brand promise, three are key: 
(1) consumer insights—an understanding of the local drivers that 
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trigger behavior in each of the markets in which the brand is mar-
keted; (2) local market circumstances and opportunities—an apprecia-
tion for individual or indigenous market characteristics or developing 
 opportunities; and fi nally—but critically—(3) the brand blueprint, which 
injects the brand’s essence into the mix.

The vast majority of advertising in Asia (and a not insignifi cant 
amount of advertising in the rest of the world) is created in the near 
absence of phase 1. This consequently robs the communications strategy 
function (phase 2) of one of its three critical ingredients: the brand blue-
print. The end-result is as damaging as it is diffi cult to detect initially: 
off-brand messaging.

Off-brand messaging is another example of people not knowing what 
they don’t know. Very often, clients may not be aware that a campaign 
created by their agency—while perhaps being funny, witty, provocative, 
or touching—fails the most critical test: relevance.

Relevance is key. Consider the total universe of possible creative exe-
cutional alternatives as being a circle comprised of as many possibilities 
as there are degrees. In other words, there are 360 different messages 
to choose from. Any one of these messages is capable of being commu-
nicated in a powerfully creative manner. Which one is “right”? It is at 
this critical point that many clients make a fateful error that triggers a 
series of adverse outcomes. The correct answer to the question is impos-
sible to discern without some frame of reference. It is impossible to tell 
which direction will be the most effective one unless the agency has cre-
ated, or has been provided with, a “strategic zone” from which to work. 
We call this the positioning or strategic tranche (see Figure 3.7). The 
illustration shows the black arrows as alternative creative campaigns/
executions. And while some may be attractive, even compelling, it is 
useful to remember that they are all different. So, again, which one 
is “right”? In fact, all are “wrong,” because they are all off-brand.

The triangle tranche, on the other hand, represents the area of 
 strategic relevance created by the brand blueprint. As is clearly visible, 
this tranche is suffi ciently wide to accommodate a broad scope of cre-
ativity. The difference is that any direction within this area (illustrated 
by the dotted arrows) will be relevant to the needs and issues of the 
 company (on-brand). It is between these dotted arrows that the real 
choice of  creative ideas and campaigns for the client lies.

Many clients are simply unaware that the tranche even exists. Worse 
still, many advertising account executives don’t know of its impor-
tance. At the more professional agencies, reputable creative directors 
will welcome any  construct that takes the guesswork out of the process. 
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It makes their lives easier and the fi nal work more powerful in a sustain-
able way, instead of being temporarily titillating but ultimately failing.

To be fair, most agencies have neither the business models nor the 
competencies to develop robust brand blueprints. The protracted and 
painful fee restructuring negotiations of the past decade have severely 
and adversely affected the profi t margins of most agencies, essentially 
forcing them to do two things: further reduce their operating expenses 
(including further devaluation of their human capital); and create new 
value-added services that might be chargeable. In Asia, the work of 
developing robust brand  positionings for clients that need them has not 
been one of these services. For a  variety of reasons, clients expect this 
to be a free benefi t thrown in, and many agencies have perpetuated 
this misguided sense of self-entitlement by agreeing to provide this. As 

Off-brand creative directions
On-brand creative directions

Figure 3.7 The strategic tranche created by the brand blueprint

Source: The Strategic Tranche, BrandAsian—Brand Education Seminar series, 2008. All 
rights reserved.
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Sources: BNET: www.bnet.com/blog/advertising-business/bbdo-airs-8220suicide-8221-
ads-for-pepsi-max/164; Trenhunter: www.trendhunter.com/trends/controversial-soft-
drink-ads-pepsi-max-lonely-calorie-campaign; Yumsugar: www.yumsugar.com/Pepsi-Targets-
Controversy-Suicidal-Calorie-Campaign-2563895?page�0%2C1#comments.

A series of Pepsi ads that don’t refl ect the brand’s core values and 

personality

“I think it’s pretty disturbing....”

“I think it’s disgusting.… it lowers my 
respect for Pepsi.”

“I think they should pull the ads and 
apologize.”

“This is no way to promote a product. I 
think it’s really sick.”

“It doesn’t even seem like a very smart 
marketing move … and seeing that ad 
certainly doesn’t make me think ‘Pepsi’.”

“Very insensitive. Doesn’t do much for 
Pepsi’s brand image, if you ask me.”

“Pepsi is obviously trying to stir up some 
kind of controversy.... What kind of an idiot 
would think that suicide would be a good 
marketing idea?”

“How could this ever persuade someone to 
actually buy Pepsi?”

“Such a stupid concept by the ad agency and 
I am surprised Pepsi actually accepted it.” 

“I have NO IDEA how a supposedly world- 
class agency ...? could have come up with 
such an insensitive ad campaign ... nor can I 
comprehend how a brand like Pepsi could 
approve this kind of garbage.”

What were they thinking?
The image of an animated, forlorn calorie 
committing suicide in a number of explicitly 
disturbing ways, including by gunshot, hanging, 
self-immolation and wrist slitting, raises 
questions about the campaign’s taste and 
sensitivity on the one hand, and its alignment 
with Pepsi’s core brand values and brand 
personality on the other. This is a good example 
of an advertising effort being conceived outside 
of the brand blueprint strategic tranche. It may 
be provocative (surely the intent of the creatives), 
but the effort is irrelevant in as much as it fails to 
reflect or strengthen the brand’s long-standing 
positioning. The immediate reaction on the 
message boards was to be expected and mostly 
indicated that the campaign had caused damage 
to the brand.
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a consequence, the quality, strength, and sustainability of Asian brands, 
and the creative work that supports them, have been damaged.

. . . there is an awful amount of off-brand advertising polluting the land-
scape in Asia.

Despite all of the self-congratulation that goes on in the industry 
(there is a slew of awards events), there is an awful amount of off-brand 
advertising polluting the landscape in Asia. Bad advertising has thus 
contributed to deferring the development of great Asian brands.

If most advertising agencies are not equipped to deliver robust brand 
blueprints, whose responsibility is it to ensure that the blueprint is for-
mulated in the fi rst place? It is the responsibility of the client, of course. 
But most Asian CEOs either consciously abdicate this responsibility or 
are unaware of it in the fi rst place.

This needs to change.

Logos and Slogans

It is useful and appropriate to make brief mention here of the role of 
logos and slogans, given that they dominate the visual landscape 
of brands, as well as the perceptual thinking of many Asian CEOs as 
to what amounts to “branding.” Mid-level and senior decision makers 
in the region almost always equate logos and slogans with branding. 
In other words, they consider the mere existence of a trademark and a 
quirky slogan as amounting to effective branding.

Given that this perception is ingrained and entrenched, and amounts to 
a fundamental obstacle to building great Asian brands, it is important 
to state unequivocally that (like advertising) neither a logo nor a slogan 
amounts to branding. But like advertising, both play critical roles that 
complement the branding function. For this reason, it is important to 
understand the role of each.

Logos play important roles within the communications construct of 
all brands. Because of their prominence, they are usually the fi rst visual 
expressions of a brand to which customers are exposed. In that brief 
opportunity to engage with the customer, the logo must immediately 
and effectively impart the essence of the brand’s identity. The essence 
of any brand’s identity is to be found in the brand blueprint. Very much 
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like advertising that is created outside of the strategic tranche (Figure 
3.7), a logo created in the absence of a brand blueprint will likely not 
refl ect the brand’s positioning and will amount to not much more than a 
pretty picture (at best). It will be irrelevant and ineffective. The logo is 
a vehicle that triggers a shorthand visual snapshot of the brand’s posi-
tioning. Those that are created in a vacuum miss out on a vital oppor-
tunity to capitalize on the most ubiquitous symbol a company has to 
reinforce those characteristics that makes it unique and compelling.

Unlike logos, which usually either don’t change or only evolve very 
slowly, slogans tend to have use-by dates that roughly correspond to the 
life-spans of the advertising campaigns they support. In that sense, slo-
gans are very much (dynamic) tactical tools that more accurately refl ect 
communication strategies (or creative executions). Consider some of the 
172-odd slogans Coca-Cola has used over the past 121 years: the simple 
call to action of 1886: “Drink Coca-Cola”; 1905’s somewhat wordy and 
bizarre “The favorite drink for ladies when thirsty, weary, and despon-
dent”; 1917’s boastful Three million a day; 1925’s more triumphant Six 
million a day; 1942’s really wordy “Wherever you are, whatever you 
do, wherever you may be, when you think refreshment, think ice-cold 
Coca-Cola”; 1970’s memorable “It’s the real thing”; 1982’s enduring 
signature “Coke is it”; and today’s somewhat cryptic “The Coke Side 
of Life” (2007).9 Each was as effective as the campaign it was created 
to reinforce. And each was replaced with new and evolving (dynamic) 
advertising campaigns.

While slogans tend, for the most part, to be tactical support tools, they 
can also be deployed as strategic expressions of brands. In other words, 
slogans can refl ect the fi xed side of Figure 3.6. But it is important for 
brand owners and advertising executives to understand that this amounts 
to a choice that needs to be made consciously—not  haphazardly—and 
for the right reasons. “Volvo. for life” is a good example of a strategic 
slogan that aims to activate and reinforce a profound core brand benefi t, 
rather than refl ect the brand’s advertising campaign de jour. A strategic 
slogan has a much longer shelf life than a  tactical slogan and needs to be 
used in a careful and considered context. Typically, such slogans emerge 
during a brand-repositioning phase or at a time when the company 
needs to reinforce its core brand blueprint characteristics.

Whether used tactically or strategically, slogans and logos are mean-
ingless words and images if they fail to refl ect the brand’s strategic 
positioning or other elements of the brand blueprint. Like advertising 
campaigns, slogans and logos that are created without relevance do  little 
more than take up space.
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4

PRE-BRANDING

“Kung fu lives in everything we do, Dre Parker. It lives in how 
we put on our jacket; how we take off the jacket. It lives in how 

we treat people. Everything is kung fu.”

Mr. Han (Jackie Chan) to Dre Parker (Jaden Smith), 
The Karate Kid (2010)

The branding process requires, and is dependent on, a pre-branding 
phase that puts in place foundations that support the brand position-
ing and brand strategy. In this chapter, we will examine the role and 
 purpose of two of these critically important foundations: (a) business 
goals and business strategy; and (b) corporate guiding principles.

We will also examine the Business and Branding Flowchart1 (see 
Figure 4.1). The fl owchart provides a snapshot view of an intercon-
nected process that begins with the formulation of business goals and 
strategy and concludes with delivery of the brand message to the cus-
tomer. The interrelationships between the different phases provide an 
early illustrative view of the interconnectedness and interdependence of 
business strategy and brand positioning in particular, along with every-
thing else. Everything is connected.

Branding . . . provides direction to the marketing function—not the other 
way round.
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OVERVIEW OF THE BUSINESS AND BRANDING 
FLOWCHART

There are different ways of looking at the 10 phases of the Business and 
Branding Flowchart. One way is to start near the top and recognize the 
parameters that cover brand and those that cover branding. The latter 
clearly shows a breadth that encompasses all activities within the orga-
nization from beginning to end—that is, from recognition of the core 
business, to formulation of the business and brand strategy, to the even-
tual expression and delivery of the brand message to the customer. All 
of this is branding. Thus, branding can be said to be the process that 
extends across all functions and functional departments of the organi-
zation (see Chapter 3). Further, as might be visually inferred, branding 
is not a subset of the marketing function as is commonly believed. If 
branding is reinterpreted as an element shared by all functional depart-
ments, then it provides direction to the marketing function—not the 
other way round. Though not illustrated, the marketing function in 
the evolved corporation of the 21st century lies between phases 5 and 9 
as set out in the fi gure.

Core business (phase 1) provides the basis for the formulation of both 
the business goals (phase 2)—which includes corporate and/or brand 
vision—and the business strategy (phase 3), which will deliver these 
goals. As the top row of the fi gure indicates, this amounts to an inter-
nal process and responsibility. These three elements need to be discussed 
and debated by senior management and ultimately be ruled on by the 
CEO. They should not be ignored or done on the fl y. The process must 
be structured and disciplined. Too often in Asia, it is not.

Once defi ned, goals and business strategy provide context and direc-
tion for the vital brand development process, which is made up of three 
interconnected phases: brand positioning, brand strategy, and brand 

promise (phases 4, 5, and 6).
Many senior managers and their advertising partners in the Asian 

region either ignore or misunderstand these three phases. This has 
 signifi cant consequences, as they are all strategic in nature and form 
the foundations of any strong brand. If their role, makeup, and applica-
tion are systematically sidelined or undermined, this can be expected to 
have negative implications for the robustness of Asian brands. This is 
 presently happening on a large scale in Asia.

Of these three elements, brand positioning—a critically important 
phase—is most often misunderstood or ignored. It is—essentially—the 
leading driver of the seven found in the brand blueprint. These drivers are 
the pillars that support the product or corporate brand. A brand that is 
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built without these pillars—as are many brands in Asia—can and should 
expect erosion and fault-lines, and the likelihood of eventual collapse.

While the development of the brand blueprint (inclusive of the brand 
positioning) is a fundamentally internal effort, it is often led by external 
brand practitioners. Though this is arguably something that competent 
internal management teams might choose to do themselves, very few 
managers in Asia have the requisite expertise and experience to deliver 
an effective outcome. Further, the many ingrained biases and prejudices 
that would almost certainly emerge would also conspire to adversely 
affect the outcome. Phases 5 and 6, on the other hand, are best carried 
out through the collaboration of the three key partners: the company, 
the brand consultancy, and the advertising agency.

All three phases collectively deliver the more consumer-directed brand 
proposition. These phases are discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.

Internal alignment (phase 7) is the vitally important (and common-
sense step) of aligning the company to the new brand proposition 
before going to market. This phase will be comprehensively covered in 
Chapter 7. As indicated in Figure 4.1, this is a mostly internally led pro-
cess that can be assisted by external consultants.

The last three advertising agency-led phases—communications strat-

egy, creative development, and external communications (phases 8, 9, 
and 10)—deliver the message that the consumer will experience. That 
message will need to be relevant as well as compelling. Too often the 
latter obscures the importance of the former. The only way to avert this 
is to ensure that all the preceding phases of the fl owchart are addressed. 
In Asia, very often they are not.

Providing an overall overarching direction, as well as being infl uenced 
in some manner by some of the fl owchart phases, is the formulation of 
the mission and vision statements. The former states the purpose of the 
company, the latter its long-term visionary goal.

BUSINESS GOALS AND BUSINESS STRATEGY

Too many companies across Asia are fl ying blind.

Too many companies across Asia are fl ying blind. They are headed 
by CEOs and management teams that either don’t know where they are 
going, or fail to reach their goals because of a lack of focus.
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They also suffer from questionable motivation. Ask 100 senior 
Asian C-level executives what they believe should be the purpose or 
key business goal of their company, and 99 of them will tell you: “To 
make money.” As mentioned in Chapter 2 and explained in more detail 
later in this chapter, this is often identifi ed as an “end,” instead of as 
the means to a different end. This view is myopic and ultimately dam-
ages the organization in a way that becomes apparent only when much 
of the damage is already done and it is too late to do much about it.

Following our interviews and group discussions with CEOs, manag-
ers, and factory-level workers from companies across key Asian mar-
kets, one central and troubling revelation stood out: the virtual universal 
absence of business strategy from corporate toolboxes.2 The absence of 
formal business goals, or the inability of managers to stay focused on 
declared goals, also emerged as a negative characteristic of many com-
panies. Simply stated, the absence of a destination, or, conversely, the 
existence of an environment where that destination keeps changing, 
 precludes not just the formulation of a way to get there (business strat-
egy) but also the notion that any special way is needed in the fi rst place. 
Both are bad news for companies.

“The point is this: how can you hope to mobilize a large team 
of employees to pull together, accept new and different job 
assignments, work in an uncertain environment and work 

hard despite the uncertainty of their future, if the leader of the 
company can’t or won’t articulate the shape of the other side of 
the valley? Clarity of direction, which includes describing what 
we will not be going after, is exceedingly important at the late 

stage of a strategic transformation.”

Andy Grove, “Only the Paranoid Survive”3

Businesses in Asia often demonstrate a mentality that is best described 
as opportunistic. Where the main goal is defi ned as making as much 
money as possible (as opposed to achieving something defi nable that 
results in making money), the company’s “strategy” effectively becomes 
tactical: Every opportunity is seized, with little thought given to the pos-
sible consequences. Making money in the short term clouds the strategic 
imperative of knowing what to aim for in the long term (in a sustain-
able way) and committing to its delivery. One of the side effects of this 
is a general lack of focus that impacts the company in an insidious way, 
with devastating results.
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When companies meander along with no clear destination and no 
visible goals, everyone from management down to lower-level hires 
becomes demoralized. When that happens, nothing works the way it 
should. Discussing the remaking of the State Bank of India, its chairman 
Om Prakash Bhatt, said: “. . . the bank’s employees were not energized 
anymore. They had lost their pride and sense of belonging. From the 
very top down through the branches, everybody was pulling in  different 
directions. The people weren’t performing poorly as individuals; they 
just weren’t aligned along a common set of objectives—no goals, no 
vision, no commitment. I didn’t like what I saw.”4

Bhatt is somewhat of an exception. For many Asian CEOs, making 
money in the short term trumps risks posed to the core business or core 
brands in the long term—those risks that are too far off on the horizon 
to worry about, or that may not even have been recognized. In the case 
of acquisitions, for example, many companies are bought for the wrong 
reasons and without suffi cient thought being given to issues such as align-
ment with the core business and whether the company has the  relevant 
competencies, expertise, and experience in the category to which the 
new acquisition belongs. Focus is almost always on the short term. This 
explains why Asia continues to have a disproportionately higher number 
of conglomerates than other regions in the world, particularly the United 
States, where the trend for the past decade or more has been the reverse—
divestiture or rationalization of assets to focus on the core business.

In an environment characterized by the absence of either clear busi-
ness goals or the discipline to stay focused on those goals that have 
been identifi ed, it is perhaps not surprising that ignorance about what 
business strategy actually is or covers prevails across the board—from 
C-level management down to middle management. In most cases, the 
core concepts taught in business schools are either completely unknown 
or are not practiced. To overcome this, larger corporations routinely 
import this knowledge by appointing high-profi le global management 
consultancies to assess their strategic needs and effectively do their 
thinking for them. That in itself is not necessarily a bad thing. After all, 
the purpose of external consultants is to provide specialized expertise 
and perspective in areas where corporate management has recognized 
it lacks depth. The problem lies not in the practice, but rather in the 
absence of implementation after the assessments and recommendations 
have been made. Too often, little or nothing happens.

“If we focus on price, we don’t have a future.”

Chen Hong, VP Overseas Markets, SVA Group (Chinese television)
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As a result, far too many Asian companies adopt a default business 
strategy that invariably revolves around end-price to customer—but 
not in the manner that would be advocated by Michael Porter’s cost 
 leadership approach, where price parity with competitors is achieved 
but at a lower manufacturing cost point.5 Most of the time, product 
price and manufacturing costs are determined independently of one 
another. This leads either to a drop in quality, or to an operating men-
tality that fails to consider quality as an important constant in the fi rst 
place. Result: The brand image for such products (“cheap” and continu-
ously “on sale”) is poor and brand loyalty is generally limited.

And the situation is even worse with smaller companies. There, busi-
ness strategy is absent altogether, either by choice or because the deci-
sion makers don’t know what they don’t know.

The business of brand and branding is not well served by this situa-
tion. Apart from constituting the elementary pillars that support sound 
and effective management, business strategy also provides the founda-
tion for brand positioning and brand strategy. (Both concepts are dis-
cussed in more detail in Chapter 5.)

As the Business and Branding Flowchart shown in Figure 4.1 illus-
trates, brand development is a largely linear process, with business strat-
egy playing a vital and integral role. Business strategy covers a wide area 
of operations, ranging from the macro to the micro.

Business Strategy: The Macro Dimension

“Macro” represents those relatively key fi xed characteristics of the busi-
ness that make the business what it is. For example, Malaysia’s AirAsia 
promises customers the lowest fares in Asia. Their slogan—Now 
Everyone Can Fly—makes the explicit suggestion that fl ying is afford-
able for everyone. Many people would reasonably describe the core 
business of AirAsia as being low-cost air travel; that it is positioned, 
among other things, as a budget airline. The airline will likely have in 
place key characteristics such as a structure, processes, systems, training, 
and others, all of which will be geared to routinely delivering low-cost 
travel to passengers on an ongoing basis. In other words, AirAsia is 
confi gured to deliver this specifi c service. Its ability to make money 
(operationally via economies of scale and perceptionally through the 
delivery of consistent promises) will also be dependent on its focus on 
low-cost travel (core business/business goal). Bigger, more established 
airlines would fi nd it diffi cult to match AirAsia’s services and prices 
because they, too, are confi gured in a specifi c but different way.
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AirAsia’s brand positioning

Source: AirAsia. Reproduced with permission.
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Confi gurations add up to the big choices companies make in  setting up 
their basic infrastructures. In the case of AirAsia, we can use the Business 
and Branding Flowchart to assume, reasonably accurately, what macro 
choices (business strategy) it adopted before and after the company 
became operational. AirAsia’s core business (budget air travel) provides it 
with big-picture business goals (to get as many people as possible to fl y by 
providing the lowest possible prices). These goals, in turn, create business 
strategy choices that focus on: low prices, no frills fl ights, alternative or 
lower-tier airports or terminals, less experienced ground and cabin crews, 
low operating cost air ticket purchase points and outlets, and a myriad of 
other allied elements consistent with a budget operation. These choices 
inevitably fi nd expression within the  company’s key customer offering that 
provides the platform for the creation of the broader brand positioning.

It is therefore almost impossible to expect a relevant brand positioning to 
emerge unless the company has fi rst clearly defi ned its business goal(s) and 
business strategy decisions.

It is therefore almost impossible to expect a relevant brand position-
ing to emerge unless the company has fi rst clearly defi ned its business 
goal(s) and business strategy decisions.

As important as a company fi guring out what it needs to do, is fi g-
uring out what it should not do. While facilitating business directions, 
the big choices also create obstacles to experimental forays outside the 
tight perimeters of the core business—obstacles companies should care-
fully consider before choosing to ignore them. AirAsia’s core business 
theoretically dictates a relatively narrow business strategy and competi-
tively pits it against other budget airlines. Any effort to compete directly 
against “fi rst-tier” (full-service) airlines would likely result in signifi cant 
challenges that its infrastructure might fi nd diffi cult to address. Thus, 
the airline’s launch in 2007 of a new company, AirAsia X, offering bud-
get services to London and other long-haul destinations raises ques-
tions about whether the move is strategically sound or is an example 
of a company taking its eye off the ball of its core business. To date, 
all efforts to operate long-haul budget airlines have failed—most nota-
bly, Freddie Laker’s Skytrain and later the US-operated Peoplexpress. 
The challenge that these airlines faced some decades ago is the same 
that AirAsia faces today—logistics.6 Anything longer than the four-hour 
radius that has allowed AirAsia to operate successfully as a regional 
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 airline tests its infrastructure and stretches its resources. The question 
is not whether AirAsia X can do it; it is more a question of: Can it do 
it sustainably? But from a business point of view, an entirely differ-
ent question has to be asked: Will the attention, effort, and resources 
diverted to AirAsia X threaten the success of AirAsia? At least one of its 
direct competitors seems to think so. Indeed, the managing director of 
Singapore-based Tiger Airways used the word “distracted” to explain 
why her airline would not be following AirAsia and adding long-haul 
services. The airline would “not compromise (the) business model” that 
had made it so successful, she said.7

The same thing that has made AirAsia successful—its budget airline 
business strategy—also acts as an effective barrier to entry for more 
established, fi rst-tier airlines. Malaysian Airlines, for example, would 
likely fi nd it diffi cult to compete directly with AirAsia (if it chose to) 
because its own business strategy is geared and confi gured to a differ-
ent type of business—one that operates at a higher level of service as 
well as a higher cost. This would theoretically suggest to the manage-
ment of that airline that any shift into that space (at least, one using 
its master brand) might be inadvisable. Conversely, the same thing 
would apply if AirAsia was to consider competing in the more “conven-
tional” airline space in which Malaysian Airlines—and airlines like it—
operates.

Senior Asian decision makers usually instinctively “get” the macro 
side of business strategy. It is common sense to put in place and pursue 
initiatives that permit the company to deliver on its declared reason for 
being. But, as mentioned earlier, the problem lies in the attention span 
of these same individuals: getting them to stay focused on what they are 
doing (and to get better at it), rather than being distracted by pursuing 
business opportunities that are often unrelated to their core businesses 
and outside their core competencies.

Business Strategy: The Micro Dimension

While most managers may do a reasonably decent job of delivering the 
macro dimension (as long as they focus on their core business), they 
often fail miserably at the micro side of business strategy. The micro side 
represents the specifi c choices related to every conceivable operational 
driver that is linked to creating and maintaining competitive advantage. 
These drivers represent developed and structured concepts that need to 
be understood and then applied. In other words, they go beyond the 
instinctive, gut-centric decision making that characterizes the command 
and control styles of Asian CEOs.
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This is the nitty-gritty of strategic development that impacts every-
thing: from investment and resource allocation strategy to customer 
segmentation strategy, to competitor strategy, to innovation and growth 
strategy, to organizational strategy, to brand strategy—and everything 
else that eventually leads to implementation (which is then followed by 
performance measurement strategy). All of these strategies contain mul-
tiple sub-elements that need to be understood and considered in con-
cert with other elements within the organization. This requires relatively 
sophisticated human resources and an organizational culture that allows 
for effective implementation of all strategies.

Companies aiming to grow and deliver based on a broader vision cannot 
afford not to get their business strategy right.

It is in the area of micro strategy development that Asian companies—
both large and small—would do well to seek outside professional guidance 
from qualifi ed consultants. Companies aiming to grow and deliver based 
on a broader vision cannot afford not to get their business strategy right.

THE ROLE OF CORPORATE GUIDING PRINCIPLES

While the CEO must be prepared to lead, he must also put in place the 
circumstances that will persuade his troops to follow him. One of 
the most valuable tools available to Asian CEOs is one that is also rou-
tinely misused or not used at all: corporate guiding principles, also known 
as core ideology.

Corporate guiding principles are akin to a three-legged stool: vision, 
mission, and values. Although mostly created and crafted in phase 2 (busi-
ness goals) of the Business and Brand Flowchart, these three drivers are so 
important that they are included in the brand blueprint. They contribute 
in a very large measure to the creation of corporate culture. Corporate 
culture infl uences employee behavior and enables the company to deliver 
its promises to customers. But this doesn’t just happen on its own.

While some might fi nd reassuring the widespread existence of 
de clared guiding principles in many Asian companies, in the majority 
of cases they are not real and thus provide little meaning or relevance 
to employees and little in the way of tangible value to the organization. 
And it is diffi cult to work out which is more profoundly problematic—
the fact that employees are bereft of motivational principles, or that 
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CEOs are oblivious to the role these principles play in infl uencing and 
encouraging behavior in the fi rst place.

In Asia, the existence of guiding principles provides not much more 
than a superfi cial veneer that contributes nothing practical to the enter-
prise. In some companies, the principles are framed and hung in board-
rooms and meeting rooms, only to be ignored. In others, they may be 
referred to occasionally, but in the overwhelming majority of cases, 
guiding principles play no effective role. These companies are failing 
to realize that a competitive advantage that is relatively easy and free to 
harness—the instinctive human need to do something important—is 
being left on the sidelines for lack of understanding and appreciation. 
This management lapse is both bizarre and absurd.

Part of the problem is that guiding principles are considered by most 
managers and their CEOs as “nice to have.” Nothing could be further 
from the truth. Guiding principles, if properly formulated and consis-
tently implemented, emerge as one of the key enablers of brand promise 
delivery to customers.

Vision

“The most direct way to predict the future 
is to create it yourself.”

 “Vision,” Fast Company

For a company to succeed, its leader must fi gure out where it needs to 
go. Then he must tell his employees about it. As simple as that sounds, 
this rarely takes place in Asia and its absence creates a wasted opportu-
nity. As mentioned earlier, many Asian CEOs are driven by an oppor-
tunistic mentality that places primacy on short-term gains. Most of 
the time this precludes any long-term vision, which, in turn, adversely 
impacts strategic planning.

Part of the problem is that vision (like mission and values) is often 
misunderstood. For starters, most CEOs will freely admit that they can-
not differentiate between vision and mission. To them, the statements 
are more or less interchangeable. (This doesn’t prevent them, neverthe-
less, from crafting separate—often meaningless—statements for each.) 
In other cases, the “vision statement” is a box the company feels it 
needs formally to tick, before forgetting or ignoring it from that point 
onward. Too often, that ticked box consists of statements that either 
barely reveal a hint of a future opportunity or ignore it entirely. Instead, 
most  provide a laundry list of tactical goals or self-serving plaudits that 
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“No articulated vision. Depends on how often you talk to the CEO.” (Singapore)

“No corporate vision … only departmental targets.” (Singapore)

“Don’t know, but if one exists, only management knows about it.” (Hong Kong)

“No vision beyond growth.” (Malaysia) 

“No vision.” (Hong Kong)

“Not sure. I don’t know.” (Malaysia)

“No real vision: nobody knows or understands.” (Thailand)

“More brands … more stores.” (Hong Kong)

“I believe that they have, but personally I am not aware.” (Malaysia)

“Nobody has told us anything.” (Thailand)

“No vision—we work day-to-day.” (Singapore)

“We are curious.” (Thailand)

Source: Carlyle Brand Consultants, fi ndings from multiple brand audits (2000–2005).

Figure 4.2 A company’s vision statement: Employees’ feedback

undermines the purpose and intent of the statement. Although Figure 4.2 
illustrates feedback from employees at all levels in just one leading Asian 
multinational retailer, the feedback is remarkably consistent across 
employees in dozens of other companies who were similarly surveyed 
and asked to describe their company’s vision.8

More damaging, however, is the reality that Asian CEOs don’t really 
consider the concept all that important, anyway. Because guiding  principles 
amount to a foundational pillar that a strong brand is built upon, the 
widespread absence of understanding and application of vision by CEOs 
emerges as a profound and fundamental cause of weak Asian brands. Once 
again, CEOs not knowing what they don’t know is handicapping Asian 
companies and preventing them from realizing their true potential.

“Vision” defi ned

A vision has two important components: It is (a) an aspirational end-
point that refl ects where the CEO would like his company to be within 
(b) a predetermined period of time. So, it is about deciding on a desti-
nation for the company and setting a deadline for getting there. Very 
helpfully, a vision also provides a frame of reference for defi ning and 
accomplishing goals. Expressed differently, a vision provides a road map 
for how to get things done.

“Vision” may also be defi ned simply as the ability to see beyond 
one’s nose. If you are the CEO, vision is about seeing a greater truth, 
which most others around you are either incapable of seeing or unwill-
ing to see, and persuading them to trust you; to follow you; to believe 
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that the great goal you can see is achievable and benefi cial. The 
 alternative—the absence of vision—Franklin Roosevelt pointed out, is 
grim: “. . . when there is no vision the people perish. . . .” The corol-
lary equally applies within the business context. The absence of vision 
handicaps the company by limiting the contributions of its employees, 
who  otherwise—everything else being equal—are willing and generally 
eager to contribute effort that helps the company realize its vision. This, 
in turn, handicaps the capacity of the company to be competitive. But 
because this potential is invisible until it is actually realized, it continues 
to be avoided, either actively or passively, by CEOs in Asia.

It sounds deceptively straightforward and completely logical to say 
that a company—like people—needs to know where it is going (particu-
larly if it wishes to get there). As obvious as this is, Asian CEOs continue 
to demonstrate an unwillingness to see and plan for what lies over the 
horizon. There exists an infectious mentality that prompts most CEOs to 
focus on making money here and now and as quickly as possible.

While this mentality is prompted and exemplifi ed by the CEO 
and management, it trickles down to all levels of the organization 
and becomes embedded in the corporate culture. Its side effects can be 
devastating. One particularly debilitating consequence is the absence of 
internal innovative and creative thinking—an imperative driver for sus-
tainable competitive advantage, growth, and development.

Proactive, visionary thinking delivers a goal. Samsung’s declared goal—
to own the digital technology market—is a good example (see the accom-
panying box). A company’s broader—strategic—goal, when declared to 
all internal stakeholders, allows them to participate. Moreover, it allows 
them to consider their own roles and  responsibilities—regardless of level 
or seniority—and provides them with the opportunity to shape their 

We are the best tasting QSR…
The most endearing brand...
that has ever been...
We will lead in product taste at all times...
We will provide FSC excellence
in every encounter...
Happiness in every moment...
By year 2020, with over 4,000 stores worldwide,
Jollibee is truly a GLOBAL BRAND (and the Filipino will be 
admired worldwide).

Figure 4.3 Jollibee’s vision statement

Source: www.jollibee.com.ph
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approach to their jobs in a manner that is consistent with the realization 
of that goal. In other words, a declared goal allows everyone to contrib-
ute in a direct and relevant way. Apart from creating a collective unifi ed 
energy that helps drive the company forward (in the right direction), it 
helps employees feel good about themselves.

Nevertheless, many CEOs continue to give lip service to, or totally 
ignore, vision. Of the dozens of chief executives of SMEs and larger 
companies whom I have personally interviewed in markets such as 
Singapore, Malaysia, India, and Thailand, the vast majority have 
expressed a preference for exploiting immediate and near-term oppor-
tunities, explaining that “worrying” about the distant future would 

A Vision-Driven Company: How Samsung Became the Strong 

Brand it is Today

It is diffi cult for many people to believe that Samsung was not 
always the giant powerhouse that it is today. The popular impression 
is that, like Sony, Samsung has been around forever and has always 
been successful. In reality, the company’s success can be measured 
in less than two decades during which it went from literally a near 
zero start to the position it holds today—a company whose brand is 
worth US$17,518 million according to the BusinessWeek/Interbrand 
2009 annual “Top 100 Best Global Brands” survey, where it came in 
at number 19—well ahead of Sony at number 29. Most would attri-
bute this meteoric rise primarily to the vision it pursued.9

Between the early 1980s and the early 1990s, Samsung was just a 
conglomerate OEM—like so many other Asian companies. It strug-
gled with perceptions that ranged from low quality to invisibility. 
In 1993, its chairman and CEO, Kun-Hee Lee, declared Samsung’s 
ambition to be a global brand synonymous with world-class prod-
ucts, employees, and processes. He said: “. . . if we keep selling low-
end products it will damage our corporate image. . . .” Moreover, 
what he was also signaling was recognition that low-end products 
meant low and declining margins with a doubtful future. He saw 
the future and he was determined to exploit it, while others either 
ignored it or were blind to it.

Doing it the right way: Simply seeing the future is clearly not 
enough. The CEO needs to have the will to act and the clarity of 
mind to do so in a rational and courageous manner. Kun-Hee Lee’s 

(Continued )
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 consume too much attention and resources. And yet the evidence of 
what a vision-driven company is potentially capable of achieving is 
incontrovertible and, in many cases, inspirational.

The power of dreams: Human rights, Arnold Schwarzenegger, 
and Microsoft

History is fi lled with examples of visionary leaders who chose to walk 
down roads less traveled in a deliberate and determined effort to  realize 
what they felt was essential to achieve or accomplish, despite the asso-
ciated diffi culties and challenges. The Civil Rights Movement in the 
United States owes its entire existence to the vision of one man, Martin 
Luther King, Jr. He “saw” what other African Americans at the time 
considered an impossible dream and what many white Americans 
rejected as an impossible reality. Anwar Sadat and Menachem Begin 
were willing to put aside centuries-old enmities that had come to defi ne 
their countries, their peoples, and their region, and reach out to one 
another in the hope of achieving peace.

declaration was followed by swift internal restructuring to fl atten 
the organization to achieve nimbleness, a management reorienta-
tion that became globally focused, and a real commitment to true 
innovation. Staff was given autonomy and empowerment, leading to 
shorter lead times in decision making.

Strategically: Samsung’s commitment to build its brand began 
with a visible investment in R&D in the early 1990s that contin-
ued throughout the decade, culminating in a total expenditure of 
US$2.4 billion in 2002. Its policy then was to invest 6–8 percent of 
its annual revenue in product and technology development. In 2010, 
Samsung announced that it would increase R&D expenditure to a 
record US$6.5 billion “despite questions about the global economic 
outlook.”10 In 2000, Samsung took an extraordinary decision that 
stunned many industry observers: It withdrew all its branded prod-
ucts from Wal-Mart stores. The reasoning was straightforward: 
Samsung was aiming to become the provider of premium-quality 
digital products that would consistently provide innovative  benefi ts 
to customers. Never mind that Wal-Mart contributed a major 
 portion of its revenues at the time. The point was: Wal-Mart (at that 
time) was wrong for the brand.
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(Lee Kuan Yew) had a vision of Singapore then that is only visible to most 
people today. Without this vision, and the will to realize it, Singapore 
would not be the “First-World Asian Tiger” that it is today. Singapore is 
what it is almost entirely because of the vision and tenacity of one man.

The single most dramatic illustration of visionary will creating an 
extraordinary end-result that Asian CEOs—and particularly those from 
Singapore—would do well to recognize and appreciate is that of Lee 
Kuan Yew. Putting aside the debate about whether or not Singapore is 
a true democracy, the indisputable fact is that, in 1965, Singapore was 
an underdeveloped colonial backwater. Tiny in size compared to its 
neighbors, it possessed no natural resources and no regional benefac-
tor willing to subsidize its road to development. Few people within and 
outside Singapore gave it much chance of becoming anything more than 
a failed state. However, Lee Kuan Yew had a vision for Singapore. He 
“saw” a different future: one so fantastically different from the real-
ity the island state was then experiencing that, had he fully articulated 
it, he would have likely met with incredulity, if not derision. He had 
a vision of Singapore then that is only visible to most people today. 
Without this vision, and the will to realize it, Singapore would not be 
the “First-World Asian Tiger” that it is today. Singapore is what it is 
almost entirely because of the vision and tenacity of one man.

Examples of how impactful a vision can be are not found only in 
historical or political spheres. The visions of ordinary people can have 
extraordinary results. In 1962, at the age of 15, Arnold Schwarzenegger 
dreamed of winning the “Mr. Universe” title. Despite his modest ori-
gins and limited opportunities, Schwarzenegger dreamed big. He saw a 
future that others in his world were incapable of seeing and, intent on 
achieving his goal, he lived his life in a disciplined manner. He was not 
tempted by opportunities that occasionally came his way. He focused 
on what he considered the “prize,” putting all his mental and physical 
energies into winning it. At age 22, he won the “Mr. Universe” title. He 
then went on to win the “Mr. Olympia” contest a total of 22 times.

Recognizing the power and utility of having a single-minded vision 
and allowing himself to be directed by it, he made it a life-long habit. In 
the 1970s he was determined to reinvent himself as a Hollywood “star.” 
Once again, he focused on that vision and directed all his energies into 
realizing it. Over the next two decades, he would become one of the 
world’s biggest action movie stars. Not surprisingly, Schwarzenegger 
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set his sights even higher once that goal had been realized. In an inter-
view with Fortune magazine in August 2004, in which he discussed his 
ambitions for political offi ce, he explained his philosophy on life and 
the approach he favored: “I can see my goals very clearly.” Power, he 
explained, required a clear vision and a steadfast commitment to deliv-
ering that vision. “Arnold could see himself running (for offi ce) and 
winning. He could see himself as governor.”11

It doesn’t take too much imagination to see what Schwarzenegger’s 
next vision might be. He “sees” himself as the fi rst non-American by birth 
to run for the presidency. That the US Constitution currently prohibits 
this is only a minor hurdle to a man who believes that greatness can be  
realized fi rst through the willful act of “seeing” it and then pursuing it.

The Schwarzenegger example illustrates one of the key differences that 
separate vision from mission: vision is a goal that is defi ned by, among 
other things, delivery within a specifi c time frame. All vision-related goals 
and objectives need to be rooted within the framework of a deadline. 
Once the deadline is reached (and the vision is achieved), the company 
moves on to its next goal-driven vision—very much in the same way that 
Arnold Schwarzenegger moved systematically from one visionary goal to 
the next. Mission, as will be explained later in this chapter, is a goal that, 
among other things, is not chained to any time frame.

To illustrate the point, consider the two Microsoft vision statements 
that have emerged over the past 32 years, and the impact that the real-
ization of those statements has had on the company, its community of 
global customers, and ordinary people around the world. In around 
1978, Paul Allen and Bill Gates articulated an audacious vision they had 
for their company: “A computer on every desk and in every home. . . . It 
is a dream we believe is within our reach, and within our capabilities.”12 
On the surface, some might interpret this cynically as a grand goal to 
make a lot of money. While this is indeed exactly what happened, making 
money as an end in and of itself was not what Allen and Gates likely had 
in mind. Their vision was about transforming both the work and home 
environments on a grand scale by introducing computers into them at a 
time (the 1970s) when the technology was the preserve of universities and 
very large corporations. Exactly how that  transformation was to mani-
fest itself was something that they were probably uncertain of—but likely 
excited by—at the time. That it was going to be big was clear. Exactly 
how big was revealed within one generation, when a global paradigm 
shift saw the world make the transition from typewriters to laptops.

The realization of that vision has impacted the lives and destinies of 
millions of people around the world, and continues to do so. As with 
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all strong vision statements, this one also had a shelf-line due date. A 
new vision for the company was crafted and publicly released in March 
2008: “Create experiences that combine the magic of software with the 
power of Internet services across a world of devices.”13 This vision state-
ment refl ects the company’s intention to leverage its signifi cant resources 
to harness the growing global shift toward the empowerment of individ-
uals through the myriad of (mostly personal) devices that will continue 
to make their way on to markets for the foreseeable future. While per-
haps not as pithy, simple, and dramatically compelling as its fi rst vision 
statement, this latest expression identifi es a clear future opportunity and 
declares the company’s intention to exploit it in a focused and single-
minded way.

Microsoft’s two vision statements have provided a context for its 
business strategy. Both have shaped its corporate brand positioning as 
well as its brand strategy. All four elements have been the engine that 
has delivered the extraordinary success the company has enjoyed over 
the past four decades. The two vision statements have provided direc-
tion for management, as well as its employees worldwide. They have 
encouraged consensus and a like-minded attitude and effort toward 
delivering a common goal.

“Even more to the point, Facebook founder Mark Zuckerberg 
possessed a clear vision of empire: one in which the developers 
who built applications on top of the platform that his company 

owned and controlled would always be subservient to the 
platform itself.”

Michael Wolff, co-author, “The Web Is Dead. Long Live the 
Internet,” Wired, August 17, 2010

Too many Asian companies—both large and small—are driven by 
relatively underpowered engines. Instead of the entire workforce pool-
ing their efforts and ideas to develop a clear and agreed goal that gal-
vanizes everyone to move forward solidly and confi dently, the effort 
mostly comes from the C-level group: the CEO, the chief fi nancial 
 offi cer (CFO), and the chief operating operator (COO). These “three 
musketeers” take it upon themselves to shoulder the burden of driv-
ing a company forward on their own and relying on all other staff 
only for operational support. Why? “Because,” as one CEO explained 
to me, “we have too many secrets and not everyone can be trusted or 
is competent.” This extraordinary statement says volumes about the 
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 management philosophy of Asian companies. That it is expressed as a 
strategy for performance, rather than being recognized as a symptom 
of poor management, highlights the root cause of the problem. This 
absence of big-picture thinking leads many business leaders to adopt 
management styles that stifl e growth.

From the point of view of competitive advantage, it is what lies in the 
future that has the potential to deliver sustainability. Focusing only on 
the present condemns the company to playing a tactical, rather than a 
 strategic, game.

Given the dynamic, fast-paced nature of modern business, it is all too 
easy for company leaders to focus on the company’s immediate day-to-
day needs and opportunities and to defer or ignore altogether the pos-
sibilities that lie beyond the visible horizon. But that is a mistake. From 
the point of view of competitive advantage, it is what lies in the future 
that has the potential to deliver sustainability. Focusing only on the 
present condemns the company to playing a tactical, rather than a stra-
tegic, game. This results in a reactive, rather than a proactive, operating 
mentality that reduces options. When options are reduced, differentia-
tion suffers; products, pricing, and other strategies look like everyone 
else’s; and the company becomes chronically vulnerable.

The role, purpose, and value that an articulated vision delivers to a 
company doesn’t amount to rocket science. But as simple as the concept 
is to understand, it is adopted by relatively few Asian CEOs. Though 
that is clearly not a good thing, the fl ip-side of this is very good news 
for a new generation of CEOs who may prove to be the exception to 
the rule. Putting aside the very real competitive challenges posed by top-
tier Western brands that have articulated long-term destinations, vision-
poor Asian companies provide a “blue ocean”14 environment (less 
competitive than the shark-infested “red ocean”) for these individuals if 
they are willing to manage their businesses with an eye to broader hori-
zons. This is an important opportunity, but one whose window won’t 
remain open indefi nitely. (In redefi ning themselves, some brands can also 
 redefi ne their categories or fi nd themselves in completely new categories 
where competition is effectively nonexistent. A good example is Cirque 
de Soleil. In defi ning its unique offering, it stepped out of the “circus” 
category into a new category it created, where for a while it enjoyed no 
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competitive threat. This is “blue ocean.” “Red ocean” refers to a conven-
tional business environment cluttered with competition (“red ocean” � 
sharks).

The “exceptions” in Asia

Vision provides a destination that is capable not only of chang-
ing the rules of the game, but also, in many cases, changing the game 
itself. When a company succeeds in redefi ning its category, or creat-
ing a  completely new category, it creates an almost insurmountable 
 competitive advantage. Two good examples of visionary Asian leaders 
who have seen beyond the merely visible realities that characterized their 
businesses and capitalized on the “blue ocean” opportunities to domi-
nate their respective categories are Richard Eu, CEO of Eu Yan Sang, 
the Asia-wide manufacturer and retailer of traditional Chinese medicines 
(TCM), and Ho Kwon Ping, CEO and founder of Banyan Tree Hotels & 
Resorts.

Richard Eu, recognized by many as a long-time maverick who is open 
to experimentation and innovation, faced a diffi cult market landscape 
in the mid- to late-1990s when TCM lost relevance with younger con-
sumers, who opted for Western medications and treatments that bet-
ter suited their modern and hectic lives. As the leading regional TCM 
brand, Eu Yan Sang was also taking the brunt of the downturn. Eu’s 
solution was to reposition the brand to make it more relevant to all 
consumers, but especially the younger target audiences. His goal was 
to make the brand more contemporary, not only by making it more 
approachable (via—among other things—new products and packaging, 
and delivery systems that redefi ned the centuries-old category), but also 
by implementing an exciting vision that tapped into the expectations 
of all Asians experiencing the rush of the new century. He aimed to 
make Eu Yan Sang a leading vehicle that would bridge the gap between 
Eastern and Western medicine and provide services that harnessed the 
best of both. The vision statement that was articulated, shared inter-
nally, and actively implemented was: “We want to be a global consumer 
healthcare company with a focus in Traditional Chinese Medicine and 
Integrative Healthcare.”15 The company’s vision is directly responsible 
for the introduction of a series of innovative new services and products 
that have not only revitalized the company and reinstated its number 
one position region-wide, but also successfully redefi ned the category 
itself, injecting new life and vitality into what many observers had years 
earlier described as a sunset industry.
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Ho Kwon Ping is an entrepreneur who has demonstrated not only 
vision but also the courage to question conventional wisdom. He is a 
leader who demonstrates the discipline of pursuing a goal to its com-
plete delivery once it has been set. He rejects the lure of short-cuts and 
recognizes that the “invisible” steps in building a brand are the most 
crucial ones. He understands the power of a strong brand and, through 
his own efforts and those of the people around him, he has built a for-
midable and uniquely Asian brand.

The hospitality industry is a highly competitive category where 
brands are constantly attempting to fi nd ways and means to please 
guests and persuade them to return. As a service industry, customer 
experience clearly emerges as a critical driver of customer choice. At the 
high end of the category, Asian hotel brands have failed to break out 
of the established paradigm that typically defi nes “fi ve-star” hotels. To 
most well-heeled customers, they are all elegant, they are all plush—and 
they all look the same. More critically, the experience seems to be the 
same. When one brand is not available, many customers simply look 
at other like brands interchangeably. This conclusion is from the brand 
audit report of a major hotel brand’s repositioning project: “Most hotel 
brands are poorly differentiated from their competitors. While each may 
have clearly articulated positionings, these positionings are essentially 
similar to one another.”16 This common-knowledge insight has not pre-
vented many Asian-based hotel groups from pursuing more or less iden-
tical strategies.

The notable exception has been Banyan Tree. Ho Kwon Ping’s vision 
was to create a new brand experience that would “inspire all stake-
holders.”17 He wanted to break away from the tried and safe formula 
most other Asian hotel brands had gravitated toward and provide guests 
with a unique experience that combined intimacy and romance and 
an Asian brand personality that also refl ected each location’s indigenous 
Asian surroundings. His vision also allowed him to go a step further, 
demonstrating a keen sense and awareness of important environmen-
tal concerns that was well ahead of his time. Banyan Tree pioneered 
the policy of building eco-friendly resorts in a manner that is socially 
responsible and sustainable.

Summary

In the business context, a vision has an aspirational end-point refl ect-
ing where the CEO would like his company to be within a prede-
termined period of time. A vision asks the questions: “Where are 
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we going  strategically? How will we know when we get there?” A 
vision sets the direction and the framework for defi ning and accom-
plishing goals.

Figuring out what lies ahead and where the key leverageable oppor-
tunities might come from are the fi rst challenges. Next, is fi guring out 
how to get there and having the discipline and will to stay the course.

Envisioning the future is not only essential for the modern-day 
corporation faced with an environment that is changing faster than 
ever; it also offers a unique competitive advantage opportunity where 
present market circumstances (relative to the state of Asian company 
competition) can best be described as relatively “blue ocean.” And 
it is this last point that provides a dramatic and exciting insight for 
Asian CEOs aiming to join the club of “exceptions”: When corpora-
tions such as Microsoft and Samsung are cited as vision-led or vision-
driven companies, many managers might comment cynically that those 
companies are rare exceptions and bear little resemblance to the real 
world or to their own companies and circumstances. The brutal truth 
is that both these companies, like many others, had humble and mod-
est beginnings. They have become great because their leaders willfully 
chose to look beyond their own noses. This choice is available to all 
Asian business leaders who are determined to build not merely good, 
but great, Asian brands.

Mission

“The most effective way to forge a winning team 
is to call on the players’ needs to connect with 

something larger than themselves.”

Phil Jackson, former coach to the Chicago Bulls18

The second essential component of a company’s guiding principles is its 
mission, or purpose. Perhaps even more so than a vision statement, a 
mission statement provides the means to harness human energy within 
the organization that cannot be harnessed through monetary rewards 
or incentives, or fear or threats. Like “vision,” “mission” is a concept 
that is often misunderstood in Asia; as a consequence, it fails to deliver 
the extraordinary benefi ts it has the capacity to provide. Like vision 
 statements, mission statements offer a major strategic driver for Asian 
companies determined to build great brands.
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“Mission” defi ned

In its simplest form, the mission of an organization amounts to its pur-
pose, or the reason for its existence. As suggested in the previous sec-
tion, unlike a vision statement, which is characterized by a deadline, a 
mission statement is timeless. In other words, a mission, in a sense, is 
never quite realized—very much like “being happy” is a timeless pur-
suit, and not a goal that, when reached, is replaced by another. A mis-
sion is more like a guiding star: forever pursued, but never reached.

A strong mission statement is also enduring—it passes the test 
of time and is as relevant after 50 years as on the day it was written. 
A strong mission statement is also inspiring. It motivates most, if not 
all, the organization’s employees. Lastly, a strong mission statement is 
encompassing—it is embraced by most members of the organization. In 
a word, a mission has the means to deliver capability to the company.

The mission statement humanizes the company by declaring to the world 
that it recognizes that “making money” is just one dimension of its purpose 
(albeit an important one).

The mission statement has very little to do with the company making 
money or growing market share. And it should not be used for that pur-
pose. Other “tools” exist whose role is to deliver this and other goals. 
A company mission delivers an altogether different benefi t that most 
Asian CEOs are unaware of: It delivers the business equivalent of the 
“meaning of life.” The mission statement humanizes the company by 
declaring to the world that it recognizes that “making money” is just 
one dimension of its purpose (albeit an important one). It declares its 
recognition that, as an entity, it interacts with people internally (employ-
ees) and externally (customers and others), and—importantly—that it 
creates displacement by manufacturing a product or delivering a ser-
vice. In other words, the very act of existing triggers and touches many 
things, for all of which it bears some responsibility. The great benefi t 
that a mission statement provides a company lies in that very  realization 
and admission, which is appreciated fi rst by the people who power it—
 employees—and then by those who sustain it—customers.

Most Asian managers will be surprised to discover that a motivating 
and effective mission is concerned with answering the question: “How 

will the world become a better place as a consequence of what my 
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 company or brand does?” This doesn’t mean that mission statements 
are warm and fuzzy goals that bear no relationship to reality or practi-
cal needs. Helping the world be a better place is something that every 
company is able to deliver to some degree. For example, a toy manufac-
turer can help “make the world a better place” by making safer or more 
environmentally friendly toys. A sports apparel and equipment company 
can help “make the world a better place” by developing innovative fab-
rics and materials that might have other applications in other fi elds; or 
by supporting certain values, traditionally associated with sports, that 
might enhance people’s self-esteem or perhaps empower them. It is the 
“why” and “how” that matters.

“Great companies are measured by how they 
help people, and the most important thing is our 

people and the people we represent.”

Peter Tortorici, CEO of Group M, WPP19

Another likely surprise to most Asian managers is that, while a mis-
sion statement should be formulated with the right message (purpose) 
and for the right reasons (relevance), its consistent application (sincer-
ity) amounts to a formula for brand or corporate greatness.

Why so powerful?

Correctly crafted mission statements can be very powerful. Today, they 
are increasingly offering companies the ability to create meaningful dif-
ferentiation and customer loyalty. This is not something most Asian 
senior executives would normally associate with “mission”—something 
they consider to be a “soft” value. In reality, mission statements can 
amount to powerful business drivers and therefore need to be carefully 
explored and leveraged. The reason for this is as simple as it is pow-
erful. As will be discussed in Chapter 5, strong brands can be divided 
into two basic components: functional benefi ts and emotional benefi ts. 
Most tier-one quality brands across most categories have one thing in 
common: strong functional benefi ts. Competition and relentless innova-
tion over the years have ensured this. In an ironic and perverse sort of 
way, the journey of leading brands has turned some 360 degrees, where 
the functional product excellence they have in common now results in 
near parity. In the minds of consumers, most leading brands in many 
categories deliver to functional expectations more or less equally. As 
a result, consumers are increasingly looking to a brand’s emotional 
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 benefi ts when making choices and bestowing loyalty. This is not because 
functional benefi ts have suddenly become less important. On the con-
trary, they are more important than ever. So much so that consumers 
have come to expect them as a basic attribute. As will be discussed more 
fully in Chapter 5, emotional drivers are the real key to strong brands. 
Emotional benefi ts can come from different sources or be refl ected in 
different ways. One of these is through the mission statement. What a 
company believes its purpose to be has the potential to strongly reso-
nate with and infl uence customers.

What is more interesting and important—and surprising to many 
Asian managers—is the connection between emotionally touched cus-
tomers and the internal attitude and state of mind of company employ-
ees. Company mission statements are actually more employee-oriented 
than customer-directed. They are created for an internal purpose that 
also results in an external manifestation. While both of these are impor-
tant, the company’s internal role takes precedence.

Why is that? First, employees are also human beings and are subject 
to the same innate need to accomplish something of value or importance 
in their lives. This is part of the human condition; it is not something 
that people leave at home when they go to work—unless their company 
forces them to do so. Unfortunately, many Asian companies are unwit-
tingly doing just that. The irony is that, by suppressing the natural need 
employees have to achieve something beyond the mechanical require-
ments of the jobs they do or the roles they have, these companies are 
depriving themselves of a vast amount of collective energy that could 
be directed at moving the company forward via two important mani-
festations: (a) reliable and ongoing innovation, and (b) positive atti-
tude toward work. The latter is particularly crucial. In a manufacturing 
environment, this translates to attitudes that impact quality of product, 
safety of product, cost effi ciencies, and other critical operational driv-
ers. In service and retail environments, where customer satisfaction is of 
paramount importance, this amounts to nothing less than a silver bullet. 
The single most effective way to ensure a positive customer experience 
is to have employees who are willing to deliver it.

And yet, very much like their vision statements, the mission state-
ments of most Asian companies are haphazardly crafted—and almost 
always by the wrong people. As a result, they end up delivering their 
companies next to zero benefi t. Figure 4.4 sets out the responses of 
 randomly selected employees from a cross-section of Asian companies 
who were asked about their company’s mission. Most of the responses 
reveal that employees are either disinterested in or disillusioned with 
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their company’s mission statement. To most, they remain vague con-
cepts (because they are not properly explained by management) and 
largely irrelevant to their day-to-day jobs.

Companies live or die on the basis of a single equation: promise and 
delivery. How relevant the former is, and how consistently the latter 
takes place, determines whether consumers engage and stay engaged. 
As elementary as this equation should be, in Asia far too many compa-
nies over-promise and under-deliver. This is remarkable, given the level 
of competition and the ever-increasing expectations of customers who 
instantly penalize offenders. The most critical component that makes 
the equation work consistently is the human resources of the company 
and their willingness to “play.” Companies such as Apple, Harley-
Davidson, Google, and others have built strong corporate cultures that 
benefi t from an employee population that is positively disposed to con-
sistently delivering what they consider to be a collective goal—one they 
have a stake in, because it resonates deeply and emotionally with them. 
The purpose (mission) that supports a company’s right to exist provides 
that stake.

“No mission.” (Hong Kong/Malaysia)

“To make money for shareholders.” (Hong Kong)

“Shared only at the top level.” (Malaysia)

“(Company name) does not do anything special for the society.” (Singapore)

“There is no emotional attachment or commitment felt by people externally.” 
(Singapore)

“To be top 5 in the world or second to (competitor brand name), this is our goal.” 
(Singapore)

“To hit half a billion (dollars) sales in three years’ time.” (Singapore)

“To achieve significant market expansion.” (Singapore)

“We are all not very clear.… We know the year-end goal, but don’t know the big 

picture, long-term plans, etc.” (China)

“The mission is terribly boring.” (India)

“The mission does not make us proud to come and work for (company name).” 
(India)

“Lack of clarity.” (India)

“No obvious mission.” (Singapore)

“Mission is only about money.” (Singapore)

“To become the market leader.” (Singapore)

Figure 4.4 A company’s mission statement: Employees’ feedback

Source: Carlyle Brand Consultants, fi ndings from multiple brand audits (2000–2005).
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“It’s not just money that motivates Singaporeans. . . . Employee 
management (is) a high ranking priority. (They) need to be more 
engaged on a more emotional level . . . and want to be inspired 

by leaders who walk the talk.”

PricewaterhouseCoopers20

Most private individuals are able to recognize the value of purpose 
within the context of their own lives and those of others. They see the 
importance of establishing a personal frame of reference that validates 
the road they have chosen to take in life. Most people see how purpose 
validates their lives and provides meaning, direction—and, ultimately, 
value. Yet, in the business context, Asian CEOs either ignore or aban-
don the concept altogether, or struggle to translate it in a manner that is 
relevant to and effective for their companies. Their brains switch off—
or at the very least, logic and common sense take temporary leave—and 
they craft sentences that fail to capture the basic intent of the construct 
and instead contain empty, feel-good words or list impersonal, clini-
cal business objectives that are unlikely to move the very people they 
should be inspiring: employees (fi rst) and customers (second). The 
Korean cosmetics wunder-brand Missha—credited with single-handedly 
creating a budget segment from scratch and generating revenues of over 
US$120 million in its fi rst year of business—experienced an abrupt and 
painful fall from grace in only its second year of operations when more 
savvy competitors entered the space with differentiated brands and well-
defi ned mission statements. Commented one analyst: “There (was) no 
brand mission as a beauty provider to women. The product could be 
anything, because the business was started to make money rather than 
deliver beautiful skin or make-up to consumers.”21

I have conducted hundreds of interviews with executives at all lev-
els from companies doing business in markets across Asia, from which 
two important themes have emerged: (1) management attitudes to 
employees; and (2) what CEOs believe to be the true purpose of their 
businesses.

(1) Management attitudes to employees: Senior executives and CEOs 
more or less view the employee as—in the words of Pink Floyd—“another 
brick in the wall.” While most companies, particularly large ones, don’t 
mistreat or abuse their employees, they also don’t as a rule engage with 
them—particularly with those at the middle and lower levels—in a col-
laborative and respectful manner. Instead, there is simply an  expectation 
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that employees will do their jobs “because they are paid to do so.” 
As mentioned earlier, contributing to this attitude is the belief that 
most employees either cannot be trusted with sensitive information or 
empowerment, or are not suffi ciently competent to handle it. As might 
be expected, these circumstances can lead to a vicious circle in terms of 
employee satisfaction, innovative contributions, teamwork, quality con-
trol, and, ultimately, delivery of the customer promise. While it is this 
last element that translates into direct revenue, all the elements identi-
fi ed above are connected. The customer promise will always be under-
mined if the chain is populated by weak links.

(2) What CEOs believe to be the true purpose of their businesses: 
The vast majority of the Asian CEOs I have interviewed or interacted 
with at conferences, seminars, and workshops have provided exactly the 
same answer to the question: “What do you think is the purpose of your 
business?” They answered: “To make money.” As mentioned in Chapter 
2, there is nothing inherently wrong with a company wanting to make 
money. Companies are in the business of being profi table. However, the 
issue of what should be the company’s main purpose is more subtle in 
today’s increasingly complex business world.

The pace of technological change and the impact of globalization 
have literally transformed the planet in the past two decades. Some 
great strides have been made: millions of people have been delivered 
from abject poverty; and people around the world are connected to one 
another in ways that would have been unimaginable just 20 years ago. 
Within the business context, we now face issues and challenges such as 
global warming and environmental sustainability, as well as increased 
employee rights and expectations—matters that were of little or no con-
cern before recent times. Addressing these issues successfully is, admit-
tedly, a challenge. Ignoring them, however—as many CEOs in Asia are 
doing—is a sure-fi re recipe for disaster.

. . . some hard-nosed businessmen may scoff at the notion that it is the 
business of business to be concerned with “doing good,” or to be directly 
involved with social issues. But they would be wrong.

The visionary—and pragmatic—modern-day company leader recognizes 
the changing landscape of the world and reconciles this with the basic 
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objective all businesses have, which is to make money. This has resulted in 
what some might describe as a reversal of strategic priorities: from making 
money and occasionally doing some good (charities, foundations, endow-
ments, etc.), to making money as a direct result of doing good. At fi rst 
glance, some hard-nosed businessmen may scoff at the notion that it is the 
business of business to be concerned with “doing good,” or to be directly 
involved with social issues. But they would be wrong.

The modern corporate mission statement provides a road map for 
company excellence and—depending on the caliber of leadership—
greatness. The absence of an effective corporate mission sentences a 
company to mediocrity. Consider Figure 4.5, which sets out some very 
powerful corporate mission statements. None of these statements makes 
any reference to “making money,” or to business-centric objectives or 
goals. None of them makes patronizing promises that people simply 
expect anyway. Yet, all these statements have contributed directly to the 
success of these companies.

Let’s consider each one in turn.
Disney: “To make people happy.” When most people think of 

Disney, they instantly think of fantasy and wholesome fun; a place 
of imagination and wondrous characters and stories that engage chil-
dren and adults alike. From its animated characters created over 80 
years ago to its theme parks and hotels, from its library of movies and 
cartoon series to its licensed products, the one overarching idea around 
which  everything revolves, that encourages employees to deliver to the 
 expectations of Disney’s customers and guests, is fun. It is fi tting that 
the very purpose of the organization—the mission that it is dedicated 

To make people happy.

To solve unsolved problems innovatively.

To give unlimited opportunity to women.

To make technical contributions for the advancement of 

welfare of humanity.

To give ordinary folks the chance to buy the same things 

as rich people

(OR) 

Saving people money so they can live better. 

To help leading corporations and governments be more 

successful.

Disney

3M

Mary Kay 

HP

Wal-Mart

McKinsey & 

Company

Figure 4.5 Examples of powerful mission statements
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to—is something lofty, elevated, and detached from business. “To make 
people happy” encapsulates a broader contribution to humanity that is 
positive and nurturing. Beyond the customers, this objective resonates 
with employees and invites them to be part of something bigger than 
themselves. Delivering on the Disney purpose isn’t hard work for them; 
it is fun. Indeed, the simplicity of the statement acts as a call to action 
for them. It provides a directive that is both compelling and clear. It also 
doesn’t have a shelf-life. Making people happy has no end-point. It is 
timeless. It is the stuff that makes Disney great. And yes, as a result of 
that, Disney makes money.

3M: “To solve problems innovatively.” Not all mission statements 
are warm and fuzzy, and nor do they need to be. The main criterion 
is that they address an issue that is of common interest or concern to a 
specifi c group of people, and that, in addressing it, the statement deliv-
ers solutions that will benefi t and improve those people’s lives. “To solve 
problems innovatively” promises the use of creativity and imagination 
to help solve problems and meet the needs of ordinary people. Both the 
goal and the means of realizing it refl ect message elements that resonate 
with employees. By doing things innovatively, 3M employees choose to 
challenge themselves to fi nd solutions to problems and create new prod-
ucts that are useful in a creative—even disruptive—way. Much of the 
motivation to deliver on this promise is anchored in a collective belief 
that the effort will contribute to the public good. The pursuit of this cre-
ates a workforce that is committed to a timeless goal. The results are the 
household brand names we have come to rely on for everyday use, such 
as Nexcare™, Post-it®, Scotch®, Scotch-Brite®, and Scotchgard™. 
A further result is that the company has found greatness—and, yes, it 
makes a lot of money.

Mary Kay: “To give unlimited opportunity to women.” Nothing 
galvanizes people to feel good about themselves, and to work together 
to deliver a common goal, like the feeling of being empowered—
 particularly if they are part of a minority group, such as women. Mary 
Kay’s mission plays to this. The promise, “To give unlimited opportunity 
to women,” not only resonates with the company’s existing workforce 
(most of whom are women), but also acts as a powerful and  seductive 
clarion call to others to join. Its not diffi cult to imagine how well 
the company’s customer promise is delivered by such a committed, 
proud, and cohesive group of people. Partly as a result of its mission, 
Mary Kay has grown to be a global enterprise inspiring employees all 
over the world, and this has translated into a powerful operational 
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expression. Again, this mission does not lend itself to a time frame or 
deadline. It is also timeless. Does Mary Kay make money?

HP: “To make technical contributions for the advancement of wel-

fare of humanity.” HP’s mission is interesting in that the company aims 
to harness its existing resources, collective experience, and expertise to 
develop technically centric solutions, not to (directly) enhance its bottom 
line but to benefi t “humanity.” To what extent HP has been successful 
remains an open question given the stormy years the company has expe-
rienced over the past decade. This highlights the importance of bringing 
alive the mission internally, in a credible and sustainable way, so that 
employees will then choose to carry the company forward. Technically, 
“To make technical contributions for the advancement of welfare of 
humanity” qualifi es as a mission statement. But that is not enough if it 
rings hollow to its most important constituency—HP’s employees.

Wal-Mart: “To give ordinary folks the chance to buy the same things 

as rich people.” Love it or hate it, most people give Wal-Mart its due. 
As an organization it has, from its inception, been a strong propagator 
and champion of its corporate culture, which is the legacy of its founder, 
Sam Walton. Walton believed that a strong and united team dedicated 
to a common purpose was the key to a successful business. Over the 
years, Wal-Mart has become famous for everything from its internal 
training programs to its company cheer. Impacting over two million 
employees worldwide, Wal-Mart’s culture today is deeply ingrained and 
is uniform across its 7,800 stores spanning more than a dozen coun-
tries.22 The most important pillar supporting the company culture is its 
mission. Dozens of websites continue to quote the popularly known “To 
give ordinary folks the chance to buy the same things as rich people,” 
but those exact words are diffi cult to fi nd on Wal-Mart’s own website, 
where the offi cial mission is stated as: “Saving people money so they can 
live better.” While the two statements are not exactly the same, most 
would argue that they aim to deliver a similar outcome. The bottom 
line is that by coupling its business strategy to its focus on delivering 
the lowest possible prices to customers, and by harnessing its incompa-
rable resources, Wal-Mart has successfully changed the social paradigm 
of millions of people—fi rst in the United States and then, increasingly, 
in other countries as its geographical footprint expands. Through 
the delivery of its mission, Wal-Mart has transformed the lives of its 
employees, who have been motivated and inspired to be part of this 
social  experiment, as well as the lives of its millions of customers, who 
have enthusiastically  welcomed the opportunity to improve their lives 
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by fl ocking to its stores. Is this a mission statement that has a shelf life? 
No, not likely. Has the company fared better by focusing on its mission, 
rather than on making money? The answer is self-evident.

McKinsey & Company: “To help leading corporations and govern-

ments be more successful.” The McKinsey & Company mission state-
ment is probably one of the best illustrations of what a compelling 
purpose is capable of creating. The world didn’t need another man-
agement consulting fi rm when McKinsey fi rst set up shop in 1926. But 
from the very beginning it set the bar for its purpose and goals very 
high. The pursuit of money for its own sake was of relatively little inter-
est to the company’s founders. They were more interested in achiev-
ing excellence and greatness, and they set out to create a company that 
would be known for the superlative quality of its advice, which would 
be sought not only by companies, but by governments as well. Its mis-
sion statement, “To help leading corporations and governments be more 
 successful,” helped create not just a very successful company, but prob-
ably the benchmark against which most, if not all, management consult-
ing companies compare themselves. McKinsey started by recruiting only 
the best of the best, but it quickly found that it was being overwhelmed 
by the best graduates from the best universities, who were inspired by the 
opportunity—in the words of one McKinsey executive—“to change 
the world.” Does McKinsey make money?

Summary

The mission statement—particularly in the modern-day world, where 
our concerns and fears exist side-by-side with our ever-higher quality-
of-life expectations—has become a key strategic driver for companies 
looking for sustainable growth. Employee training and incentives play 
an essential role. True engagement, however, comes from the fulfi llment 
of a basic human need—to do something important; something fulfi ll-
ing. At a time when Asia is aggressively ascending, it will take genuinely 
visionary leadership to recognize the importance of engaged employ-
ees in the midst of dynamic, even breathtaking but distracting, growth. 
Secondly, the widespread but narrow, and frankly modest, expectation 
that business should be geared to “making money” for its own sake is 
anachronistic and detrimental to that very goal. This makes the single-
minded pursuit of money poetically ironic. Broader, more encompass-
ing, and people-directed company purposes are entirely more likely to 
create more “heroic” companies . . . that end up making more money.
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Core Values

“In the end, it is our ideas and values 
that have built this country.”

President Barack Obama, State of the Union 
Address, January 28, 2010

While vision provides direction and a destination for the organization, 
and mission provides its purpose, values spell out the principles that 
guide its “behavior.” Further, of the three guiding principles, “values” 
has more mainstream currency—both in and outside of Asia— making 
the concept more accessible and meaningful to people. This still has not 
prevented the concept from being underutilized and often altogether 
disregarded—both in and outside of Asia. In the West, however, this is 
already changing, for a variety of reasons, and it is in the supreme inter-
est of Asian CEOs to hasten their own understanding, adoption, and 
application of genuine core values.

Corporate values are extremely important. In fact, in a fast-changing 
world where technology, growth, and development are creating as many 
negative side-effects as benefi ts, consumers are increasingly demand-
ing accountability and social responsibility. Real, genuine, and sincere 
values are contributing to the emotional dimensions of brands. In some 
cases (for example, The Body Shop—see Figure 4.6), they have emerged 
as the leading edge of brand differentiation. Core values form an essen-
tial component of the overall process that results in the perception and 
image the customer has of the company or the product brand. In a cli-
mate where dynamic social changes are rapidly taking place, the rela-
tionship between core values and corporate/brand image is becoming 
more and more direct.

Corporate core values versus product brand values

Although “core values” are often better understood within the context 
of corporate brands (such as Virgin), it is important to understand that 
product brands (such as Coke, Always, or Crest) also need to own and 
convey their own values. In the case of Virgin, the issue is relatively 
straightforward and easy to understand. Virgin’s brand architecture strat-
egy (see Chapter 5) is largely “master branded.” This means that most 
of the products and businesses it owns and operates share the Virgin 
name. As a result, the core values of the Virgin corporate brand are 
automatically transferred to all its products and businesses. Procter & 
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Gamble (P&G), on the other hand, chooses an “invisible” brand archi-
tecture strategy—also known as “house of brands.” While P&G as a 
company defi nes itself by a set of company core values (among other 
things), its hundreds of individual product brands also refl ect core val-
ues of their own.

Figure 4.6  The declared values of The Body Shop compel certain 

communities of customers to shop there

Source: www.thebodyshop.com
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“Core values” defi ned

“. . . you cannot talk yourself out of things 
you’ve behaved yourself into.”

Paul Polman, CEO, Unilever

The value of values lies in how they encourage—even inspire— people, 
both consumers and employees, to behave. Within the company, core 
values, along with mission, help shape organizational behavior—
“behavior” being the operative term. Increasingly, companies in the 
West are recognizing that values provide the connection between 
the promise the company or the product brand makes, and execution—
that is, how consistently that promise is actually delivered. Employees 
are the key drivers in this equation, and values—depending on how 
 genuine and sincere they are, and what they are designed to achieve—
provide the motivation. As in the case of mission, employees—like 
 ordinary individuals—are more effective when they are provided with 
an opportunity to be better people; when they get the chance to contrib-
ute in some way to doing good or making the world a better place, in a 
direct or indirect way. Core values provide a catalyst for this.

While some companies are discovering the potency of this catalyst for 
the fi rst time, others such as Procter & Gamble are rediscovering their 
own long-established corporate characters in the belief that the effort 
will eventually lead to growth, without being growth-centric per se. 
As CEO Bob McDonald put it, P&G is following a “purpose-inspired 
growth strategy of touching and improving more consumers’ lives in 
more parts of the world . . . more completely.”23 In other words, P&G 
is looking at the needs people have—not just practical functional needs 
that the innovative features of P&G products can address, but those 
needs that help improve people’s lives. For P&G in emerging and devel-
oping markets, this often means fi nding new and creative ways to pro-
vide new and innovative products that raise the quality of people’s lives 
in an accessible and affordable way.

While corporate values can play a leading role in motivating and 
even inspiring employees, they are also extremely valuable in persuad-
ing customers to consider the company more favorably. One reason for 
this is that growth and development have contributed in a major way 
to damaging the world. Company values that result in responsible cor-
porate behavior will increasingly resonate with customers and  infl uence 
their brand choices. A second reason is that, while product innova-
tion will always be an important driver of brand choice,  consumers 
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are  increasingly looking at this as a “given.” They will simply expect 
 better products as a matter of course from the leading company brands. 
Satisfi ed that their functional needs will be addressed more or less 
equally, their actual choice will navigate to those brands whose values 
mirror their own.

But there are values, and then there are values. The committed mod-
ern manager aiming for growth in a responsible manner effectively 
now has a choice of two categories of values that may power his or her 
organization.

The moral code type of values

These are the more obvious and usual suspects: honesty, integrity, 
and morality. Then there are values such as teamwork, excellence, and 
responsibility, among others in the same vein. Different companies will 
display different combinations of these generic-type values. They pro-
vide the basis for a code of conduct for employees that also translates 
into reasons for customers to feel good about buying its brands.

Having said that, these obvious values may not necessarily serve all 
companies equally well. The fi ne line that separates an essential core 
value from something that has minimal impact—or even a negative 
one—on customers is based on how relevant the value is to the busi-
ness, as well as the prevailing circumstances. For instance, a bank that 
espouses values such as honesty and integrity might appeal to some cus-
tomers in an environment that is characterized by questionable moral 
conduct, such as was the case during the 2008/09 fi nancial crisis. 
However, other customers might react very differently. To these individ-
uals, those kinds of values amount to a very basic expectation, some-
thing they should be able to take for granted: that is, that banks will 
be honest, and that their employees will demonstrate integrity. Indeed, 
such customers may well be put off by, and lose confi dence in, compa-
nies that congratulate themselves on having the sorts of values that they 
consider a given.

Values which companies are perceived to value

This is why some companies that are universally perceived to have and 
practice solid moral code-type values (or are, at the very least, trusted) 
end up focusing on a different set of drivers altogether: practical brand-
related values—–that is, “things” that companies are perceived to value 
(as opposed to “generic” values). For instance, when asked what is the 
fi rst thing that comes to mind when they think of 3M, nine people out 
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of ten (particularly in the West) would say “innovation.” This suggests 
that there exists a perception that 3M values innovation. And, indeed, 
this is true. On its Canadian website, the company describes itself as 
“A global technology company delivering innovative solutions to life’s 
everyday needs.”24 While I would describe this as a mission statement 
(though it is not described as that on the site), the statement refl ects the 
value. Its US website, on the other hand, is more specifi c and identi-
fi es innovation as a company value; indeed, it is listed in second place. 
Yet, even a company as dedicated to delivering to its “mission” as 3M 
appears to be, doesn’t entirely divorce itself from also formally articulat-
ing two moral-code values: honesty and integrity.25

When a company successfully establishes an internal mentality, and builds 
the infrastructure that supports the practice of a value, that value takes on 
a life of its own and leads to outcomes that are essential to maintaining the 
company’s competitive advantage.

Thus, 3M values innovation. When a company successfully estab-
lishes an internal mentality, and builds the infrastructure that supports 
the practice of a value, that value takes on a life of its own and leads 
to outcomes that are essential to maintaining the company’s competi-
tive advantage. Just as the number of candidate values can literally be 
 infi nite, so is the number of competitive advantages each can deliver: 
new ideas, improvements, higher effi ciency, delivery of the customer 
promises, disruptive and creative thinking—the list is literally endless. 
Real and relevant core values can be very powerful.

Consider the values at Virgin: fun, entertainment, irreverence, and 
innovation.26 Not present are honesty and integrity, which doesn’t mean 
that Virgin doesn’t consider these values to be essential. They do. It is 
simply that they feel they are past the point of reminding people about 
them (if they ever did), in the sense that these values are solidly embed-
ded within the organization’s culture. Having moved beyond them, they 
are now effectively saying: We value the things we value because 
they directly result in the experience we want our employees and our 
customers to have with our brand. Founder Richard Branson describes 
Virgin values as “the glue that holds (the company) together.”27 
And Virgin is a good example of a company that is perceived to live 
its values successfully. Take fun, entertainment and irreverence as 
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 examples. If the company’s name was considered rather naughty in 
1969, when Richard Branson fi rst dreamt it up, it is today one of the 
most well known and powerful brand names in the world. To deliver 
on the connotations of the brand name, Branson has consistently staged 
a string of publicity stunts for which he has become both famous and 
notorious. For example, he dressed up in a wedding gown to promote 
the launch of Virgin Brides, he posed naked in a photo shoot for the 
launch of Virgin Cola (with only a six pack to preserve his modesty), 
and he was lowered into New York’s Times Square by crane from the 
top of the Bertelsmann Building wearing only a body stocking and a 
strategically placed cell-phone. His idea of fun has been internalized and 
morphed into the company’s culture. And Branson’s style has extended 
beyond the simple promotion of his brands. When British Airways made 
a move in 2008 to partner with American Airlines, which threatened to 
create a monopoly in the skies above the Atlantic, Branson expressed 
his dissenting opinion in a uniquely Virgin way: He plastered his fl eet 
of jets with what some described as the world’s largest bumper stickers, 
which said: “No Way BA/AA.”

Innovative? Yes, if being disruptive counts. Irreverent? Consistently. 
Entertaining and fun? Most defi nitely. Virgin’s values and its  escapades—
particularly those of its chief—have not necessarily made the company a 
benchmark for excellence or a paragon of virtue. But they send a strong 
message about what the company genuinely believes in. And to those cus-
tomer segments it appeals to, it does so strongly and convincingly.

As alluded to at the beginning of this section, the use of values as 
a strategic driver is only marginally better executed in the West than 
elsewhere. But this is changing quickly. In light of the massive social, 
economic, and environmental disruption of the past decade, and as a 
result of globalization and the ascendancy of countries such as China 
and India, entirely new consumer groups refl ecting diverse cultural char-
acteristics and expectations are emerging. In order to create meaningful 
dialogues with these groups, Western companies are rapidly reinvent-
ing themselves. They are recognizing these developments not as fads, 
but as permanent indicators of a new and constantly shifting landscape. 
The more successful companies such as Virgin view corporate values as 
strategic pillars that evolve as a genuine expression of the company’s 
personality and purpose, not through dispassionate and, in some cases, 
outsourced processes. Observes Virgin’s Branson: “In business schools, 
brand values are often discussed in terms of marketing, as though they 
are an end result of a scientifi c process, rather than embedded in a busi-
ness’s beginnings.”28
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Company values in Asia

In Asia the situation is different, and is characterized by three symp-
toms: (1) most companies continue to misunderstand the role and 
power of corporate values; (2) many others simply underutilize them; 
and (3) to a lesser degree, but nevertheless still visibly and problemati-
cally, some companies fail to understand the importance of the “promise 
and delivery” equation (as well as the implications of failing to deliver 
it consistently). The CEOs of these companies continue to believe that 
they can make money by taking short-cuts or short-changing their cus-
tomers. One exhaustive worldwide brand audit for an Asian-based hos-
pitality brand recorded the perception its employees had of its corporate 
values. These ranged from “not many values,” to “can’t think of any,” 
to “values infl uenced by money,” to “greed,” to “hard to understand 
because they are so different.”29

During the course of another major brand audit we conducted for an 
Asian luxury brand with operations in four Asian markets, we found 
company-wide confusion over too wide a spread of perceived values 
that more closely refl ected fi nancial objectives, personal wish lists, and 
expectations by management of employees, among other things.30 The 
COO, for instance, cited “credibility” and “trendsetting” as important 
values. Another senior executive talked about “passion, professional-
ism, and expertise.” A third cited “confi dence” and a “dynamic manage-
ment team.” Yet another believed the company valued “sincerity” and 
“ commitment from its employees” (though the latter value was  specifi cally 
identifi ed as being absent by another equally senior executive). The CEO 
himself identifi ed “integrity” and “trust” as important company values. 
Among lower-level and customer-facing employees, the picture was even 
more diffused. Perceived values ranged from “trust and reputation,” to 
“services,” to “relationships,” to “prestige,” to “self-image.” On a differ-
ent dimension of the spectrum, words such as “happiness” and friendship” 
were used. It was a case of everything but the kitchen sink.

This company clearly exhibited an absence of formal institutionalized 
values. As a result, employees began to assume (or hope for) a long list 
of disparate and different things. Others were simply not aware that the 
company had any formal values and were certainly not infl uenced to 
behave in any specifi c way. The result was an internal mess that pre-
vented the company from harnessing what, for the most part, were posi-
tive employee attitudes. This was especially true given that the external 
picture—customers—suggested a perception of an overall (if ill-defi ned 
and unfocused) set of good values. The formal customer research that 
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was undertaken at the same time across the same markets revealed 
that customers viewed this company as valuing “honesty and sincerity” 
and “personalized service.” Whether these three values were “relevant” 
to the company’s strategic goals was something the company manage-
ment had never explored. As a result, they could never really exploit 
them, because, prior to the research, they were unaware of them. The 
managers of this company simply didn’t know what they didn’t know. 
This reasonably successful company was successful in spite of itself, 
which is another way of saying it was not living up to its potential.

Too many Asian companies across the region are failing to recognize the 
importance of core values. As a consequence, they are failing to harness 
the power that core values have to influence two critical stakeholder 
groups: employees internally and customers  externally.

Unfortunately, the above two examples of very high-profi le Asian 
companies that are failing to recognize the importance of core values 
are not exceptional. Too many companies in the region are failing to 
harness the power that core values have to infl uence two critical stake-
holder groups: employees internally and customers externally.

In Singapore, customer service standards is a hotly debated public 
issue. Everyone from customers, to customer lobby groups, to business 
associations, and especially the government, have weighed in with criti-
cisms, opinions, and recommendations for improving what, most agree, 
are unacceptably low standard levels for a city-nation that is aiming to 
be recognized as a leading global destination. According to the Singapore 
Management University’s Customer Satisfaction Index (CSISG), 
Singapore’s score dipped over two consecutive years (2007 and 2008).31 
Yet over this same period, dozens, if not hundreds, of articles appeared 
in newspapers, countless government ministers addressed conferences 
and seminars on the subject, and surveys and research were commis-
sioned—all aimed at improving standards. Even national movements such 
as GEMS (Go the Extra Mile for Service) attracted more than the usual 
attention. Overall, the effort has been credible and commendable. But as 
wide-ranging as the discussion has been, it has for the most part failed 
to recognize the principal driver of human behavior—values. The focus 
of the thinking—and the solutions—hasn’t traveled beyond superfi -
cial levels of predictable prescriptions: better business processes, more 
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 training, and better technology.32 Training in the absence of  motivation 
is the equivalent of taking a horse to water but not being able to make it 
drink. A notable exception is the comment attributed to Ho Kwon Ping, 
chairman of SMU and CEO of Banyan Tree Hotels. In an SMU article, 
he was quoted as saying that values play a fundamental role in the ser-
vice delivery of Banyan Tree Hotels: “. . . that great service, at the end 
of the day, comes from people who perform consistently, every day with 
love and quality.”33 Employees who don’t want to provide good service 
simply won’t—regardless of whatever training they get, or however much 
technology improves their working environment. As helpful and useful 
as these are, they are not suffi cient in themselves. Employees need to want 
to do it. It is about motivation and, ultimately engagement, which rely on 
core values being in place.

In misunderstanding the potential power that core values are able 
to harness, company managers in Asia also misunderstand how to go 
about identifying those values that are most relevant and appropriate 
for their needs and circumstances. Values, like mission statements, need 
to be carefully chosen at the very beginning of a company’s history. The 
more frequently they are demonstrated, the more tangible and credible 
they emerge and the more synonymous with the company they become.

Whether the company is a start-up looking to position itself (through 
a formal branding exercise) or a veteran operator seeking to reposi-
tion itself, it needs to undertake an expansive brand audit. It will need 
to audit itself, its customers, and its own category. The output of this 
effort must be carefully synthesized to deliver a clear and honest  picture 
of the relevant facts—a reality check, in effect. A reality check of market 
 circumstances, of customer needs and expectations, but most importantly, 
of itself. What are its strengths and weaknesses? What do customers and 
(essentially) employees really think of its products? Its claims? Its image? 
Its leadership? But the reality in Asia is that most managers are reluctant 
to engage in this kind of soul-searching research, to the point of resis-
tance. Most think they already know; the rest don’t think it is important.

A company’s most important stakeholders will always be its employees. 
Without engaged employees who are motivated and willing to deliver, there 
is no company—or, at least not one of present or future substance.

If the fi rst step in a company’s identifying its core values is looking 
around—and then at—itself, the second is taking what it has learned 
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to its most important stakeholders: not its customers or shareholders, 
but its employees. Without engaged employees who are motivated and 
willing to deliver, there is no company—or, at least not one of present 
or future substance.

Taking what it has learned to employees means opening a real chan-
nel of communication and inviting them to engage in discussions and 
debates about what the corporate values ought to be. And employees 
are in an ideal position to be partners to management in this process: 
they are closer to reality—being on the ground, or closer to customers at 
the delivery end—than managers ever will be, and their insights count.

Message to the CEO: You cannot build a company in today’s environment 
on your own.

Message to the CEO: You cannot build a company in today’s envi-
ronment on your own. Yet, that is what many CEOs attempt to do. The 
thinking in Asia is that values, like goals and objectives, are best decided 
exclusively by management. But without input from customers (from the 
outside) and employees (from the inside), the result is normally a very 
predictable laundry list of virtuous characteristics that are likely to be 
irrelevant to the company’s “character” and unhelpful in helping it deliver 
its vision moving forward. The values that such an approach  creates are 
either not disseminated to employees, or are dismissed by them as irrele-
vant or impractical. For all intended purposes, these “values” are useless.

Core values versus the laundry list

Visit the websites of any random dozen Asian companies and click on 
“Values.” Nine times out of ten, you will fi nd a laundry list of values that 
try too hard to portray the company as an embodiment of goodness. And, 
it seems, the more values one espouses, the better. One leading private 
hospital in South Asia listed no fewer than eight values and values-related 
characteristics: successful partnerships; innovation;  fl exibility; teamwork; 
excellence; value creation; and, of course, honesty and integrity.

Real values infl uence what a company does, how its employ-
ees behave, and how it is perceived. They are therefore important 
and valuable. But nothing that is important and valuable is easy to 
deliver. It is diffi cult enough for individuals to live up to their own val-
ues. Attempting to persuade groups of individuals—numbered in the 
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 hundreds, or even thousands—to bring to life and keep alive those 
 values that a company has declared defi ne it, is a far more diffi cult chal-
lenge. It is never a matter of simply espousing them, as should be obvi-
ous. Major initiatives—as well as personal commitments to principles 
and ideas—are needed if even one single value is to come close to being 
perceived as “real.” It is a process requiring a collective effort. Virgin’s 
Branson: “Catherine Salway (group brand director) has put together a 
structure to ensure that every company in the Virgin Group is aware of 
our values and also our customers’ expectations. . . . We now operate 
in 29 countries, employ 50,000 people and serve millions of customers 
every month—we cannot be complacent.”34 To say that it is diffi cult to 
bring brand values to life is a serious understatement. The more focus 
and genuine effort is invested, the better the chance that they will come 
alive and accurately defi ne the company.

The more values a company commits itself to beyond a certain num-
ber of “core” values, the more diffi cult it will be to keep each of them 
“real.” It is diffi cult enough to successfully “live” one value, let alone 
six, eight, or even ten. People not only expect companies to live up to 
their promised values, but are sophisticated enough to recognize when 
that isn’t likely to be possible. This can happen when they are presented 
with a long “laundry list” of values. Where there is no credibility, there 
is no respect.

Although there is no optimum number of values a company should 
adopt, I would suggest that four is more than enough to keep the com-
pany challenged, real, and honest.

And as to the mix of values? There will always be debate on the merits 
and appropriateness of moral code-type values versus the more practical, 
open-ended values companies choose to value. While my point of view 
might disappoint some for being predictable, it doesn’t necessarily dimin-
ish its desirability: go with a mix. In many cases, customers will need to 
be reassured that your company is honest and has integrity. But beyond 
providing reassurance, you will also need practical values that facilitate 
the creation of products and services that are unique, ahead of their time, 
or simply inspiring. Make sure that these values are relevant and real.

The truth about corporate values is that they are not valued by most Asian 
companies.
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The opportunity

The truth about corporate values is that they are not valued by most 
Asian companies. The brutal truth is that they can be so powerful, that 
the absence of meaningful or real values can rob a company of a poten-
tially completely different—and better—destiny.

The fl ip-side of that coin provides two very powerful opportunities 
that, when properly deployed, are potential game changers.

Opportunity #1: Customers becoming increasingly interested in 
who they are buying products and services from. And they can afford 
to be selective, because they are spoiled for choice. Available to them 
is a wide array of quality products, all of which deliver excellent func-
tional benefi ts, so there is no need to compromise. They are increasingly 
demanding brands that are responsible or show visible signs of having 
a conscience. Asian consumers are no different. The fi rst Asian brands 
that make a meaningful effort to demonstrate strong and compelling 
values will likely attract the attention of consumers not only in Asia, but 
the world over. And the sooner Asian companies “get” this the better. 

Opportunity #2: The second opportunity lies within a universally 
shared aphorism: “You are what you are.” As individuals, we cannot 
escape from the cultures that shape us and the personal characters we 
create growing up in our indigenous environments. This is true also 
of Asian companies. When we talk about the importance of values, 
we need to recognize that, in Asia, we must also include “Asian” val-
ues. Independent of linguistic diversity and other cultural differences, 
all Northeast Asian societies (China, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Japan, 
and Korea) are culturally indebted to Confucianism. Though more 
diverse, Southeast Asia (Indonesia, Thailand, the Philippines, Malaysia, 
Singapore, and Vietnam) is strongly characterized by a broad Malay 
ethnic identity with substantial non-Malay minorities (in regional terms, 
as in the case of Singapore). However, both groups have interests in 
common: orderly society, fi lial piety, social harmony, and respect for 
authority, among others. These are enduring values that are rarely men-
tioned on the websites of Asian companies. Instead, many Asian com-
panies appear to believe that success lies in pretending to be Western. 
However, pretending to be something you are not never works. You are 
what you are. Rather than ignore or conceal them, Asian companies 
need to embrace their Asian values. Knowing who you are, and cele-
brating it, creates authenticity as well as an  internal  company  culture 
that  generates pride and self-esteem. The  opportunities  inherent in this 
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are further magnifi ed by the increasing interest of the West in all things 
Asian, including Asian values. Asian provenance is increasingly the 
new “cool.”

Summary

Our everyday practices, not our espoused values, defi ne who we are. In 
other words, it is not what we say, but what we do, that matters. What 
we do is generally the product of what we value. This is as true of busi-
ness as it is of life. And what we value can range from the ingrained 
but universally revered moral code type of values, to valuing basically 
anything that leads directly to a desirable outcome. As elementary as 
this sounds, there is overwhelming evidence that companies across Asia 
demonstrate a disturbing absence of practiced values while espousing a 
virtuous corporate character that claims to “care” (about quality; about 
customers; about service—and anything else considered important to 
say to a customer). Many of these companies are simply not “walking 
the talk.”

The widespread absence of real and practiced values by many Asian 
companies provides many other companies in the region with a unique 
opportunity. Internally, values can energize employees by engaging them 
at a visceral level. Externally, values deliver what consumers today 
expect (beyond good-quality products): a caring, conscientious, and 
responsible approach to business; or products and services that rede-
fi ne what is “cool,” or which solve a problem in an ingenious way, or 
address a need consumers didn’t even know they had.

In addition to tapping into the universal moral code and practical 
values, Asian companies have the unique advantage of being able to tap 
into something that is increasingly gaining global currency: the power 
and appeal of Asian values.

CHARTING THE ROAD TO A 
SUCCESSFUL BUSINESS

“Pre-branding” consists of a set of strategic steps every company must 
follow if it hopes to create customer preference and, more importantly, 
customer loyalty.

Running a successful business is a process, not a secret available only 
to a select few. Asian managers stand to benefi t a great deal simply 
by being aware of the compelling logic. Looking at the process from 
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a “bird’s-eye view” (Figure 4.7), one can see how straightforward and 
logical are the steps involved. The “bird’s-eye view” construct is, in fact, 
another way to view the Business and Branding Flowchart discussed at 
the start of this chapter. It is best appreciated if viewed from the end, 
rather than the beginning.

Preference and loyalty

We start at the bottom of the fi gure with customer preference and 
loyalty. This is the end-game. This is what your company should be 
aiming to secure: customer preference for your brand over the alter-
natives; and, even more importantly, customer satisfaction that keeps 
them coming back—loyalty. So, this is the goal. How do we make 
this happen?

Company/Product
Brand Image

Attributes,
Features, and

Service

BRAND PROPOSITION

Employees Deliver

Operations and Organizational Structure and Philosophy/Core Values

Company Mission

CEO Vision

Strategic Business Objectives

Preference Loyalty

• Values
• Trust
• Confidence
• Customer 

Relationship

Figure 4.7 Running a successful business: A bird’s-eye view

Source: “The Bird’s-Eye View,” BrandAsian, 2010. All rights reserved.
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The brand proposition

You don’t have to be a branding guru to recognize that people will 
only try your brand if it offers something that is unique, differentiated, 
or appealing in some other way. This amounts to the brand proposi-
tion: what your product is all about (identity); what it does (function); 
and what it promises (benefi t).

The brand image

You cannot promise something that is unique or different unless it 
is supported by a positive and credible company or brand image. 
The image of the brand is, in turn, the product of two elements that 
complement one another. On the right side of the construct are the 
“hard” elements: the physical attributes and features of the product or 
the  service—what it literally does for the customer. So, if it is soap, it 
cleans. If it is a watch, it tells the time. On the left side of the construct 
are the “soft” elements—those intangible things that support the prod-
uct attributes and features. They might include what the brand believes 
in—its values; or the reputation of trust that it has created over time; or 
the  perception of good customer relationships it may have in the minds 
of some customers. So, in simple terms, the physical product attributes of 
the brand, combined with the intangible associations customers have 
of the brand, contribute to the overall image the company enjoys. The 
image provides  credibility to the brand proposition—what is actually 
promised the customer. Combined, they deliver preference and loyalty.

Many Asian decision makers are sure-footed up to this stage, but not 
beyond it.

A smart Asian manager will ask the question: What do I need to do 
to deliver customer preference and loyalty? Just saying, “Buy my brand 
because it’s the best” to a customer is manifestly not enough, but that is 
exactly what often happens in Asia. What is needed is the understand-
ing and the will to go beyond the “saying.”

Employees deliver

This brings us to a central truth that should be self-evident, but often is 
not. Those who deliver consistent quality at the assembly line, or great 
service with a genuine smile at the customer point, are the same people 
who generate the intangibles so valued by customers—such as trust, 
confi dence, and customer relationships. The “doers” are employees. 
They deliver. No one else does, because no one else can.
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So, if we accept that employees are the facilitators of the end-result 
companies are aiming for, we have to ask ourselves: How do we get them 
to do this willingly? Incentives (such as bonus payments) and disincen-
tives (such as fear of losing one’s job) are not on their own suffi cient to 
engage employees to the extent that they want to deliver. And they need 
to want to deliver. Great brands are created and maintained by commit-
ted stakeholders who love and are proud of what they do.

Operations and organizational structure, and philosophy/core values

What engages employees lies within the management structure and phi-
losophy of the company. How the company is organized (for instance, in 
a hierarchical or fl at structure) has a signifi cant impact on policies such 
as empowerment. The more (appropriately) empowered an individual 
is, the more engaged and motivated he or she is likely to be in regards to 
personal responsibility and collective goals. As for philosophy, company 
core values are key. If the company truly believes in something inspiring 
or worthwhile, its employees will rally around it.

Company mission

The pillar that provides the company with its sense of worth and sub-
stantiates the core values it lives by is the purpose it has set for itself. 
And, as mentioned earlier, having as its purpose the making of money 
will neither motivate a company’s facilitators nor—ironically—guaran-
tee fi nancial success. The purpose of the company (its mission) creates 
an essential frame of reference that provides relevance to its employees 
and, ultimately, its customers.

CEO vision

For a company’s values and mission to be relevant and aligned, the CEO 
needs to set its direction and declare a destination. What the CEO wants 
to achieve, and where he or she wants to go, provides context for every-
one else in the company to consider and allows them to calibrate their 
jobs to help get there. The absence of the CEO’s vision, therefore, can 
only result in a rudderless company.

Strategic business objectives

For the right direction and destination to be set, the company needs to 
be very clear about what business it is in. Diversifi cation, which often 
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translates into distraction, seriously undermines a company’s ability to 
do any single thing well. Confusion over business goals and business 
strategy either misdirects or totally suppresses the visioning process.

It should be clear by now that the “bird’s-eye view” construct is a 
series of critical, interdependent steps that trigger one another, ulti-
mately impacting the company’s ability to do what it wants to do, 
which is to create customer preference and loyalty for its brands. Fail 
to include any one of those steps, and the construct will be seriously 
undermined.
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5

BRAND STRATEGY

It is almost axiomatic that if CEOs don’t pay suffi cient attention to 
brand positioning, they will pay even less attention to brand strategy. 
And the evidence in the fi eld bears this out. Whatever brand strategy 
might be inferred of brands doing business in Asia, most of it is by acci-
dent, not by design. Therefore, its impact is usually weak and may even 
damage the brand itself.

Brand strategy involves important choices that the CEO must make 
about a range of brand- (and ultimately business-) related issues if he 
or she is to control and infl uence events and deliver competitive advan-
tages. The absence of brand strategy, on the other hand, hands control 
to competitors and results in no competitive advantage.

IF YOU DON’T MAKE A CHOICE, THE CHOICE 
MAKES YOU

In an environment where business leaders gravitate to wanting it all, 
“selective choices” as a strategic consideration is largely ignored. 
“Choice”—in the sense of which opportunities should be exploited, 
as well as those which should be avoided despite whatever might be 
gained—is, on the surface, a logical consideration. In reality, this dis-
cipline is replaced by an opportunistic mentality, where most of the 
attention and effort is directed to wherever the making of easy money 
appears to be most possible. This, at best, results in mediocrity; at 
worst, it can position the company in a declining trajectory.

Brand strategy includes several essential elements that need to be con-
sidered carefully by all CEOs. These elements won’t all be relevant to all 
companies in all industries, but it is the consideration of each in the fi rst 
place that determines what is—and is not—relevant. Furthermore, in 
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one way or another, everything is connected. If one of these elements is 
poorly addressed or badly executed, it will inevitably adversely impact 
all the others in the company’s eco-chain.

Among the most important brand strategy drivers that can impact 
companies in one way or another are the following:

Differentiation

Emotional dimension

Focused target audience

Ability to innovate and remain relevant

CEO involvement and leadership

Employee involvement and commitment

Intelligent brand architecture

CSR: the new branding imperative.

Each of these drivers provides several alternatives that CEOs will 
need to consider before making those choices that are relevant to their 
businesses. Many of them are interconnected. (For example, differenti-
ation and emotional dimensions both contribute directly to the brand 
positioning.) There are no right or wrong choices per se. What makes 
one choice “right” for a company depends entirely on its unique circum-
stances. The choices most suitable to any given company are those that 
link up to its core business and, most importantly, its business strategy. 
Effective brand strategy and a compelling brand positioning are directly 
linked to a clear and articulated business strategy.

DIFFERENTIATION

“Me-tooism,” although certainly not invented in Asia, seems to be a 
 practice that Asian CEOs will nonetheless end up perfecting—unless they 
change.

For what amounts to an elementary driver that infl uences the choices 
made by most people, differentiation is notably absent from the stra-
tegic considerations of many Asian companies. “Me-tooism,” although 
certainly not invented in Asia, seems to be a practice that Asian CEOs 
will nonetheless end up perfecting—unless they change.

There is nothing mysterious or complicated about the concept: “differ-
entiation” means delivering real difference. The word “real” doesn’t 
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necessarily just mean differences that amount to tangible  product 
 features or attributes—in other words, rational (tangible) differentia-
tion. It can also mean (for reasons that will be explained below) emo-
tional (intangible) differentiation. This latter dimension opens up a 
can of worms for many Asian CEOs, mostly because it is conceptual in 
nature and generally requires some imagination—and I mean no offense 
when I say this. Too many hard-nosed businesspeople in the region are 
focused mostly on what amounts to low-hanging fruit—that is, what is 
visible or obvious and most readily accessible.

I spent more than 13 months working closely with the CEO and 
chairman of one of Asia’s largest conglomerates. A multibillion-dollar 
empire, it operates businesses ranging from property development 
to fi nance to hotels. The task we had been assigned was to reposi-
tion its Asian-based network of hotels as an international network. 
We undertook a considerable amount of primary research and ran 
a series of probing workshops in six or so international markets. 
Our research (as well as common sense) indicated the need to dif-
ferentiate our client from the other luxury hotel chains. Our research 
confi rmed that, such was the level of commoditization that so many 
high-end hotel brands had managed to reach, customers were begin-
ning to consider most luxury hotel brands as somewhat interchange-
able. In the end, and in spite of our suggesting a number of very 
different—even inspiring— positioning ideas, the CEO settled for the 
same international luxury hotel recipe that characterizes most opera-
tors. The only difference was that he fabricated an inferior facsimile 
of the pre-existing, and better-known, global brand names who were 
there fi rst. He wasn’t afraid of the new ideas we provided; he simply 
lacked imagination.

“Unfortunately, most Chinese companies continue to search for 
the courage to risk being different, and thus prefer to copy or 

make derivatives of the designs of others. . . .”

David Wolf, CEO, The Wolf Group Asia

Though this response is symptomatic of brands in almost all cat-
egories in Asia, the hotel category seems to work harder to exemplify 
this absence of imagination and stubborn persistence in replicating 
what is believed already works. Consequently—apart from one nota-
ble exception—the region’s hospitality landscape is awash with Asian 
hotel brands that look, sound, and even feel the same as the interna-
tional benchmarks they are effectively trying to copy. The exception is 
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the Banyan Tree Hotel Resort Group. While virtually all other Asian 
hotel brands are clones of their Western counterparts, Banyan Tree is 
demonstrating just how powerful differentiation can be. Instead of 
 pretending to be a Western brand, Banyan Tree has embraced its Asian-
ness. Its management, headed by Executive Chairman Ho Kwon Ping, 
has shrewdly and correctly concluded the obvious: (1) Success lies 
in being yourself. You are what you are what you are. Banyan Tree is 
Asian; there is no getting around that fact. (2) Why would they even 
want to get around that fact? Synonymous with Asian values are grace 
and  hospitality—drivers central to the hotel category. To the forward-
 thinking Ho, it was neither diffi cult nor complicated to decide on a 
brand positioning that coupled the idea of the “romance of travel”1 
with the brand values of romance and intimacy and an Asian brand 
personality. By having the courage to be itself, rather than pretend to 
be someone else, Banyan Tree broke away from the conventional wis-
dom that defi ned hotel luxury. The hotel resort chain has—from its very 
inception—successfully defi ned itself with a clear and compelling, dif-
ferentiated brand proposition. In a relatively short period of time, it has 
emerged as one of the most successful hotel brands in the world.

Differentiation is a crucial part of the effort of any brand to draw 
attention and interest to itself and is a principal conduit for sustainable 
success. Young & Rubicam’s Brand Asset Valuator® has calculated that 
brands that demonstrate effective differentiation enjoy up to 50 percent 
higher operating margins over companies whose products or services 
demonstrate either little or no differentiation. The numbers were even 
more dramatic with operating earnings (270 percent) and market cap 
growth (250 percent).2

While the concept of “different � appealing” is neither complex nor 
complicated to understand, differentiation nevertheless continues to be 
markedly absent from products and services in many categories in Asia. 
The usual excuses range from “too diffi cult” to “we sell commodities” 
to—as the hotel category illustrates—“why not stick with what works?” 
The absence of perspective contributes signifi cantly to the existence and 
perpetuation of the fi rst two reasons. As for the third reason, copying 
someone else’s product, service, or idea manifestly doesn’t work—at 
least, not in a sustainable way. So, Asian companies looking to build 
long-term futures need seriously to reassess this “strategy.”

Differentiation may not be an easy or straightforward process, but 
it is doable. The inability of some companies to create differentiation 
for their products or services is often not so much the result of a lack of 
effort, but a lack of imagination.
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Perspective

Perspective—the ability and willingness to look at something from a 
completely different angle—often provides something where previ-
ously nothing was perceived to exist. As Harvard Business School’s 
Professor Theodore Levitt once famously declared: “You can differenti-
ate anything.”3

Companies that sell commodities are most guilty of believing that a 
commodity is, well, a commodity, and as such, can only be marketed on 
the basis of price and quality (often in that order). CEOs of these com-
panies have little time or patience for branding, as their starting point 
is that differentiation is almost impossible and therefore is not worth 
spending time, effort, and money on pursuing.

The irony is that business-to-business companies marketing com-
modities are perhaps most in need of, and may benefi t the most from, 
differentiated brand positionings and brand strategies. It is, after all, 
manifestly easier (relatively speaking) to differentiate a consumer prod-
uct that offers multiple permutations of everything from its functional 
applications to the packaging it comes in, than it is to differentiate one 
brand of, say, sugar, wheat, or beans from another. Clearly, greater 
efforts at differentiation must be made with what are perceived to be 
commodities if a sustainable business is to be built.

Consider water, for instance. My generation grew up taking water 
for granted. In Australia, it was (and remains) safe to drink water from 
taps. It is (and remains), relatively speaking, free. And when I was a 
boy, drinking water was as exciting as watching grass grow. As kids, 
we wanted Coke®, or at least something that tasted sweet and was fun 
to drink. Water was boring. The very idea of anyone trying to convince 
us to pay for something that was dull, and was available for free, would 
have been considered absurd at the time.

Apparently, that idea wasn’t so absurd to the folks at Evian. Although 
bottled water had been around in one form or another since the early 
1800s, it wasn’t until the 1970s that it started to enjoy mainstream 
appreciation or even awareness. The health craze that characterized 
the 1970s and 1980s provided Evian with an opportunity to redefi ne the 
image of water and in the process make it a mainstream product for 
which people would be willing to pay money.

Evian led the industry and successfully transformed what many 
 people considered a commodity into a differentiated and much sought-
after product. In 2006 the bottled water category was estimated to 
be worth about US$61 billion. The market is forecast to reach some 
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US$86.5 billion by 2011—a growth of around 42 percent.4 Not bad for 
boring water.

Transforming a category that seemed impossible to differentiate into 
a highly differentiated one hasn’t been limited to the water category. 
When telecom company Orange emerged in Europe in 1994, it was 
faced with an overcrowded and ruthlessly competitive marketplace. The 
company chose to eschew the approach traditionally favored by other 
telecoms, which was to communicate features and attributes. Instead, 
Orange chose to differentiate itself by opting for a more intangible 
message: It focused on human values. This approach was, at the time, 
genuinely disruptive and instantly differentiated the brand from its com-
petitors. While delivering on all the functional product expectations that 
customers took for granted, it went further and invited them into a rela-
tionship. Instead of articulating and promising values, it demonstrated 
them. Its brand name was unique and disarming, its corporate identity 
bold and arresting, and its customer language direct and clear. In time, 
Orange became for its customers the friendly, honest, straightforward, 
refreshing, and dynamic brand that its values promised it wanted to be.5 
Today, the brand is synonymous with innovative, exciting, customer-
centric services.

Instead of selling coffee, Starbucks’ brand positioning almost made 
coffee incidental to the more relevant and compelling experience that 
differentiates the brand. Starbucks recognized that selling coffee was 
not the game. That it needed to sell great coffee was considered a given. 
The management at Starbucks knew it needed to move beyond selling 
great coffee and create something that was not only differentiated, but 
also memorable and worthy of repeat purchase and loyalty. They did 
what no other company had previously bothered to do: They took a 
critical look at the market landscape, which at the time was divided into 
only two major categories: instant coffee and gourmet packaged coffee. 
By adopting a different perspective, Starbucks extended the landscape 
by adding two more quadrants and in the process quickly recognized 
where its opportunity rested: in the High Quality/Experience space (see 
Figure 5.1). In time, that experience matured into what became a cred-
ible stake in people’s lives: what the company calls “third place,”6 the 
fi rst two (according to Starbucks) being home and work.

Singapore Airlines (SIA) provides perhaps one of the most compel-
ling examples of how a generic benefi t can be tangibly differentiated. 
Among the many things fi rst-tier airlines claim and work hard to deliver 
is “service.” Like the hospitality industry, service emerges as a basic 
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given—expected by customers from all airlines. Instead of moving away 
from it, SIA chose to adopt a different perspective on the concept of ser-
vice. Instead of accepting the conventional wisdom that defi ned good—
or even great—airline service, SIA took it upon itself to defi ne SIA 
service: It came up with its own interpretation—its own defi nition—of 
service. In consistently delivering something that was effectively differ-
ent, SIA not only succeeded in converting a generic benefi t into one that 
was differentiated, but also assumed ownership of it.

So powerful is the association SIA has with exceptional and propri-
etary service in all three cabin classes, analysts consider it improbable 
that SIA could eliminate its fi rst class, as many other airlines have done 
in the wake of the 2009 global economic crisis: “It is almost unthink-
able for SIA not to offer fi rst class travel for the major sectors it fl ies, 
since this is an airline—more than any other—that has made luxury 
travel a class of its own.”7

Donut shops, diners, etc.

Gourmet packaged coffee

Instant coffees

Premium Quality

Budget Quality

General
Product

Experience

Figure 5.1  The coffee market landscape in the United States in the 

early 1970s

Source: BrandAsian.
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The Strategic Role of Differentiation

Where does differentiation work best? An advertising person will say 
that differentiation lies in the creative executional end of the process—in 
other words, the advertising (see Figure 5.2). While this is partly true, 
the reasoning is mostly fl awed as it often fails to recognize that an impor-
tant formative phase precedes and infl uences it: the branding phase.

Differentiation is a strategic imperative. This means it lies in the brand 
blueprint and is expressed through the brand positioning.

Differentiation is a strategic imperative. This means it lies in the 
brand blueprint and is expressed through the brand positioning. Further, 
it is a fi xed concept. In other words, the differentiation that counts 
the most is the enduring type that separates the brand from others 
at the core identity level. This identity is typically created once, and is 
 consolidated over time. The role of advertising is to harness the essence 

1.    The brand blueprint
2.    Consumer insights
3.    Local market
       circumstances and
       opportunities

Branding Advertising
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1.    The brand positioning
2.    Core brand benefits
3.    Core brand values
4.    Brand personality
5.    Brand attributes
6.    Company mission 
7.    Company vision

Fixed

The brand promise
emerges from the confluence
of the three elements below:

Dynamic

Figure 5.2 The branding–advertising construct

Source: BrandAsian.
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of the brand’s strategic differentiation and express it in a  creative way 
through one or more ideas that resonate with customers at a local 
level. Advertising ideas are dynamic and will change from campaign 
to campaign. Strategic differentiation doesn’t change; it is fi xed. That 
is, through constantly reinforcing itself, it becomes stronger and more 
clearly defi ned over time.

Summary

Differentiation is not an optional consideration; it is a must-have essen-
tial. And as Levitt points out, “Everything can be differentiated, even 
so-called ‘commodities’ from cement, to copper, to wheat, to air cargo, 
to marine insurance, etc. There is no such thing as a commodity, only 
people who act and think like commodities.”8 But being different for 
the sake of being different isn’t enough. Differentiation must be rele-
vant and credible to its stakeholders (customers, employees, investors), 
as well as sustainable in the short, near, and long term.

EMOTIONAL DIMENSION

The central, most important component of any powerful brand is dif-
ferentiation: that which makes your brand unique in a relevant way to 
your customers. As self-evident as this crucial ingredient is, vast quanti-
ties of products and services manufactured and delivered to customers 
in Asia continue to be facsimiles of what others are already providing. 
This leads to one inevitable outcome—competition based on price. This 
is, sooner or later, a death strategy.

Differentiation is not about adding a lengthy list of attributes and 
features to your product, or shouting the loudest that you are “best.” 
Besides, those features may not always be relevant to or wanted by your 
customers. Often, they are considered to be overkill by people who are 
increasingly looking more for complementary lifestyle personal accesso-
ries (think the iPod).

The most effective way that brands differentiate themselves is through 
their “emotional dimensions.” The most unique thing about human 
beings is our involuntary predilection to be emotional. If you doubt this, 
stop for a moment and critically review a decision that you have made. 
Perhaps you compiled a list of “must-have” qualities you expect in your 
life partner: intellect, sensitivity, education, a good background, etc. Or 
perhaps, when you last bought a car, you decided that it must be safe, 
reliable, big enough for the family, etc. While those elements played an 
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 important role in your assessment, in the end you may have found 
that your heart ruled. You married the guy your mother warned you 
about. You chose your car because, well . . . it was just so sexy and 
you  decided you just had to have it. Where decisions pit what we need 
against what we want, we tend to rationalize the emotional dimension.

I am not a big fan of behavioral models, but I make an exception for 
Maslow and his “Hierarchy of Needs.” Most of us are familiar with 
the model. It is pyramid shaped and divided into fi ve ascending layers 
of “needs.” The bottom two layers—physiological and safety needs—
are markedly separated from the top three—love/affection/belonging; 
esteem; and self-actualization. The bottom two layers represent, in 
effect, physical dimensions. The top three represent emotional dimen-
sions. Many of us living in Asia today—though certainly not all—are 
spared the daunting battle for daily survival. We don’t worry about 
where we will fi nd food, shelter, and safety. We have broader needs and 
ambitions, as well as hopes for fuller, more meaningful, and more enjoy-
able lives. Most of our energy is devoted to satisfying Maslow’s top 
three hierarchical needs. We crave affection and love, and we hanker to 
belong (to a team, a club, a gang, our family unit. . .); we struggle 
to raise our self-esteem; and many of us have even higher needs—
self-actualization, which can come from several sources ranging from 
religion to self-induced enlightenment. We spend our lives in an emo-
tional crucible searching for a measure of happiness. Being emotional is 
part of the human condition.

The end-result is: We think with our minds, but—brand owners take 
note—we act with our hearts.

As already mentioned, a fundamental equation that businesses must 
master is: brands � promise & delivery. The promise breaks down into 
two components: the functional (the nuts and bolts of the product) and 
the emotional (the intangible dimensions of the product).

Attributes and functional product features are very important, but—
and this is the critical thing—in today’s consumer landscape, they are a 
given. In other words, the increasing minimum expectation by sophisti-
cated, empowered customers who are awash with choices is that your 
product or service will deliver on its functional promise—and deliver 
very well: that this razor blade will provide a close shave; that this soap 
will clean and moisturize well; that this car will get me safely from A to 
B; that this budget airline will provide low-cost fares. But the extent 
to which the brand delivers on its functional promise will not, on its 
own, automatically create preference. It is important to emphasize this 
point, because the evidence suggests that companies in Asia are not 
grasping this. Vast numbers of companies are continuing to launch and 
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market an endless parade of brands that are largely undifferentiated. 
The most prevalent reason for this is a legacy of the old trading mental-
ity: the expectation that, simply because I make stuff, people will buy it.

Asian brands have lost out to Western brands precisely because they have 
failed to create emotional relationships with customers. While the Asian 
busi ness narrative has limited itself to attributes, features, and price, Asian 
consumers have long been saying: “excite me,” “move me,” “uplift me.”

Why are emotional dimensions in brands so important? Because 
 people are emotional. And because brands help people defi ne themselves 
emotionally. To the extent that the “defi nition of self” comes directly 
and indirectly from a brand—be it an ideology or a wristwatch—the 
emotional component is certain to be very high. Asian brands have lost 
out to Western brands precisely because they have failed to create emo-
tional relationships with customers. While the Asian business narrative 
has limited itself to attributes, features, and price, Asian consumers have 
long been saying: “excite me,” “move me,” “uplift me.”

The reason for this lies as much in an inability by Asian managers to 
grasp what emotions in brands really mean, as in an unwillingness to be 
open to change. Regarding the former, they struggle with the concept 
because they misunderstand it. The misunderstanding ranges from the 
misconception that “emotional” equals (almost exclusively) “cool,” to 
the belief that it is at the communication (advertising) end that brands 
should properly be emotionally expressed. Neither perception is entirely 
accurate. As for the latter, resistance to change, perceptions of “value for 
money” strongly infl uence the persistence of focusing on attributes and 
features. Ogilvy & Mather’s Miles Young suggested yet a third dimen-
sion when he wrote that (Asian) “brand owners fi nd . . . the ‘emotional’ 
content of a brand . . . diffi cult, even embarrassing to talk about. . . .”9 
Whether it is due to confusion, stubbornness, or just plain discomfort, 
this is not good news for the Asian brand.

Emotional Benefi ts Cannot Be Copied by Your Competitors

“Emotion” in brands doesn’t mean, literally, brands that make you cry 
or laugh. At least, not all the time. Certainly, there are many brands 
that have become great because they have helped us believe in ourselves, 
have uplifted us, or simply made us feel good. But “emotion” can also 
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mean a myriad of other very different things, ranging from the user 
experience that Starbucks’ cafés provide, to the kind of fun a visit to 
Disneyland guarantees, to the self-esteem and confi dence an Armani suit 
delivers, to (and especially so) the reputation a B2B company will have 
developed over decades. These are the so-called intangibles of a brand.

To better understand and identify emotional connectors, one simply 
needs to look at great and successful brands: Banyan Tree— intimacy 
and romance; Nike—inspiration and empowerment; Harley Davidson—
American authenticity and a sense of belonging; Vaio  laptops—profes-
sional cool; The Body Shop—save the world; Virgin—fun, fairness, and 
anti-establishment; Tiger Balm—Asian  authenticity and heritage. And 
the principle is equally applicable (and more so) to B2B companies: 
IBM—dependable reputation; Caterpillar—rugged, manly, and profes-
sional; Boeing—American know-how; GE— cutting-edge innovation. All 
these qualities are intangibles that are largely responsible for the lion’s 
share of the decision-making process that prompts people to buy. All 
of them are unique and virtually impossible to copy. Only Apple can be 
Apple.

“Politicians need a way with words, appeal to the emotions of 
people and look good on television. . . . If you look 

cool, calculating all the time, and you can’t appeal to 
the emotions of people . . . viewers say ‘Yes, he makes 

sense, but I don’t love him.’”

Singapore Minister Mentor, Lee Kuan Yew10

Why People Buy Apple

The Apple brand was originally built on a powerful emotional plat-
form that celebrated the virtue of being different. That has not changed. 
Apple’s focus on innovation and design only supported a broader vision 
that was embodied by Steve Jobs: to touch people’s hearts, not just 
their minds. But Apple went further. From the very beginning, it dem-
onstrated a corporate culture that deliberately zigged when everyone 
else (and in the early days, that meant Microsoft) zagged. And where it 
zigged, it didn’t do so for its own sake—at the expense of substance. 
It created cutting-edge products with superb functional features across 
a gamut of categories that captivated its targeted customers (because 
Apple didn’t want to be for everyone) and left them breathless and 
wanting more. Being different created a “community” where the need 
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Source: Getty Images.

“iPad mania hits as global roll-out begins. Thousands of fi red up and sleep-deprived 
gadget fans mobbed shops in Australia and Japan Friday as Apple’s iPad, touted as a 
revolution in computer use and publishing, began its international launch. A queue 
some 200 metres long stretched round the block at Apple’s fl agship central Sydney 
store, with similar scenes playing out in downtown Tokyo.... In Sydney, security guards 
had to quell pushing and shoving amongst the media as Mr. Rahul Koduri, who queued 
for some 30 hours from 2 a.m. Thursday, became the fi rst to buy the touch-screen 
computer. ‘It’s fantastic, it was so worth the wait,’ said the 22-year-old brandishing two 
iPad boxes after his long wait.... In Japan, more than 1,000 buyers lined up in front of 
Apple stores and outlets of its exclusive local partner, mobile phone carrier Softbank, 
along with big electrical shops. Mr. Kazuki Miura, a 38-year-old freelance technology 
writer, was the fi rst in line at Softbank’s main Tokyo store. Said Softbank president 
Masayoshi Son, at an in-store presentation: ‘Now the time has come for us to hold an 
iPhone in the right (hand) and iPad in the left—just like the samurai with two swords!’”
Source: Weekend Today, May 29–30, 2010 (AFP).

Every time a new Apple product is launched, an event can almost always 

be expected.
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to belong provided Apple with its strongest emotional driver. In the pro-
cess of building a different brand, Apple created a cult-like following.

Ask yourself: Which Asian company has demonstrated and com-
mitted to a long-term vision to create outrageously popular products 
that contribute to outpourings of human emotions that are normally 
associated with people, not things? Every time a new Apple product 
is launched, an event can almost always be expected. There is anxiety, 
excitement, anticipation, and even triumph when someone succeeds in 
being “the fi rst” or “one of the few” among the throngs of excited early 
adopters who line up outside stores hours—sometimes days—before 
the offi cial opening. This is the end-product of a commitment to  create 
a great company—NOT to make money. We need more Asian CEO 
visionaries with this type of imaginative integrity and a genuine dream.

The region is not short of companies crewed by highly capable individuals 
with the expertise and technology to create cutting-edge products of their 
own. What is missing, however, is the conceptual understanding that sepa-
rates a product from a brand.

So, where is Asia’s Apple? The region is not short of companies 
crewed by highly capable individuals with the expertise and technol-
ogy to create cutting-edge products of their own. What is missing, how-
ever, is the conceptual understanding that separates a product from a 
brand. In a 2005 article that announced the launch of Creative Labs’ 
ZenVision:M MP3 player and invoked market leader Apple, the CEO 
and chairman of Creative Labs, Sim Wong Hoo, fl atly stated: “We are 
not satisfi ed with the number two slot. We believe that technology not 
fashion will win through.”11 Hundreds of thousands, and likely mil-
lions, of iPod (and iPhone and iPad) owners would disagree with him.

Emotion is a very, very powerful force. Earlier we described how even 
seemingly mundane products such as toothpaste can, in some measure, 
defi ne us. The Coke brand provides a startlingly clear example of how 
a brand that some describe as just “sugary brown water” can galvanize 
people suffi ciently to take extraordinary action, simply because of their 
emotional connection with the brand.

In 1985 the Coca-Cola Company introduced “New Coke.” The launch 
of this new product eventually evolved into an unmitigated disaster and in 
the process delivered one of the decade’s most signifi cant new marketing 
insights. Why was it a disaster? And what was the key insight?
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In the early 1980s, Coke found itself struggling to maintain its mar-
ket share. Pepsi had followed up its highly aggressive “Pepsi Challenge” 
campaign by enlisting the endorsement of Michael Jackson, who was at 
the time at the height of his career and popularity. Pepsi was successfully 
developing a younger, hipper, and more sophisticated image than Coke. 
Already being trounced in domestic supermarket sales, Coke also began 
to look more vulnerable in fountain sales and the all-important foreign 
markets. Though the real problems that adversely affected the market-
ing of Coke were largely internal—systemic structural and management 
issues—CEO and chairman Roberto Goizueta chose to focus on another 
issue: its formula. He was convinced that, while the product was not the 
only source of Coke’s lagging market share, changing it would return 
Coke to its rightful leadership position.

Blind tests carried out over the preceding years had consistently dem-
onstrated signifi cant consumer preference for Pepsi over Coke. This, so 
the legendary story goes, drove to distraction the tough Cuban-born 
American, who had long declared that there were “no sacred cows” 
at the Coca-Cola Company. He ordered his labs to experiment with 
different formulations until they found one that could consistently 
beat Pepsi—which they did. In very short order, a massive amount of 
research to test the new formula was undertaken in the US and abroad. 
The fi ndings consistently indicated, in very strong terms, that consum-
ers preferred it over Pepsi. With the product issue seemingly addressed, 
the major challenge that lay ahead was what to do with it. At stake was 
what essentially amounted to “a global symbol of America.”12

Cognizant that they were dealing with an American icon, the second 
round of global research undertaken to probe how acceptable a “new” 
Coke might be to consumers, and in what confi guration, was comprehen-
sive in scale and scope and yet—astonishingly—failed to explore one key 
crucial question: “How would you feel if we took your Coke away?”13

By the time “New Coke” was fi nally unveiled at a press conference 
in New York City on April 23, 1985, leak of the big news had already 
reached Pepsi a few days earlier. Pepsi wasted no time in harnessing its 
own considerable resources to pre-empt the Coke event. It placed full-
page ads that appeared on the morning of April 23 with a headline that 
screamed: “The other guy just blinked.” It was an ominous and inaus-
picious start to an emerging public relations disaster that continued to 
accelerate in the days and weeks that followed.

In failing to ask consumers how they would feel if Coke suddenly 
disappeared not just from the market, but from their lives, Coca-Cola 
executives—and Goizueta, in particular—failed to realize just how 
 fundamentally emotionally entrenched the brand had become, not just 
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in the fabric of American culture, but in the lives of people from around 
the world. The reaction was as violent as it had been totally unexpected 
by the company. “Panic” and “pandemonium” were words used by the 
media to describe the reactions of some people. The announcement that 
Coke would disappear elicited feelings of sadness, and even despair and 
depression, across wide sections of the population in the US and abroad. 
To these people, the idea that something they had grown up with—that 
had been so much a part of so many experiences and represented so 
many emotions—would simply cease to exist was unfathomable: “I 
grew up with Coke . . .”; “While my father crawled the beaches of 
Normandy trying to save Europe, Coke was right there by his side. . .”; 
“Coke is part of the American dream. . . .”

The sheer ubiquity of the brand made its imminent absence incompre-
hensible. The outpouring was unprecedented: “When the taste change 
was announced, some consumers panicked, fi lling their basements with 
cases of Coke. Some people got depressed over the loss of their favor-
ite soft drink. . . . Protest groups. . . . 1500 calls a day on the consumer 
hotline. . . . The marketing ‘Blunder of the Century’. . . songs were writ-
ten to honor the old taste. . . ‘we want the Real Thing’. . . . ‘our children 
will never know real refreshment. . . .’”14

Central to the Coca-Cola brand is the emotional relationship people have 
with the brand.

And all for what? A brown sugary drink? A soda pop? Central to the 
Coca-Cola brand is the emotional relationship people have with it. Such 
is the deep extent of this relationship that when it seemed that the brand 
might disappear, people reacted passionately.

So passionate was the reaction, so shocked were so many people—
and from so many different countries—that New Coke (superior formu-
lation and all) was eventually withdrawn and the “old” Coke returned 
to the shelves of supermarkets. Such is the strength of the emotional 
dimension this brand was able to command. The Coke experience dem-
onstrates how potentially powerful emotional relationships can be for 
all brands.

And what was the signifi cant marketing insight that emerged from 
this extraordinary confl uence of events? Though still debated by marketers 
to this day, the New Coke experience revealed that companies arguably 
do not, in fact, “own” brands. Consumers do.
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Sources of Emotional Dimensions

The brand blueprint (see Chapter 3) is the key critical frame of refer-
ence that allows the company to consider and make strategic decisions. 
Within it are the drivers that propel the company forward and provide 
it with energy and direction. Emotional dimensions may be found in any 
one of several brand blueprint drivers, depending on the company—the 
direction it has chosen to follow, and the business strategy it has for-
mulated. Typically, they are manifested in any of four key drivers: core 
brand benefi ts, core brand values, core brand personality traits, and the 
company mission.

“I lived in Silicon Valley for over three decades. There is one guy 
I take a shine to more than anybody else . . . who has inhabited 
and helped form that Valley of Dramatic Dreams. Steve Jobs. 
Steve is . . . The One Who Really Made the Revolution Happen. 
His company, Apple, was the engine of all else that has followed. 
Here is my favorite Steve-ism:

‘Let’s make a dent in the universe.’
How sweet that is.
Most of us won’t ‘make a dent in the universe.’ But . . . every 

one of us has this ability . . . we can at least try.
It’s simple.
It’s impossible.
It demands your attention.
Who are we?
Why are we here?
How are we unique?
How can we make a dramatic difference?
That is the Heart of Branding. Because Branding is ultimately 

about nothing more (and nothing less) than Heart. It’s about 
Passion . . . what you Care About. . . . There is more to it (of 
course). But if you ‘get’ this part of BRANDING . . . then you’ve 
got its . . . HEART.”

Tom Peters15

Core Brand Benefi ts as Emotional Dimensions

What a company “stands for” is always going to be separated by a thin 
line that divides the functional from the emotional benefi ts. As discussed 
earlier, companies would do well to limit their core characteristics 
( benefi ts, values, personalities, and attributes) to a small, manageable 
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number that employees are able to embrace and deliver on. Fewer char-
acteristics that are well delivered are better than many that are badly 
delivered. Fewer benefi ts that are consistently better delivered also can, 
in time, add up to a signature characteristic (e.g. 3M � innovation).

Core benefi ts should preferably not exceed four in number. Based 
on their circumstances, which are specifi c and unique to them (infl u-
enced by their core business, business strategy, and vision), companies 
need to consider and decide carefully which benefi ts should be func-
tional and which should be emotional. To many people, the core bene-
fi ts Apple provides are “enduring cool” and “innovation” (and to many 
others, a sense of “belonging”); Volvo is synonymous with safety, but 
also with a certain level of luxury; Franck Muller watches offer design 
and contemporary high luxury, whereas Tag Heuer might perhaps be 
more synonymous with sporty luxury. The core benefi ts of Toyota—
notwithstanding the unprecedented recalls in 2010—have little to do 
with luxury (at least of the type one might associate with Lexus or 
BMW, and certainly with higher pedigrees of the likes of Ferrari). What 
customers have expected and experienced from Toyota for decades is 
reliability and value for money. Both functional and emotional dimen-
sions are to be found in all of the core benefi ts listed above. The  balance 
of what and how much will always be a critical consideration that 
will, of course, vary from company to company, and brand to brand.

Core Brand Values as Emotional Dimensions

“We intuitively knew that a successful brand was not only 
about specifi c product or service features, but about evoking 

emotional responses from our customers. Through the Banyan 
Tree experience, which sought to evoke romance and intimacy, 

we saw ourselves as the facilitators of very memorable and 
meaningful experiences for our guests. We felt that if we 

were able to elicit an emotional response from them towards 
us, it will always remain top of mind, and gives us the 

advantage of brand loyalty.”

Ho Kwon Ping, Executive Chairman, Banyan 
Tree Holdings Limited16

A great deal has already been said here about the importance of core 
values. It is manifestly self-evident that a core belief of a company can 
impact people (both customers and employees) emotionally. As the 
world becomes a more complex and more endangered place, core brand 
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values are certain to become more relevant leading edges of strong 
brand identities. This is an important insight that is likely to infl uence 
not only the positioning of Asian brands, but also the destinies of many 
Asian companies moving forward—at least those that recognize the 
importance and opportunity that exists in plain sight.

Core Brand Personality Traits as Emotional Dimensions

Trailing not far behind core values are brand personality traits—which 
may surprise many Asian CEOs who may not really understand or care 
what personality their company or brands have, as long as they sell. 
When the CEO of Creative Labs, Sim Wong Hoo, stated that “tech-
nology not fashion will win through,”17 he was presumably referring 
to Apple. It is reasonable to interpret that he meant “fad” when he 
referred to “fashion.” Apple’s key strength lies in its emotional appeal, 
which is hard-wired into the brand. It is classically cool to own and be 
seen to have an Apple product. Much of that coolness is the direct result 
of the Apple brand personality. It is young, vibrant, smart, and to some 
degree, fun. This is neither fad nor fashion.

Virgin, discussed in an earlier chapter, is one of the most brand personal-
ity-driven brands on the planet. All Virgin company brands are very clearly 
defi ned by the brand’s personality (irreverent, fun, provocative, and daring), 
which is embodied by the personality of its founder, Sir Richard Branson.

Eventually, all functional benefi ts can be copied or replicated in one form 
or another. Brand personality and brand values cannot.

Brand personality delivers the very powerful likeability and trust driv-
ers. Eventually, all functional benefi ts can be copied or replicated in one 
form or another. Brand personality and brand values cannot.

The Company Mission as an Emotional Dimension

Like core values, the role of the company mission was discussed in some 
detail in Chapter 4. It is mentioned again in this context because “pur-
pose” intrinsically owns a high degree of emotional drive. The more 
compelling is a company’s purpose, the more likely it is to move peo-
ple emotionally. There is a reassuring sense of simplicity and purity in 
a statement like Disney’s “To make people happy.” The more socially 
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The Virgin brand personality

Source: Getty Images.
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relevant is the purpose of the company, the more emotional are the rela-
tionships with customers likely to be.

Summary

Emotional dimensions in brands are very powerful drivers. They have the 
capability to move people and, therefore, to trigger action. And, as one 
might expect, there is a direct correlation between benefi t and degree of 
diffi culty. In other words, emotional drivers are as powerful as they are 
diffi cult to create (and maintain). They are part CEO vision, part com-
pany DNA, and part internal culture. The common denominator that 
links all three is a brand blueprint’s “brand truths.” Brand truths are not 
declarations of “we are the best,” or fabricated slogans that mean little 
to the very people you want to connect with the most—your customers. 
Rather, they are expressions of “who” your company really is, made to a 
target audience that is actually willing and wanting to listen. And “who” 
your company really is goes far beyond the widgets it manufactures.

FOCUSED TARGET AUDIENCE

Almost all great brands recognize the implausibility of a focused, single 
brand proposition appealing in equal measure across people of different 
ages, lifestyles, and socio-economic backgrounds. It just doesn’t make 
sense. Still, this obvious fact doesn’t seem to prevent most Asian CEOs 
from going after every single possible candidate customer in an effort to 
maximize revenues. Too many brands in Asia are hell-bent on corralling 
as many people as possible, on the assumption that more people means 
more sales. This is fl awed thinking. The irony is that less is often more.

The combination of a specifi c brand positioning coupled to a specifi c cus-
tomer promise makes a specifi c appeal that can only resonate with specifi c 
types of people. . . .

Brand propositions, by defi nition, are unique—at least, those that 
are well crafted. A specifi c brand positioning coupled with a specifi c 
customer promise makes a specifi c appeal that can only resonate with 
specifi c types of people who, in turn, form specifi c groups. Hence, the 
term target audiences. What characterizes target audiences is the fact 
that each is different from the next. There is nothing more elementary 
than the phrase “people are different.” Yet, Asian business decision 
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makers continue to treat not only specifi c markets, but often the whole 
region, as if it is populated by entirely homogenous tribes of people. Not 
only has this rarely been the case, but we are witnessing today increasing 
fragmentation of population groups as a side-effect of accelerated global-
ization which is encouraging not just movements of people across geog-
raphies on a massive scale, but also the  integration of different  cultures, 
value systems, and beliefs as these people meet, form friendships, cohabi-
tate, or marry. The people landscape in Asia has never been more dynamic 
and fl uid than it is today. And this is only going to increase in the near and 
long-term future. The importance of understanding the needs, expectations, 
and desires of these different customer groups (and the increasing number 
of sub-groups that are emerging) has never been more crucial in an envi-
ronment that is not only becoming much more complex, but also more 
competitive, than ever. Observes Nichola Rastrick, managing director of 
Millward Brown Singapore: “The consumer does not sit at the [company] 
table.” This highlights a key critical roadblock: Asian management’s poor 
attitude to research continues to undermine clear understanding of category 
trends and consumer needs (as well as their unmet needs). This results in 
a relative absence of insights, which, in turn, minimizes the exploration of 
new ideas. Ultimately and inevitably, the window of opportunities that are 
open to Asian companies—particularly SMEs—tends to be smaller. What is 
even more troubling is that most CEOs are not even aware of this. It is yet 
another example of CEOs not knowing what they don’t know.

According to Rastrick, “Research is almost exclusively seen by [Asian] 
CEOs as a lot of money that impacts the bottom line, rather than as an 
investment that is going to build the company. There is a general resis-
tance to risk that is off-set by an innate belief that they know anyway 
what research will likely tell them—so why spend the money? The big-
gest client-related challenge research companies face in Asia is client 
education: what research can do and deliver to a company. It’s a battle 
we fi ght every day, and the irony is we have to fi ght to persuade them to 
do something that should be obvious—something that will profoundly 
benefi t their companies.”

Target segmentation provides the company with several important 
benefi ts. First, it identifi es the universe of customers to which a com-
pany can potentially appeal. When we fi rst explored the luxury watch 
market in Asia and asked senior executives, including the CEO, of a 
leading watch retail company who they thought their customers were, 
the answer was consistent across the board: “people who buy watches.” 
By the time we had completed a comprehensive four-market brand 
audit, we had identifi ed a watch universe with no fewer than seven very 
distinct target audiences (see Figure 5.3).18
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162 the brutal truth about asian branding

Secondly, segmented customer groups provide key insights about hab-
its, needs, and preferences, as well as other lifestyle cues. This informa-
tion is invaluable in determining everything from unmet customer needs 
to what merchandise to stock, to what kind of communications to use 
in advertising and promotions.

“Who, specifi cally—in terms of customers—will help the company deliver 
its strategic goals?”

Thirdly, and most importantly, target segmentation is a process that 
examines and identifi es which segments are most important to the 
company in a strategic sense. If a company embarks on a process that 
defi nes or redefi nes its positioning, its core benefi ts and values, as well 
as its purpose and vision, the major question it will need to answer 
is: “Who, specifi cally—in terms of customers—will help the company 
deliver its strategic goals?” The answer translates to a task that amounts 
to an alignment of the company’s brand blueprint to its optimal target 
segments. Some complexity enters the equation when companies are 
forced to make customer segment considerations based not only on 
 opportunities in the present, but also—by virtue of their articulated 
vision—those that may emerge in the future.

A typical branding project should comprehensively identify a compa-
ny’s existing customers and then proceed to allocate these to the seg-
ments the broader market audit will have revealed. More often than 
not, companies discover that their existing customers tend to be spread 
across several, sometimes very disparate, segments. They also discover 
that their efforts and resources need to be spread equally disparately. 
This is typically a fi rst sign of ineffi ciency that company planners 
need to recognize.

The process of identifying and better understanding a brand’s uni-
verse of customer segments always proves to be daunting and chal-
lenging, because diffi cult choices will ultimately need to be made. The 
reconfi guration of a company’s essence through its new brand blueprint 
dictates a specifi c direction in terms of identity and core benefi ts. That 
direction may not necessarily appeal to some—and, in some cases, even 
the majority—of a company’s existing customer base. It is understand-
able, therefore, that CEOs are often reluctant to reconfi gure their busi-
nesses’ infrastructures if it means risking existing revenue streams. But 
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within this equation lies an important point that these CEOs often lose 
sight of: Many companies that reposition themselves do so from a posi-
tion of weakness. In other words, business is bad. These companies 
are operating in declining trajectories that require some form of major 
surgery if they are to survive and re-emerge as different and success-
ful companies. Sometimes this means experiencing more pain before 
the situation improves. It may require consciously moving away from 
existing target segments that, although may be delivering existing rev-
enue streams, don’t promise long-term sustainable growth and profi t-
ability. These are the sorts of gut-wrenching decisions that separate 
“leaders” from “managers.”

However, as inferred above, not all companies rebrand from a posi-
tion of weakness. There are those that may be performing well enough, 
but where, for one reason or another, the CEO and senior management 
realize that the company can do much better. This situation character-
izes the present and potential future of the vast multitude of Asian com-
panies. Presently, most are performing and most are making money. But 
the exciting reality is that they could be performing infi nitely better, and 
they are capable of making infi nitely more money.

The last category of companies comprises those start-ups that brand 
themselves properly from the outset. These companies wisely go through 
formal branding projects for the simplest and most sensible of reasons: 
to create the best possible road map that will deliver their goals and 
objectives—from the get go.

Strategic Segmentation versus Tactical Segmentation

Strategic segmentation is BIG-picture segmentation that contributes to 
and reinforces the defi nition of the company or product brand. BMW is 
not positioned for everyone. Most people have a mental picture of the 
“type” of drivers BMW owners tend to be. This mental picture doesn’t 
exist by accident. It is part of the (fi xed) strategic positioning BMW has 
created for itself. This, however, neither limits the company from tar-
geting a wider range of people, nor prevents people from very different 
segment groups buying BMW cars. The reason for this is that the brand 
is aspirational.

If BMW is (strategically) all about 29 to 35-plus year-olds from high-
powered, well-remunerated professional backgrounds, with a taste 
for sporty chic and glamor, the brand’s tactical segmentation strategy 
allows for a much broader demographic group to anchor its over-
all customer franchise. This is typically done at the advertising level. 
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164 the brutal truth about asian branding

Well- conceived and well-crafted communication strategies identify user 
groups that may be separated by profession, age, lifestyle, and geog-
raphies by crafting tailor-made communications that speak directly to 
them—as long as the message not only does not undermine the strategic 
target segment  defi nition, but in fact reinforces it. In this way, BMW is 
able to pursue several (though not all) different female demographic and 
 psychographic segments in places like Idaho, as well as married men 
from different segments in, say, Florida, as well as emerging affl uents in 
Shanghai and Mumbai. While the advertising will need to tailor make 
creative executions that directly resonate with these different groups, all 
will need to reinforce the brand’s positioning, which includes its broader 
strategic (and aspirational) target audience segment defi nition. For the 
sake of avoiding confusion, it is useful to say again that several does not 
mean all segments. Tactical segmentation needs to be tackled carefully. 
Intelligently implemented, it will stretch the reach of a brand. But there 
is a limit to elasticity. When stretched too much, the brand suffers.

Tactical segmentation is also very common with brands (usually 
packaged goods) that adopt a usage-based approach to marketing. One 
well-known brand of detergent may have a long history and high aware-
ness—and therefore high usage—in one specifi c market, but be relatively 
unknown in another, where usage and familiarity with its attributes and 
benefi ts will be lower. This situation is typically addressed by creating 
different advertising executions for different markets—one reinforcing 
benefi ts familiar to consumers, the second educating new consumers 
to the benefi ts. Once again, there is a caveat: Both efforts will need to 
share one common characteristic—consistency with the broader strate-
gic positioning.

Not all companies are either capable of or willing to manage the stra-
tegic/tactical segmentation relationships properly or consistently; not in 
the West, and especially not in Asia. As discussed in Chapter 2, Asian 
CEO attitudes to branding, advertising, and advertising agencies, as 
well as how agencies accommodate them, must bear a great deal of the 
responsibility for this.

Summary

In Asia, it is more common for CEOs to aim for mass consumer appeal, 
rather than to identify and aim for more focused and effi cient target 
customer groups. Part of the reason for this is an overall antipathy to 
market research in general, as well as to specifi c research into areas such 
as customer target segmentation. Much of this aversion is related to a 
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perception that it is an exercise that is too conceptual and intangible 
on the one hand, and too expensive on the other. Overall, particularly 
among SMEs, research is perceived as a cost that affects the bottom line 
in the here and now, rather than as an investment that will build the 
company in the future.

Strategic target audience segmentation doesn’t dictate that the com-
pany should limit itself to a single group of customers. While it is essen-
tial that a company identify and strengthen its brand’s primary audience 
and always be cognizant of the importance and primacy of that group, 
it is entirely possible (and sometimes essential) for the brand to have 
supporting and complementary secondary, and sometimes tertiary, stra-
tegic target segment groups as well. Once management has agreed which 
target segments to focus on, it is vital that all stakeholders in the com-
pany be aware of them. This will ensure that efforts are not undermined 
or cancelled out in home and foreign markets, and, most importantly, 
that these segments are refl ected properly in communication efforts by 
advertising agencies who must be reminded to work within the strategic 
umbrellas of their assigned brands.

ABILITY TO INNOVATE AND STAY RELEVANT

“Any time there is change, there is opportunity. 
So it is paramount that an organization get energized 

rather than paralyzed.”

Jack Welch, former CEO, General Electric

The premise of this book is that brand and branding must emerge as the 
strategic leading-edge drivers of the 21st-century Asian company. There 
is, however, one other powerful driver sharing almost equal impor-
tance: innovation. And it is in this area that Asian companies are so 
visibly wanting. The ability to move quickly and nimbly—an increas-
ingly powerful hallmark of strong Asian companies—will not make 
up for the essential equal need to think and act differently. World 
Intellectual Property Organization fi gures record only 3,882 patent 
applications originating from India in 2007, 160,523 from China com-
pared to 409,952 from the United States.19 In a BusinessWeek cover 
feature, Dexter Roberts explores China’s power brands and concludes 
that the “mediocre record of Chinese companies in innovation is a lia-
bility. It’s rare for Chinese companies to meet the international norm of 
spending 5% or more of revenues on research and development.”20 
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166 the brutal truth about asian branding

Unless Asian companies learn to think—and act—disruptively; 
unless they are able to invoke more creativity into the products and 
services they make; unless they are willing to adapt their internal 
processes to better deliver their offerings to customers; unless they 
succeed in infl uencing internal culture by encouraging employees to 
think freely and openly with no shadow of risk or penalty—Asian 
companies will struggle to deliver on the great promise that political 
commentators such as Kishore Mahbubani and others are predicting: 
the great rise of Asia and the “irresistible shift” of power to the East 
in the 21st century.21

It is extremely tempting, not to mention fashionable, to look at the 
aggressive ascents of China, Singapore, Taiwan, and Korea, among 
other countries in Asia, and declare that a new world order is imminent. 
To be sure, the indicators are there. The shift may well be inexorable, so 
it is no longer a question of “if” but “when.” But the signs are trending 
to later, rather than sooner. And a lot of it can be traced to the famous 
or notorious (deserved or not) Asian resistance to change.

There exists a relationship between change and innovation. If resis-
tance to the former exists, the latter will be affected. As change is tak-
ing place all the time and at high rates of velocity, companies wanting 
to keep up must create mechanisms built into their cultures that auto-
matically trigger responsive behavior to new developments—either to 
exploit them or defend against them. The inability or unwillingness of 
any organization to react to the disruptive type of change that is taking 
place every day will, in time, render it irrelevant. Beyond irrelevance lies 
stagnation and, ultimately, extinction. It is that simple.

While change is a major catalyst for innovation, it doesn’t constitute 
its sole source. Beyond responding to external forces, an organization 
must embrace a culture that seeks to rejuvenate itself in order to stay 
fresh, vital, and, ultimately, competitive.

“If you don’t like change, you’re going to 
like irrelevance even less.”

General Eric Shinseki, US Army

Although Asian CEOs use the term “innovation” on a regular basis, 
most of them will admit to struggling with the concept, fi nding it myste-
rious and daunting. Consequently, across the board, innovation remains 
an area that is relatively under-explored and under-exploited by most 
companies in Asia—and particularly by SMEs.
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Five Factors that Discourage Innovation

Why is there such a relative paucity of innovation in the region, com-
pared to in the West? With the exception of companies such as Infosys, 
Samsung, and Taiwanese phone maker HTC—and many more, of 
course, from Japan—Chinese and other Asian companies are doing an 
abysmal job of creating, mostly because they are still spending too much 
time either replicating or outright copying. Is it a lack of creativity, or 
of competence, or of confi dence? In their book Inspire to Innovate, De 
Meyer and Garg suggest the latter, describing many Asian CEOs as hav-
ing an “underdog mentality” that triggers vicious cycles within Asian 
organizations that end up convincing management that their companies 
don’t have “suffi cient capabilities to innovate.”22 In their book, they go 
further and invoke a term that Mahbubani coined in his own book, Can 
Asians Think?: “mental colonization.” This term refers to the efforts 
many Asian companies make to come across as more Western, lest their 
Asian pedigree prove to be a liability. This, many hold, is a legacy of the 
region’s former colonization by Europeans.

In his latest book, Mahbubani revisits the subject of Asians and 
“thinking,” but from a more specifi c Chinese context. He states that 
as far as the “freedom to think . . . Chinese society may appear to be 
at a disadvantage: China remains a politically closed society.” He goes 
on to explain cryptically that there exists in the minds of the Chinese 
a distinction between the freedom to think and the freedom of expres-
sion (unlike Westerners, who “see these two freedoms as two sides of 
one coin”).23 Although he doesn’t explain what that distinction actu-
ally amounts to, Mahbubani concedes that, like its cousin, “freedom 
of expression remains limited.”24 Though the point he tries to make is 
unclear and his context is political, one reasonable interpretation is that 
the Chinese are either prohibited or discouraged from expressing them-
selves. This prohibition manifests in everyday life in China—including 
in business. It has also migrated out to most Asian societies, where it 
has found expression (no pun intended) within modern Asian compa-
nies and emerged as a cultural characteristic of the region.

. . . innovation cannot take shape when people are unwilling to engage.

Whether because of the psychological traumas Asians have endured 
through colonization, or their inability or unwillingness (or prohibition) 
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to express themselves, innovation cannot take shape when people are 
unwilling to engage. This is part of the reason why most Asian com-
panies default to a business strategy that uses or combines competitive 
pricing with rapid replication (sometimes with some modifi cations or 
new features). As already mentioned, too many Asian CEOs eschew 
research in general, and customer research in particular. It is diffi cult to 
innovate when you are unwilling to better understand your own market 
or listen to your customers.

Secondly, there exists a genuine dearth of sophisticated marketing 
experience and expertise within Asian companies. Anachronistic prac-
tices and philosophies adhered to by CEOs are being blindly adopted by 
lower-rank managers who themselves lack critical skill sets. Thirdly, the 
practice by some governments of giving preferential treatment to local 
companies (resulting in unfair competitive advantages) has discouraged 
investment and effort being put into innovation. Fourthly, the continued 
widespread disregard of intellectual property protection (particularly in 
China) has also played its part in discouraging innovation investment.25 
A fi nal, and perhaps most damaging, cause is CEO mentality. The cir-
cumstances that most CEOs create in their companies simply inhibit 
innovative thinking. Such circumstances range from narrowly defi ned 
job descriptions that prevent or discourage interaction among employ-
ees from different functional departments, to truly medieval policies that 
penalize employees who volunteer an idea or suggest an initiative that, 
for one reason or another, fails to deliver.

Whatever the problem or the source, the future generation of Asian 
CEOs will need to overcome the barriers that are arresting innova-
tion within their organizations. Further, they will need to demonstrate 
a comprehensive understanding of the different types and manifesta-
tions of innovation, as well as how to nurture and weave them into the 
fabric of their companies’ culture. Present perceptions are limited to 
the narrow band of newer, better products and services (through bet-
ter technology and control of costs) that traditionally come from bigger 
investments in research and development. While this is one important 
area of innovation, it is not the only one. For progressive Asian compa-
nies, innovation might be expressed through newer, better, more disrup-
tive processes, systems, and business models. In 2000, after physically 
separating its OEM (original equipment manufacturer) business from 
the Acer consumer brand name, Acer made a “counter-intuitive” deci-
sion. At a time when Dell dominated the landscape by selling desktops 
direct to business clients, Acer zagged and went the other way;  betting 
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that the market would turn, which it eventually did, it focused on sell-
ing laptops through partners and retailers.26

Another, perhaps more signifi cant source of innovation might prove 
to be even more challenging to CEOs: adopting different management 
philosophies and mindsets. One powerful example of this is the will-
ingness of companies to share more strategic information with more 
employees, and a larger willingness to empower more employees with 
increasing levels of trust and authority. During a visit to the 3M head-
quarters in Singapore, labor chief Lim Swee Say commented on the 
pressing importance of innovation and how it would directly impact 
the nation’s declared goal of dramatically increasing productivity. He 
pointedly debunked the persistent myth that only engineers and technol-
ogists could deliver innovation, and rhetorically asked whether it could 
include “the people in sales and marketing, the people involved as rank-
and-fi le workers.” He added: “Anyone can innovate so long as the right 
processes and support are in place.”27

Summary

CEOs need to demonstrate leadership. Innovation cannot be delegated to 
others in the company or farmed out to external consultants.

The non-stop dynamic nature of modern-day relentless change requires 
innovation from companies if they are going to survive. Managers won-
der out loud: “How can we innovate?” “Which consultants should we 
appoint?” “How much money do we need to spend?” They are asking 
the wrong questions, and they are looking in the wrong places. They 
need to begin by looking inside their companies and addressing them-
selves to fi ve key issues:

 1. CEOs need to demonstrate leadership. Innovation cannot be delegated 
to others in the company or farmed out to external consultants.

 2. CEOs need to take greater risks. They should start by placing more 
trust in their employees.

 3. CEOs need to encourage and engender an internal culture of learning 
and creativity. Talking about it, and pressing their employees to 
deliver it, will not be enough. CEOs will need to initiate and approve 
implementation plans that involve concrete action.
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 4. CEOs themselves, therefore, need to be more creative in their 
approach to innovation. They could, for instance, introduce new 
subjective metrics for performance appraisals of employees, such as 
“creativity” and “idea generation.” This would include convincing 
their employees that they will not be penalized if they experiment 
and fail.

 5. CEOs need to reconfi gure their management philosophies. They 
could start by encouraging employees from different functional 
departments to communicate more and cross-pollinate in a 
manner that is more effective and, most importantly, more 
creative.

What will separate the future Asian corporate landscape from the pre-
sent one will be—in the words of a brand that embodies innovation—
the willingness to “think different.”28 And leading this effort personally, 
and from the front lines, will be the CEO.

CEO INVOLVEMENT AND LEADERSHIP

Chapter 2 pulled no punches and identifi ed what I believe are some 
real shortcomings and personal challenges many Asian CEOs need to 
 recognize and deal with if they are intent on building great brands and 
great companies. To the CEOs who are reading this book, I would like 
here to speak to you directly and bluntly, but with respect. I am going 
to tell you what I think you need to hear, not what you want to hear, or 
what a lot of people around you will tell you because they think that it 
is what you want to hear. Too much of that happens in business in Asia 
every day, and if you don’t feel patronized by that and actually welcome 
it then you might as well toss this book into the nearest trash-can.

As far as building great brands is concerned, Asian CEOs are their 
own worst enemies. They are faced with three major obstacles that the 
facts show they are simply unable to overcome:

(a) Lack of knowledge;

(b) Misconceptions about branding, and therefore about what is needed;

(c) An abundance of providers willing to exploit (a) and (b).

The combination of lack of knowledge of and misconceptions about 
branding creates a particularly high hurdle that can trip up almost 
everyone who gets involved, which is one reason why middle manag-
ers rarely speak up or contradict their CEO. The issue of “face” almost 
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always gets in the way. Trying to explain what branding is, and what a 
strong brand is capable of delivering, to a tough-minded chief executive 
who has fi xed ideas about what he wants in a branding project (and 
what he is prepared to pay) has a very low chance of succeeding. Almost 
invariably, the CEO’s interpretation of what the consultant is saying is: 
“You are clueless.” From that point on, it doesn’t matter a whit how 
cogent the consultant’s argument is, or how diplomatically the message 
is communicated; there is no going forward. It is therefore paradoxical 
that these same CEOs are often susceptible to less- professional  providers 
who play to these characteristics and simply promise to deliver what-
ever the CEO expects (particularly on the price point). In most cases, 
this results in a complete waste of effort and resources. It goes with-
out saying that the brand the company is intent on building never gets 
built properly.

CEOs who are aiming to capitalize on the unprecedented opportu-
nities this century is offering Asian companies will need to recognize 
this weakness in themselves and deal with it in one way or another. This 
book is aimed at the CEO who wants to know what he or she doesn’t 
know, in order to know where changes need to be made. Now, I am far 
from being an oracle of knowledge or wisdom, but I do know a few 
valuable things about the relationship between branding and CEOs. 
This is what I will share with you.

To be brutally honest, most of you are clueless. As brilliant an entre-
preneur as you are, as ambitious and hard-working as you may be, 
you may still have no real clue about brands and branding, and about 
their role within your organization. More to the point, you may have 
no understanding of the real benefi ts that branding can deliver to your 
business. My intent in saying the above is not to offend; rather, it is to 
shake up some people and make them aware of a condition that should 
not exist. The redeeming aspect of this condition—if it is of any conso-
lation—is that you don’t know that you don’t have a clue. The question 
is: Are you willing to listen?

I will try to temper what many will argue are generalizations by relat-
ing an actual case study that is currently taking place in one particular 
Asian market. What I am about to describe is like a scene from a play I 
have seen a dozen times. What this particular company is doing is hap-
pening every day in other boardrooms in many Asian cities, despite the 
absurdities that will become quickly apparent as I relate the story. 
The full picture is simply not visible to the protagonists in this particular 
story—the directors and senior executives who are participating in it in 
real time—just as they are not apparent to other companies behaving 
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in very similar ways every day in other parts of the region. From the 
outside, however—that is, from your vantage point as a reader—
the view should be quite revealing.

A Case Study

This story is about an organization that approached us for what was 
identifi ed as a “branding project.” Our fi rst meeting brought us face to 
face with fi ve capable and smart senior executives, including the presi-
dent. They explained in broad-stroke terms what the vision of the proj-
ect was and how it would physically roll out. Our contribution—which 
is always more or less the same with fi rst meetings like this one—was to 
ask several key, probing questions designed to reveal whether the deci-
sion makers we would be dealing with had a clear understanding of the 
challenges they would likely face, and the opportunities from which 
they might benefi t. Often, clients focus only on the latter. Our objective 
is to look for real red fl ags; “real” in the sense of those things that might 
compromise the integrity of the project or even paralyze it, either before 
or once it was underway. Typically, these manifest as a wrong mindset, 
unreasonable demands, and unrealistic expectations. We consider that 
a meeting has been successful when either no red fl ags emerge, or the 
other people at the table recognize and acknowledge them as such and 
begin to experience small revelations or even epiphanies that persuade 
them that their original expectations might need some reconsideration.

We reached a point in this particular meeting where it was clear to 
everybody in the room that this project faced far more critical chal-
lenges than had been originally anticipated and planned for. Digging 
further, we also came up with our fi rst potential red fl ag: their Board of 
Directors. Everyone in the company, including the president,  effectively 
reported to the Board. And as we explained the kind of strategic per-
mutations a project like theirs would likely need to address, they knew 
instantly that their Board would not relate and would opt instead for 
the low road that offered short-cuts and compromises. And to their 
credit, they told us so. Red fl ag confi rmed.

We did not have a second meeting. Instead, via a telephone call, we—
along with four other consultancies—were invited to present a “pro-
posal” to the Board of Directors who (a) were not willing to meet with 
us to answer key questions that would shape the scope and scale of the 
proposal, and (b) had specifi ed that presentations should take no more 
than 15 minutes. It wasn’t diffi cult to decline the invitation, and I will 
explain below why we did so.
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The typical Asian CEO that I have identifi ed in this book is replaced, 
in this particular story, by the Board of Directors. The difference isn’t 
particularly material, because the subject at issue is the authority and 
power to make (bad) decisions that end up having (worse)  consequences. 
This story takes place in the medical/health, as well as hospitality, cate-
gories. This is a signifi cant variable on its own, and the reason why will 
also become apparent.

The company that approached us is an organization that was cob-
bled together by an entrepreneurial group of doctors who saw—to their 
credit—a potentially signifi cant opportunity in integrating the services 
of three distinct entities—a hospital, a medical center, and a hotel—that 
would all be physically connected to one another in the same locality 
and offer integrated services. They would, together, service the needs 
of “customers” at home and from abroad who would require medical 
treatment as well as hotel accommodation while being treated. This is a 
multimillion-dollar enterprise with construction that has already broken 
ground (as of 2010) and an aggressive estimated date of completion of 
only a handful of years away.

The fi rst briefi ng with the organization was revealing. The fi ve senior 
executives we met with presented us with a snapshot of the “big pic-
ture.” And in spite of the major investment already made and yet to 
come, a great number of the details had simply not yet been considered 
or identifi ed. The executives candidly admitted that no business strategy 
of any substance existed. The “big idea” was restricted to: (a) a commit-
ment to build three operating units: the hospital, the medical center, and 
the hotel; and (b) a public launch of the overarching corporate (brand) 
name that had already been created for the project. The mention of 
“brand names” provided us with our fi rst opportunity to identify for 
them some of the complexities (and important strategic choices) that lay 
ahead. Did they realize that, given the default circumstances, the corpo-
rate brand name was playing the role of “master brand”? “No,” they 
replied. Did they know what a master brand was? Again, the answer 
was “no.” Had the Board of Directors realized, or made allowance for, 
any of this? “Absolutely not,” was the instant reply. Red fl ag. What 
kind of relationship did the business strategy suggest the brands should 
share? Blank stares. Another red fl ag.

And it is at this point that the brief literally ends and the requirement 
is stated: quite simply, “brand this organization.” This would have been 
a straightforward exercise had we been provided with a brief containing 
comprehensive details of the role and goals of the master brand and the 
three individual businesses, and of how all four elements would need 
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to relate to one another. But we were not given those details, quite sim-
ply because none of these issues had been considered. Yet, the expecta-
tion was to launch a “branding project.” I asked the president, quite 
seriously: “Brand what—exactly?” My question was critical in terms of 
the issues raised by and the implications of the project. The “vision” as 
expressed in the company’s otherwise impressive website is longwinded 
and provides little hint of what might differentiate the concept beyond 
merely being a hospital, medical center, and hotel in physical proximity 
to one another. The absence of a mission statement also precludes any 
reasonable speculation over the purpose the investors might have had in 
mind in creating an integrated operation in the fi rst place.

The issues

Was the idea to build three separate businesses or one integrated con-
cept (from a branding point of view)? The question is not as easy to 
answer as one might think, because the effort and costs involved in 
building one master brand differ signifi cantly from those involved 
in building four separate brands: the hospital brand, the medical cen-
ter brand, the hotel brand, and the umbrella master brand. Expressed 
differently, and notwithstanding the fact that the three operating units 
already had their own brand names, was the intention to build a busi-
ness based on the Virgin model or the Procter & Gamble model?

The implications of one brand versus multiple brands

The fi rst obvious and very major implication was the probable need to 
build not one, but multiple brands. This effectively meant four separate 
brand blueprints: one for each of the operating units, and one for the 
master brand. This, in turn, comes close to meaning multiple brand-
ing projects (or a multi-faceted major single project)—not the straight-
forward, rapid effort that had been the expectation of the executives 
we met with and, no doubt, of the Board of Directors as well. While the 
market audit for the hospital and medical center could arguably have 
been combined to reduce effort and investment, the hotel lies in a sepa-
rate category and would require its own audit. And all audits would 
involve primary and secondary research of some kind to assess the 
market landscape in terms of growth and opportunities, analysis of 
“customers” (their needs, desires, and expectations), and analysis 
of competitors (in both the medical and hospitality sectors). Beyond the 
data collection was the analysis and the essential workshops that would 
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use the synthesis of the analysis to construct the basis of the multiple 
brand blueprints that would eventually be crafted. This methodology is 
not only standard for building brands (particularly those that are cre-
ated from scratch), but the need for it is—or should be—self-evident 
if considered from a logical perspective. It was clear that the Board of 
Directors lacked that perspective.

Impacting further on how all of the above would be conducted was 
the central critical question of brand architecture, as alluded to earlier. 
So, I asked my question again: “Brand what—exactly?” The execu-
tives had no answer. They also clearly indicated that the Board was not 
aware of the issues and implications we had identifi ed, and was unlikely 
to engage in any exercise aimed at addressing them. Big red fl ag.

When the phone call came to invite our company to present a pro-
posal, I was advised—as mentioned earlier—that we would have only 
15 minutes to present a proposal that theoretically would infl uence the 
destiny of a multimillion-dollar project. Fifteen minutes to provide a 
comprehensive overview of the proposed activity on four separate 
brands, plus an explanation for the recommendations, plus a further 
explanation for the costs involved—all of these involving line-by-line 
items. Fifteen minutes to then introduce (briefl y, of course) the concept 
of brand architecture and explain the likely options for the portfolio of 
brands they planned to create. Lastly, fi fteen minutes to then introduce 
the concept of “internal alignment” (see Chapter 7), which is really 
about implementation and execution—what separates strong planning 
from failure.

It was clearly unrealistic to expect us to do all of the above in the 
time allocated. But that wasn’t even the issue. The most problematic 
issue was that the members of the Board didn’t have a clue about what 
lay ahead in terms of building a strong brand for the business they had 
in mind. If they did, common sense alone suggests that they would have 
acted very differently. But they thought they knew, and we were told 
they would not entertain any suggestions that deviated from the course 
they had embarked on.

So, rather than be part of a train wreck, we withdrew.

The project will go ahead

Consider this further probability. Our decision to withdraw will likely 
make no material impact on the process. What do I mean by this? There 
will always be a provider willing to deliver whatever it is that the client 
wants. And when the client doesn’t have a clue, that is easy to do; the 
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provider will just make up stuff. In this case, my experience suggests 
that a provider will quickly recognize what the Board is looking for, 
which I suspect is a visual corporate identity: a bunch of logos, designs 
for ads and promotional materials, and a media plan, all concocted 
by the provider and centered on a message that involves a “big idea.” 
The idea will probably have some glamor or refl ect some important but 
generic insight that will please the Board. And all of this will come in on 
budget (minuscule relative to carrying out an effective branding effort, 
but about right for a cosmetic veneer).

This is a story that won’t have a happy ending. The budgeted cost 
will result in one ironic outcome: “output” that won’t serve the needs 
either of the company or of its four brands. In fact, the “recommen-
dations” made by the provider may well damage the brands in some 
measure in the longer term. So, the entire investment will not just be 
wasted, but may well result in a negative outcome. In effect, no action 
would have been more prudent—not only from a cost point of view, but 
also, more importantly, from a brand point of view.

The Bottom Line

As visible as the absurdities are, they remain invisible to the protago-
nists of this and hundreds of other similar stories taking place all over 
Asia on an ongoing basis. This is no way to build great Asian brands. 
Things need to improve, but this will involve management being willing 
to change their mindset. And for that to happen, the CEO will need to 
involve himself—completely, totally, and with an open mind.

You are, as CEO, the main protagonist in your own brand story. You 
are central to the creation and maintenance of what should be a great—
not merely a good—brand. If you don’t champion it, your employees 
won’t support it and customers won’t buy it. You must not delegate or 
abdicate this responsibility, which is entirely yours. A great brand and a 
great company starts with your simple realization that (a) your brand is 
everything, and (b) you must be the catalyst for leading the process that 
builds it.

You are, as CEO, the main protagonist in your own brand story.
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You must lead, and that means you will need to embody the brand. 
You must be the:

Chief brand strategist

Chief brand catalyst and evangelist

Chief brand ambassador

Chief integrator of brand and business strategy.

The championing of the brand by the CEO means getting up on a 
soapbox and evangelizing, in a genuine and sincere way, about the vir-
tues of the brand to external audiences (customers) as well as internal 
stakeholders (employees). The former chairman and chief executive of 
Disney, Michael Eisner, publicly declared: “We all know that the Disney 
brand is our most valuable asset. It is the sum total of our seventy-fi ve 
years in business, of our reputation, of everything that we stand for.”29 
To him, there was nothing more important and more sacred than the 
Disney brand.

You must believe in the brand—and belive that, in a fundamen-
tal way, it represents the destiny of your company. It is only when this 
happens that the right kind of policies (aligned to the brand)—ranging 
from organizational structure to people management to marketing—will 
emerge. It is also only when that happens—when you believe—that exe-
cution takes place and things get done. Nothing happens—especially in 
Asia—unless you sign off on it.

There is no shortage of brand and branding seminars, workshops, and 
conferences in most markets in Asia that provide education and insights 
that can help a company like yours begin to recognize and exploit the 
benefi ts of a strong brand. Having delivered papers at dozens of these 
events myself, it is a source of concern to me that only about 5–9  percent 
of those who attend are senior managers, 90 percent are middle and 
lower managers, and less than 1 percent are people like you—the CEOs. 
The vital messages that are being shared at these conferences are not 
making their way up to you. As a result, Asian CEOs like yourself tend 
to be the most uninformed individuals in your own organizations on the 
subject of brand and branding. This is absurd.

One of the fi rst things you can choose to do, immediately, is to edu-
cate yourself. Go to a seminar, or commission one for you and your 
senior executives. Read a book on branding, and then another. Don’t 
allow what you don’t know to deprive you and your stakeholders of 
something that is truly invaluable and perhaps even inspirational. Avoid 
at all costs the fate of “the Board of Directors.”

•

•

•

•

CH005.indd   177CH005.indd   177 12/10/10   9:21:32 PM12/10/10   9:21:32 PM



178 the brutal truth about asian branding

At the risk of repeating a key point covered in Chapter 2, it is worth 
highlighting a characteristic of Asian management: It is typically direc-
tive, with the CEO ruling largely without the benefi t of  consultation 
or consensus. This has implications, as discussed in that chapter. To 
recall some of the more pernicious ones: It leads to uninformed or mis-
informed employees, information bottlenecks, ineffi ciencies within 
functional departments, poor integration between departments, poor 
corporate culture, and low morale. Clearly, I am not a fan of the 
 directive style of management. In today’s business climate, it is obsolete 
and, frankly, self-defeating.

It is reassuring to see exceptions. There are some signs that more 
inclusive and open management styles are creeping into some companies 
headed by CEOs who are not wedded to conventional wisdom. In an 
interview with Banyan Tree’s CEO Ho Kwon Ping, he provides a hint of 
an unconventional management style that has resulted in the creation 
of a highly differentiated brand delivered by engaged and empowered 
employees: “I admit I’m still a bit of an iconoclast—Che Guevara was 
my hero when I was a student—and do not particularly like to accept 
something simply because it’s accepted wisdom or because somebody 
says it must be so.”30

You now have an opportunity to be one of these exceptions. Seize the 
opportunity.

EMPLOYEE INVOLVEMENT AND COMMITMENT

The ability of any brand to be good, or great, lies in combining 
employee involvement with commitment. The two are not only linked; 
they are dependent on one another.

Employee Involvement

Whether a company’s brand blueprint evolves over time or is delivered 
out of a formal branding exercise, employee involvement will be crucial 
and common to both. The elements contained within the brand blue-
print refl ect the company’s core truths. Core truths cannot be manu-
factured or brainstormed or dictated by the CEO and his management 
team. Core truths refl ect the strengths and characteristics that defi ne the 
company and its brands—in a real way. They are largely innate. They 
are crafted and articulated by those best placed to recognize them in the 
fi rst place: the company’s employee population—from the lowest ranks 
to the CEO. This is why formal branding projects adopt a methodology 
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that stretches primary research from the external to the internal; from 
consumers to employees. While the insights that need to be collected 
from the marketplace are critical to the mix, even more essential is an 
internal reality check: What do employees believe are the real strengths 
of the company? What are its more glaring weaknesses and defi ciencies? 
Where do they see opportunities? What do they really think of the com-
pany and how it is managed? Do they believe their own advertising?

The answers to these questions help defi ne a company’s character. 
Without character, a consumer message is not likely to be successful 
because the promise the company makes to its customers will be either 
half-baked or inconsistently delivered.

Why are employee contributions so important? Employees, like every-
one else, refl ect Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs. Once their very basic 
needs are satisfi ed, they yearn for fulfi llment of a higher kind: belonging, 
achievement, self-esteem, and pride in themselves as well as in what they 
are doing. Those needs are not parked at the factory entrance or in the 
offi ce lobby when employees clock-in, and then collected again when they 
clock-out. They are ever-present needs that, in scores of companies across 
Asia, are simply being ignored or, worse, suppressed. This is particularly 
true of the more developed markets such as Taiwan, Korea, Hong Kong, 
and Singapore. The absence of consistent quality,  leading-edge innova-
tion, commitment, and loyalty—the intangible costs— translates into lost 
value in multiple areas: revenue, market share, prestige, and competitive 
advantage. A food and beverage veteran of an Asian hotel chain work-
ing in its Los Angeles property described his contribution to the hotel’s 
growth as follows: “For 30 years they used my hands only when they 
could have had also my brain and my heart.”31 Companies should be 
harnessing this essential need people have to contribute and do something 
meaningful. Failure to do so cheats not only employees contribute and 
of self-actualization, but also companies of greatness.

The Brand-Centric Company

“Managing brands is going to be more and more about 
trying to manage everything that your company does.”

Lee Clow

Once it has been created from within, the brand blueprint is sustained 
from within. For brands to develop and grow in a strong and sustain-
able way, the CEO must accept and adopt a business philosophy that 
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dismisses the obsolete notion that only the marketing team is responsi-
ble for marketing and recognizes that everyone in the company—either 
directly or indirectly—is responsible for building the brand.

A brand blueprint acts as a frame of reference that guides and helps 
management in making decisions that infl uence and impact all facets 
of the business. Core benefi ts, for instance, will certainly impact the 
 communications strategy, but they will also infl uence sourcing,  quality 
management, delivery, and even accounts receivable, among other 
things. And each of these will have a supply chain of its own that sup-
ports it. What is included or discarded within that chain is likely to be 
infl uenced in no small measure by the core benefi ts the company has 
chosen to adopt: Is this supplier, or that ingredient, or this particular 
level of quality consistent with helping deliver the core benefi ts? If the 
answer is yes, it stays. If the answer is no, it goes.

Core values will also infl uence the brand’s communications strategy. 
But they also have a major impact on a myriad of other things, for the 
simple reason that values infl uence behavior. One of the more visible 
of these manifestations will be found in a company’s human resources 
(HR) policy. Beyond skill-sets, expertise, and experience, candidates’ 
values will also be increasingly scrutinized: “What do you believe in?” 
“What is important to you?” “What do you value?” The answers to 
questions such as these help in determining how well the candidate’s 
values match with the culture of the company. What is the point of 
employing even the most capable individual with the highest qualifi ca-
tions if his or her personal beliefs confl ict with the values the company 
is actively trying to build? A confl ict of values creates dissonance at the 
people level. Some simply call it “bad chemistry.”

The same formula applies to the other elements of the brand blue-
print—those that already exist, as well as those that will be created in 
the times ahead; they all impact on every facet of the organization. Those 
things that are judged to help deliver the brand blueprint stay; those that 
do not, should go.

When the brand blueprint is allowed to impact and infl uence every-
thing that goes on within the company, that company can be said to be 
brand-centric. A brand-centric company does away with traditional silo 
organizational models that encourage independent and isolated activity 
from different departments and focuses instead on working, evolving, 
and—most importantly—delivering to the customer together. To achieve 
this, the brand needs to be literally positioned at the center of the com-
pany where it is in a position to affect every operational department, as 
well as every strategic consideration (see Figure 5.4).
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A brand-centric company converts every single employee into a 
positive brand ambassador. This is important, because the modern 
 organization now has to deal with multiple touch-points that go beyond 
the advertising and the product experience: Brand perception is infl u-
enced, for instance, by how a customer’s telephone call is answered; 
by how the customer service department treats requests and addresses 
complaints; by how transparent the fi nance department is with the 
fi nancial community; by how socially responsible the sourcing depart-
ment or manufacturing unit is, and so on. And this provides the company 
with infi nitely more opportunities to connect positively with customers 
than ever before.

But the fl ip-side of that same coin also serves to expose the company 
and its less-than-desirable practices to the scrutiny and judgment of the 
outside world. The recent tragic suicides of some 13 employees within 
six months at the Shenzhen plant of Taiwan-based Foxconn highlights 
another key touch-point that is increasingly visible to the outside world, 
and especially to customers: how employees feel they are treated by 
their companies, and how they behave as a result. A combination of 

A brand-centric company converts every single employee into a positive 
brand ambassador.
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Figure 5.4 The brand-centric company model
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exceptionally long working hours and relatively low salaries is alleged 
to have contributed to the spate of suicides at the plant. Regardless of 
what caused the employees to take their own lives, signifi cant damage 
to the Foxconn brand image might be reasonably expected. Further, 
B2B brands such as Foxconn create “collateral” damage when they 
come under pressure. Global consumer brands such as Apple, HP, Dell, 
and others that source some of their products from Foxconn, also get 
tarred with the same brush. As Scott Davis and Michael Dunn point 
out in their book Building the Brand-Driven Business: “Every time an 
employee gets to touch a customer or a customer gets to touch a brand, 
that company gets the opportunity to either reinforce its brand promise 
or totally denigrate it.”32

Employee Commitment

“[Our employees’] passion and devotion is our number one 
competitive advantage. Lose it, and we’ve lost the game.”

Howard Schultz, Chairman and CEO, Starbucks33

We often see advertisements and product literature that proclaims, “The 
customer is no. 1.” And companies often boast that they understand 
their customers and their needs better than anyone else. But to what 
degree do companies deliver?

The reality is that many companies got to be successful by imple-
menting a strategy that effectively relegates the customer to the No. 2 
position. For companies such as Starbucks, where the “what?” is indeed 
to serve customers well and give them a unique experience, the “how?” 
involves a management philosophy that propels employees very much 
to the forefront of the organization. Starbucks prioritizes employee atti-
tude ahead of the desired end-deliverable: customer satisfaction. But this 
is for a reason that makes eminent sense: Only employees can deliver 
customer satisfaction.

In the brand-centric company, all employees—not just those who 
interact with customers—are responsible for “delivery.” Employees 
on the assembly line contribute to the company’s ability to deliver 
its customer promise as much as do those who work in HR, fi nance, 
administration, and all the other functional departments within the 
organization. The logic applies equally to B2B and business-to-consumer 
(B2C) companies. This is why Jack Welch emphasized that “the head of 
human resources at every company should be at least as important as 
the CFO.”34
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As obvious as that sounds, this elementary equation is, for the most 
part, lost on a lot of Asian companies, where the prevailing attitude is: 
“Employees are expected to do as they are told, because they are paid 
to do so.” News fl ash: More often than not, employees—in one way or 
another—do as they want. And rarely does that align optimally with cus-
tomer expectations. The result is companies that fail to deliver on their 
promises, and customers who are disappointed and often alienated.

Brands are not built by television and press ads—at least not to the 
extent believed by client CEOs and claimed by advertising agencies. 
Though this belief is popular and persistent, it is, nevertheless, a half-
truth at best. People—employees—build brands: Employees deliver the 
brand promise by providing consistent, positive customer experiences. 
Ads are simply vehicles that communicate a brand’s proposition in a 
relevant and—ideally—compelling manner. The best advertising cam-
paigns are those whose “big ideas” refl ect powerful consumer insights 
but which are guided by the core truths of the brand. Those core truths 
come from within the company. They lie within the brand blueprint.

If employees believe in your brand, so will customers.

People—employees at all levels, from the janitor to the CEO—are the 
only ones capable of bringing to life a genuine truth about a company 
or a brand. They are all, in their different jobs and roles, involved in 
what amounts to an interconnected process that acts like a chain reac-
tion. What happens at one level of the company affects another, which 
in turn affects another level, and so on. Everything is connected. If 
employees’ hearts and minds are not aligned with what the advertising 
promises, products won’t get made well, or arrive on time, or last as 
long as they should. In the service sector, customers won’t be treated 
properly.

Genuine truth is the physical expression of a company’s soul—in 
other words, what employees think and how they behave. When was 
the last time you thought about your own company’s “soul”? If the very 
question sounds odd, then chances are you have a lot of colleagues who 
are probably indifferent to—or at best, ambivalent about—the company 
you work for and the products you sell. If you have any doubts about 
this, ask anyone at Apple how they feel about working at the company, 
and they will tell you—if they are typical of most Apple employees—that 
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they live, breathe, and eat Apple. Apple has soul. The end-result is a 
culture of sustained innovation that churns out products people want 
to make a part of their lives. Take a walk around a Harley Davidson 
factory fl oor and you will notice that every third person or so sports 
a Harley Davidson tattoo. Do you love your job enough to carve your 
company’s logo onto your arm? When employees worship a brand like 
some sort of religion, customers fi nd the brand promise of authenticity 
credible. If your employees believe in your brand, so will customers.

Engagement

“With its in-house play areas, Google’s staff at Kirkland stay in when 
they need a break. . . . Google employees famously get free gour-
met meals. They also work in one-of-a-kind offi ces . . . that [include] 
a rock-climbing wall in one of the three buildings on the so-called 
campus . . . a wellness centre and gym, soda fountain, fi replace, a mini-
kitchen stocked full of food, cafeteria, dance room, massage room and 
doctor’s offi ce.”35

While the above amount to amenities that are tangible and relatively 
easy (though clearly costly) to implement, it is the intangibles that really 
contribute to Google receiving up to 3,000 job applications a day. The 
intangibles are entirely embedded in its management philosophy and 
include unfettered internal communication, freedom from supervision, 
and across-the-board employee empowerment, among many other 
things. The most powerful of these—for Google and all companies—
will always be the core ideology-related intangibles listed below, which 
are some of the very things many Asian companies are either reluctant 
or fearful to implement.

Key components that contribute to employee involvement and com-
mitment include:

Vision: “Where is my company going? I want to know . . . (a) 
because I want to know, and (b) because it allows me to fi gure out 
how I can help it get there.”

Mission: “What is the greater purpose of our company, beyond 
making money for the bosses? What makes others want to come 
here and me proud to belong here?”

Values: “What does the company really believe in? And are these 
things consistent with my own value system?”

How do you get employees to engage? “Engagement” is the key 
word. Without it, there is no willingness on the part of employees to 
do more. It is that incremental “more” that separates mediocrity from 

•

•

•
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excellence. Engaged employees at all levels will do their jobs better, will 
willingly volunteer opinions that improve their functions and how they 
interact with others, will engender an environment of internal discussion 
(which leads to creativity and innovation), and, ultimately, will deliver 
the promises the company makes to its customers.

Asian companies looking to engage their employees have a range of 
options they may consider. Before any of these can be implemented, 
the CEO himself must formally and visibly adopt a new mindset. To 
make the effort stick, the CEO will need not just to involve himself, 
but to lead.

Employee engagement can best be created and sustained by focusing 
on the following fi ve strategic areas:

The CEO declaration.

Bringing alive the brand blueprint.

Giving power to the people.

Accepting that failure is always an option.

Being accountable. (A “winner” company is one that is 
accountable.)

The CEO declaration

While this infers a single act, the CEO declaration is in fact an ongoing 
process whereby the CEO communicates with and makes himself avail-
able to his staff, inviting their feedback, ideas, and suggestions. One of 
the most common complaints and sources of employee frustrations a 
brand audit uncovers is the near-total absence of any communication 
by senior management with the middle and lower ranks of employ-
ees. Most often absent from view is the CEO. If this situation doesn’t 
change, any effort made in the direction of brand building is likely to 
be stillborn. This means that the Asian CEO is going to have to go from 
being, to all intents and purposes, invisible and make the effort to be 
everywhere and to talk to as many people as possible. He will need to 
reach out, tell his people he is listening, and then act on some of the 
things he hears. Further, the CEO will need to gather his troops and 
formally declare that the company is committed to its guiding principles 
and core ideology: its vision, mission, and values.

Bringing alive the brand blueprint

Once the CEO has publicly declared his intention to lead the process, 
he must then create a process that will address each element of the 

•

•

•

•

•

CH005.indd   185CH005.indd   185 12/10/10   9:21:34 PM12/10/10   9:21:34 PM



186 the brutal truth about asian branding

brand blueprint in turn, and identify initiatives that will bring each of 
those elements alive. It is important to understand that this phase often 
results in signifi cant change management, which may be disruptive and 
costly. As a result, many companies that go through a formal branding 
process and craft a brand blueprint then falter and fail to execute it. 
One of the leading reasons companies fail to follow through is the loss 
of momentum that can occur between the end of the branding project 
and the beginning of the internal alignment process. If the gap is too 
wide—which is often the case—CEOs and managers get distracted, and 
employees become demoralized (or, worse, cynical). Any trust and confi -
dence the CEO might have gained from employees during the fi rst phase 
is thus lost, making it harder to secure in the future.

Giving power to the people

More empowerment of more employees is absolutely essential in a glo-
balized arena, where companies are venturing far from their home turfs 
to establish operations in other markets. Empowerment provides indi-
viduals with the authority to make decisions on their own—particularly 
those who are posted to foreign markets. This is essential where fast-
moving markets, and the need to make quick decisions, preclude consul-
tation with head offi ce. Delays in communication and decision making 
translate instantly into lost competitive advantage. Companies have the 
choice of being either nimble or dead.

Empowerment enhances employees’ self-esteem and encourages them 
to do more—that same more that separates mediocrity from excellence. 
Most people welcome responsibility, seeing it as an opportunity for per-
sonal growth. Every realized opportunity to grow delivers personal sat-
isfaction and the innate need to sustain it.

“Nothing strengthens the judgment and quickens 
the conscience like individual responsibility.”

Elizabeth Cady Stanton

There are several possible reasons why Asian CEOs appear reluctant 
to empower more employees with greater levels of authority. Earlier we 
identifi ed the anachronistic issue of obsessive secrecy. Another important, 
and perhaps more practical, reason is the risk that some CEOs believe 
is inherent in allowing important decisions to be made outside of head 
offi ce. The basic concern revolves around the issue of individual unpre-
dictability. Specifi cally, how likely are empowered offi cers in offshore 
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markets to make decisions that are in line with management expecta-
tions? This is indeed a legitimate concern, but it only persists if these 
companies fail to build an internal frame of reference that is known to 
and is clearly understood by every member of the organization. That 
frame of reference is, of course, the brand blueprint. A brand blueprint 
provides not just a road map for planning; it also acts as a common ora-
cle that all employees can refer to for routine decision  making, as well 
as for those decisions that need to be made during periods of crisis. It 
encourages consistent and relatively predictable personal judgments.

More ambitious, more aggressive, or more visionary companies that 
are willing to take empowerment one step further can convert risk 
 taking—when used as a strategic tool—into a powerful competitive 
advantage. Risk taking is a highly risky strategy, but it need not be a 
reckless one. Equipped with a robust brand blueprint, responsible com-
pany offi cers who have demonstrated inordinate insight may be given 
suffi cient authority to act on their own and take greater risks. This is 
like granting James Bond a license to kill. It amounts to a calculated bet 
that can provide very high returns.

Accepting that failure is always an option

“. . . learn from mistakes and listen to feedback.”

Sir Martin Sorrell, Chief Executive Offi cer, WPP36

One of the most noticeable characteristics shared by many Asian work-
ers across all seniority levels is their unwillingness to express an opinion 
or to volunteer an idea or to criticize another’s point of view—at least 
publicly—lest they be subjected to ridicule, censure, or even termination 
if they are proved to be wrong. Even when a team is charged with get-
ting something done, or solving a particular problem, getting started is 
always a challenge because few members of the team will be willing to 
take the initiative. The Western expression “too many chiefs” fi nds no 
context in Asia. Instead, the reality is too many followers waiting to be 
told what to do.

While some may argue that the above is a generalization, many more 
will agree that this is very much part of the reality in Asia today, and is 
a major reason why Asian companies are not living up to their potential. 
The origins of this mindset are as complicated as they are  controversial 
and contentious. They cover an extremely sensitive landscape that starts 
with culture and values and goes off in multiple directions that include 
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political governance and its associated extensions: freedom of speech, 
personal liberty, and others. All of these fi nd expression throughout 
most of Asia. Social psychologists have a great deal of territory to cover 
if some sort of measurable impact can be expected to affect its root 
causes in the near term.

Meanwhile, the “problem” affects not only individuals, but also their 
companies. People who are unwilling to express an opinion or provide a 
point of view directly impair a company’s competitive advantage. These 
individuals are a dead weight to the organization, and can even drag it 
down. A notable exception is the Taiwan-based brand, HTC. Explains 
John Wang, the company’s “chief innovation wizard” (CMO): “We 
have an organization that is designed to fail. . . . It takes close to 1,000 
ideas to turn up a few projects that are worth running.”37

Asian companies are operating like bad football teams (see the accom-
panying box). And if they win the occasional game, their response is not 
only disproportionate to the effort and the win, but also inconsequen-
tial in terms of the more important wider picture. “Picture,” here, is a 
euphemism for real potential (bigger wins). The absence of perspective, 
or the wrong perspective, prevents many Asian companies from recogniz-
ing how successful they could otherwise be. If these same companies are 
managing to generate high revenues and deliver strong profi ts with disen-
gaged employees who are incapable of or unwilling to contribute critical 
thought, then they are doing “well” despite themselves. Infi nitely higher 
revenues and profi ts would materialize if the CEO’s efforts were supported 
by those of engaged and proactive employees. To return to the football 
analogy, they would score many more “goals” if they simply played like 
a team. Further, this signifi cant benefi t amounts to low-hanging fruit. It 
can be immediately capitalized on and could, in very short order, demon-
strate strong returns. But this doesn’t happen all that frequently—mostly 
because, again, too many CEOs simply don’t know what they don’t know.

Business is like a football team

A good analogy for business lies in football. Beyond the rules, most 
people understand how the game is played and recognize the logic 
of the broad strategy that is used. For the purposes of the analogy, 
goals are to football what revenues and profi t are to business.

Consider any champion European football team. While players 
will run all over the pitch, they are generally confi gured in an inverted 
“V” formation in a vector that pushes forward and aims directly for 
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Asian CEOs need to overcome those specifi c cultural infl uences and 
prejudices that translate into regressive management styles that limit the 
potential of their companies. CEOs are a major reason why employees 
choose to decorate meeting rooms like mute trees. At the same time, 
too many Asian CEOs are notorious for loving the sound of their own 

the goal posts. How they ultimately score goals is  important: Every 
player knows his position; every player knows the position of his 
teammates; every game has a strategy which is known to all play-
ers, and when players are aware of the strategy they know who to 
pass the ball to and when. Inexorably the ball moves  forward from 
one player to another until it reaches those in the forward lines—the 
strikers. The strikers will either create opportunities or wait for them 
to materialize before capitalizing and scoring. And when they do 
score, it will mostly be the result of team effort.

Now consider the Asian equivalent—the Asian company as the 
football team. In this football team, while most players know their 
position, they are wedded to them in such a fi xed manner that it 
excludes interaction with other positions (the “that is not my 
job. . .” mentality). Instead of an inverted “V,” we have players liter-
ally all over the fi eld; some are even facing the wrong way. Because 
they lack initiative, they won’t go after the ball and will only inter-
act with it if it happens to come their way. When it does, they gener-
ally don’t really know what to do with it, because (a) the objective 
of the game hasn’t been made clear to them (it’s a secret known only 
to the top players—the C-level guys/strikers), and (b) they are not 
interested or encouraged to play together. So they lose possession 
easily and often. So clueless are some of the players that occasion-
ally one will run off in the wrong direction and end up scoring an 
own goal! But the worst outcome of this team’s “strategy” is that 
the heavy lifting is done only by the two or three strikers up front 
(the CEO, COO, and CFO), since they can’t or won’t rely on the 
rest of their teammates. The capability of this team to score goals 
(to make higher revenues and profi t) is signifi cantly handicapped by 
its players, who are unaware of the objective and unwilling or inca-
pable of playing together.

This Asian “football” team analogy illustrates how a lot of 
Asian companies do business. Do these companies make money 
(score goals)? Many do. Could they make more money (score a lot 
more goals)? Absolutely.
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voices. They are driven by a profound conviction that they know what 
is right and what works, so they end up dictating, rather than consult-
ing or listening. To make matters worse, many go a step further: They 
penalize people who get it wrong. Unfortunately, this approach is rep-
licated by their subordinates and then fi lters down and across all levels 
of the organization to become part of the company’s culture. The result 
is as inevitable as it is catastrophic to the organization: Nobody says 
 anything—ever. The fear of failure is pervasive. The company—without 
its CEO noticeably realizing it—doesn’t move forward.

“Our company has, indeed, stumbled onto some 
of its new products. But never forget that you can only 

stumble if you are moving.”

Richard P. Carlton, former CEO, 3M Corporation

The absence of active contributions by employees renders the com-
pany effectively dead in the water. When people are unwilling to express 
a point of view or an opinion, merit-less ideas that are fl oated by senior 
managers or the CEO, or by hired outside consultants, don’t get chal-
lenged and often survive to graduate to policy. The harm that is born 
out of bad ideas that are implemented is dwarfed only by the real dam-
age created by the lack of any dynamic internal input. The most com-
mon, and costly, result is a paucity of innovation—of any type. In fact, 
the hotly debated subject of the lack of innovation in Asia exists in the 
fi rst place only because of widespread institutionalized employee timid-
ity, insecurity, and anxiety brought about by a management philosophy 
that discourages employees from expressing themselves and voicing new 
ideas, and penalizes them for making mistakes or getting it wrong when 
they take initiatives. In the meantime, the best examples will continue to 
be set by Western companies doing business in Asia. A technical man-
ager from 3M’s Singapore offi ce commented: “Sometimes I disagree 
with my boss . . . and she doesn’t say ‘no’ to me immediately. She says: 
‘Why don’t you try it out and let’s see from here where we can go.’”38

“Be unafraid of failure.”

Sir Richard Branson, founder and CEO, The Virgin Group

Instead of penalizing failure, companies should be considering doing the 
exact opposite. A certain measure of encouraging, and even celebrating, 
failure makes a great deal of sense. BusinessWeek devoted a cover story 
to doing just that. Its July 10, 2006 covery story, “Eureka, We Failed!” 
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revealed the extraordinary num-
ber of world-famous brands that 
resulted from initial blunders or 
failures. It provides case studies, 
and even personal accounts by 
accomplished marketers of their 
“favorite mistakes.”39

Allowing—even encourag-
ing—employees to “fail” sends 
the important message that the 
company understands that it 
is only through mistakes and 
failures that people learn—not 
just how to do their jobs prop-
erly, but new things; that it is 
only through risk taking that 
breakthroughs happen; and 
that it is only through trying 
that ideas eventually emerge. 
Commenting on the spectacu-
lar failure of Virgin Cola in the 

US and later Virgin Credit in Australia, Richard Branson said: “There 
is no better way to learn how to succeed in business than to learn from 
mistakes—yours or someone else’s.”40 Failure from experimentation 
should always be an option for creative companies looking to improve 
constantly and build better brands.

A “winner company” is one that is accountable

The curious thing about employee relations across many companies 
in Asia is that while there is still minimal recognition of the produc-
tive partnership role employees can play, there is an equal reluctance to 
institute performance-driven cultures. As a result, many companies suf-
fer from an over-abundance of mediocre human resources at virtually 
all levels of operations. As mentioned above, a management philosophy 
that fails to engage employees by not consulting with them or training 
them properly certainly contributes to the problem. But this doesn’t 
diminish the role of another fragile pillar that threatens the integrity of 
the company edifi ce: low employee profi ciency. Most Asian companies 
are carting around overweight levels of unproductive and underper-
forming employees. Most of them glide under the radar on a daily basis. 
Nobody notices or, apparently, cares. As a result, an almost Dilbert-like 

BusinessWeek devotes a cover story 
to celebrating failure

Source: BusinessWeek, July 10, 2006.
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attitude pervades a lot of Asian companies: “I did nothing today and 
I still got paid.”41

A central component of any company’s brand strategy must be the 
stated aim to perform strongly. It must also have a corresponding 
appraisal system for employee measurement that actually works. While 
most senior managers might argue that they agree with this, the facts 
on the ground suggest they only give it lip service. Although most com-
panies do have in place some sort of employee appraisal system, in the 
vast majority of cases, the wrong things are measured; or when serious 
defi ciencies are detected, little or no action is taken. Further, not enough 
senior managers are involved in the process, leaving most of the effort 
in the hands of HR personnel who, alone, are not empowered to effect 
the important changes that need to be implemented to deliver high oper-
ating performance. This results in making the organization vulnerable in 
one vital area—people.

High achievers are generally drawn to companies that have devel-
oped a reputation for high performance—for winning. Why? Because 
these people—who are special—generally want to be part of something 
successful. They want to be winners. Winning, to them, is what a well-
managed company with strong leadership does. They are attracted to 
companies like McKinsey and Google and Disney, because they are 
perceived to encourage excellence and celebrate success. For many of 
these high achievers—certainly those that share classic alpha-type 
 personalities—winning is exhilarating. It is also a source of profound 
personal satisfaction that can satisfy many important psychological 
needs: self-esteem, pride, confi dence, achievement, and many others. As 
Jack Welch put it in his book Winning: “I think winning is great. Not 
good—great. Because when companies win, people thrive and grow. 
There are more jobs and more opportunities.”42

“. . . the important thing is the passion and intensity 
among your people to go out there—day in, day out—and 
fi nd ways to win and stay ahead. Our success has helped 

us attract more high-quality people to fuel the passion to carry 
on successfully.”

Pat O’Driscoll, Vice President, Shell Retail, Europe

High achievers are the people—other things being equal—that com-
panies should be aiming to recruit and—importantly—retain. Motivated 
people who are committed to winning need an environment that 
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encourages success. If that environment is fi lled with other like-minded 
and motivated colleagues, the company is likely to drive forward and 
upwards with reliable and dependable human resources. Conversely, 
high achievers will in time become demoralized by an environment clut-
tered with people who are either not up to the tasks they are respon-
sible for, or are simply not suited to them. Workers who—for whatever 
 reason—cannot deliver end up slowing down those who can. In this 
environment, high achievers don’t last long. Eventually, they leave.

The only way to deliver a high-performance culture and keep high 
achievers from leaving is to implement a transparent policy that mea-
sures the performance of all employees on a regular basis and relative 
to a declared benchmark. The idea is to communicate a message to all 
employees that the company’s goal is to deliver excellence to the best 
of its collective ability; that its “ability” lies in actively measuring the 
contributions of all employees: rewarding those who excel, and—for a 
specifi ed time—helping those who are encountering diffi culties or even 
struggling. But at the end of the day, all individuals need to deliver to 
the declared benchmarks. This means that those who cannot deliver, 
even after being given additional opportunities to improve, simply need 
to go. Staying doesn’t do them or the company any good.

An essential component of any brand’s strategy is having the right 
people, on whom delivery of the brand proposition is entirely depen-
dent. To deliver it successfully, they will need to be motivated; and 
oftentimes that means feeling proud to be part of a company that is 
 universally perceived to be a great company. To many, that means a 
winning company.

INTELLIGENT BRAND ARCHITECTURE

“. . . most Asian groups have not defi ned their long-term 
business priorities, nor have they invested in the skills needed to 
assure success in a more competitive environment. Some are too 
diversifi ed, and are wasting resources and management effort on 
businesses that may offer near-term gain but have little long-term 
potential. . . . Building core businesses: The corollary of world-
class performance is the need to focus on selected businesses. 
Superior performance is possible only in a few areas, where 
funds, skills, and management passion are concentrated.”

T.C. Chu and Trevor MacMurray43
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One of the great defi ning characteristics of Asian business is entre-
preneurship and a vibrant, enterprising mentality. Over the past two 
decades, we have seen small, mostly family-owned businesses grow 
aggressively into large concerns not only in their own countries, but also 
across other Asian markets. The opportunities of the 1980s and 1990s 
were abundant and the circumstances favorable.

One of the drivers of the “Asian Tigers” era was (and continues 
to be) a business operational philosophy that is best described as 
“opportunity-driven.” Two very visible manifestations of this philosophy 
are diversifi cation, and mergers and acquisitions (M&A). Because the 
only motivating drive for both is usually the possibility of generating 
incremental revenues, rarely are detailed and comprehensive assessments 
made of the desirability of additional product lines, on the one hand, 
or the strategic fi t of a target company in an M&A, on the other. This 
refl ects an absence of an overarching strategic vision. It tends to result 
in companies distracting themselves from their core businesses in order 
to pursue the manufacturing or marketing of products and services that 
are outside their usual areas of experience or competence. As a result, a 
not insignifi cant portion of the Asian business landscape today is com-
prised of highly diversifi ed but less than effi cient companies.

Apart from some notable exceptions (such as computer maker Acer 
Inc.), the concept of “core business” is not strongly valued, or even fully 
appreciated, in Asia. Rather than see focus as a means to generate an 
enduring competitive advantage (category leadership and economies of 
scale), it is effectively seen as risky and opportunity costly. Whether this is 
true or not, CEOs in Asia are failing to ask themselves fundamental ques-
tions before making decisions that effectively move their companies away 
from what they know best. First among these is: “What, really, is our core 
business?” The question may seem straightforward, but so many Asian 
companies have expanded so arbitrarily, and in so many directions, over 
the past two decades that management attention and priority will likely 
have shifted back and forth between different businesses several times in 
that period. (Think of Lenovo going into investment banking in 2004.) If 
management cannot adequately answer this fi rst question, it will struggle 
with this next one: “How should we allocate existing fi nancial and human 
resources among our brands to grow shareholder value?”44 And this ques-
tion is important for the simple reason that resources are scarce and fi nite.

“We’ve got one stock that investors buy. 
We need one brand.”

Larry Bossidy45
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If you, as the CEO, together with your management team and your 
workforce, are unfamiliar with a business you are contemplating diver-
sifying into or buying, don’t do it. Beyond the likelihood of underper-
forming in the new business, the move invites distraction from what you 
do understand and do well, and from the dependable revenue streams 
that are associated with it. Many business analysts argue that one of the 
main reasons for the spectacular growth of the Coca-Cola Company in 
the 1990s and its wide lead over Pepsi was the company’s decision to 
refocus on the core business of beverages after selling off its Columbia 
Pictures division in 1989. That point of view was certainly promoted 
by the company’s then CEO, Roberto Goizueta. Paraphrasing Goizueta, 
David Greising described the legendary leader declaring “that the day 
of the conglomerate was over. Businesses of the future must focus on 
their core areas of expertise and ruthlessly realign operations whatever 
those core capabilities might be.”46

While increasing numbers of companies in the West are moving away 
from the conglomerate model and selling off units inconsistent with 
their core businesses or mission statements, the model— notwithstanding 
Goizueta’s fi rm conviction—doesn’t lack legitimacy per se. And it 
remains popular in Asia. But this doesn’t mean it is always created for 
the right reasons or is managed effectively. Managing diversifi cation of 
products and services, or the integration of new brands via a merger or 
an acquisition, requires that the CEO and his management have a fun-
damental and profound understanding of the concept of brand architec-
ture. In fact, next to brand positioning, brand architecture emerges as 
the single other most important brand and business dynamic managers 
must understand and master. Brand architecture is an involved area that 
deserves a book on its own. For that reason, I will limit my observations 
to a brief overview.

“GM has 33 brand names. BMW has one. 
Both are valid brand architectures.”

Amy Campbell47

Brand architecture clarifi es the strategic relationship between all 
brands in a company’s portfolio. It describes the way in which a com-
pany organizes, manages, and goes to market with its portfolio of prod-
ucts and services. Brand architecture is to a company’s portfolio of 
brands what teamwork is to a baseball team: critical. To avoid brand 
confl ict on the one hand, and to deliver brand synergies on the other, a 
company’s brands need to “play” together.
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Brand architecture fi nds expression in two major and often connected 
ways: (1) at the corporate level, and (2) at the product level. The corpo-
rate level reveals the relationship different businesses belonging to the 
same holding company have with one another. The product level reveals 
the relationships different brands within the same company share 
among themselves. Figure 5.5 provides an example of how both can 
reside within the same corporate entity. GAP Inc. is a holding company 
that operates six separate stand-alone businesses. Each business is man-
aged independently and may also market its own portfolio of brands. 
GAP Inc. is a good example of a company that has multiple businesses 
that are all part of the same core business—apparel.

The way in which a company organizes, manages, and goes to mar-
ket with its brands refers to its CEO’s choice of brand architecture from 
among four basic alternatives. There is no “right” or “wrong” archi-
tecture option per se. The “correct” choice is dictated by the company’s 
business strategy. This is a critically important point. If the business 
strategy is unclear or nonexistent, the brand architecture strategy will 
be seriously fl awed. Everything is connected.

Brand Architecture Alternatives

The four brand architecture alternatives are:

Master branding (also known as “branded house”)

Invisible branding (also known as “house of brands”)

•

•

Figure 5.5 The brand architecture for GAP Inc.

Gap GapKids babyGap GapMaternity

Brand Architecture
at the

Corporate Level

Brand Architecture
at the

Product Level
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Co-branding

Endorsement branding.

Master branding

Master branding leverages the equity of the corporate brand across all 
divisions and/or products. It is monolithic and provides a single brand 
identity. Familiar examples of companies that use a master brand-
ing strategy are Virgin, Boeing, and GE (see Figure 5.6). Advantages 
include: (a) elevation of the master brand’s profi le, adding immediate 
legitimacy to all its product brands and effectively delivering a halo 
effect if the master brand has positive brand equity; and (b) the ability 
to build a corporate brand name quickly. The main disadvantage of a 
master brand approach is the inability to build stand-alone brands that 
provide fl exibility in several areas, particularly access to multiple mutu-
ally exclusive customer segments.

•

•

Figure 5.6 The brand architecture for Virgin

Invisible branding

Invisible branding is usually used by holding companies. The  individual 
business/subsidiary/product brands are developed and promoted as 
 separate entities. Familiar examples of companies that use an  invisible 
branding strategy are Procter & Gamble (P&G) and Viacom (see 
Figure 5.7). Advantages include: (a) the ability to target distinct market 
segments; and (b) more fl exibility when launching new products or ser-
vices, as they don’t rely on the image of the master brand. Disadvantages 
include: (a) the need for signifi cant investment to build each brand; and (b) 
the inability to cross-leverage positive equity across the differ ent brands.
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Co-branding

Co-branding is used when two corporate or product brands are given 
equal weight. The companies are (usually) engaged in a joint venture 
or a merger. Each brand benefi ts from the existing equity of the other. 
Familiar examples of companies that use co-branding strategies are 
MasterCard and Sony Ericsson (see Figures 5.8 and 5.9). The main 
advantage of this approach is that it allows for the transfer of desired 
brand associations/personality traits (and equity) from one brand to 
the other. Disadvantages include: (a) the possibility of failure if a poor 
selection of the partnering brand is made; and (b) customer confu-
sion if the reason for the alliance is unclear or if the businesses seem 
incompatible.

Figure 5.7 The brand architecture for P&G

Figures 5.8 and 5.9  The brand architecture for MasterCard and 

Sony Ericsson
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Endorsement branding

Endorsement branding focuses on the subsidiary/product brand, while 
another brand acts as a stamp of approval. A good example of this 
approach is 3M (see Figure 5.10). Advantages include: (a) good syner-
gies with sub-brands that have existing and well-defi ned equity; and
(b) leveraging on the strengths of individual brands to help build the 
corporate brand and broaden its scope. Its main disadvantage lies 
in the fact that it takes longer to build if the endorsing brand is not 
well known.

Figure 5.10 The brand architecture for 3M

Vision
Business
strategy

Core
business

Diversification

Brand
architecture

Brand
architecture

Figure 5.11 Brand architecture fl owchart

Which Strategy Is Best Suited to My Company?

It is worth repeating: The company’s overarching vision and choice of 
business strategy provides the basis for two very important strategic 
decisions: (a) the choice of whether to focus on the core business or to 
diversify; and (b) the choice of brand architecture (see Figure 5.11).
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Whether a company stays in or strays from its core business, the right 
brand architecture framework will be essential for effective manage-
ment and growth of all brands in its portfolio. The absence of an intel-
ligent brand architecture strategy will almost certainly result in portfolio 
underperformance and, in many cases, outright damage to many brands. 
Another even more dire potential consequence is the dilution of the 
master brand, the very thing that holds the company together. This must 
never be allowed to happen. Whatever the company does, the master 
brand must always be protected.

Companies need not limit themselves to one or even two brand archi-
tecture alternatives. Hybrids are common, as the Marriott hotel group 
illustrates (see Figure 5.12). One good look at their operations provides 
some insight into the group’s business strategy and, by extension, its 
brand architecture strategy.

Figure 5.12 The brand architecture for Marriott

6 Stars
“Luxury”

5 Stars
“Luxury”

4 Stars
“Quality Tier”

3 Stars
“Mid-Priced”

2–3 Stars
“Affordable-Price”

Whatever the company does, the master brand must always be protected.
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On the surface it seems that Marriott has chosen to manage its 
expansion through organic growth and acquisitions that are consistent 
with its core business—hospitality. It operates some 16 separate hotel 
brand names in all price and quality points of the category.48 In this way, 
Marriott is able to target virtually all customer audience segments in the 
markets in which it does business, through a strategy that in some cases 
leverages its master brand.

Marriott has adopted a business strategy that divides the entire cat-
egory into fi ve separate, contiguous segments that offer services and 
accommodation at virtually all levels. Though perhaps an oversimpli-
fi cation, the fi ve categories can best be understood within the popular 
hotel “star” system.

The Marriott corporate website provides detailed descriptions of each 
of its hotel brands. Based on the differentiated service each hotel deliv-
ers, it is possible to create a matrix chart that identifi es and positions 
each brand relative to the others within the “stars” framework. For 
the purpose of this exercise, we have used only a small selection of the 
Marriott brands.

Marriott’s presence in the market allows us to infer several things 
about its business strategy. Among these are: (a) a broad reach of cus-
tomers across all socio-economic levels: luxury, mid-price, and value for 
money; (b) psychographic customer segmentation, with some brands 
designed to appeal mostly to business executives while others favor 
leisure and holidaymakers; (c) geographical distribution: while some 
brands are deployed “locally” (in the US), other brands are operated on 
a global basis; and (d) a presence across different hospitality segments: 
from hotels to serviced apartments.

Marriott’s business strategy, even the little that is visible, appears 
to be sophisticated and robust. The company appears to be aiming 
for most, if not all, segments of the hospitality category. And there is 
little wrong with that, as long as the appropriate brand architecture 
is adopted and different operating units managed by different executive 
teams are created to manage the brands.

The Marriott Brand Architecture

In an effort to maximize its presence right across the category, Marriott 
is using a combined master brand/invisible/endorsement brand archi-
tecture strategy. The starting point is the master brand itself—Marriott 
Hotels & Resorts. Given a business strategy that aims to occupy 

CH005.indd   201CH005.indd   201 12/10/10   9:21:45 PM12/10/10   9:21:45 PM



202 the brutal truth about asian branding

 virtually all hospitality segments, how might this master brand—which 
owns a generally solid “premium” association—best be harnessed and 
leveraged?

At the luxury end of the category are two very exclusive hotel groups: 
The Ritz Carlton and EDITION. Marriott’s decision not to associate 
its name with either of these two brand names (invisible brand strat-
egy) makes a great deal of sense. The reason is that Marriott may be 
premium, but it is not six-star über-luxury. With virtually everything 
else, Marriott does add its name to the brand—to better effect in some 
instances than in others.

As a premium master brand, it is appropriate, logical, and possible 
to stretch the “Marriott” name upwards into the fi ve-star category. 
And the founder’s initials—JW—play a role in clearly separating it 
from the more mainstream (less luxurious) Marriott Hotels & Resorts. 
Occupying the fi ve-star luxury segment is the master-branded JW 
Marriott network. This works by setting the experience as visibly 
“higher” and better than the mainstream brand. At the four-star level, 
Renaissance is a stand-alone brand, probably because the customer 
experience standard is close or identical to that of Marriott Hotels & 
Resorts, which also has a presence at this level. The brand name was an 
acquisition in 1997 and, owning valuable equity, it was likely decided to 
operate it apart and independently so as to increase the group’s overall 
presence in this segment level. While this is probably the strategy—and 
it is quite a reasonable one—there will always be some cannibalization, 
since the Renaissance brand doesn’t compete just with other competi-
tor brands but also with its Marriott cousin as well. The existence of 
Marriott Executive Apartments is also obvious and logical. Offering 
a level of quality comparable to that its sister network is known for, 
this brand provides an alternative apartment option for executives with 
longer-stay needs.

It is really at the three- and two-star levels that questions can be 
raised about the company’s choice of architecture. The main argument 
one might speculate for the company’s decision to add the Marriott 
master brand name is, most likely, brand awareness and the halo effect 
it provides. That said, the decision deserves closer scrutiny. The key 
question that all companies need to ask themselves before venturing to 
volunteer the master brand for anything is: Will stretching the brand 
that far damage it? Far too often, this question isn’t asked; instead, the 
focus is solely on the anticipated benefi ts. When the stretch is too great, 
the “rubber” snaps and all the brands suffer—especially the master 
brand, which must always be protected.
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Summary

The Marriott experience provides a useful case study for Asian brand 
owners. It reveals both the opportunities that can be pursued, and some 
of the more obvious elements of a deliberately thought-out strategy for 
pursuing them. Right or wrong, the Marriott example provides a blue-
print for decision making. In Asia, brand portfolio strategies are too 
often driven by emotion or gut instincts. In the years ahead, as Asia 
attracts more and more attention and investment, both the opportunities 
and the competitive pressures will increase. If they are to exploit the for-
mer and manage the latter, Asian CEOs will need to guard against four 
typical mistakes that tend to affect the portfolio architecture process:

The tendency to make brand architecture decisions for emotional, 
rather than data-related, reasons;

The tendency to focus on individual products or brands; 
independently of how they might impact the master brand or the 
broader portfolio of brands;

The tendency to politicize brand architecture so as to defi ne turf 
and authority;

The failure to use brand architecture as a forward-looking 
strategic tool.

Furthermore, CEOs will need to be clearer about what it is their 
companies do best, and whether it is really in their interest to expand 
into new areas that are removed from their existing core competencies. 
The trend adopted in the West of focusing on one’s core business merits 
careful consideration by Asian CEOs. The arguments that support it are 
compelling and relevant in an age of fast-moving innovation, fi erce com-
petition, and increasing commoditization. All three dynamics impact the 
allocation of crucial company resources: people and money. Companies 
that elect to focus on their core business, like the Marriott Group, will 
need to look at how their related brands—some of which may or may 
not rely on the master brand—deliver synergies while avoiding dilution 
of the master brand.

On the other hand, where diversifi cation is sought and justifi ed, 
brand architecture models will also need to be carefully considered and 
adopted. They will need to be based on an overarching vision of where 
the company is going and how its portfolio of (different) businesses and 
brands will help get it there. The indicators for this will be found in the 
company’s business strategy.

•

•

•

•
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Once again, it bears repeating: There is no good or bad architecture 
choice—just the right one that will correspond with and deliver directly 
to the company’s unique circumstances and objectives. Whether a com-
pany is looking to expand its existing line of brands, add new ones, or 
even add new businesses to its portfolio mix, it should consider this: 
Strong master brands are like geese that lay golden eggs. Intelligent 
brand architecture provides the means for the goose to keep on laying 
eggs. Shortsighted, opportunistic decisions that stretch master brands 
into categories where they have no “permission” to go will only end up 
cooking the goose.

CSR: THE NEW BRANDING IMPERATIVE

“Integrity in business is the ultimate competitive advantage. . . . 
Without it you have nothing.”

Attributed to Roberto Goizueta, former CEO, 
The Coca-Cola Company49

If ever there was a phenomenon that threatened to disrupt the cur-
rent paradigm of global business in the new century, it is the concept 
of corporate social responsibility. CSR is an area replete with complex 
arguments that cloud the very defi nition of the concept. In addition, dif-
ferent people—ranging from company executives, to representatives of 
non-government organizations (NGOs), to private citizens—have not 
only different views on the subject, but also vastly different expectations 
of actions and outcomes. These gaps and disparities create both major 
risks that CEOs need to be clearly aware of, and huge opportunities that 
are already changing the way business is conducted.

The fi rst challenge lies in the very defi nition of CSR. Historically, and 
as late as 2005, the popular perception of CSR continued to revolve 
around the “good” a company can contribute to society. In some quar-
ters, this still means treating your own employees well, at one end of 
the spectrum, and donating time, effort, and money to charities, at the 
other end. More or less refl ecting this perception, an article entitled 
“The Good Company,” which appeared in the January 2005 issue of 
The Economist, described CSR as “the tribute that capitalism every-
where pays to virtue.”50 The discussion in the article centered around 
the genuineness of companies that were systemically reforming them-
selves in a manner that demoted profi tability in favor of social contribu-
tions. Regardless of what side of that debate merited credit, no mention 
was made of the issues that are today more closely associated with 
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CSR: the environment and sustainability, and how business impacts 
both. But that is changing very quickly.

The evidence suggests that the planet is warming and that, as a 
result, we can expect a multitude of consequences ranging from cli-
mate change to elevated sea levels, along with all the implications of 
these changes. The problems will only continue to get worse unless 
action is taken to arrest and reverse the causes of global warming. But, 
who is responsible for fi xing the world, and what does this have to do 
with business?

In 1970 the economist Milton Friedman wrote a famous article for 
The New York Times Magazine entitled, ‘‘The Social Responsibility 
of Business Is to Increase its Profi ts.”51 Addressing students at Yale 
University, 22 years later in 1992, Coca-Cola’s CEO Roberto Goizueta 
presented the opposite viewpoint: “While we were once perceived as 
simply providing services, selling products, and employing people, 
 business now shares in much of the responsibility for our global quality 
of life.”52

Today, it is Goizueta’s viewpoint that is attracting overwhelming 
favor. Businesses are increasingly being seen as part of a new main-
stream reality that is continuing to evolve. This reality is also galvanizing 
 people—who are also consumers—to demand more from governments, 
and even more from business. Much of this is, no doubt, the result of 
the huge amount of media coverage devoted to global warming, its 
causes, and the Doomsday scenarios predicted by some scientists.

Findings from a 2007 McKinsey global survey, “Assessing the Impact 
of Societal Issues,” identifi ed major—and, in some cases,  overwhelming—
shifts of opinion across several key CSR metrics among company 
executives when compared to 2005 numbers. Top of mind for most 
respondents, and scoring the highest percentages over other stated con-
cerns, were environmental issues, including climate change. On a regional 
basis, the numbers varied only a little, to refl ect mostly local priorities: 
In North America the environment was slightly behind the concerns of 
health care and employee benefi ts. In Europe the environment was per-
ceived to be the most pressing issue by a very large  margin—almost dou-
bling the second-placed issue. In China, some might be surprised to learn, 
the environment also scored fi rst. And in India, the environment was just 
pipped at the post by privacy- and security-related issues, with a differ-
ence of only 1 percent. Summing up, the survey declared: “Executives 
seem well aware that action on the environment will be important for 
many companies if they are to earn the public’s trust.”53

Among consumers the picture is similar. Findings from the Synovate/
BBC global study on climate change concluded that “concern for the 
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environment has gone mainstream.” The study found that “more than 
two-thirds of respondents said they were very or somewhat concerned” 
and would not “purchase products that have been made through a pro-
cess that has increased poverty, harmed [the] environment or destroyed 
wildlife.”54

The picture is very similar regarding attitudes to another equally impor-
tant CSR metric: sustainability. According to Edelman’s 2009 “goodpur-
pose” study, which polled 6,000 people aged 18–64 across 10 countries 
(including emerging and developing countries such as Brazil, India, and 
China): “61% have purchased a brand that supports a good cause even 
if it wasn’t the cheapest brand . . .” and “83% [were] willing to change 
consumption habits if it [would] help make the world a  better place to 
live.”55 An MIT Sloan Management Review study, also  conducted in 2009, 
revealed almost identical fi ndings: “People were willing to pay a premium 
for products perceived to be ethically  produced. . . . The bottom line of the 
survey was that it pays to be good and that consumers increasingly want 
to support companies which are socially responsible and products which 
were not made by exploiting nature or people.”56

As a result, companies around the world are fundamentally  reassessing 
their roles in society and, by extension, are reviewing how they do 
 business. At the center of the transformation is the  realization and 
acceptance by companies that their activities create a carbon footprint. 
In other words, many companies are recognizing that they are (at 
least in part) responsible. And consumers not only agree, but are con-
stantly reminding them of this.

The writing is on the wall: Consumers want to make the world a bet-
ter place and will absolutely support companies they believe are sincere 
about helping that happen. And companies are beginning to respond: 
“The most progressive [ones] are talking about a triple bottom line—
profi t, planet and people.”57

Effective CSR must be supported by genuine conviction and a visible 
and credible plan for implementation if companies are to avoid accusa-
tions of greenwashing (see the accompanying box).

Be careful what you promise: BP’s “Beyond Petroleum”
It is not surprising to see some companies begin to experiment with 
CSR initiatives while others venture bolder commitments. While the 
general public as well as NGOs generally welcome genuine demon-
strations of good intent, some of the transformations have generated 
immediate controversy and suspicion.
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In 1997 Lord John Browne, CEO of the giant oil company 
British Petroleum (BP), delivered a seminal speech at Stanford 
University. He surprised his audience by announcing that BP 
recognized the link between carbon emissions and environ-
mental degradation. This was major news. Some considered it com-
parable to a tobacco company admitting that cigarettes cause cancer. 
He went further and said that, as a result of recognizing the link, 
“BP had decided that it was time to go beyond analysis to seek solu-
tions and take action.”58 His speech was a precursor for the now 
famous—many vigorously insist, infamous—2000 global advertis-
ing campaign that communicated the company’s then new position-
ing: beyond petroleum. In his book Beyond Business, Lord Browne 
explains that the new positioning meant to communicate a brand 
“that represented what we were—and that was more than oil and 
petroleum.” He argued that, while “the image of the industry was 
that it was old-fashioned and dirty, and still secret and  manipulative, 
[that] was not the reality. We wanted our image to refl ect what we 
believed BP now stood for. It was to be a competitively profi table 
force for good, which valued top-class safe operational perfor-
mance, innovation, progress and environmental leadership.”59 On 
its website, BP’s advertising agency, Ogilvy & Mather, explained 
that “the newly re-branded, global BP sought to position itself as 
transcending the oil sector . . . while remaining . . . environmentally 
responsible.”

The universal external understanding, fair or otherwise, was that 
BP was going green.

Ten years later the facts underscore the importance of a funda-
mental construct of strong branding: Be careful what you prom-
ise. Between 2000 and 2010, BP has experienced at least three 
accidents of catastrophic proportions that have resulted in loss of 
life and massive environmental damage. In 2005, 15 workers were 
killed at the Texas City refi nery. A BP report concluded that there 
had been “apparent complacency towards serious safety risk.”60 
In 2006, an oil spill at Prudhoe Bay was described as the largest 
to damage Alaska’s North Slope. The cause was determined to be 
pipe corrosion, and in 2007 BP pleaded guilty to negligent dis-
charge of oil. And more recently, the explosion at the Deepwater 
Horizon rig in the Gulf of Mexico on April 20, 2010 resulted in 
the deaths of 11 men and the biggest oil spill in North American 

(Continued )
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The Edelman study fi nding that 83 percent of people would change 
their consumption patterns if it would help make the world a better 
place is nothing short of staggering. It also serves to remind errant 
CEOs—particularly in Asia—about the power of a company’s mission 
statement and core values. A persistent CEO mentality that considers 
“making money” to be the sole purpose of a company will ultimately 
alienate both employees and consumers, who are simply not interested 
in goals that are both so patently self-serving and display indifference 
to a growing and visible communal need. Employees will be demoti-
vated and will do their jobs less effectively, and consumers will walk 
away in droves. Those CEOs of Asian companies who do recognize 
the value and importance of a mission that helps the world become 
a better place may fi nd that the starting point for their efforts lies 
within their core values. These will need to be more than just window 
dressing. Core values will underpin the mission the company commits 
itself to, and provide the reason for people—employees and custom-
ers alike—to “believe.” And to be effective, CSR needs to be believed. 
It needs to act in a manner that is relevant—which is to say, in a way 
that minimizes or compensates for the damage companies create. And 
it needs to do this in a sincere manner.

history. An estimated mindboggling 35,000 to 60,000 barrels of 
oil were discharged into the sea every day for some 87 days. At 
an average of 45,000 barrels per day, this works out to a stag-
gering 3.9 million barrels since the explosion. By way of com-
parison, the 1989 Exxon Valdez spill resulted in the discharge of 
some 257,000 barrels in total. Beyond the human toll, the devas-
tation to marine life, as well as to the livelihoods of people living 
in those southern states that border the Gulf, has only just begun 
to be measured.

Immediately after the launch of beyond petroleum and in the 
years since, BP has been relentlessly accused of greenwashing. 
Whether the critics have been vindicated or BP has been unfairly 
treated remains something that might be better assessed in the future. 
But this experience clearly demonstrates how sensitive people become 
when a company makes a big promise of the type BP made in 2000 
and then fails to deliver on it convincingly.
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The Opportunity

Companies that still think of CSR as merely good management practices 
or contributions to worthy causes are in serious denial. They neither 
understand the dynamics (and potential consequences) of evolving 
 circumstances, nor recognize the opportunities. Corporate social 
 responsibility—the act of responding responsibly in terms of the impact 
a company has on the planet—is emerging as the most signifi cant  vehicle 
for differentiation and customer loyalty since the invention of the USP 
(unique selling point). It not only taps into a swelling global concern, 
but does so via the most powerful brand dynamic: the emotional dimen-
sion. Increasingly, people in their hundreds of thousands, and soon 
millions (witness the increasing numbers of demonstrations and mora-
toriums on global warming around the world each year), will add 
environmental responsibility as a characteristic that helps them defi ne 
themselves: “I care, therefore I am.” Responsible brands that prove them-
selves to be part of the solution, and not the problem, will be the fi rst 
these consumers will adopt as part of their effort to feel good about 
what they themselves are doing to help solve the world’s problems.

While this opportunity is unique and signifi cant, its exploitation 
will not be tolerated. Greenwashing, a new term that has entered the 
social and business lexicon, refers to cynical efforts by companies with 
no real conviction or genuine concern to jump on and benefi t from the 
CSR bandwagon. Although NGO groups are ever vigilant and ready to 
pounce on and denounce such companies, it is the risk of generating 
contempt among consumers that will ultimately bring them down.

Moving forward, CSR will be about companies acting with govern-
ments, and sometimes unilaterally, to do good in a way that is consistent 
with the business they are in. Relevance of action will increasingly 
 overshadow random acts of philanthropy.

In Asia the CSR learning curve is likely to mirror that of other learned 
business disciplines: It will be short. Research to date points to similar 
and, in some cases, higher levels of conviction by Chinese and Indian 
consumers compared to those in the West. Everywhere, CSR will emerge 
as an opportunity for strong differentiation. Key to making this happen 
in a sustainable way will be the recognition by leaders that all initiatives 
will need to be anchored by genuine conviction and be “deeply embed-
ded in the core DNA of the organization.” In Asia, where branding 
practices remain weak, CSR will not just represent a branding impera-
tive; it promises to deliver nothing less than a silver bullet to smart and 
responsible companies.
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SUMMARY

Contrary to the expectations of many who look for formulas, brand 
strategy can be an amorphous thing. It can stretch from the solid and ele-
mentary brand positioning building blocks (differentiation), to internal 
culture drivers (employee engagement), to management style (CEO 
involvement), to controversial and polarizing issues that test new bound-
aries (CSR). In reality, brand strategy is extremely elastic and can cover 
a multitude of areas, depending of the category where the product or 
service lies. If the brand lies in the motor vehicle category, safety might 
well emerge as an element of brand strategy; if it lies in the toy category, 
child education may be relevant; if it lies in the airline category, on-time 
departures for business travelers may represent an essential ingredient. 
All brands do business in unique universes. Each will exhibit unique 
characteristics that may well fi nd their way into brand strategy plans.

Having said this, the eight brand strategy drivers discussed in this 
chapter constitute those that are common to most brands in most cate-
gories. They are elementary in as much as they are essential and pivotal 
in any effort that aims to create competitive advantage.

If there is one factor that perhaps trumps everything in importance 
and, at the same time, provides relevance to all brand strategy drivers—
especially the elementary eight identifi ed in this chapter—it is the man-
datory need for decision makers to make choices. The common habits 
of aiming a brand at everyone, or stuffi ng a product with every conceiv-
able feature in the absence of a defi ned purpose, or experimenting with 
different benefi ts to see which “stick,” betray signs of a company that 
lacks conviction in terms of its values and is mercenary in its mission. 
This doesn’t translate well with consumers, who are increasingly hold-
ing brands (and their companies) to ever-higher standards. In an envi-
ronment characterized by a sea of choices, it is mostly those that are 
more diffi cult to make that ultimately serve to defi ne the company and, 
in the process, provide relevance to customers.
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6

METHODOLOGY INSTEAD 

OF MYTHOLOGY

“The best and most effective brands of the future 
will be built around knowledge.”

Lord Puttnam, CBE

Asians are always in a hurry. Whether you are talking about Indians 
in Mumbai or the Chinese in Hong Kong and Singapore, or Malays in 
Kuala Lumpur, or Koreans in Seoul, they all demonstrate a common 
characteristic: high velocity. They are dynamic, energetic, and fi lled with 
the vitality that comes from their confi dence in the potential of their 
entire region.

This buzz and energy is evident on the streets of most major Asian 
cities. But it’s not all positive. Many in Asia fear being left behind or 
missing out on opportunities—what Singaporeans call kiasu.

Speed is also manifested in business (as is the business equivalent 
of kiasu). In fact, next to bargaining down supplier prices to the low-
est possible levels, short-cuts are celebrated to the point that they are 
almost strategic tools. In the minds of many, short-cuts minimize the 
chances of missing out.

The entire branding process suffers from this “short-cuts” mindset. In 
Asia, where the goal of making money has been elevated to an art form, 
time and money spent on branding is seen as a disruption to the primary 
business of making money—and is thus kept to a minimum. Combine 
this mindset with misconceptions about or outright ignorance of brand-
ing at the highest levels of the Asian corporate organization and the 
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result is an undermining of the branding effort within Asian  companies 
before it even begins.

Central to the problem, and impacting everything else like a domino 
effect, is the rarity of the CEO’s involvement in the process. Refl ecting 
his perception of the task’s lack of importance, he delegates it—often to 
mid-level managers who have neither the experience to critically consider 
the parameters of the process, nor the authority to make decisions of any 
consequence that might get it moving in the right direction. Inevitably, 
the process is fl awed from the outset. The CEO (or, in some cases, the 
board of directors), who participates only at the end to make a decision, 
is usually presented with a set of alternative “proposals” that invari-
ably don’t refl ect the key issues or unique circumstances that affect the 
company. By the time the proposals reach the key decision maker, they 
will have been revised many times over to refl ect minimum project 
time frames and minimum investment. This is a key point.

All companies are affected by unique circumstances. These circum-
stances must impact on any branding proposal. This renders the pro-
posal directional, not generic. But these critical contributions are usually 
not made, for the simple reason that mid-level managers are unaware 
of these issues—or of their importance—in the fi rst place. The Petronas 
Towers in Kuala Lumpur are a magnifi cent example of great engineer-
ing. Construction of the towers clearly required consideration of cir-
cumstances unique to Petronas’s needs. In this case, specially formulated 
reinforced concrete (among other materials) was essential to support the 
great height of the towers. Ordinary concrete wouldn’t have been up to 
the task. Similarly, branding proposals become just useless bits of paper 
that can potentially do more harm than good unless the company’s 
special circumstances and unique needs are integrated into the recom-
mended solution.

Proposals are in some cases undermined even further by submis-
sions from unethical or unqualifi ed providers who are only too eager 
to deliver exactly what the CEO (who doesn’t know what he doesn’t 
know) demands. The caliber or philosophy of some providers is revealed 
in the debates in which the industry occasionally engages. Often these 
include personal defi nitions of the branding process, how well clients 
are being served by providers, and who is qualifi ed to serve them. In one 
such debate conducted in 2009 in the pages of a trade magazine, differ-
ent “experts” put forward their views. On one side of the spectrum, a 
“former head of brand strategy” argued that traditional brand devel-
opment processes (presumably those delivered by the strategy-centric 
 consultancies—see Figure 2.3 in Chapter 2) were “smoke and mirrors” 
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Asian CEOs interested in building great brands and great companies 
would do well to refl ect on the three differing points of view refl ected 
above. Though compressed within a couple of pages of an article and an 
ad, some key contradictions and dangers that exist within the broader 
branding universe are revealed. At the risk of clouding the picture even 
further, I will add my own summary point of view, much of which has 
already been explained in the body of this book:

 1. Comprehensive branding processes do not amount to “smoke and 
mirrors.”

 2. The majority of Asian marketers are not brand and branding savvy.

 3. Workshops are critical and central to the development of a brand 
proposition (and the delivery of other elements of the brand blueprint).

 4. The time required to complete branding processes can be reduced, 
but with a serious caveat that the process maintain minimum levels 
of strategic robustness.

that don’t fool “savvy marketers.” This “expert” went on to deride work-
shops (a central tool of the brand development process) as “completely 
off the wall where nothing really gets sorted.” The piece concluded with 
additional remarks attributed to him: “The smarter clients are now seeing 
the process for what it really is. They’ve realized that they can actually 
truncate the whole thing . . . in[to] a much shorter time frame.”

The other side of the debate was represented by the creative direc-
tor of “one of Asia’s biggest branding and product design fi rms . . . 
who declined to be named.” While conceding that the development 
process could be accelerated, the creative director went on to express a 
 diametrically opposed point of view. He said: “. . . too many  marketers 
don’t know their brands well enough to make the right decisions about 
their brands . . .” The impact of the recession, he said, contributed “to a 
dumbing down of branding and product design in the region.”1 Rounding 
off the piece was a full-page ad by a “leading global brand and com-
munications agency.” The ad’s headline identifi ed this  company’s “Top 
Five Brand Moves.” The fi fth “move” counseled  marketers to “Develop 
a fl exible brand positioning statement” (the emphasis is my own).2

Comprehensive branding processes do not amount to “smoke and 
mirrors.”
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 5. I agree that the branding process has suffered a dumbing down (see 
points (1) and (3) above).

 6. Brand positionings are most defi nitely not fl exible statements. On 
the contrary, they are as fi xed as the Rock of Gibraltar. Beyond 
being just plain wrong, this statement borders on the irresponsible 
(see “The Positioning Statement” and Figure 3.6, “The Branding–
Advertising Construct,” in Chapter 3).

CEOs who fail to educate themselves about a process that literally 
has the potential to change the trajectory of their companies, and who 
instead order ill-qualifi ed subordinates to provide a direction based on 
incomplete thinking (not to mention unrealistic budgets), will fall prey to 
their own ambitions as well as to predator providers in the marketplace. 
The latter will often echo like parrots what CEOs want to hear and have 
no genuine interest—regardless of what their shiny brochures say—in the 
welfare of the company and its ability to communicate effectively with 
its stakeholders. Some readers may consider my comments harsh. Be that 
as it may, they nevertheless refl ect the reality of the situation. And Asian 
business is not well served by this. Asian CEOs ought to refl ect on this 
brutal truth if they are genuinely interested in building great companies.

Branding is a process, and a clearly well-defi ned and relevant brand is the 
result of that process.

Like most important things that deliver critical results, brand devel-
opment and brand building are not straightforward. This is not to say, 
either, that they are complex or complicated. But contrary to the dam-
aging misconceptions of far too many Asian CEOs, branding doesn’t 
amount to creating a logo or a tag line, or expressing products and ser-
vices through catchy advertising. Branding is a process, and a clearly 
well-defi ned and relevant brand is the result of that process. This chap-
ter will deal with the critical steps of a mandatory process that leads to 
the formulation of a sound brand blueprint.

POSITIONING OR REPOSITIONING?

Strong and well-defi ned brands ultimately deliver value to the company: 
brands that customers can relate to, or depend on, or feel safe with—or 
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defi ne themselves by. Central to the company’s core mission should be 
building a brand that its stakeholders will fi nd compelling enough to 
bring into the orbit of their lives. Positioning does that. It positions 
the brand in a specifi c way, with a specifi c set of associations that, in 
time, attracts certain groups of people. It follows that the positioning 
process is crucial to any company intent on entering (and staying) in the 
lives of its customers.

What separates positioning from repositioning is not to be found 
within the process itself. The process for both is largely identical. 
Rather, the difference more accurately refl ects where along the develop-
ment stage the company fi nds itself. Positioning is a proactive initiative 
a new company embarks on as part of its overall roll-out and growth 
strategy. Existing companies that choose to launch new products also go 
through positioning exercises. It is about consciously creating something 
from the beginning.

Repositioning is when an established company—typically on a declin-
ing trajectory—takes the major step of reinventing itself in an effort 
to appeal either to altogether new customers or to existing custom-
ers who have new expectations or have been disappointed in the past. 
Repositioning a company or a product brand amounts to a very serious 
decision. The effort is more risky and more challenging than positioning 
because, in its efforts to create a new identity, the company must fi nd 
ways to overcome existing prejudices already associated with it. If the 
existing associations are too negative and too entrenched, repositioning 
efforts are often fruitless. Such is the power of branding.

Companies that make the strategic decision to position or reposi-
tion themselves recognize that the effort must be systematic and 
 comprehensive—devoid of short-cuts. It must be not only holistic, but 
also honest. Different strategy-centric companies offer proprietary meth-
odologies that share common characteristics. The differences lie in small 
areas or additional (often, optional) deliverables. But the essence of the 
process is common across the board.

PREPARING FOR A (POSITIONING OR 
REPOSITIONING) BRANDING PROJECT

A branding project is a major milestone, and what is at stake goes 
beyond the time, effort, and money that will be invested in the effort. 
What is really at stake is the very future of the company—its viability 
and destiny.
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If you are a CEO considering a positioning or repositioning branding 
project, you will need to tick-off a three-point checklist before leaping 
into the process:

 1. Do you know why you are considering this project?

 2. Have you identifi ed a consultant whose strengths and specialization 
match your needs (see Figure 2.3 in Chapter 2)?

 3. Are you prepared for the project period ahead? (That is, are you 
and your key executives aware of the branding basics?)

As already mentioned, a project proposal should not be written in 
a vacuum. To ensure that a sound and relevant proposal is submitted 
in the fi rst place, you as the CEO will need to ensure that a number of 
important steps are taken.

Once you have identifi ed the key objectives of your project, you will 
need to select a short-list of appropriate consultants/providers that dem-
onstrate experience and specialization in the areas relevant to your proj-
ect’s needs. You will do yourself a great disservice—and risk wasting 
more than just time—if you approach too many companies that special-
ize in different areas of the continuum. Limit your short-list to like-type 
providers. Once you have identifi ed them, have a preliminary meeting 
with them. What happens between that fi rst meeting and the fi nal meet-
ing before the decision to appoint is made is summarized in four key 
steps, as outlined in Figure 6.1. It is essential that the fi nal decision is 

Macro

The consultants you
are considering need

to demonstrate a
general, overall

understanding of
YOUR company and

YOUR category.

Due diligence

Assess their
credentials. How
robust are they?

Micro

Submission of a
tailor-made

proposal that

Step 1 Step 4Step 3Step 2

In-depth

The consultants
must

demonstrate a
much deeper

understanding
of YOUR
company’s
needs and
objectives.

Measure this by
the types of

questions they
ask about your

business.

covers YOUR
issues.

Figure 6.1 Choosing the right brand consultancy to partner with

Source: BrandAsian.
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based on how well the provider has delivered on each of the steps. That 
decision is your responsibility.

Step 1: General Interest

All too often, representatives of consultancies approached will arrive at 
the initial meeting with a company having made no effort to explore—
at even a general level—what it does. I know this because clients will 
often express their general satisfaction at the end of their fi rst meeting 
with us by complimenting us on the quality of questions we have asked 
or our general preparedness. That expression is almost always coupled 
with another: their disappointment that many providers arrive with no 
inkling of what their business is about and leave without asking ques-
tions they feel are important. I have seen this myself in collective brief-
ings, where a client will go through a full PowerPoint presentation with 
no one asking questions that probe or challenge the thinking or expecta-
tions in the brief. Common sense would suggest that a minimum effort 
be made—particularly when the internet provides ample information at 
the click of a mouse. A consultancy hoping to make a good fi rst impres-
sion will have done some research, and its representatives will have pre-
pared pertinent questions to ask.

Step 2: Due Diligence

This step involves some effort on your part. Step 1 should have yielded 
a hardcopy credentials document from each company invited. Your 
interest in the providers’ capabilities should not be restricted to this doc-
ument. You will need to have the spectacular credits and achievements 
claimed in that document checked. More important, however, is getting 
fi rst-hand impressions from senior executives and CEOs of past projects 
delivered by the provider. Their opinions will provide unique and reli-
able insights that will be invaluable when it comes time to decide on a 
provider.

Step 3: Real Interest

This is probably the most important of the four phases and the one 
most often overlooked by CEOs. Your branding project will explore 
key issues that are mostly relevant to your business: facts, as well as 
internal and external perceptions, that revolve around your market 
share, your business strategy, your customers (as well as those who are 
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not) and your relationship with them, your mission, vision and val-
ues, your internal infrastructure, your organizational chart, your key 
markets, your goals for growth, your distribution strategy, your 
competitive environment, your individual products and services 
( perceived existing perceptions, strengths and weaknesses), your 
employees (How are they recruited? How do they feel about the 
company? How motivated do they seem to be?), and many other ques-
tions. It may well be that you cannot answer some of these questions, 
but those that you can answer will help the consultants shape a more 
effective proposal.

You should expect—and appreciate—a request from the provid-
ers you have approached for a session (normally lasting between one 
and two hours) that allows them to better familiarize themselves with 
your business and to ask the questions identifi ed above. Make yourself 
or a very senior and knowledgeable member of your management team 
available for that session. It is inconceivable that any branding project 
(regardless of whether it costs $80,000 or $800,000) should proceed in 
the absence of a comprehensive proposal road map. This would be akin 
to a doctor recommending treatment for a patient without fi rst mak-
ing a diagnosis. Yet, many CEOs do exactly this, either because they 
are unaware of the importance of this input (because they are unaware 
of the branding process in general), or because they are unwilling to 
engage, or both. This is a major mistake.

The quality of the questions asked by the provider at this session, not 
its promises and glossy brochures, will reveal whether it is a suitable 
potential partner. As for those providers who don’t ask for the session 
in the fi rst place, your decision on how to proceed should be clear.

Step 4: Professionalism and Truth

It is with this step that everything is either won or lost—both for the 
company considering the process, as well as the consulting company 
offering to provide it. A proposal that is tailor-made to the needs and 
circumstances of your company will identify relevant project scope 
action items. These are essential for the effi cacy of the project and the 
long-term success of your company.

If the CEO has not performed proper diligence, which includes the 
very important step 3, it is likely that he will not understand the rel-
evance or context of the suggested scope line items in the proposal or 
the rationale provided that supports them. Not “getting it” will auto-
matically make the CEO defensive and resistant to anything he doesn’t 
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understand. This creates a ripple effect across everything. He (or you) 
will ask suspiciously:

“Why should the scope extend to these markets? Why survey these 
target audiences or stakeholders (especially employees)? Why use 
three (or six) research groups? Why do research at all?

“Why does the branding project need to tie in with our company 
vision and strategic objectives?”

“Why do we need to ‘validate’ the positioning alternatives we have 
created?”

“Why can we not just say what our customers want us to say?”

“Why do we need to change our organizational structure?”

“What does ‘culture’ have to do with anything, and why is HR 
suddenly so important?”

In short: “Can we take short-cuts here, or here, or there?”
The CEO who doesn’t “get it” will be unaware that guiding princi-

ples, for instance, are important building blocks for the delivery of the 
brand proposition. He won’t understand the need to talk to his employ-
ees, as well as his customers, to gain insight and “truth.” In fact, he is 
very likely to resist any type of research, as well as any discussion about 
possible organizational restructuring of his functional departments. This 
CEO expects the consultants to talk mostly to him, because he has most 
of the answers and knows what he wants.

•

•

•

•

•

•

Often, the risk to an ethical and professional consulting company lies in its 
willingness to tell the truth.

Often, the risk to an ethical and professional consulting company lies 
in its willingness to tell the truth. A proposal submission that identifi es the 
diffi cult things a company must do is often the one that Asian CEOs imme-
diately dismiss. These CEOs don’t want hard; they want easy. And in their 
minds, “easy” is easily available in the form of alternative submissions that 
provide the solution they are looking for. You should not fall into that trap.

Here’s the thing: Every well-constructed proposal will have a num-
ber of scope items that are non-negotiable, key steps. Failing to recog-
nize their importance and dismissing some or all of them will almost 
certainly risk compromising the integrity of the project. Simply stated, 
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 project integrity is the bare minimum threshold below which the proj-
ect will be compromised. Any effort that fails to meet or exceed this 
 threshold won’t have suffi cient critical mass to deliver a solution that 
is meaningful or robust. Theoretically, even reaching 90 percent of the 
threshold level still won’t be enough to guarantee effectiveness. 
The reality is that most efforts that go by the name of branding projects 
in Asia refl ect 50 percent and below critical mass threshold levels. This 
means that the majority of these projects have no project integrity and 
the companies would have been better off simply doing nothing, instead 
of something that is half-baked. As the CEO, your challenge is to fi gure 
out approximately where that threshold lies in your proposal.

THE STRATEGY-CENTRIC BRAND DEVELOPMENT 
METHODOLOGY

I will provide below an explanation of a “generic” version of the type of 
methodology used by most reputable, strategy-centric brand consultan-
cies. This methodology is linear and multi-phased. All the phases, with 
the possible exception of the validation phase, are compulsory. Central 
to its effi cacy are two key pillars: (1) the use of qualitative research; 
and (2) the use of workshops. Figure 6.2 provides an illustration of the 

1. Brand
audit

5. Brand
into
action

2. Brand
explorer

3. Brand
validation

4. Brand
blueprint

A rigorous process
of validating and
exploring alternative
brand positionings
with consumers and
other stakeholders
for the purpose of
finetuning and
decision making

A rigorous process
of research and
analysis which
draws information
from a number of
sources and
integrates it
into a holistic
understanding of
the brand relative to
its landscape as it
stands today

The collaborative
development of
future positioning
possibilities using
the brand
understanding
from Phase 1 as
input

Finalization and
delivery of the brand
blueprint, inclusive of
rationale. The
deliverable also
includes a framework
to align internal and
external activities to
the brand blueprint

Implementation and
monitoring. This
includes the internal
alignment of the brand
blueprint to the
organization, as well as
finetuning or
redevelopment of
external expressions,
including visual brand
identity and
communications

Figure 6.2 The strategy-centric brand development methodology

Source: BrandAsian.
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 methodology’s four main phases. The fi fth phase is all about implemen-
tation and amounts to a separate project. It will be discussed in detail in 
Chapter 7.

One very important thing needs to be said about this “full-bodied” 
approach from the outset: Its very comprehensiveness makes it  effective, 
but at the same time intimidating to smaller Asian companies—
 particularly SMEs. The thoroughness of the process typically translates 
into what CEOs consider to be two problematic side-effects: (1) proj-
ects can take some time to complete: anything from three months for 
a project that requires a two- or three-market coverage, to one year or 
more for projects that are multi-market/multi-regional; and (2) projects 
can be relatively costly: anything from US$200,000 to US$1 million or 
more, depending on the scale and scope of the effort.

Consequently, typical “full-bodied” projects have not enjoyed great 
popularity among mid-sized and smaller fi rms in Asia over the past 
decade, because they have neither the fi nancial resources nor the motiva-
tion that larger companies may enjoy. Most feel too pressured by com-
petitive challenges and the burden of daily uncertainty to engage in a 
time-consuming and (to them) nebulous process they additionally don’t 
quite understand. This resistance has reshaped the Asian brand landscape 
and contributed directly to the development of alternative “fast-track” 
methodologies. While some of these provide suffi ciently robust processes, 
many others do not and so caution must be exercised. Those that do will 
usually ensure that the two indispensable key pillars of effi cacy (primary 
research and workshops) are adopted in some measure. While the end-
product (the brand blueprint) won’t be as robust as what might have 
been created using a more full-bodied approach, it will be directional 
and provide a suffi ciently accurate solution that can be extrapolated.

Notwithstanding the emergence of alternatives, full-bodied projects 
continue to offer the most desirable approach, particularly for medium 
and larger-sized organizations that have made the strategic decision to 
leave no stone unturned in understanding their markets, their custom-
ers, and their own staff, and in harnessing this intelligence to create dif-
ferentiated and enduring brand blueprints.

Phase 1: Brand Audit

The brand audit is easily the project’s longest and most intense phase. In 
some cases, it can take up as much as 50–60 percent of the total project 
time frame. It is a critical phase on which all else is dependent and from 
which all else is built. The brand audit is best characterized as rigorous 
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(primary and secondary) research and analysis carried out in order to 
understand and deliver insights into four key areas of business:

The brand’s perceived image, strengths, and weaknesses;

The desires, needs, and aspirations of key target audiences;

Market analysis: size, trends, opportunities, threats, and barriers;

Competitors’ position, image, strengths, and weaknesses.

“We are suffering from a plethora of surmise, conjecture and 
hypothesis. The diffi culty is to separate the framework of 

fact—of absolute undeniable fact—from the embellishments of 
theorists and reporters.”

Sherlock Holmes in Arthur Conan Doyle’s, “Silver Blaze”

Though what exactly is explored will differ from company to com-
pany, all branding projects will cover internal as well as external analy-
sis (see Figure 6.3).

Internal analysis

Internal analysis is, by far, the element that gets the most push back 
from CEOs. Many don’t recognize its relevance and, therefore, its 
importance. Others feel that it amounts to an invasion of company 
privacy. Overall, there always seems to be a general discomfort with 
 outside consultants talking directly to employees at all levels or “poking 
their noses” into sensitive company business.

•

•

•

•

Internal analysis External analysis

Deliverable: An in-depth and objective report on
the brand’s performance today relative to staff
expectations, market dynamics, competitors,

and consumer expectations.

Employee interviews
Employee discussion groups
Organization audit
Communications audit
Portfolio audit
Site and retail audit

Consumer research
Market audit
Competitive audit

Figure 6.3 Phase 1: The brand audit

Source: BrandAsian.
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However, internal analysis is critical to the mix, as it provides an 
internal employee perspective that can be measured against external 
customer attitudes and real market dynamics. Further, as Chapter 5 
identifi ed, the involvement and commitment of employees is essential 
to the successful delivery of the brand’s proposition to the customer. It 
is, therefore, clearly important to assess how they feel about the com-
pany they work for and the brands they help create and market.

Exploring the attitudes and opinions of staff requires group discus-
sions with lower and mid-level employees and one-on-one interviews 
with senior managers. Wherever possible, the sessions are videotaped so 
that they can be reviewed at a later time in greater detail by the con-
sulting team before the tapes are destroyed. A standard condition that 
CEOs need to agree to before the start of work is that the contents of 
these tapes will not be made available to unauthorized members of the 
company. That basically means everyone, including the CEO. Honest 
opinions and insights can only be hoped for if respondents feel reassured 
that their comments will remain confi dential and won’t penalize them 
or come back to haunt them in any way. While exact and attributable 
expressions are not provided to management, the analysis of the collec-
tive sessions is. How many group discussions and interviews need to take 
place is an important consideration and a scope line item that deserves 
close scrutiny by the CEO. The number needs to be representative of the 
general employee population both at home and in markets abroad.

Employee group discussions tend almost always to deliver signifi cant 
surprises, and even major revelations, to senior management and the 
CEO. This is because a gap always exists between what management and 
employees believe. To ensure that employees feel suffi ciently comfortable 
to be honest and forthcoming with their thoughts and opinions, two 
things must happen at the recruitment stage: (a) only employees of the 
same level should be grouped together; and (b) senior managers should 
not be anywhere near the employee sessions. They certainly should not 
participate. The reason is obvious: With senior colleagues or managers 
present, employees are not likely to venture honest opinions or volunteer 
any meaningful information. Yet, as obvious as this need (and likely out-
come) is, many CEOs continue to insist that senior managers be present 
at the sessions. Other offenders in some parts of Asia include govern-
ment agencies whose senior managers insist on the right to view the con-
fi dential videotapes. Needless to say, reputable providers won’t agree to 
compromise the confi dentiality promised to employees. Apart from being 
a betrayal of trust, it is self-defeating. Employees know when Big Brother 
is watching. As a result, the process will deliver no insights of any value. 
This should be self-evident to managers, yet to many it is not.
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Separate from the talk sessions are the communications and organiza-
tion audits. The visual touch-points of the company play an important 
role in communicating the strategic elements of the brand blueprint—
whether they are brand values or brand personality cues, or other 
drivers. Another key goal of all communications material should be con-
sistency. Inconsistency of visual material confuses customers and leads 
to brand erosion. The audit should involve a comprehensive review of 
everything that visually communicates the company: from the corpo-
rate/product brand identity to its advertising. This will include the cor-
porate logo, the corporate mark, primary corporate colors, the website, 
and the brand identity guidelines manual, as well as the ways in which 
these are applied. With advertising, it will also include a critical review 
of print ads and television commercials (where relevant and applicable).

Work-site analysis contributes to visual touch-points. If the company 
operates a retail business with outlets in one or more markets, the inte-
rior look and feel of each outlet plays an essential role in the delivery of 
the customer experience. “Site” also refers to an offi ce work environ-
ment or the environment of a manufacturing plant or assembly line. The 
interior and exterior designs of Google’s offi ces around the world refl ect 
the company’s quirky brand personality but at the same time inspire 
one of its most important values: innovation. Color is liberally splashed 
everywhere, and employees are encouraged to express their own indi-
viduality in shaping and decorating their own workspaces and in dress-
ing in any way they fi nd most comfortable. The Google approach is 
not “right” per se; it is simply right for that company. The objective of 
communication and site audits is to identify strengths, weaknesses, and, 
importantly, dissonance where inconsistencies are identifi ed.

To complete the internal analysis, an audit of the company’s 
 portfolio of brands should also be undertaken. Emphasis should be 
placed on how product brands relate to one another and how all relate 
to the  master brand. Analysis should also identify whether the brand 
 architecture in place is consistent with the objectives of the company’s 
business strategy.

External analysis

The external analysis component of the brand audit delivers a real-time 
snapshot of important consumer/customer, market, and  competitive 
insights essential for ongoing planning and operations. With B2C proj-
ects the focus is on end-consumers. The research adopted is qualita-
tive and, usually, focus-group based. One of two challenges is deciding 
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what kind of respondent profi le best addresses present as well as likely 
future brand needs. This results in identifi cation of the consumer seg-
ment universe. The other challenge is determining the optimum number 
of groups needed to deliver suffi cient insights that are representative of 
the broader customer community.

With B2B projects the focus is on key decision makers of customer 
companies. To better understand these individuals, the best approach 
lies in the use of one-on-one interviews. As with the consumer focus 
groups, a key challenge is determining who to speak to and how many 
individuals will provide a representative sample.

Whether talking to end-consumers or interviewing customers, this 
exercise provides an opportunity for gap analysis. As with the internal 
employee group discussions and employee interviews, profound revela-
tions are almost guaranteed to occur (see Figure 6.4). While many of 
these may be positive and provide pleasant surprises, others may be neg-
ative. Not knowing is clearly not a good thing, and this exercise deliv-
ers an extremely useful amount of intelligence that is not only relevant 
to the branding project, but can also be deployed immediately to 
improve the company’s ongoing operations.

A very valuable bonus provided by the external analysis effort is the 
delivery of a detailed and accurate report on market conditions and 
development, which includes the disposition of competitors. To many 
Asian companies that do business in the complete absence of mar-
ket data (market size, market share, growth, developments, etc.), this 
information is nothing short of a boon. Independent of the role this 
analysis plays within the context of the branding project, it separately 

#1 Present
internal

perception
positioning

#2 Present
external
reality

positioning

#3 Future
desired

positioning

Identify the Gap

Gap analysis is an important and
valuable deliverable of the brand
audit phase. Ask mid-and lower-
level employees what the
company “stands for,”and
chances are their perceptions and
views will differ markedly from
those of senior management and
the CEO (#1). Combined, these
different internal perceptions are,
in turn, almost always significantly
different from the reality that is
perceived externally by customers
(#2). While raising some
concerns, these new insights do
provide the basis for the future
desired positioning (#3), which is,
itself, likely to be entirely different
from both.

Figure 6.4 Gap analysis

Source: BrandAsian.
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provides the CEO and his management team with critical market intel-
ligence that, if used appropriately, can deliver measurable competitive 
 advantage—often immediately. The competitive audit is particularly 
valuable. It needs to be detailed and comprehensive. It needs to iden-
tify all the players in the market, their relative shares, their sources of 
competitive advantage, and their overall strengths and perceived weak-
nesses. Differentiation of a company’s brand is diffi cult to do in a vac-
uum. A clear understanding of the positioning of all competitors is more 
than useful; it is essential in providing a concrete frame of reference.

The brand audit phase provides the CEO with a set of vital tools: 
comprehensive data and insights about the market, competitors, and 
employees. This provides not only an invaluable window into knowl-
edge, but also into possibilities.

Summary of brand audit outcomes:

 1. Internal people perspective on a range of issues and subjects;

 2. A better understanding of the organization’s infrastructure;

 3. Exposure of problems that may be systemic in nature;

 4. External perceptions of the brand;

 5. Gap analysis of internal versus external perceptions of the brand;

 6. Internal and external awareness and understanding of the corporate 
vision, mission, and values;

 7. Assessment of existing culture(s);

 8. Drivers and barriers to establishing a stronger corporate culture;

 9. Gap analysis between projected image, desired image, and 
communications;

 10. Comprehensive competitors’ analysis;

 11. Overview of the company’s brand portfolio strategy.

Phase 2: Brand Explorer

“It was funny. Just by thinking of a couple of unrelated issues, 
out came a simpler design.”

Stephen Wozniak (from Return to the Little Kingdom, 
by Michael Moritz)

The brand explorer phase marks the beginning of defi ning creative solu-
tions. The brand blueprint, for all of its strategic dimensions, is the 
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product of a creative process. If the process is delivered technically well 
and undertaken with open and imaginative minds that are willing to 
consider issues that in the past might have been thought of as unrelated 
or unlikely, disruptive thinking is likely to emerge. The more disruptive 
the solution (everything else being equal), the more unique and differ-
entiated (and therefore, the more effective) it is likely to be. The vast 
quantity of information collected and synthesized in the brand audit 
phase will have revealed challenges and opportunities. These will form 
the basis of the discussions and debates that will take place within the 
full-day workshops that are part of this phase. The workshops are mod-
erated by the consultants but are populated entirely by a select group of 
senior managers who are representative of the company’s operational 
departments and the geographies in which the company does busi-
ness. For the workshops to be effective, no more than 25 or so indi-
viduals (who are then divided into fi ve or six teams) should participate. 
Too few participants and the quality and quantity of the ideas generated 
will be compromised. Too many, and the workshops promise endless 
long-winded debates that can become academic at best, or acrimonious 
at worst.

The workshops are characterized by a process that is collabora-
tive by design. They aim to harness the experience and expertise that 
exists within the organization. By injecting the intelligence collected in 
the brand audit phase, a forum is created for open and creative think-
ing that will infl uence the company’s future. Almost as importantly, the 
workshops enhance commitment by participants to the future expres-
sion of the brand. The workshops are an important and integral part of 
the overall brand blueprint development process.

The workshops (which can number between two and four) typically 
make use of a sophisticated “tool-box” that includes exercises that require 
discussion, debate, and decision making from the individual teams. When 
positions are reached, team leaders present them to the broader group. 
This approach distills the information collected in the brand audit and, 
with the completion of every exercise, translates it into articulated drafts 
of each of the eight strategic brand blueprint elements: the positioning 
statement, the core brand benefi ts, the core brand values, the core brand 
personality traits, the core brand attributes, the company mission, and 
the company vision. Of these, the showcase deliverable is the  positioning 
statement. Typically, up to four iterations of one or more position-
ing statement ideas will be drafted nearing the conclusion of the phase. 
At that point, some brand development methodologies will deploy a 
 version of a “positioning continuum” (see Figure 6.5).
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The different brand positioning alternatives are plotted on a contin-
uum to refl ect the distance the brand has to “travel” from its present 
associations (those discovered in the brand audit) to its future position-
ing. The implementation of the positioning option on the far left (posi-
tioning statement #1) promises the least amount of change or general 
disruption to the company, either because the mandatory initiatives the 
company will need to adopt—the strategic pillars—will be relatively 
painless and straightforward, or because the positioning is likely to be 
quite close to existing associations the company already owns. Usually, 
it is a combination of both. “Strategic pillars” amount to those mini-
mum changes the company must adopt as a prerequisite if the position-
ing statement is to emerge and develop. The further to the right the 
positioning appears, the more unique and exciting it is likely to be; but 
also, the more strategic pillars the brand will need to address.

Achieving new positionings isn’t easy and doesn’t happen on its own. 
The company must consciously identify the changes and initiatives 
that will need to be implemented throughout its organizational and 
operational processes to give the positioning and the rest of the brand 
blueprint a chance to emerge and, in time, become a credibly fi rm asso-
ciation that all stakeholders have with the brand. Much of this forms 
part of the internal alignment phase, which is discussed in Chapter 7. 
What makes a brand blueprint robust and strategically sound is the 
CEO’s commitment to implement each of the strategic pillars. No short-
cuts are permitted here. Failure to implement any of the pillars will rob 
the brand blueprint of internal support and external credibility. This will 
deprive the company of long-term sustainable growth and success.

The brand explorer phase will also be the fi rst opportunity senior 
managers will have to discuss the brand audit fi ndings on the state of 
the company’s portfolio of brands—specifi cally, the brand architecture 
strategy in place. As discussed in Chapter 5, brand architecture is a crit-
ical business and brand strategy component. So important is this area 
that it deserves focused attention. Any branding project that creates a 

Comfortable Aspirational
PS
4

PS
3

PS
2

PS
1

Strategic 
pillars

The further to the right
the positioning
appears, the more
unique and exciting it
is likely to be; but also,
the more “strategic
pillars”the brand will
need to address. 

Figure 6.5 The positioning continuum
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new brand or repositions an existing brand will upset the balance of 
an existing portfolio of brands. Once the branding project at hand is 
completed, attention should immediately be directed to recalibrating the 
company’s brand architecture strategy.

The purpose of the brand explorer phase is to explore brand position-
ing alternatives, as well as the other strategic elements that form part 
of the brand blueprint. This is an information-based process that relies 
on collaboration of senior individuals. To be successful, the process 
requires an attitude that suspends resistance to and denial of unexpected 
or unpleasant insights resulting from the research. It also requires col-
laboration, open-mindedness, and imagination that disregards conven-
tional wisdom in favor of disruptive innovation.

Summary of brand explorer outcomes:

 1. Draft brand positioning alternatives that are relevant, compelling, 
differentiated, and sustainable;

 2. Brand positioning statements’ continuum;

 3. Draft brand blueprint elements;

 4. Target audience segmentation universe;

 5. Draft overview of a revised brand architecture strategy.

Phase 3: Brand Validation

This phase is the only one that is arguably “optional.” Brand  validation 
involves taking the short-listed draft positioning statements (which typi-
cally include mood or video board expressions that provide a visual 
interpretation), as well as the other strategic brand blueprint elements, 
back to customers and employees for their opinions and feedback. The 
goal is to validate. It is a research-driven process aimed at evaluating 
and assessing the positioning alternatives with external and internal 
stakeholders for their relevance, credibility, differentiation, and com-
mitment, while, at the same time, identifying their strengths and weak-
nesses. The brand validation phase identifi es and refi nes the “winning” 
idea and defi nes the necessary modifi cations needed to arrive at the fi nal 
recommendation.

The reason why this phase is optional: Given the (legitimate) view 
of many that a brand blueprint dictates the very destiny of their com-
pany moving forward, it makes eminent sense for committed CEOs 
to cover all their bases and benefi t from as much feedback as possible 
before making fi nal decisions. On the other hand, many argue that the 
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comprehensive brand audit process is exhaustive in its effort and scope. 
Indeed, a frequent and common outcome of that phase can be infor-
mation overload. In addition, the brand explorer phase exposes the 
insights of the brand audit to the smartest and best-informed executives 
in the company. On the basis of these two points, many CEOs (around 
40 percent) conclude that they have more than suffi cient information to 
make a well-informed fi nal decision. Everything considered, this view is 
reasonable. It must be remembered that, although desirable, going back 
into the market across multiple geographies to reach out to customers 
as well as employees is time-consuming and costly. But if the time and 
funds are available, it remains a desirable option.

Objectives/deliverables:

 1. To individually assess each positioning statement;

 2. To identify possible challenges or opportunities relating to each;

 3. To evaluate key brand blueprint elements—specifi cally: brand 
benefi ts, brand values, and brand personality traits for their relative 
strength and appeal;

 4. To evaluate the draft mission statements for relevance, appeal, 
credibility, and sustainability;

 5. To identify possible barriers or challenges for the adoption of the 
mission by employees.

Phase 4: Brand Blueprint

The brand blueprint should—theoretically—provide companies with a 
vital and invaluable tool. It simultaneously anchors the company while 
providing it with direction and a road map to operational consistency. 
It is, without question, the single most important strategic document 
the company should have at its disposal. However, in Asia, there is an 
alarming absence of brand blueprints—or at least ones that are well 
crafted and coherent. This is not only a shame; it is an absolute waste. 
Opportunities that are hiding in the open are being ignored or missed 
by some of the brightest and most ambitious CEOs, because they are 
moving too quickly to notice them and are taking too many short-cuts.

As stated earlier, there are no short-cuts to developing an effective, 
robust, and directional brand blueprint. With the possible exception 
of brand validation, the three phases that precede it ensure that the 
groundwork needed to deliver the brand blueprint is in fact done.
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Like much of the fi rst phase, the brand blueprint phase is almost 
entirely in the hands of the consultants. With the draft elements and 
statements (validated or not) completed, the consultants withdraw to 
review the considerable output generated in the workshops. From this 
they will craft a master document that will refl ect not just the fi nal itera-
tions of the selected elements—the brand positioning statement, as well 
as the “core” brand benefi ts, the “core” brand values, the “core” brand 
attributes, and the “core” brand personality traits—but also, critically, a 
rationale that supports, explains, and provides clarity and context for 
each. This rationale typically accompanies the fi nal expression of the 
brand blueprint when it is transformed into a strategic document for 
existing and future employees, as well as customers, or is expressed in 
forums such as the company website. The document will also include 
the company mission statement and a draft expression of the CEO’s 
vision moving forward.

While the rationale that accompanies the brand blueprint is revealed 
visibly in open and public forums, the master document prepared by the 
consultants for senior management contains far more critical and sensi-
tive information that need not have such broad exposure. In addition to 
the brand blueprint and its supporting rationale, the fi nal master docu-
ment will provide comprehensive information, insights, and conclusions 
on key operational and marketing areas, such as:

Clarifi cation (sometimes, the reformulation) of the company’s 
business strategy.

The strategic pillars: organizational processes, structures, and 
resources that the company will need to put in place to deliver on 
and support the brand positioning.

Identifi cation of the target audience universe, as well as the 
selected primary and secondary key audiences on which the brand 
will focus. The choice of segments will be supported by a rationale.

Brand architecture strategy: a review of where the brand fi ts in the 
present company brand portfolio inclusive of recommendations 
that could lead to incremental or wholesale changes.

COSTING THE PROJECT PROPOSAL

A question Asian CEOs are lightning quick to ask about any branding 
project is: “How much is it going to cost me?” And while the question 

•

•

•

•
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is legitimate and understandable, it is often asked as if branding proj-
ects are comparable to the relatively straightforward act of buying a car 
or an apartment, where most people know more or less what they are 
doing—and what they are getting. This isn’t usually the case with brand-
ing projects. CEOs who ask this question—often even before a proposal 
has been formally crafted—are usually unaware of what goes into the 
process and what it is capable of delivering. Consequently, the “answer” 
is, in reality, neither here nor there, because it is provided without the 
benefi t of context. Where $100,000 may be too expensive to some, oth-
ers may perceive $500,000 as being reasonable and affordable.

The importance of perspective

While all dimensions of branding projects (inclusive of cost) require 
and deserve close scrutiny and due diligence like any other business 
initiative, it is important to recognize that this specifi c endeavor is not, 
in fact, like any other business initiative. It is unique and special and 
requires perspective. There are three important lenses through which to 
assess the cost and value of a branding project to a company. If these 
three elements are considered in their proper perspective, the cost ele-
ment becomes a decision that is made with confi dence and without 
hesitation:

Project scope line items;

Anticipated near-, mid-, and long-term enhanced revenue streams;

Anticipated long-term company valuation.

PROJECT SCOPE LINE ITEMS

CEOs make a serious mistake when they compare projects based solely 
on price. They make an even worse mistake when they make a decision 
based on price. In Asia this happens all the time, especially with mid- 
and small-sized companies. It is also very characteristic of how gov-
ernment (branding project) tenders tend to be decided, as the decision 
makers who preside over the process are bureaucrats keen to show they 
are capable of controlling costs. As a result, a debate has raged for some 
time in certain markets over whether it is even worthwhile for consul-
tants and ad agencies to participate in what tends to be a time-consum-
ing and costly process that frequently ends in  disappointment.

It is also not uncommon for multiple providers to submit proposals 
for the same project that differ greatly in cost—often by as much as 100–
200 percent. While this reveals a problematic issue among providers, 

•

•

•
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it is mostly the result of very poor, confused, and contradictory briefi ngs 
by the requesting companies. Whatever the reason, CEOs will usually 
gravitate immediately to the lowest-priced projects. When this is done 
for the wrong reasons, it causes untold damage to Asian brands.

Competent and ethical providers often run a real risk of putting 
themselves immediately out of contention if they submit a proposal 
that includes individual scope line items that they consider essential, 
but which are interpreted as costly by CEOs. Who is to say that explor-
ing two markets in which the company does business will be less effec-
tive than exploring, say, fi ve markets? Who is to say that four focus 
groups representing multiple user and non-user profi les are better than 
two? Who is to say that comprehensive customer segmentation analy-
sis is critical to the brand strategy? The “who” clearly needs to be an 
informed CEO. A mistake in this area is not simply measured in terms 
of a more or less expensive project cost; a mistake potentially impacts 
the integrity of the project. If CEOs are unaware of what they need to 
be aware of, they will dismiss the line items as unnecessary and consider 
the proposal expensive. Out the door goes not only the provider, but in 
many cases, also the scope the company needs most. While not all scope 
line items are always needed or relevant, they nonetheless remain the 
basis for considering and comparing project proposals.

NEAR-, MID-, AND LONG-TERM ENHANCED REVENUE STREAMS

 “57% of consumers would give the most reputable companies 
across the globe the benefi t of the doubt in a time of crisis.”

Reputation Institute, “Global Reputation Pulse 2009” study

The cost of a well-crafted branding project will always amount to a 
negligible amount in relative terms when compared to the kind of cus-
tomer attention the company can expect to attract in the near, mid, and 
long term if the brand blueprint is implemented properly. The distance 
between no (or a confused) identity, and one that delivers a clear and 
compelling reason to a customer to buy, should be obvious to any CEO. 
It translates immediately into invigorated or altogether new top-line rev-
enue streams.

Intangible benefi ts that are just as important also manifest themselves 
externally via better and more effective relationships with suppliers 
and other stakeholders, and internally in terms of better effi ciencies and 
stronger morale.
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The more visible benefi ts a strong brand can reward a company with 
are summarized below. These benefi ts need to be taken into account 
when considering the cost of a strong and well-crafted project proposal:

Trust and reputation;

Ability to command a premium price;

Ability to develop more stable demand;

Ability to establish barriers to entry;

Ability to leverage its brand equity when introducing new products;

Ability to incur lower sales conversion costs;

Ability to obtain more favorable supplier terms;

Ability to generate lower staff acquisition and retention costs;

Ability to secure capital at a lower cost.

LONG-TERM COMPANY VALUATION

“The total worth of the 250 most valuable global brands 
is more than France’s gross domestic product.”

John Gerzema, interview with Bloomberg

Brands are not only about image or warm and fuzzy feelings. Ultimately, 
the value of brands lies in the tangible and measurable benefi ts they 
deliver to a company and its shareholders. One of the major differences 
that separate many large and successful Western companies from large 
and successful Asian companies is valuation. Some of the largest corpo-
rations in the world, such as Coca-Cola and McDonald’s, owe as much 
as 50–70 percent of their total market capitalization to the intangible 
contribution of their brands.3 Why is Coca-Cola valued so highly? The 
most common answer is that it is expected to be operating as profi tably 
20 years from now as it did 20 years ago, and 20 years before that. 
What fi nancial analysts (and, importantly, prospective acquirers) factor 
in is the power of the brand name to generate revenues and profi ts not 
just in the present, but into an estimated future period as well.

•

•

•

•

•

•

•
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•

Viewed through the position that the brand represents the very destiny of 
the company, the cost of a branding project arguably becomes almost 
irrelevant.

CH006.indd   238CH006.indd   238 12/10/10   9:22:29 PM12/10/10   9:22:29 PM



 methodology instead of mythology 239

The cost of any branding project is important and should be represen-
tative of the scope of work that needs to be covered. But CEOs should 
not focus exclusively on the cost. A strong branding culture is not a nice-
to-have; it is among the most important company must-haves. In this 
context, the question of affordability becomes a relative one. Some CEOs 
who really “get it,” go further. To them, branding is as indispensable to 
their company as air is to the human body. Viewed through the position 
that the brand represents the very destiny of the company, the cost of a 
branding project arguably becomes almost irrelevant. The issue of afford-
ability doesn’t revolve around the absolute cost of the project itself, but 
rather the cost of its absence. In other words, given what is at stake, one 
could make the powerful argument that companies cannot afford not to 
engage in a branding project.

NOTES

 1. “No Guts No Glory,” Marketing, July 2009, p. 44.
 2. “STC’s Top Five Brand Moves,” company advertisement, July 2009, p. 45.
 3. “Visual Depiction of Brand Contribution to Market Capitalization,” 

 slideshare.net, www.slideshare.net/DannielleBlumenthal/the-financial-
value-of-a-brand-an-open-source-presentation, slide 15, from Interbrand/JP 
Morgan league table 2002, BusinessWeek.
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7

BRAND INTO ACTION: 

DELIVERING AGAINST 

YOUR PROMISE

BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU PROMISE

“Most often today the difference between a company and its 
competitor is the ability to execute.”

Larry Bossidy and Ram Charan, Execution: The Discipline 

of Getting Things Done

A common trap for companies is falling victim to the over-promise syn-
drome, despite the ever-increasing levels of leverage and empowerment 
enjoyed by consumers in these times of unprecedented competition. The 
better informed consumers are, and the more control they enjoy, the less 
tolerant they are of companies that disappoint them. One of the funda-
mental rules that underpin branding projects is: “Be careful what you 
promise.” Why? Because you will need to deliver it—every time.

Many CEOs, on completion of a branding project, rush to communi-
cate to the market their new positioning, new values, and updated core 
benefi ts. While their haste may derive from their genuine enthusiasm for 
their new identity, their companies may not yet be ready to face the world. 
Rebranded companies usually require time to digest their new brand blue-
prints and fi nd ways to live up to their new characteristics before telling 
the world. This means recognizing that many things within their com-
panies will change, and providing their employees with the motivation, 
opportunities, and time to make their new brand blueprints come alive. 
In each case, this amounts to an implementation  project—what we refer 
to as the brand-into-action phase (See Figure 6.2, Chapter 6).
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A brand-into-action implementation program is analogous to the 
 follow-through of a tennis swing. It delivers power and accuracy with 
a sense of conviction. Without it, the stroke will be weak, off the mark, 
or out of bounds. As important as the brand blueprint is, it is a mean-
ingless and useless (and wasted) document unless it is formally imple-
mented. A brand will never live up to its potential, and in most cases 
will actually fl ounder, unless conscious efforts are made to make it 
real—that is, to go from the talk to the walk.

In meeting rooms across Asia where branding proposals are being 
presented, the disclosure many brand consultants are reluctant to make 
(mostly because they know that CEOs are loath to hear it) is like the 
proverbial elephant everyone pretends not to see: that the process of for-
mally building a brand requires two projects, not one. Everything that 
leads to the creation of the all-important brand blueprint amounts to a 
single self-contained project: the branding project (project #1). Brand-
into-action amounts to project #2. It is, as has been discussed in this 
book, diffi cult enough to persuade Asian decision makers to consider 
committing to this one process, without adding an additional complica-
tion that may further undermine their willingness to proceed.

Instead of full disclosure, two much less desirable things are taking 
place. On the one hand, in the hopes of securing the brand develop-
ment project quickly and simply, no disclosure is made. It is only later 
that the CEO realizes that even more time and funds will be required 
for implementation after the brand blueprint is created. Whether this is 
considered disturbing news will depend entirely on whether—disclosure 
or no disclosure—the CEO would have been willing to go through this 
additional process in the fi rst place. The fact is, many are not.

The partial disclosure approach, on the other hand, is where the CEO 
is aware that some formal action will be needed following the craft-
ing of the blueprint, but makes it clear to the consultants that when 
the time comes he will want it done quickly and painlessly. And in 
spite of the fact that this is the follow-up project, he wants to know 
the cost up front—before the branding project begins. The result is 
 predictable. Again, in an effort to ensure that the main (brand develop-
ment) branding project is secured, a relatively superfi cial assessment of 

A brand will never live up to its potential, and in most cases will actually 
fl ounder, unless conscious efforts are made to make it real—that is, to go 
from the talk to the walk.
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 implementation needs is made and at a low cost that is likely to meet 
the threshold expectations of the CEO.

Neither of these two approaches is very helpful or likely to deliver 
effective outcomes.

Any effort to determine the parameters of a brand-into-action project 
proposal at the same time that a brand development proposal is crafted 
will fall short, for one very simple reason: It is the brand development 
process (project #1) that reveals where a company stands and where 
it needs to travel to. In other words, the scope of the second project at that 
point in time is an unknown. It is impossible (not to mention unwise) to 
ask for or accept a half-cocked brand-into-action project proposal before 
the brand development project is completed. It simply doesn’t make sense, 
yet it happens all the time. Inevitably, as there are more unknowns than 
knowns, these proposals are not going to refl ect accurate and effective ini-
tiatives or just how much should be invested. Invariably, what ends up 
being identifi ed in these submissions amounts to cosmetic changes and tac-
tical initiatives related to the logo, website, collaterals, and advertising—
not the substantive issues, which are the most critical factors in validating 
the brand development process: operationalizing the brand blueprint inter-
nally (via infrastructure or organizational change), employee education, 
and, very importantly, exploring ways to dimensionalize (bring alive) key 
elements of the blueprint (such as the positioning and/or core values).

What does “brand-into-action” mean? For one thing, it means an addi-
tional project. A newly repositioned company or product brand will aim 
to impart a new identity to customers and other stakeholders. The new 
identity—the brand positioning, as well as the other strategic drivers of 
the brand blueprint—will result in a measure of change that will need to 
be introduced to the organization. As Figure 6.5 in Chapter 6 illustrates, 
all positionings can be plotted on a continuum that identifi es correspond-
ing strategic pillars. These pillars spell out the minimum amount of change 
a company must be prepared to adopt if it hopes to successfully live up 
to that positioning. Some of these changes will be relatively cosmetic—for 
example, refreshing or overhauling the corporate visual identity of the 
brand (colors and logo, among other things). Or changes can be more 
involved and complicated, often requiring a change management program.

. . . the CEO and his management must adopt a mindset that is open to new 
ideas and from sources normally not heard from (such as lower-level employ-
ees). They will not only need to accept this, but should encourage it.

CH007.indd   243CH007.indd   243 12/10/10   9:22:50 PM12/10/10   9:22:50 PM



244 the brutal truth about asian branding

Secondly, it means that the effort is time sensitive. Ideally, it should 
start very soon after the branding project is completed. There are  several 
reasons why sooner is better than later, but one of the more important 
ones is maintaining momentum. Losing project momentum is like get-
ting the wind blown out of your sails: People get distracted, interest in 
the process defl ates, the credibility of management’s commitment takes a 
hit, and the hoped-for project effectiveness is jeopardized. In describing 
the reinvention of the State Bank of India that began in 2006,  chairman 
Prakash Bhatt observed that moving quickly to  educate employees 
about the “need for ongoing change” was an imperative: “In 100 days, 
we covered everybody. Any slower, and the skeptics might have over-
whelmed the conversation.”1 Lastly, it means commitment. Beyond 
kicking off in a time-effective manner, the CEO and his management 
must adopt a mindset that is open to new ideas and from sources nor-
mally not heard from (such as lower-level employees). They will not only 
need to accept this, but should encourage it.

MAKING THE BRAND COME ALIVE

A properly conceived brand-into-action program focuses on creating the 
solutions, processes, standards, and tools for implementing as well as 
measuring the impact of the brand blueprint both internally and exter-
nally. The former amounts to the internal alignment of the brand blue-
print across as many operations of the business as possible. The latter 
ensures that all external expressions of the brand also refl ect the essence, 
if not the letter, of the brand blueprint. A third dimension—brand 
 metrics—also plays an important role in measuring how selected key 
branding drivers perform over a period of time (see Figure 7.1).

The deliverables of all three dimensions result in procedural, behav-
ioral, physical, and visual applications that are consistent with, and 
support and reinforce, the brand positioning and other elements of the 
blueprint.

Internal Alignment

If the CEO and his senior team are committed to transforming the company 
and making it brand-centric, they will need to be open to the idea that the 
internal alignment process will result in the introduction, change, or replace-
ment of anything (and everything) that helps to operationalize the brand.
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Aligning the new brand blueprint internally involves and results in many 
changes. Very often some of these changes can be profound and sig-
nifi cant, impacting processes, systems, and structure, as well as people. 
The former grouping has traditionally been associated with more tangi-
ble and measurable business practices and disciplines: TQM, ISO9000, 
and Six Sigma, to name a few. The latter  grouping— “people”—is more 
closely associated with “softer” functions and constructs, such as human 
resources and corporate culture. Both contribute to change management. 
If the CEO and his senior team are committed to transforming the com-
pany and making it brand-centric, they will need to be open to the idea 
that the internal alignment process will result in the  introduction, change, 

1. Internal
alignment

• Processes
• Systems
• Structure

• People

BRAND-
INTO-
ACTION

Advertising
Promotions
Public 
relations

1. Organizational structure
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expressions
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External
brand
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• Corporate identity (brand 
name, logo, color, 
typeface, signage)

• Packaging design
• Literature/collaterals 

design
• Graphic standards manual
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• Website development and 

design
• Customer experience
• Brand architecture
• External briefing sessions:
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3. Buy-in
4. Brand governance

5. Brand ambassadors
6. Tangible initiatives

Figure 7.1 Brand into action

Source: BrandAsian.
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or replacement of anything (and everything) that helps to operationalize 
the brand. This will not only provide the physical means to bring the 
brand alive, but will also deliver internal credibility to sometimes skepti-
cal employees who are used to seeing “initiatives” come and go.

Change management is a complex discipline. A whole industry has 
been built around it, with dozens of companies providing expert spe-
cialty services catering to all kinds of change connected with all aspects 
of business. It is therefore disingenuous to claim that even the most 
professional and credentialed brand consultant could provide compre-
hensive advice and services that address all aspects of change. What 
the better consultancies can do is provide change management advice 
that specifi cally empowers employees to think and behave in ways that 
breathe life into the brand blueprint, transforming a collection of words 
into a visible, tangible, and credible reality.

Internal alignment involves essentially six main areas of operations 
and initiatives:

 1. Review of the organizational structure;

 2. The role and goal of the brand champion;

 3. Motivating and persuading employees to buy into the new brand 
blueprint;

 4. Establishing a brand governance structure;

 5. Appointment of brand ambassadors;

 6. Finding tangible ways to bring each of the brand blueprint strategic 
elements alive. This last initiative anchors the entire internal 
alignment effort.

“Howard [Schultz] beamed with pride. At every level of the 
company, Starbucks employees understood the complexity—and 

ultimate power—of the brand positioning.”

Scott Bedbury, A New Brand World

It is important that the emphasis of the six initiatives be collaborative 
and explored and developed as much as possible by employees at all lev-
els. A bottom-up process is desirable because the participation it offers 
people facilitates buy-in.

1. Review of the organizational structure

One of the benefi ts of a comprehensive brand audit (from project #1) are the 
insights it delivers into company structure and the kinds of  relationships 
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that exist between employees. An organizational structure that may be too 
hierarchical or infl exible, or simply dysfunctional, will not lend itself to 
operational effi ciencies or build a positive internal culture. One of the 
fi rst things most companies that have completed a branding project fi nd 
themselves needing to do is restructure (at least part of) the organization 
in a manner that facilitates the delivery of the brand blueprint.

The brand audit will have identifi ed a range of issues that may refl ect 
strengths as well as weaknesses: internal effi ciency of individual depart-
ments; or the effectiveness of interdepartmental collaboration; or the 
presence or absence of specifi c processes or systems needed for existing 
operations or growth; or the absence of key rank and line functions that 
may compromise the effectiveness of some key individuals (or, indeed, the 
presence of redundant functions whose disappearance would benefi t 
the company). The list is long.

Problems uncovered by the brand audit should not be addressed in iso-
lation. Instead, the company’s organizational structure as a whole needs 
to be reconsidered and, if necessary, reconfi gured in a brand-centric 
way that helps people live and deliver the brand.

As discussed in Chapter 5, a brand-centric organization views virtu-
ally everything—and organizes itself entirely—through the prism of the 
brand. So, in restructuring, the company needs to recognize that effi -
ciency and effectiveness need to be goals that are assessed in terms that 
are relative to the delivery of the brand blueprint. That means revising 
processes and systems, as well as changing employee mindsets in each 
functional department, so that the brand blueprint is used as a key 
frame of reference for all operations.

2. The role and goal of the brand champion

For the internal alignment process to succeed, the chief executive must 
actively fulfi ll the role of the brand champion. Apart from leadership 
and direction, employees must see that the CEO and, therefore, the 
organization are truly committed to delivering on the promise the brand 
will make to its customers.

“The best brand-building efforts are a form of leadership, 
showing your internal audience where you want them to go.”

Lou Gerstner, former CEO, IBM

It is essential that the CEO take his role as brand champion seriously 
and with the utmost sincerity. This cannot be learned; ultimately, it must 
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be felt. The CEO must genuinely believe that it is within the brand, and the 
belief of all employees in the brand, that greatness lies. To this end, he 
will make great efforts to lead physically. He will be present at seminars, 
he will participate in workshops, and he will make himself available 
to the brand council (see point 4 below) at all times. His goal will be to 
inspire others: Only when the CEO believes in the brand with his heart 
and soul, will others have the confi dence and motivation to follow.

3.  Motivating and persuading employees to “buy” into the 
new brand blueprint

Each and every employee plays a part in the delivery chain. In a world 
where product, technology, and design can be easily copied, it is the 
delivery by people that creates long-lasting differentiation. For employ-
ees to deliver positive customer experiences and perceptions, they need 
to be inspired by the company—what it stands for and what it does. 
Just as with customers, the brand needs to be persuasively “sold” to 
employees as well. What they need and deserve is the opportunity 
to know what is going on and to participate in the brand’s journey.

Message to employees: “Your opinion matters.”

Typically, the act of motivating and persuading employees is in one 
direction, from the top down. Attempting to motivate others by “tell-
ing” them how to behave, how to think, and even how to feel is doomed 
to failure. Yet, it happens all the time—and not just in Asia. Instead, 
people need to feel that they are part of the process and have some own-
ership in it. This is one of the major reasons why the brand audit phase 
of the brand development project involves as many employees from 
as many divisions and markets as possible. Beyond the  collection of 
 critically important insights, the invitation to employees to  participate—
from senior managers to factory-level workers— communicates an 
important message that reveals a sub-text: “Your opinion matters.” 
Research consistently confi rms that being consulted—being made part 
of a process (to come up with a new idea, or to solve a technical prob-
lem, or to resolve a dispute)—matters highly to employees. It contributes 
to their sense of self-worth and self-esteem. By inviting employees to be 
part of the development process, they become stakeholders with vested 
interests in the solution. When it then comes time to align that solution 
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internally, they don’t have to “buy” into anything. They belong to the 
team of original authors and can actually claim credit for its existence.

But, clearly, not all employees can participate in the brand audit phase 
of the branding project. In fact, most will not. A major and sincere 
effort by management will need to be made to align those who don’t 
participate with the solutions identifi ed in the brand blueprint. This will 
be achieved partly through communications and partly through interac-
tive initiatives that achieve three things simultaneously: (1) it educates 
employees on the role and importance of a brand; (2) it shares with 
them the newly crafted positioning of their own brand (and the implica-
tions of implementation); and (3) it solicits opinions and observations 
on the fi nished work. This is best achieved by means of seminars that, 
over a short period of time, reach every individual in the organization. 
The key aim of these sessions is to psychologically prepare employees 
for the anticipated changes, as well as to encourage them to emerge as 
catalysts of change. A separate objective is to identify and train suitable 
employees to be qualifi ed “brand ambassadors” (see point 5 below).

The seminar sessions need to address the following areas:

The value and importance of brands and branding;

Their own brand DNA: understanding their own brand blueprint;

What the new brand blueprint should mean to employees;

The critically important role that they will play as employees in 
delivering the brand positioning, as well as the other strategic 
elements of the brand blueprint;

How the company will move forward to physically implement the 
brand, and some of the changes that will take place within the 
organization (see point 6 below).

The seminars will need to adopt a tone that avoids being clinical and 
impersonal, and is instead warm and purposeful. All employees need to 
attend these sessions, which means a time and cost investment. And the 
CEO should attend as many of these sessions as possible, if only to wel-
come attendees and introduce the subject matter.

4. Establishing a brand governance structure

Brand governance is an important function that provides the structure 
and tools necessary for managing the brand. It will involve the creation 
of a “brand council” that is assigned the responsibility to monitor the 
fl ow and expression of the brand. The council will be the “address” for 
all employees who have questions, as well as ideas and initiatives that 

•

•

•

•

•
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help to implement, improve, and promote the brand over time. The coun-
cil is charged with appointing and managing the brand ambassadors.

“. . . every member of the organization down to the janitor is an 
ambassador [for the brand]. . .”

Singapore Yellow Pages executive

5. Appointment of brand ambassadors

Change doesn’t happen on its own. If left to themselves, people’s natural 
tendency is to maintain the status quo. Therefore, catalysts are needed in 
order to stimulate change and encourage brand-centric behavior. One such 
catalyst is brand ambassadors. In the broader defi nition of the term, all 
employees are brand ambassadors—either knowingly or unwittingly. What 
they say and how they behave infl uences what people think of the com-
pany or the company’s brands. But in the context of an internal alignment 
process, formally appointed brand ambassadors need to be fi rst among 
equals—those individuals who provide an example to all other employees.

Ideally, brand ambassadors are passionate and committed, with an infec-
tious enthusiasm for and emotional connection to the brand. As catalysts 
they encourage brand-centric behavior in the organization, and facilitate 
the brand implementation program. This means entrusting them with the 
responsibility of continuously fi nding ways to strengthen the brand by intro-
ducing new ideas on the one hand, and “policing” the brand on the other—
ensuring that the brand in all its iterations is expressed consistently and is 
not compromised in any way. Clearly, these people don’t grow on trees. 
The most likely candidates need to be identifi ed and then encouraged and 
nurtured to represent the brand. Outside of personal passion, these indi-
viduals will also need to be motivated in a practical manner. This is going 
to require the consideration of incentives and rewards that must refl ect the 
impor tance and responsibility of the role, as well as the expectations and 
confi  dence management and the chief executive have in this group.

One way to identify potential candidates is to hold a workshop, mod-
erated by senior management, where the company’s best and brightest, 
as well as volunteers who are attracted to the potential responsibility, 
are invited to get together to discuss a wide range of issues. The CEO 
should attend.

The workshop will have several objectives. First, it will aim to stimulate 
discussion, obtain in-depth insights, and generate a base of ideas that can 
be taken forward for brand implementation; secondly, it will encourage 
employees to (among other things) eventually use (and know when to use) 
the terms “on-brand” and “off-brand” to identify, respectively, behaviors 
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that are aligned with the brand and those that are not; thirdly, it will, 
through a process, select those individuals best suited to be brand ambas-
sadors, and determine—in a collaborative manner—the parameters of the 
role and purpose of brand ambassadors. In other words: Where will their 
roles begin? What kind of responsibilities and authority will they have?

One argument favors that the brand ambassador team be exclu-
sively made up of the rank and fi le. This would engender a bottom-
up approach (like the broader internal alignment process) that would 
encourage ownership and engagement. However, given the command-
and-control management style and the silo-like organizational structure 
that characterize so many Asian companies, brand ambassadors made 
up exclusively of rank-and-fi le employees would likely achieve little. 
Instead, open-minded and progressive senior managers need to partici-
pate, to provide guidance and encouragement while at the same time 
resisting the inclination to manage. Overall, a bottom-up effect is desir-
able: Brand ambassadors report to the brand council; in turn, the brand 
council is answerable to the brand champion, the CEO.

One of the key factors that infl uence the success of this important 
function is the level of authority ambassadors are entrusted with in a 
region that is characterized by hierarchical management structures. Just 
how much empowerment the individuals are given will not only impact 
their roles as ambassadors, but likely trigger a chain reaction of internal 
change that must be closely monitored and managed.

6.  Finding tangible ways to bring each of the brand blueprint 
strategic elements alive

The preceding fi ve operational initiatives pave the way for what is prob-
ably the most consequential of all initiatives: creating the physical envi-
ronment that will tangibly facilitate the delivery of the brand blueprint.

The strategic pillars identify in broad terms the scope of gaps that 
exist between the existing reality and the desired identity and customer 
promise the company will aim to deliver in the future. Its ability to do so 
will depend as much on the willingness of employees to engage and be 
part of the journey, as on the infrastructure that facilitates their ability to 
do so. Expressed differently, it is diffi cult, if not impossible, for employ-
ees of, say, a fruit juice company—generally perceived to deliver an 
“average” product—to promise consistent premium quality and a unique 
taste if no changes are made at the sourcing level, or to the manner in 
how the juice is produced, or to how quality control is managed. Each 
of these (and other) touch-points provides  opportunities for the physical 
introduction of “tools” that can lead to measurable improvements.
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The brand blueprint refl ects not only the core characteristics that the 
company already has, or wants to improve on or deliver from scratch; it 
also provides an articulated defi nition of each characteristic.

Consider the formal branding exercise Singapore-based Snorre Food 
commissioned in 2009. Following the completion of that project, man-
aging director Frank Arne Naesheim moved quickly to translate the 
desired identity that had been collaboratively crafted by management 
and employees into an operational reality. His internal alignment pro-
gram examined ways to improve the company’s organizational struc-
ture, as well as interdepartmental communications and interaction, to 
deliver higher levels of effi ciency. To complete this process, all employ-
ees were exposed to seminars that shared the new company identity 
and direction. From these seminars, selected individuals were invited to 
an offsite workshop to discuss and agree on ways and initiatives that 
would bring each of the brand blueprint elements to life.

One of the four core benefi ts the Snorre branding project identifi ed was 
“quality.” To ensure that the company didn’t fall into the trap of gravi-
tating to a generic expression of quality that offered no differentiation or 
advantage, the rationale that was crafted to support the  benefi t defi ned, 
in specifi c terms, what “Snorre quality” would mean to  employees 
as well as customers (see Figure 7.2).

As an importer of fi ne and premium seafood with a pre-existing 
reputation for excellence, Snorre decided to express its commitment 
to quality explicitly, and provide context for its own brand of quality: 
the CSCT construct. Its decision to focus on North Atlantic sourcing 
also provides an additional dimension to the fabric of its quality claim. 
The key challenge at the employee off-site was to get all participants to 
dimensionalize the expression of Snorre quality, and identify (conven-
tional, as well as disruptive) vehicles that would deliver it consistently. 
Ideas ranged from introducing new warehousing operational protocols, 
to implementing enhanced quality control systems that would go beyond 
industry standards, to the more disruptive game-changing catalyst 
of launching a state-of-the art, direct-to-the-public facility that would 
showcase the company’s unique range of delicacies. The output of that 
session would then move one step closer to actual implementation.

In describing his internal alignment exercise, Mr. Naesheim revealed 
just how central employees were to delivering the company’s mission 
(which strongly reinforced the quality core benefi t): “To me everything 
and everyone is important. When we talk about Snorre quality, I don’t 
want to just import the best possible product to Asia, I also want my 
people to believe that best quality is something that they themselves will 
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only settle for. A feeling that only comes out of natural pride. Doing this 
is not easy. They need to want to do this. And my job is to create the 
environment that will help make this happen and be the best example I 
can be. And in this I can’t compromise.”

“Snorre Core 

Benefi t: Quality

Snorre is an established 
 company that has built 
a solid reputation of 
premium fi sh and sea-
food quality that is in 
large part assured by 
our Norwegian origins. 
Our product consistently 
delivers CSCT—Color, 
Shape, Consistency and 
Taste. We ensure that all 
of our seafood caught 
thousands of miles 
away in the pure and 
unspoilt waters of the 
North Atlantic is always 
immediately frozen. This 
guarantees freshness and 
Snorre quality to our 
Asian customers.”

Figure 7.2 The Snorre brand blueprint

Source: Snorre Brand Repositioning Project, Brand Audit, 2009, BrandAsian. All rights 
reserved.
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Every company intent on bringing alive its brand blueprint needs 
to ensure that the appropriate environment that facilitates its delivery 
exists and is allowed to develop. The best source for ideas that will 
defi ne that environment will always come from inside the company—
those that have a stake, or come to believe they have a stake, in it. 
While a workshop process provides a useful vehicle to explore and iden-
tify the relevant initiatives—the expression of the strategic pillars—it is 
the CEO’s will to implement that makes all the difference. He must not 
only demonstrate the intent to act, but must also do so within a rela-
tively rapid time frame if he is to maintain credibility and employees are 
to remain engaged.

External Expressions

Externally communicating the brand is an exciting process because 
it reveals in often graphic, dramatic, and sometimes entertaining ways 
much of what, up to that point, has been endless research, analysis, and 
workshop discussions. It is the phase that transforms much of the theory 
into reality—much of it visual. It is what some describe as the “sexy” 
side of the business. But, as was discussed in Chapter 3, caution must 
always be exercised. It is remarkably easy for external expressions of the 
brand to excite and simultaneously communicate completely irrelevant 
messages. To underscore this point, consider this: The very edifi ce upon 
which much of Asian business is being built is being daily undermined by 
the regressive practice by many key decision makers of moving—without 
hesitation—directly to this phase, in the absence of much of the prepara-
tory groundwork and effort that is the subject of most of the preceding 
chapters in this book. This is a fundamental brutal truth that character-
izes a seriously misguided industry practice that must be remedied if Asia 
is rightfully to claim the title of “the world’s business engine” in the near 
and long-term future.

The external expression process, like everything else in the company, 
is heavily dependent on the brand blueprint for relevance and salience. 
The blueprint must never be overlooked, misinterpreted, or altogether 
ignored. It forms the frame of reference, as well as the foundation, for 
all external expressions.

External expressions cover a wide variety of activities and media. A 
selection of the more common drivers is identifi ed in Figure 7.3. It is 
at this stage that the company is fi nally in the best position to review 
its corporate identity and, where relevant, its packaging or retail store 
designs. It is at this point that the company has collected suffi cient 
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knowledge during the branding project to determine whether its visual 
identity simply needs to be refreshed, modernized, or changed alto-
gether. The brand blueprint provides all the necessary cues to make this 
important decision and serves as the brief to design companies.

While the corporate identity visually illustrates the company, other 
visual elements also play separate but complementary and vital roles: 
product and packaging design, while specifi c to the product, will 
(depending on the brand architecture strategy) reveal consistencies with 
the corporate (or master) brand; collaterals will refl ect the corporate 
identity in different measures depending on the individual roles of each; 
and the same will apply to the website design and even its desired user-
experience. All these elements will use the graphic standards manual as 
an inviolate source of reference for all decisions that relate to applica-
tion and regulations. Everything, and especially the graphic standards 
manual, will be created relative to the brand blueprint.

For many service and retail businesses—particularly those that sell 
branded products belonging to other companies, such as department 
stores—price and customer service are often the two main elements that 
drive business strategy. While a price strategy (widely used) provides very 
little room for sustainable growth, customer service is rarely exploited 
for the advantages that it is capable of providing. The real strengths of 
customer service lie in the expression of its more sophisticated iteration: 
customer experience. Customer experience goes beyond courtesy train-
ing and aims to deliver a branded customer experience that refl ects the 
brand’s positioning or an interpretation of that positioning. The more 
unique and compelling the experience, the more likely customers are to 
loyally align themselves with the brand. Customer experience cannot, 
therefore, be created in the absence of a brand  blueprint. It is only at the 

(a) Corporate identity (brand
     name, logo, color,
     typeface, signage)

(d) Graphic standards
      manual

(g) Customer experience

(b) Packaging design (e) Corporate video (h) Brand architecture

(c) Literature/collaterals
     design

(f) Website development
     and design

(i) External briefing sessions:
Advertising
Promotions
Public relations

Figure 7.3 Common drivers of external expression
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external expressions phase—after the branding project is completed—that 
this important strategic dimension can be formulated.

Brand positioning and repositioning projects have a way of redefi n-
ing or simply fi ne-tuning business strategy as a bonus deliverable. A 
clear business strategy coupled to a newly defi ned brand positioning for 
the master corporate brand or product brand provides a sound basis 
for brand architecture decisions. Again, this can only be possible at the 
post-branding project external expressions phase, and not before or in 
the absence of it.

The fi nal deliverable of external expressions is arguably one of the 
most consequential. It provides for the briefi ng of the company’s strate-
gic partners: its advertising agency, its promotions agency, and its public 
relations agency—among other partners responsible for customer com-
munications. The key understanding that all participants—company and 
partners—must share is that the information transfer must anchor all 
communications that are created moving forward. The briefi ngs should 
not be ad hoc; nor should they be entrusted to junior executives. They 
should be formal, structured, comprehensive sessions that communicate 
a clear message to agency partners: “Stay on-brand.” Theoretically, the 
information imparted at these sessions should be enthusiastically wel-
comed by agency partners who recognize the elimination from the mix 
of much unnecessary and potentially damaging guesswork (which takes 
place in the absence of information transfer), allowing them to get on 
with creating effective work that is relevant.

Re-launch

Sooner or later, the company with its revised brand blueprint must make 
its public debut. When the time is right, the company needs to announce 
what it values, what it aims to deliver to different stake holders, and 
where it aims to go in the immediate and near-term future. A re-launch 
sends the appropriate signals to the two most important company 
 audiences—employees and customers—that the company is invigorated 
and heading in a new and exciting direction.

The company’s ability to make its re-launch convincing lies, in large 
part, in the amount of activity invested in the internal alignment and 
external expressions phases. If the measures and efforts taken have been 
consistent with the company’s needs to deliver on its declared goals, then 
employees will have reason to support it and management will have con-
fi dence that customers will in time begin to “believe.” Without these two 
preceding phases, the re-launch effort is likely doomed to failure.
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How a re-launch is rolled out depends on the size and circum-
stances of the company and its geographical footprint. If the company 
is small, operating in one or a few markets, the effort will obviously 
be more modest than that of a multinational company with thousands 
of employees and multiple brands. Several tools are available, depend-
ing on need and budget. On the one hand are formal events complete 
with presentations, corporate videos, and prepared announcements to 
guests that include clients, opinion leaders, public offi cials, and media 
representatives. On the other hand is the option of going directly to 
market with media communications: advertising, promotions, and PR. 
Still other companies opt for a stealth approach that makes no effort 
to communicate formally any changes or new news—at least initially. 
Instead, they rely on customers noticing the change on their own as they 
experience the new offering.

Be careful what you promise. Regardless of what approach compa-
nies choose, the one common denominator they all need to have is oper-
ational readiness. Rushing to market without the proper processes and 
systems in place, or without employees being clear about and aligned to 
the new brand blueprint, and assigned to the right (often, restructured) 
roles that allow them to deliver, risks causing untold damage by failing 
to deliver on one’s promises.

Brand Measurement

Consider the athlete who competes to win: What is the point of training 
to run faster or jump higher if no measurement of incremental prog-
ress is made? What benchmark does the athlete have against which to 
measure how well (or not) she is performing or what part of her train-
ing regimen works well and what part does not? In short, without a 
measurement process that employs relevant metrics, no athlete has the 
means to improve their performance—much less excel. The same applies 
to companies doing business where competition is a constant. For all of 
the obvious benefi ts that measurement in general and brand measure-
ment in particular delivers, the practice continues to be carried out only 
rarely by companies in Asia.

To invoke an expression that is thoroughly overused but no less rel-
evant: “What is not measured is not managed.” If a brand isn’t mea-
sured, on an ongoing basis, it won’t deliver targeted outcomes. Once 
again, it is important to remember that everything in branding is con-
nected. All of the development work invested in a branding project will 
be for naught if internal alignment and external expression efforts are 
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not carried out. And these efforts, in turn, will disperse in random direc-
tions with minimal impact and effect unless brand measurement moni-
tors, manages, and fi ne-tunes the brand as it is disseminated internally 
and takes shape externally in the fi eld.

Measuring the brand requires selecting the right metrics from a long 
list of possible alternatives. Here, more is defi nitely not better. Adopting 
too many metrics that are not directly aligned with specifi c company 
objectives risks generating an avalanche of data that creates confusion 
and invites regression, rather than forward momentum. Separating 
the “nice-to-have” from the “must-haves” emerges as a critical impera-
tive. The Business and Branding Flowchart introduced in Chapter 4 
illustrates the role business goals and business objectives play within 
the larger, multi-phase process that translates a business idea into a cus-
tomer relationship. For those relationships to materialize in the man-
ner intended, relevant metrics that measure internal change and external 
customer engagement need to be activated.

Internal metrics

Internal metrics measure essentially three things: (a) the effi ciency of 
operational processes and systems; (b) how strongly employees embrace 
the brand; and (c) the brand-centricity of functional departments.

The process that encourages employees to support and embrace the 
brand is not instantaneous and doesn’t happen in a vacuum. That it is 
going to take time should be a consideration accepted and accounted 
for by management. Time is a facilitator common to the four phases 
employees typically need to experience in an internal alignment process: 
awareness, relevance, credibility, and inspiration (see Figure 7.4).

Awareness: Sharing with employees the new brand blueprint, as 
well as the strategic goals and plans the company has moving forward, 
contributes to awareness. These are typically covered during the inter-
nal alignment phase discussed earlier in this chapter. A combination of 
seminars and workshops provides the means to impart this information. 
The important consideration in this level is that all employees take part.

Relevance: But awareness alone is not suffi cient. The awareness effort 
will reveal, among other things, some of the specifi c changes the com-
pany will need to implement in order to facilitate its ability to deliver 
the overall promise that it hopes to make to all stakeholders (internal 
as well as external). These will include revisions and, in some cases, 
signifi cant changes to the role and job defi nitions of certain employ-
ees. The aim of this phase is to align—to make relevant—the jobs and 
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 expectations employees have with the goals of the company so that 
 synergies take place instead of friction.

Credibility usually sets in when employees see tangible proof that real 
changes are taking place and, more crucially, when the strategic pillars 
are seen to be actually implemented. This is all about walking the talk. 
Leading this effort should be the brand ambassadors—most impor-
tantly, the CEO in his capacity as the brand champion, supported by 
senior management. Credibility goes a long way in delivering consistent 
outcomes, be it quality at the assembly line or good customer service in 
the fi eld.

Nevertheless, companies should always aim for inspiration. The level 
of diffi culty of delivering this is only matched by the enormity of the 
benefi t: engaged employees who embrace the brand, who love their jobs 
and are even defi ned by them. When this level is reached, the incidence 
of more employees becoming positive brand ambassadors on their own 
begins to increase to the point that an internal community emerges. 
This level of the adoption process is more commonly found in some of 
the more iconic companies. One of its more visible characteristics is the 
presence of a strong culture. A strong culture will be built over time if 
the company is true to its core values and its declared mission. Central 
to this happening is the commitment made by the CEO.

Internal brand metrics are, in a sense, the ongoing extension of the 
internal alignment process. They are the checks and balances that 
manage and reinforce the characteristics of the brand blueprint to all 

Figure 7.4 The internal adoption process

Awareness

Relevance

Credibility

Inspiration

Time

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]
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employees. Different types of metrics are available to management to 
measure progress relative to desired goals. The goals, themselves, mostly 
dictate which metrics are most relevant and useful.

Dozens, if not hundreds, of different metrics that relate to operational 
effi ciencies or target specifi c purposes are available. These are gener-
ally implemented when specifi c needs emerge or problems arise. On 
the other hand, brand saliency, engagement by employees, and brand-
centricity require a different set of metrics that need to be implemented 
on a regular basis to track meaningful trends for fi ne-tuning and other 
remedial measures. Both quantitative as well as qualitative research 
can be used. While the former provides statistical measurements better 
suited for comparisons, the latter provides valuable insights that help 
provide context to the data. Among the metrics most commonly used 
are typically those that measure ongoing understanding, credibility, and 
“stickiness” of the brand blueprint and engagement among employees:

What are our core benefi ts?

Are core benefi ts being consistently delivered?

What are our core values?

Do we demonstrate genuine belief?

What is the mission of our company?

Are we always true to that mission?

What motivates our employees?

External metrics

The absence of external metrics renders a company blind, which is fi ne 
for companies that don’t know where they are heading and are content 
to do business by reacting to market forces. This, of course, is danger-
ous, as it removes control from the company and makes it vulnerable 
to all market dynamics—those that may be predictable, but mostly to 
those that are volatile. For those companies that have established a 
 destination (through vision or well-articulated business goals), the busi-
ness strategy created to help the company get there will require the 
tracking of key metrics.

Central to the most frequently used measurements are those of cus-
tomer awareness and brand recall. But these alone provide little to no 
benefi t in the business landscape of most categories characterized by 
well-informed and savvy consumers and increasingly sophisticated com-
petitors. Much more is needed. Among the metrics many companies fi nd 

•
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•

CH007.indd   260CH007.indd   260 12/10/10   9:22:56 PM12/10/10   9:22:56 PM



 brand into action: delivering against your promise 261

relevant and useful are those that relate to brand understanding, brand 
consideration, brand preference, and brand advocacy:

Brand understanding: How clear is the message being 
communicated to consumers? Are elements of the brand blueprint 
clear and understandable?

Brand consideration: To what degree does our brand blueprint 
resonate with consumers? Are there some elements that resonate 
more than others? Which and why?

Brand preference: Beyond resonating, are the elements of our 
brand blueprint suffi ciently strong to create preference? Which and 
why?

Brand advocacy: Has the entire customer relationship with 
our brand been satisfactory enough to compel the customer to 
recommend it to others?

SUMMARY

Companies are effectively held hostage by their employees. If employ-
ees don’t want to deliver, they simply won’t and often in ways that are 
diffi cult to detect immediately and become apparent only after lasting 
damage has already occurred. By that time, it is often too late.

The ability of any company to make products and deliver services 
at a level that is expected and consistent depends entirely on its ability 
to engage employees and make them want to do better and be better. 
Internal  culture—the value of which is woefully underestimated in most 
Asian companies—plays an integral role in creating engagement.

Good internal culture is not a product of wishful thinking. It evolves 
out of corporate environments that demonstrate a meeting between 
words and action: what management promises, and the tangible steps 
it actively takes to help make those promises materialize. The injunction 
“Be careful what you promise” applies as much to employees as it does 
to customers.

A brand implementation program brings the brand alive. This infers 
that its absence results in brands that end up moribund, or worse. Good 
internal culture is also the end-result of a consciously planned and 
executed program that aims to make the company more effective 
and more effi cient. In a brand-centric company, effectiveness lies in 
properly implementing the brand internally, so that its external expres-
sion is what it aims to be, and in doing this consistently.

•

•

•

•
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To help ensure that a brand lives up to its promise, CEOs need to 
 recognize the importance of tracking them. The right metrics provide the 
vital intelligence needed to ensure that the brand is continually being 
communicated in the right manner to the right people at the right 
time and under the right circumstances. This delivers control to the com-
pany and places it in charge of its own destiny. Brand measurement 
 effectively converts internal alignment into internal branding—which is 
an  ongoing process. It is the complementing element of the all-important 
follow-through that telegraphs a company’s conviction internally as well 
as externally.

NOTES

 1. Roger Malone, “Remaking a Government-Owned Giant: An Interview 
with the Chairman of the State Bank of India,” McKinsey Quarterly, April 
2009.

 2. Employee comment, BrandAsian Brand Education Seminar to Singapore 
Yellow Pages, October 6, 2006.
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CONCLUSION

THE FUTURE IS HERE

“The trouble with our times is that the future is not what it used to be.” 
This observation was made by Paul Valery, a French critic and poet who 
lived between 1871 and 1945. The comment is as relevant today as it 
was then—and probably even more so. Change is taking place in a man-
ner that defi es predictability and at an exponential rate that is inspired 
by Moore’s Law. And like the effect of compound interest over years, 
the sheer volume and pace of change today, while incomparable to any 
other time, is all but likely to be dwarfed by what lies in the near and 
longer-term future. Looking ahead, Ray Kurzweil predicts that there 
will be a thousand times more technological change in the 21st century 
than there was in the 20th century.1

The confl uence of globalization and technological development has 
created unprecedented and momentous disruption over the past 20 
years, with the spectacular ascents of China and (to a lesser degree) 
India emerging as two of its most signifi cant manifestations. Now joined 
by these two emerging juggernauts, most of Asia (which began its mod-
ernization drive more than a decade before China and India) has trans-
formed itself and transitioned from a Third World region into one with 
a critical mass capable of shifting economic power and infl uence away 
from the West—what Kishore Mahbubani describes as “the irresistible 
shift of global power to the East.”2

The Asian/Chinese Century is not a possibility; it is an inevitability. 
It is not a question of “if,” but of “when.” But contrary to the exuber-
ant conviction of Mr. Mahbubani, the signs are pointing to later rather 
than sooner, mostly because Asian business has been slow to recognize 
(and exploit) the daily changing landscape and the role it must play in 
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 helping to make this paradigm change materialize. In Asia the veloc-
ity and magnitude of change that is taking place is so vast and over-
powering that, instead of triggering a sense of urgent action among 
Asian CEOs, it is doing something else altogether curious, if not a little 
strange: It is crowding the clarity out of the picture. In other words, 
the amount of change taking place is so overwhelming that it has 
become all but invisible to these important decision makers.

It is like standing in the middle of a giant crop circle. At ground level, 
it is almost impossible to recognize it. What is disturbing, however, is 
the suspicion that even if the pattern were visible, most CEOs would 
still take little action.

CAUGHT UP IN A GOOD THING

The past two decades of change have delivered a boon to hundreds of 
thousands of Asian companies across the region, and especially in main-
land China. Change has, among many other things, created the circum-
stances for the “China engine” to roar into life and distribute a great 
deal of wealth to a great number of people over a relatively short period. 
That engine is the “China price.” High-volume, low-cost production of 
virtually everything consumed and used on the planet has not only pow-
ered Chinese companies, but a not insignifi cant number of non-Japanese 
Asian companies as well. The “low cost � high consumer demand” 
formula has created a momentum that has lasted some 20 years. Many 
Asian CEOs consider business during that time as having been good, and 
they see no reason to change their business “philosophy.” But the times 
are changing. That early-model engine, while still powering much of the 
region, is beginning to feel stretched and tired, and seems visibly out of 
place on the superhighways that are increasingly replacing the old roads.

Change has not only created the means for Asian business to rise; 
it has also profoundly impacted the consumer landscape. The desires, 
needs, and expectations of Asian consumers have changed dramatically 
over these same years, creating another paradigm shift of its own.

With increasing affl uence, Asians have dramatically improved their 
quality of life—certainly in the metropolitan centers of Singapore, Kuala 
Lumpur, Seoul, Taipei, Hong Kong, Beijing, and Shanghai. With basic 
needs satisfi ed, many have developed desires that are more sophisti-
cated. And very much like consumers in the United States and Europe, 
they are simultaneously developing higher expectations not only of the 
brands they buy, but also of the companies that produce them. They are 
newly empowered and liberated from the fi nancial constraints that for-
merly limited their consumption choices to only essentials.
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A fundamental disconnect is steadily emerging between evolving 
Asian consumers and virtually inert Asian companies. Instead of clos-
ing the gap not only as a matter of good business practice, but also in 
recognition of an elementary opportunity, Asian companies are, instead, 
distancing themselves from evolving Asian consumers. While this is not 
the product of conscious self-destruction, it might as well be. Asian 
CEOs are not paying attention and are failing to notice that things are 
different. Some are unwittingly oblivious to the changing landscape, 
while others just don’t want to know. This less-than-desirable picture 
refl ects anachronistic management philosophies, dysfunctional organi-
zational structures, and—amongst many, if not all, CEOs—a streak of 
hubris that not only prompts them to close themselves off from advice, 
but also precludes others from providing it out of a fear of being ver-
bally dismissed or physically terminated from their jobs.

THE ASIAN/CHINESE CENTURY

Whether it is referred to as the “Asian/Chinese Century,” or the “Asian 
Century,” or the “Chinese Century,” or even—as some of the more 
enthusiastic and bullish Indians (and India admirers) are doing—as the 
“Indian Century,” there clearly exists popular agreement in both Asia 
and the West that the balance of power is inexorably shifting away from 
the West. The endless discussions and predictions by economic analysts 
on global television networks, as well as the profusion of books that 
either directly debate the subject or refer to it in some measure, all use the 
same defi nition of “power”: economic might. And for good reason; 
the evidence is clearly compelling.

. . . the more compelling brands will also emerge as metaphors for all things 
that defi ne people.

So, the idea that this shift might soon hit a glass wall would, no 
doubt, be resisted by many and be dismissed entirely by others who see 
it as enjoying massive, even unstoppable momentum. This would be 
a mistake. Looking at the transfer of power uniquely through an eco-
nomic prism is somewhat myopic. As always, and as with everything, 
clarity is most visible through a multidimensional view. There is one 
missing dimension that may appear too subtle to some, but which, in 
practice, will provide the glue that will cement the great paradigm shift 
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that this and future generations will experience. That dimension, this 
book argues, is the cultural impact that Asian brands will make on the 
social fabric of everyday life—everywhere. Presently, this dimension is 
being underestimated and sidelined because conventional thinking by 
Asian CEOs confi nes the role of brand exclusively to business and com-
merce. This, also, is a mistake. It narrows the construct’s universe and 
perverts the broader appreciation of what brands are in fact capable 
of achieving. At the center of what is most misunderstood or is poorly 
understood is the capability of brands to defi ne people.

The unwillingness of many Asian CEOs to recognize the implica-
tions of the unprecedented scale of global change, combined with an 
across-the-board inability to understand and appreciate the funda-
mental role that brands play as building blocks of great and endur-
ing  companies, makes Asian fi rms especially vulnerable in the present 
 business climate.

EVERYTHING IS CONNECTED; THE REST IS 
CONCEPTUAL

Understanding and accepting the critical power that brands are capa-
ble of harnessing goes hand in hand with the need to accept the central 
role the branding process needs to play within the internal ebb and fl ow 
of companies. This means recognizing a very fundamental construct: 
Everything is connected. Most Asian CEOs make the mistake of treat-
ing branding as an isolated function that needs to be addressed individ-
ually alongside a laundry list of other operational imperatives. This is 
not only wrong, but also dangerous. Where brand essentially amounts 
to the proposition made to stakeholders, branding is the interconnected 
process that enables it. The reality is that “branding” amounts to one 
major jigsaw puzzle, with the “brand” at its center infl uencing every-
thing else (see Figure 8.1). Miss out on one piece of the puzzle and the 
picture (the company) risks losing clarity and relevance.

Ultimately, the idea that brand-centric companies are best suited to 
deliver a customer promise successfully and consistently is an operational 
one that requires not much more than common sense. The more concep-
tual dimension of brands that Asian CEOs will fi nd more challenging to 
embrace is the notion that brands are capable of defi ning people.

Central to creating great Asian and, specifi cally, great Chinese brands 
will be the jettisoning of the ingrained collective practice that creates 
and markets products and services that offer no visible differentia-
tion and, instead, provide consumers with generic attributes and  features 
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that they simply take for granted. This practice—which is almost always 
anchored by “price”—dominates not just tactical marketing efforts 
but the very business strategies of many Asian companies. This is not 
 sustainable. Replacing this will require a leap of faith from many CEOs: 
the confi dence to rely on intangibles to create bonding relationships 
with consumers. The leading-edge driver of intangibles lies within the 
emotional dimensions of brands.

For the rise of China and the rest of Asia to be sustainable, noth-
ing less than genuinely great Chinese and Asian brands will need to rise 
alongside. Beyond the profound economic impact this will create, this 
is going to be crucial, because the more successful brands will be those 
that emerge as metaphors for all things that defi ne people. And herein 
lies the formidable power of the brand: The more compelling we fi nd a 
brand, the more that brand is likely to enter the orbit of our everyday 
lives alongside other great brands that collectively create a mosaic of 
associations, values, and beliefs that defi ne who we are (to ourselves as 
much as others). With many, this begins with brands that help deliver a 
measure of self-actualization found in religions and (to some) ideologies, 
which travels down the chain to the personal brands of special  people 
we trust or admire or relate to, and seamlessly crosses over into the 
commercial canton to brands we enjoy simply because they make us feel 
good or because they empower us.

THE
BRAND

CEO’s
Vision

Company 
Mission

Customer 
ExperienceDelivery

Customer
Segmentation

Brand 
Architecture

Employee
Relations

Corporate
Values Culture

Business 
Strategy

Mgt & Co.
StructureInnovation

Figure 8.1  Branding is like a jigsaw puzzle: Everything is connected; 

every piece counts

Source: BrandAsian.
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The emotional dimensions of brands . . . will defi ne the DNA of the great 
Asian brands of the future.

The emotional dimensions of brands—not functional attributes and 
features—will not only create powerful and compelling Asian brands 
that will defi ne new generations of consumers around the world; they 
will also substantiate the DNA of the great Asian brands of the future.

In a corporate context, emotional dimensions are most strongly 
found in areas that are routinely overlooked or underestimated by deci-
sion makers: brand values, brand personality, and the mission to which 
a company dedicates itself to. Yet, these are the very drivers that provide 
what people search for the most: validation. In the present environment 
of rapid change, these will increasingly dictate the alignment that cus-
tomers externally have with brands, as well as the extent of motivation 
employees develop internally. As a consequence, the widespread present 
management attitude that considers these as “nice to have” will need to 
be replaced with a “must have” commitment.

Creating values and purpose for a company, or generating the right 
kind of brand personality, is not easily or quickly accomplished; nor are 
these the sorts of things that can be farmed out to professional third 
parties. The starting point lies in believing. The CEO must sincerely 
believe it is worthwhile to want to build a great company for a host 
of reasons other than just making money; that developing an endur-
ing bond with customers based on trust and relationships matters; that 
there is an inherent good worthwhile pursuing in providing a reason for 
employees to feel good about the work they do, the company they work 
for, and, ultimately, themselves.

While Asia is rising, the next level up in the value chain beckons.

So, yes, without a doubt, Asia is rising. But the next level up the 
value chain beckons. The undeniable reality is that the region is awash 
with big and successful companies. While “big” is a relatively objective 
notion, “successful” lends itself to more subjectivity. “Successful” would 
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almost certainly equate to “good companies.” The region is, therefore, 
overfl owing with good companies (with good brands). There is, how-
ever, a monumental paucity of great Asian brands: category leaders 
capable of creating global benchmarks. This, in itself, would not neces-
sarily be remarkable if it were not for the fact that the world is in the 
midst of a great transition. Great Asian brands are the essential miss-
ing ingredients that will trigger the sustainability of the Asian/Chinese 
Century era.

Beyond CEOs, at least two other parties of interest will play signifi -
cant roles in helping Asian brands develop qualities of greatness that 
will help usher in the Asian/Chinese Century: government agencies and 
advertising agencies.

Government agencies have a huge stake in the business of creat-
ing strong brands, for a variety of reasons. Foremost among these is 
national image and pride—at least, this is how it is mostly interpreted 
by government bureaucrats all the way up to ministers. To this end, 
several countries have set up dedicated agencies mandated to help 
indigenous companies “brand” themselves. The idea is that successful 
companies will not only contribute to the national economy but will 
also emerge as valuable national ambassadors. It stands to reason that 
government agencies are motivated to help companies not only to oper-
ate more effi ciently, but also to create positive perceptions with custom-
ers and “observers” all over the world. The milk melamine scandal in 
China in 2008 is a case in point. The reprehensible behavior of several 
Chinese milk companies that resulted in the deaths of at least four chil-
dren and made more than 50,000 others ill did a great deal of damage 
to Brand China. It also fueled the popular perception in many corners 
of the world that Made in China products are either shoddy or deadly. 
This incident and others like it are major setbacks to Asian government 
efforts at nation branding. And because everything is connected, com-
mercial brands suffer when national country brands are compromised. 
If the efforts of government agencies charged with helping indigenous 
companies create strong brands are to be successful, its offi cers are going 
to need to do something that has eluded business executives: fundamen-
tally understand the branding construct themselves. This will achieve 
at least two important outcomes: (a) the millions of taxpayers’ dollars 
granted to companies will be invested more effectively; and (b) genu-
inely strong brands will (in time) begin to emerge that (in time) will con-
tribute to positive national perceptions. In most cases, this will require 
a fundamental restructuring of the way the relevant agencies operate 

CH008.indd   269CH008.indd   269 12/10/10   9:23:17 PM12/10/10   9:23:17 PM



270 the brutal truth about asian branding

and the conditions upon which assistance and grants are  provided. Only 
great brands have the capability to position their countries of origin in 
a desirable light. Conversely, “rogue” companies are capable of dispro-
portionately damaging the image of a country by creating the  perception 
that other companies are tarred with the same brush.

The role that advertising agencies and other communications com-
panies play in creating and building strong brands cannot be overem-
phasized. The end-product of their efforts is the most visible expression 
of brands that consumers see and experience. It is essential, therefore, 
that the messages created by advertising be as equally on-brand as they 
are creatively compelling. Right now, the balance is decidedly favoring 
the latter. Over the past two decades the advertising industry has been 
rocked by major challenges from within that have given rise to spirited 
debate over its relevance and future. Nevertheless, its role remains legiti-
mate and its importance to the global corporate community, essential. It 
has the resources to address and overcome these challenges. In Asia the 
momentum that is empowering Asian companies is providing an addi-
tional huge incentive to the better agencies to match their resources to 
will. Those that come out ahead will be those that manage to do two 
things: (1) fi gure out a new breakout strategy that will reposition Asian, 
but especially Chinese, brands as desirable and emotionally compel-
ling companions to global consumers; and (2) demonstrate professional 
integrity. This will involve recruiting better human resources, then train-
ing them to be even better, as well as having the professional fortitude 
to tell clients what they need to hear.

SUMMARY: TOMORROW’S ASIAN CEO TODAY

Everything starts (or does not) with the Asian CEO. Mahbubani identi-
fi ed Asians’ “hierarchical view of the human universe”3 as one of the 
reasons contributing to Asia’s slow adoption of free market economics.4 
It also happens to be a key contributor to the paralysis that handicaps 
many Asian companies from moving up the value chain. An alterna-
tive management approach that is more open, more inclusive, and more 
meritorious will be an essential characteristic of the more effective and 
successful Asian companies of the future.

Secondly, Asian CEOs determined to create great global brands will 
need to reconsider the very purpose that drives them and anchors their 
companies. The goal of “making money” as a pure end in and of itself 
will need to be replaced by a broader commitment to create something 
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that delivers enduring value and benefi ts multiple groups of people (and 
not just the brand owner). While this mindset has always been an effec-
tive approach for building strong companies, present global circum-
stances now make it an imperative. Environmental concerns, coupled 
with economic volatility and political instability, are making consum-
ers the world over both more anxious and more demanding. As govern-
ments fail to address the growing list of problems and challenges, the 
onus is increasingly falling on global companies to step into the breach. 
For Asia, this creates a unique opportunity. By reinventing themselves, 
many Asian—and particularly Chinese—category leaders will rediscover 
the value of purpose as a strategic driver of growth and expansion and, 
in the process, not only create effective differentiation for their brands, 
but also capture the imagination of tomorrow’s new customers.

Enlightened Asian CEOs will require a not insignifi cant measure of 
courage, as well as vision—the ability to see crop circles, as it were. The 
willingness to see beyond the short term, and the ability to create a com-
prehensive snapshot of a coherent and plausible heroic future that the 
company is capable of delivering, will provide critically important direc-
tion to companies determined to reach specifi c destinations. Supported 
by a meaningful purpose, these companies will redefi ne the image of 
Asia not just to Asians but to people around the world. It is these com-
panies that will create great brands.

“I think in terms of traders and builders. There are those who 
are in the market because they see that they can buy something 
at a high price and fl ip it around for even higher. That’s a trader 
mentality. Then there are the builders, who realize this is a real 

strong market that’s coming up, and it’s a real infl ection point in 
the history of the world. And they are building, despite the ups 

and downs, they’re building for the future.”

Peng T. Ong5

The eventual desire of Asians (and, soon, non-Asians) for great Asian 
brands (like their present desire for great Western brands) will trigger 
more than a transfer of economic clout to Asia; it will signal the begin-
ning of a more profound change in the world order in cultural terms. It 
will signal the beginning of the era of global citizens defi ning themselves 
via Asian cultural icons and Asian brands.

There is greatness in Asian brands. But for the most part, and for 
the present, it lies dormant; an untapped fountain waiting to be 
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 discovered—not by Asian or Western consumers, but by Asian CEOs. 
Over the past decade, Westerners have shown a great interest in 
things Asian. At a time when entire communities in corners across 
North America and Europe are struggling with social inequalities, 
the  disintegration of familial ties, ethnic tensions, and the corroding 
effects of drugs and other societal challenges, alternative paradigms are 
being increasingly explored. Much of that attention is being directed 
toward Asia. Having the capability of being vehicles to impart new 
 perspectives—even new values—Asian brands are perfectly placed to 
rise and be embraced by whole new generations of individuals geared, 
ready, and looking for change.

But, as always, everything starts with the Asian CEO. And there is 
reason to be decidedly optimistic. Among the legions of competent, 
but nonetheless conceptually challenged Asian CEOs managing Asia’s 
companies, there exist the exceptions: the mavericks, the risk takers, the 
visionaries. These exceptional business leaders demonstrate no reverence 
for tradition and actively seek out new, better, more innovative ways of 
doing things. They are driven by the desire to create something of endur-
ing value—something that aspires to greatness. These  individuals—the 
equivalent of early adopters—embrace the idea that, for brands to 
become “great,” they must achieve three things: (1) they must be cre-
ated holistically; (2) they must deliver genuine consumer relationships 
that tap into human emotions; and (3) they must be a force for good 
in a world characterized by great and unpredictable change, which is 
increasingly translating into concern for the environment and anxiety 
over personal security.

Beyond how these exceptional leaders will lead, is the crucial role they 
will play as catalysts for other Asian companies. Though presently few in 
number, they will lead the way and provide inspiring examples for others 
to follow. Critical mass will be that point when Asian Apples and Asian 
Nikes and Asian BMWs emerge and capture the imagination not only 
of Asians, but Westerners as well. When these great indigenous Asian 
brands emerge, they will likely impact the consumer landscape around 
the world in much the same way American brands did over the past half 
century and trigger a new era of momentous social disruption on a scale 
not seen since the period following the end of the Second World War. To 
these leaders, the vision is clear, spectacular, and worthy of the risks that 
come with thinking differently. And when this change  happens, it will not 
only anchor the rise of the Asian/Chinese Century, but will  sustain it.

At a time when “Western societies seem to be losing their optimism”6 
and are looking in new directions for renewed inspiration, Asian brands 
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will emerge as new and very seductive benchmarks for ready and recep-
tive audiences the world over. Whether they will share the stage with 
existing great Western brands or completely dislodge them remains to 
be seen. According to Kishore Mahbubani, “Asia wants to replicate, not 
dominate the West.”7 Ultimately, it is consumers who will decide.

NOTES

 1. Ray Kurzweil, “The Law of Accelerating Returns,” KurzweilAI.net, 2001.
 2. Kishore Mahbubani, The New Asian Hemisphere: The Irresistible Shift of 

Global Power to the East (PublicAffairs, 2008), jacket copy.
 3. Ibid., p. 57.
 4. Ibid., p. 52.
 5. Theresa L. Urist, “Creating a Soulful Company: Peng T. Ong’s Personal 

Mantras for Startup Success,” Eyemine, www.voxunity.com/eyemine/ 
magazine/articles/interwoven.htm.

 6. Mahbubani, The New Asian Hemisphere, op. cit., p. 3.
 7. Mahbubani, The New Asian Hemisphere, op. cit., jacket copy.

CH008.indd   273CH008.indd   273 12/10/10   9:23:18 PM12/10/10   9:23:18 PM



CH008.indd   274CH008.indd   274 12/10/10   9:23:19 PM12/10/10   9:23:19 PM



275

index

A

Advertising, 30, 49–85, 146–147, 
164, 183, 228, 270

Advertising agencies, 26, 35, 
41–45, 90, 256, 270

Account executives, 43, 44
Brand blueprint, 44–45
Careers in, 42–43
Concepts, 44
Consumer insights, 44, 80–81
Education and training, 42
Effectiveness, 41
Model, 41
Poor image, 43
Problems, 41–42
Reputation, 41

Advertising in Asia, 81
AirAsia, 93–96

AirAsia X, 95–96
Business strategy, 95–96
Now everyone can fl y, 93

Albright, Madeleine, 12
America, 8–10, 11–12, 56, 150, 

153–154, 272
Responsibility to lead, 11–12
World paradigm, 9, 11

American brands, 2, 8–9, 272
American century, 2, 8, 14
Asian century, 14, 265
Asian CEOs, 3, 17, 22, 27, 33, 

49–50, 51, 59, 74, 84, 92, 

97, 98, 99, 100, 103, 110, 
115, 160, 166, 168, 170, 
189, 218, 264, 265, 266, 
270–271

Branding proposals, 29, 30, 
216, 235–236, 242

Confucian values, 26
Corporate mission, 28
Emperor-kings, 27
Mentality, 26, 29
The price equation, 29

Asian values, 15, 131–132, 142

B

Badawi, Seri Abdullah, 24
Bhatt, Om Prakash, 92, 244
BMW, 1, 20, 68, 156, 

163–164, 272
Bossidy, Larry, 194, 241
Brand, brands

American. See American 
brands.

Being different, 62, 150
Countries, 56
Cultural impact of, 2, 32–33
Defi ne people, 51–57
Defi nition, 50, 51, 52
Delivery, 34, 35, 55, 59, 65, 

104, 182–183
Differentiation, 62
Dynamic, 75, 76, 80, 144, 146

BINDEX.indd   275BINDEX.indd   275 12/13/10   8:27:33 AM12/13/10   8:27:33 AM



276 index

Brand, brands (continued )
Essence, 44, 59, 79, 81, 84, 

146–147
Fixed, 80, 88, 146
Good, 1, 21–22, 178
Great, 1–2, 4, 12, 14, 16–17, 

19–46, 70, 79, 80, 84, 109, 
135, 159, 170, 176, 178, 
217, 266, 267–270

Help people defi ne themselves, 
52, 53–54, 149

Hygiene factor, 62
Ideologies, 55, 69
Indian, 21
Japanese, 1, 14, 19, 20
JFK, 9, 57
Korean, 21, 114
Label, 51
Madonna, 56–57
Most important things in life, 

50, 70
People, 57
Perspective, 143–145, 236
Promise. See Brand promise.
Positioning. See Brand 

positioning.
Religions, 54–55, 67
Singapore, 19, 20–21, 23–25, 

39–41, 77, 96, 103, 
127, 252

Terrorism, 55
USA. See American brands.
Welch, Jack, 57, 165, 182, 192

Brand blueprint, 44–45, 70–74
Activation; internal 

alignment, 74
Brand-centric, 72–73
Core brand attributes, 71
Core brand benefi ts, 71
Core brand personality traits, 71
Core brand values, 70–71

Defi ned, 70
Mission statement, 71
Positioning statement, 72–73
Reality and truth, 73
Strategic advantage, 74
Vision statement, 72

Brand-into-action phase, 241–261
Brand ambassadors, 

249–251, 259
Brand-centric, 72–73, 179–182, 

244, 245, 247, 250
Brand champion, 247–248
Brand council, 249, 251
Brand governance, 249–250
Change management, 246
Corporate culture, 32–33, 245
Corporate identity, 255
Customer experience, 248, 

255–256
Employees, 248–249
External expressions, 254–257
Gerstner, Lou, 247
Graphics standards manual, 255
Internal alignment, 244–254
Organizational structure, 

246–247
Schultz, Howard, 246
Snorre Food, 252–253

Brand measurement, 257–261
Brand positioning, the, 75–78

Immutable core idea, 76
Brand practitioners, 30, 33–36

Accredited, 34
Alpha-type CEOs, 33–34
Continuum, 35, 36
Good, bad, right, wrong, 35

Brand promise, 34, 44, 50, 75, 78, 
80, 98

Brand proposition, the, 74–79
Brand positioning, 75–78
Brand strategy, 78–79

BINDEX.indd   276BINDEX.indd   276 12/13/10   8:27:33 AM12/13/10   8:27:33 AM



 index 277

Dynamic (position), 80
Fixed position, 80
Futurebrand, 75

Brand re-positioning, 76, 85, 108, 
218–224, 256

Brand strategy, 78–79
Choices, 78
Defi nition, 78

Branding
Defi nition, 49
Foundations, 49
Invisible, 49
Process, 50

Business and branding fl owchart, 
89–90

Brand, 89
Brand message, 89
Brand positioning, 89–90
Brand promise, 89, 90
Brand proposition, 90
Brand strategy, 90–97
Brand vision, 89
Branding, 89
Business strategy, 89
Communications strategy, 90
Core business, 89
Creative development, 90
External communications, 90
Internal alignment, 90
Marketing, 89
Mission, 109–119
Vision, 98–109

Business goals, 90–97
Business strategy, 90–97

Macro, 93–96
Micro, 96–97

C

Carlton, Mike, 42
Charan, Ram, 241

China
Business model, 10, 16
Century, 10, 11, 12, 14
Deng Xioping, 10
GDP, 10
Globalization, 10, 12, 125
High-tech companies, 11
Human resource, 11
Nationalism, 12
SOEs, 10
World order, change, 9–14

Chinese
Global brands, 1, 14
Great brands, 12, 14

Chinese brands, 12, 14, 266–267
Clinton, Bill, 11–12
Colgate, 2, 9, 68
Collins, Jim, 21
Communications strategy, 75, 76, 

79, 80, 81, 90, 180
Core values

3M, 123–124
In Asia, 120, 126–129, 

131–132
Asian values, 131–132
The Body Shop, 121
Brand audit, 126, 128
Brand differentiation, 120
Brand-related values, 120, 121
Branson, Richard, 124, 125, 130
Customer service standards (in 

Singapore), 127
Customers, 122, 123, 126–127, 

128, 129, 130, 131
Emotional dimensions of 

brands, 120, 156–157
Employees, 122, 126, 127, 

128, 129
Ho Kwon Ping, 128
Laundry list, 129–130
McDonald, Bob, 122

BINDEX.indd   277BINDEX.indd   277 12/13/10   8:27:33 AM12/13/10   8:27:33 AM



278 index

Core values (continued )
Moral code, 123, 124, 130
Obama, Barack, 120
Organizational behavior, 122
Polman, Paul, 122
Procter & Gamble, 122
Virgin, 120, 124–125, 130

Corporate culture
Branson, Richard, 33
Creativity and innovation, 33

Corporate guiding principles, 
97–132

Culture
American, 8
Western, 7–8

D

Doctoroff, Tom, 27

E

Eu Yan Sang, 77–78, 107
External metrics, 260–261

F

Fernandes, Tony, 28, 43

G

Government agencies
BPG, 24, 25
Brandpact, 25, 36–37, 38
IE Singapore, 25, 36, 38–41
Impartiality, 38
Matrade, 24, 30
Spring, 36, 37, 38, 41

Great brands, 16–17, 21, 22, 23, 
33, 135, 170, 176, 217, 
267, 270, 271

Guiding principles
Mission, 97, 109–119

Values, 97, 120–132
Vision, 97, 98–109

I

Ingrouille, Mark, 43
Innovation

Absence, of, 61, 167–169
Internal metrics, 258–260

J

Joffe, Josef, 12

K

Kay, John, 67

L

Laker, Freddie, 95
Lee Hsien Loong, 24
Lee Kuan Yew, 24, 103, 150
Lee Yi Shyan, 25
Logos, 35, 84–85

M

Mahbubani, Kishore, 9, 166, 167, 
263, 270, 273

Malaysian Airlines, 96
Marshall Plan, 8
Methodology

And (CEO) perception, 229
Costing, 235–239
Due diligence, 221
Fast-tracked, 225
Four key steps, 220–224
Full-bodied, 225
Gerzema, John, 238
Government tenders, 236
Holmes, Sherlock, 226

Brand audit, 225–230
Brand blueprint, 234–235

BINDEX.indd   278BINDEX.indd   278 12/13/10   8:27:34 AM12/13/10   8:27:34 AM



 index 279

Brand explorer, 230–233
Brand validation, 233–234

Implementation, 225, 232
Perspective, 236
Positioning, 218–224
Process, 59, 87, 215–216, 266
Project integrity, 224
Repositioning, 218–224
Short-cuts mindset, 215
Side-effects, 225
And SMEs, 225
Smoke and mirrors, 

216–217
Three-point checklist, 220
Truth, 222–224
Two key pillars, 224
Unique circumstances, 9, 140, 

204, 216
Valuation, 238–239

Mission, 109–119
3M, 116, 117
Defi ned, 110
Disney, 116–117
Doing good, 116
And employees, 112–113
Functional and emotional 

benefi ts, 111–112
Global warming, 115
HP, 116, 118
Mary Kay, 117–118
McKinsey & Company, 119
Missha, 114
Pink Floyd, 114
Promise and delivery, 113
Wal-Mart, 116, 118–119

O

Off-brand, 81, 84, 250
On-brand, 81, 250, 270
Over-promise syndrome, 241

P

People analogy, 57–70
Peoplexpress, 95
Pepsi, 83, 153, 195
Positioning tranche, 81–82, 85
Pre-branding, 87–136
Presley, Elvis, 9, 53–54
Price

As a business strategy, 29, 255
Promise and delivery, 59, 113, 126
Purpose, 109–119
Puttnam, Lord, 215

S

Samsung, 20, 21, 100, 101–102, 
109, 167

SIA, 20, 144–145
Slogans, 84–85

Coke, 85
Volvo, 85

State Bank of India, 92, 244
Strategic tranche, 81–82, 85
Strategic zone, 81

T

Technology revolution, 15

V

Values, 120–132, 156–157, 184
Vedrine, Hubert, 9
Vicious cycles, 40, 167
Virtuous cycles, 73
Vision, 98–109

Allen, Paul, 104
Banyan Tree Resorts & 

Hotels, 107
Begin, Menachem, 102
Defi ned, 99–102
Eu, Richard, 107

BINDEX.indd   279BINDEX.indd   279 12/13/10   8:27:34 AM12/13/10   8:27:34 AM



280 index

Vision (continued )
Eu Yan Sang Samsung, 107
Gates, Bill, 104
Ho Kwon Ping, 108
King, Martin Luther, 102
Lee Kuan Yew, 103
Microsoft, 102–107

Sadat, Anwar, 102
Schwarzenegger, Arnold, 102–107

W

Wen Jiabao, 1
Western brands, 1, 20, 23, 27, 

106, 142, 149, 271, 273

BINDEX.indd   280BINDEX.indd   280 12/13/10   8:27:34 AM12/13/10   8:27:34 AM


	The Brutal Truth About Asian Branding: And How to Break the Vicious Cycle
	Contents
	Introduction
	1. A Time of Profound Change
	The old world order
	The new world order
	The rest of Asia
	Toll-gates and vision

	2. Five Reasons Why There are Very Few Great Asian Brands
	Myopic CEO leadership
	Corporate culture is by default, rather than by design
	Charlatan brand practitioners
	Performance of government agencies
	Advertising agencies' lack of branding competencies
	Conclusion

	3. Redefining Brand, Branding, and Advertising
	Brand and branding: Thinking differently
	Branding made easy: The People Analogy
	The brand blueprint
	The brand proposition
	The relationship between branding and advertising

	4. Pre-Branding
	Overview of the business and branding flowchart
	Business goals and business strategy
	The role of corporate guiding principles
	Charting the road to a successful business

	5. Brand Strategy
	If you don't make a choice, the choice makes you
	Differentiation
	Emotional dimension
	Focused target audience
	Ability to innovate and stay relevant
	CEO involvement and leadership
	Employee involvement and commitment
	Intelligent brand architecture
	CSR: The new branding imperative
	Summary

	6. Methodology instead of Mythology
	Positioning or repositioning?
	Preparing for a (positioning or repositioning) branding project
	The strategy-centric brand development methodology
	Costing the project proposal

	7. Brand into Action: Delivering against Your Promise
	Be careful what you promise
	Making the brand come alive
	Summary

	8. Conclusion
	The future is here
	Caught up in a good thing
	The "Asian/Chinese Century"
	Everything is connected; the rest is conceptual
	Summary: Tomorrow's Asian CEO today

	Index





