10 Reasons Why Branding Is Dead (or at least dying)
1.   It’s often done poorly.  People mistake consistency with building a brand. 
"A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of little minds," said Emerson.  Branding committees and brand tsars do a great deal of damage.  Having a consistent look and feel to your collateral materials is a good thing.  It’s basic, competent marketing.  But it’s not a big deal.  And it’s not branding.  Graphic design firms who establish standards for collateral programs can make more money by calling themselves brand consultants.  But it’s still not branding.

2.  Brand building takes precedence over creating what the brand stands for.
Branding used to be what cowboys did to cows.  Why did it become such a hot buzzword for marketers?  The essence of good marketing is still the same:  you find out what your customers want, you make it, tell them about it and sell it at a price that appears to be a good value to them and makes a profit for you.  You build an audience for your product or service.  Then -- and only then -- do you start thinking about establishing a brand.  Before you commit too many resources to branding, ask yourself, “where’s the beef?”

3.  Branding requires long-term vision, often not available in rapidly changing industries and companies.
The classic example is the dot.coms who set out to establish an image before there was any content to it.  Branding became a 6-month project after which the technology and the company behind the “brand” was often obsolete or out of business or both.  Even in the real world too many companies are focused on quarterly earnings and immediate sales -- not a good environment for building a brand.

4. Branding is company-focused rather than customer-focused.
It tends to be an internal discussion.  All those brand committees and brand tsars worry too much about who they want to say they are and omit the more important question:  who do their customers want them to be?  You have to be what you say you are -- in the minds of your customers, not just in the imaginations of your brand experts.

5. Branding can lead to boring messaging.
Forcing ad layouts into a brand “look and feel” can make them less visible, not more.  All those rehashed “key messages” and “brand statements” crammed into brochure copy make the brochures less useful to the audience, not more so.  Key messaging may be useful in getting your employees on the same page, but it’s not necessarily something you need to repeat to your customers.  They don’t work for you.  You can’t force them to believe, or even care about, your carefully crafted corporate-ese.

6.  Branding leads to a reliance on marketing rather than product/service innovation.
In a recent New Yorker article, James Surowiecki discussed the efforts of Nike to introduce a new golf ball.  It was really an old golf ball with Tiger Woods behind it.  Meanwhile Callaway invested in R&D to develop a better gold ball.  Golfers were not fooled and they stayed away from Nike balls in droves.  As Surowiecki concluded: “Where modern marketers have succeeded, wildly, is in selling us on the idea that marketing is all you need.  The numbers suggest a different, homier lesson.  The surest way to get stronger sales is to sell a stronger product.”

7.  The assumption of "lifetime brand loyalty" is often false.
The theory -- if you can call it that -- behind a lot of branding efforts is that if you can lock people in, especially at an early age, they’ll stay with the same brand forever.  Recent research by media companies -- notably CBS -- has disproved this claim, especially among older audiences -- which is where the money is.  The fact is that with more choices and new products and increased global competition, we are a lot less brand loyal than we used to be.  Who really wanted to buy “not your father’s Oldsmobile?”  How many of us will stick with a Nike running shoe if an equally good Asics or Saucony shoe is available for $20 less?  Will those 20-somethings clicking on to the BMW website to see the latest cool Web videos be loyal to BMW when they’re forty, have finally moved out of their parents’ home and can afford a $50,000 car?

8.  Branding leads to errors in positioning.
Brand experts forget the key lesson of positioning -- another term for branding.  As Trout and Reis explained 20 years ago, a position is something your audience permits, not something you determine (Positioning: the Battle for Your Mind).  Apple, for instance, had a specific niche in the minds of its advocates so it could do branding campaigns like “the computer for the rest of us” and "Think different.”  Most companies don’t have that luxury.  You can’t just leap out and brainwash people into believing what your brand stands for.  It’s something you reinforce, not something you invent.  You may want to be the world’s biggest computer company, but unless you’re IBM or Microsoft you can’t have that position, even if you are, in fact, the world’s biggest computer company (General Motors).  

9. Branding is costly, especially for new and smaller companies.
It takes money, commitment and time... all in short supply at most companies.  You don’t want to spend scarce advertising dollars building a brand when what you really need to do is sell the next version of your software or your new, better widget.  And you don’t want your CEO sitting in on brand meetings when what he should be doing is improving quality control on the production line or deciding to expand sales in a new market.

10.  Branding is a fad and it’s time to move on.
Marketing is a business of fads -- though now we call them trends.  (Speaking of misused terms, how about “trend marketing?  Can you market a trend?  Or do you discover it and adjust your product or service to fit?”)  In the 1950s it was icons -- think Betty Crocker, the Jolly Green Giant, the Hamms bear.  In the 60s and 70s it was unique selling propositions -- think Volkswagen (Think small)... or Federal Express.  In the 1980s and 90s it was positioning (Apple).  Then it was management by objectives, searching for excellence, team-driven organizations and star performers.  Then it was dot.coms and the “new economy.” Now it’s widespread unemployment -- especially among marketers.

 

Fads have their moment -- and their elements of truth -- but we outgrow them.  It’s time to outgrow branding and look for the “next big thing.”  I would nominate the one business concept that never seems to get outdated: common sense.  Branding is part of the marketing story, and for some companies a very important part (check out your basket the next time you go to a supermarket or to Target).  But it's not the whole marketing story and, for most organizations, probably not the most important thing they should be paying attention to.

--Doug Wilhide
