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How tired are we all of listening to com

ments , forecasts and predictions for the next 

Millennium? You may be, like me, possibly 

close to burn out! However, always ac

knowledging the religious significance of 

the date, at the end of the day we are only 

shifting through a numerical switch, but 

there is no doubt that people from all cor

ners of the world in which we live have 

been inspired to think, often creatively, 

about how our world may change within 

the next ten plus years . 

So ,  with that as a thought for the mo

ment, what I would like to do is add a little 

fuel to those thoughts about the world of 

branding. In recent years we have seen pre

dictions of the ' death' of brands , followed 

by an incredible rise in prominence and un

derstanding about the power and impor

tance  of the brand .  We have seen an 

unprecedented explosion in the scale of 

communications surrounding us as a result 

of something called ' the web ' .  And finally, 

we wonder what might be the next stage of 

growth and business involvement for brand 

management. 

As little as five years ago, predictions of 

the demise of brand management were 

everywhere . Es te emed and highly re

spected and cap able consulting companies 

like (then) Coopers  & Lybrand published 

artic le s  about  i t ,  and c ompanies  like 

Phillip Morris contributed to the expecta

tions with events like Black Friday, April 

2nd 1 993 , when $20bn was wip ed  off 
their balance sheet following a 5 0  cent re

duct ion in the pr i ce  of a pack  of M arl

boro '  cigarette s .  Even basic research ,  like 

that presented by myself and my partner at 

the Chartered Institute of Marketing Na
tional Conferen c e  in  1 994 , showing that 

80  per cent of  all business  to  busines s  
CE Os  were not  brand aware or  trained ,  

p robably help ed  c ontribute to that same 

gloomy forecast .  

But what happened? H ere we are in 

1 999 with every large consulting company 

in the world having a very active brand 

practice, all the maj or strategic brandliden

tity companies seem to have as much work 

as they can handle and every maj or research 

programme we look at says that the brand 

is seen by executives as critical to the future 

of the company. Image and reputation is 

key, as Burson Marstellar recently showed 

that 40 per cent of your company's image 

and reputation can be  dependent upon the 

p ersonal image of your CE O. Interbrand

Scheckter in New York released research 

showing that even in the c razy, fast-mov

ing, p roduct-driven world of technology, 

the emotional factors  (brand) involved in 

making purchase decisions are now the pri

mary drivers of that decision.  

Ernst & Young have recently published a 

good piece looking at 'Measures that Matter
, 1 

in which they examined those areas which se

nior corporate executives and the investment 
community consider important. The brand 

features quite strongly, ranking 1 3th most im

portant non-financial measure out of a list of 

39. Interestingly for me, what came out was 

that the investment community still don't yet 

seem to fully understand how brands really 

work or how many of the other factors which 

they consider are actually a direct result of, or a 

significant contributor to, brand strength. That 

is our problem to fix. 



Another excellent document came from 

A. T. Kearney called 'The Role of Brands in 
the Digital Economy' . 2 This examines what 

the development of the Internet world 

means to all of us concerned with effective 

brand management. Things like the concept 

of the economic power of networked com
munities ,  the hugely more knowledgeable 
and information-rich consumer, fragmenta

tion in distribution channels and the fact  

that the cherished and oft quoted 'Place ' ,  as 

one of the four 'P 's pillars of marketing, has 

changed forever. 

And what of the future? The primary 

challenge for business is to find a way to en

sure sustained competitive advantage. The 

way to do that would seem to be through 

focusing on an almost universal Business 

Imperative - customer loyalty. What are 

customers loyal to? Brands! 

Companies like Mars , Disney or GE seem 

to have mastered the art. Others like Coca

Cola with New Coke, or IBM who became 

trapped in the 'downsizing-to-save-money

and-restore-profitability '  syndrome, stum

bled and then, to their great credit , recov

ered magnificently. Size, however, is 

absolutely no protection or guarantee of sus

tained competitive advantage. 

So thoughts for the future are what? Let 

me suggest j ust a few items that we, as a 

brand community, might want to focus on 

and consider: 

The internet world is not going to go 

away. I t  will become even more p ervasive 

but, in doing so, it will make the role of the 
brand that much more important - the 

challenge of managing it even greater. 

The importance of the brand in purchase 
decisions generally will increase - but our 

customers will become ever more discern
ing and demanding of that consistent, posi

tive brand experience aimed directly at 
them as individuals. 

Focus on customers and not competitors . 

Customer focus needs to be at the very centre 

of business strategy and not a totem to which 

executives tip their hats . Mercer Management 
Consulting in the USA examined a sample of 

companies from the Fortune 1000 which had 

suddenly lost 25 per cent or more of their 

value within a month. They found that 36 per 

cent, by far the largest single percentage, had 

failed due to CEO/Board error in misjudging 

customer demand, offering inappropriate prod

uct or crashing under customer pressure. Three 

times as many customer issues than competitor 

issues were at the heart of their situation. 

How active a brand custodian is your 

CEO? A nimble, alert to change CEO who 

freely champions the brand will be even 

more critical to success going forward. 

The corporate brand is, usually, the single 

largest intangible asset in the company. In

tellectual Asset Management will grow in 

importance and brand management will be

come the centre-piece of lAM strategy. 

Whatever happens in the future, the one 

constant which we will have to understand 

is PEOPLE .  All those  brand ambassadors 
who represent our brand from inside and 

outside our company, will still be the critical 

component of a successful brand. All those 

customers who buy our product/service and 

help our cause by telling others , are the only 

reason we are in business at all . 

We have a tremendously exciting time 

ahead as brand managers of the future will, 

more than ever, have to be scientist, business 

people, marketer, p sychologist and anthro

pologist. The customer will demand it. 
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