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Editorial

Brand building: The search for principles in advertising

Here we have a journal dedicated to the
study of brand management. A fundamental
task of brand management, presumably, is to
build strong brands. A strong brand can be
defined as a brand with high brand equity
resulting in a superior and steady profit flow.

As a first question, we should ask whether
brand building is in fact possible. Certainly it
1s possible in some cases, as Bill Moran’s dis-
cussion of Marlboro in the previous issue of
The Journal of Brand Management indicates.1
But perhaps these cases are occasional excep-
tions. A principal sceptic 1s Andrew Ehren-
berg, previously of London Business School
and now directing the market research pro-
gramme at South Bank Business School,
who contends that ‘there are no strong
brands and weak brands, only big ones and
little ones.’2 It should be pointed out that
Ehrenberg’s extensive work has focused on
market share, not profitability, so his data are
not entirely pertinent. However, in most
product categories, Ehrenberg shows that
brands’ market shares (size) are highly corre-
lated with their repeat-buying rates (a mea-
sure of loyalty or ‘equity’) and thus questions
whether it is possible for a brand to gain loy-
alty unless it becomes bigger. He doubts the
need to consider loyalty or equity if market
share explains all.

Further analysis (in the USA) of Ehren-
berg’s dictum that ‘size is all’ shows that ex-
ceptions do occur, such as Weeties in the
breakfast cereal market, Tab in the soft drink
market, and Ziploc in the plastic sandwich
bag market, all of which have non-leading,
and in the first two cases, very low market
shares but high buyer loyalty (repeat-buying
rates) which is the usual cause of superior

profit.3 Fader and Schmittlein have since
published data that appear to support the
Ehrenberg dictum by showing that the ex-
ceptions to it are statistically rare.4 But, as
these authors suggest, the main factor that
obscures brand equity in favour of size is the
tremendous distribution advantage that large
brands command.5> Smaller brands cannot be
bought as often if their availability is limited.
To equate ‘better’ with ‘big’ is, I believe, a
misleading interpretation for brand manage-
ment.

I believe — along with most marketersé —
that is is possible to build strong brands. The
low incidence of them merely shows that it
1s not easy to do. I also believe that the most
likely causality is: strong brand — in-
creased loyalty (more favourable brand atti-
tude leading to a higher repeat-buying rate if
the brand is available)— higher relative
price —» profit. The ‘size’ of the brand
then happens to depend on the breadth of its
loyalty-based appeal, ie, segment
causally, and on distribution, spuriously.

The second question is the key, therefore:
how do we build a strong brand? In the 4P’
framework, if we assume that the product or
service itself is pretty much a given, that
price is a result rather than a cause of a
strong brand, and that place or distribution
also does not cause a strong brand but rather
may be a result or may be due simply to
company leverage, then this leaves promo-
tion — and particularly advertising — to
play the major role.

size,

There is now considerable evidence to
suggest that advertising spending or, more
precisely, relative advertising spending, is
positively related to a brand’s equity or



profit margin in the long run7.8.9.10 and
that this effect is causal in that, mainly, ad-
vertising causes profit rather than the other
way round.!! However, there is also much
evidence at the more micro level that sus-
tained brute force spend is neither the en-
tire answer nor the most desirable answer
for the manager concerned with
profit.12,13 The manager would like to
know, presumably, how to get more bang
for fewer bucks — that is, how to achieve
better advertising.

This is where our knowledge of brand
management is lacking. How can the con-
tent of advertising help to build a brand? I
and one of my doctoral students, Lawrence
Ang, have made a tentative start to answer
this question.14 We noticed that most strong
brands appear to employ a device, often a
symbol, in their advertising that (a) increases
the brand’s recognisability or recallability
within the product category!5 and (b) asso-
ciates the brand with an important benefit
or an appealing emotional aura. Marlboro’s
distinctive pack and its cowboy, McDonald’s
Golden Arches in the form of french fries,
Jaguar’s animal, and Mercury’s (UK) distinc-
tive style of advertising are cases in point.
My Australian colleague, Max Sutherland,
also has some ideas gleaned from his experi-
ence with the continuous tracking of adver-
tising campaigns.16,17 But we are far short of
laying out a set of principles for advertising
that has brand building as its measurable
goal.

I hope that my colleagues may soon have
papers for The Journal of Brand Management
(what better vehicle?) that address the im-
portant question of how to build a brand
through advertising. It is perhaps the key
question for brand management.

John R. Rossiter
Editorial Board
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