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C H A P T E R  O N E

A S S E T  O R  L I A B I L I T Y ?

Given that you’ve decided to glance through this booklet, perhaps you’re thinking it’s

time you developed one of those ‘corporate brands’. But the truth is, unless your

business is as yet unborn, you have one already. It may be an asset. It may be a liability.

It could even be an identity crisis. But your company will certainly have a brand persona.

THE DANGER OF LOW PROFILE

Some people may insist that they keep a low profile intentionally. They may say that

they have no policy on presentation. And they may make no effort to communicate a

consistent personality to their various audiences. But they still have an ‘image’. Because

while you can send out weak and confused messages, you can’t stop people forming

strong, distinct impressions about your company. Even if those impressions are only of

weakness and confusion. If that’s hard to believe, here’s an experiment to try. 

Ask the next person to walk into your office to choose from this list “the most creative

and original scientist”: (A) Einstein  (B) Oppenheimer  (C) Willard Gibbs.
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Unless you work in a physics laboratory, few people will have any real idea. However,

most people will probably answer ‘Einstein’ with little hesitation. 

THE VALUE OF FAME

However, Willard Gibbs was the man Einstein described as “the most creative and

original scientist”. Sure, it’s a subjective question. But it shows how easily – when faced

with uncertainty – we swap fame for all sorts of other qualities and use it as the basis

for our decisions. We tend to prefer the well-known, and even unfairly disparage those

with lesser reputations. (How seriously, for instance, did you take the name of ‘Willard

Gibbs’?) And that’s why nobody should want to be a nobody.

HOW DOES THIS HAPPEN?

According to the psychologists Tversky & Kahneman, this phenomenon is caused by the

availability of any bit of information: how easily we can call to mind anything we know

about a subject. And that depends on how familiar we are with the topic; how often,

and how recently, we’ve come across the bit of information; how much impact it had 

on us and how much it means to us. Tversky & Kahneman concluded, not just that we

frequently allow these factors to sway our judgement unjustifiably, but that it is one of

the most powerful biases in our decision-making processes.





HOW ‘AVAILABLE’ ARE YOU?

We’ve all probably come across the ‘I’ve never heard of them, so they can’t be any good’

attitude. But the effect of availability is even more pervasive than that. It informs all

our perceptions. For example, ask a colleague to estimate which is the most likely cause

of death: murder or suicide?

Most people overestimate the incidence of murder and underestimate that of suicide.

And for no other reason than that the first is more familiar and more salient because it

makes more news. But, in fact, suicide is about 1.5 times more likely than murder.

BE SEEN TO EXIST

The point is, availability doesn’t just skew perceived qualities. It also determines the

extent to which things – be they problems, people or companies – are seen to exist. It’s

easy to see this phenomenon at work in advertising: how familiarity, recency, frequency,

salience and impact can be used to build recognition and preference.

But it doesn’t take much imagination to see that the same factors apply in building 

a corporate brand. And, when so much buying is done on

the basis of a ‘shopping list’ of companies, being seen can

be a matter of life and death for a business.
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C H A P T E R  T W O

W H Y  P E O P L E  A R E  B I A S E D

As we’ve suggested, being well-known ought to be a boon. But, it’s not enough. Because

people – no matter how much or how little they know about you – have ideas about you.

It’s a phenomenon known as representativeness. (No, it’s not the number of reps your

company has, but it is related to what good sales staff do.) Psychologists define it

as ‘the dominance of individuating information in intuitive prediction’. Which is

a pity really, because it’s a simple, powerful concept.

The nub of the matter is this. In tests, subjects were given factual data on which to

base a decision – and had little difficulty in making the right choices. However, when

presented with additional, virtually worthless, subjective information – which

shouldn’t have made any difference – they allowed these ‘representations’ to distort

their decisions. For example, if I ask you which of the following is more likely:

a) Mike is a salesman    b) Mike is a salesman who likes jazz

Since there are more salesmen than jazz-loving salesmen, a) must be more likely.
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However, if I tell you that Mike plays the saxophone, you may feel that b) sounds more

probable. And yet a) is still the right, if counter-intuitive, answer. (Saxophone-playing

having absolutely nothing to do with whether he is a salesman or not.)

NOTHING TASTES BETTER

To give you a more familiar example, a colleague of mine once conducted a ‘cola taste

test’ as part of a speech to some students. Having shown two famous brands of cola, he

blindfolded the tasters before filling the glasses and asking which they preferred. The

students had no problem expressing a preference – the only trouble being that each

glass had been surreptitiously filled with the same brand of cola. While hardly scientific,

it does suggest that we humans have a highly developed decision-making system in

which imagination, if not wishful thinking, plays a major part. 

FACE VALUES

What ‘representativeness’ really means is that we can’t resist judging books by their

covers. It’s a form of prejudgement and people will make mistakes. But it also shows

that we do not readily separate the ‘representation’ from the ‘reality’. (Not forgetting

that in many markets today, ‘face values’ make the difference that people pay for.) 
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So, a good corporate brand isn’t just the sign of a good company. 

It’s part of being a good company; a point we’ll cover in more detail later.
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C H A P T E R  T H R E E

A  Q U E S T I O N  O F  T A S T E

Depending on your point of view, it’s possible to see the use of hints, hunches and sheer

guesswork in human decision-making as a series of systematic flaws.

Or as proof of how stupid, how easily gulled, the public is. But I tend to see it as

evidence of the brilliance, the astonishing efficiency, of the human mind.

Let me explain. Suppose you’re standing in the supermarket looking at baked beans.

You have a choice between a famous brand or an own-label. And you know that if you

opened both tins, the difference in the richness of the sauce which would be visible to

the eye would also be evident on the tongue. The question is: is the extra-rich sauce of

the famous brand baked beans worth 2p more per tin than the own-label beans? 

WHO CAN TELL?

To be honest, it’s not the sort of calculation many of us are used to making. Because

it’s not worth it. So, rather than try and assign numerical weightings to the baked

beans’ subjective qualities – and calculate properly which brand will give us the most

satisfaction per penny – we revert to the sort of prejudgement, guesswork and wishful
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thinking we saw in action in the ‘cola taste test’. And that way we manage to make our

decisions and get our shopping done in a reasonable amount of time.

YOU HAVE A BRILLIANT MIND

So, what does buying baked beans have to do with corporate brands?

Well, it explains why ‘face values’ are so important. We use them because it’s highly

efficient. They help us to make decisions when we don’t have the time, inclination or

expertise to gather and assess more objective data.

But experience also tells us that the ‘signs’ are fairly reliable indicators of the ‘store’.

As the legendary American ad man James Webb Young said in a different context,

‘What we are has a way of shining through, whatever we say or do.’ And the human

mind is brilliant at picking up the cues.

WHAT IMAGE MEANS

So, when you see a low-value image, you see a company with a low-value culture. When

you see a high-quality image, you see a company with a high-quality culture. Neither is

necessarily better or more effective than the other, as long as they represent the desired

reality of the company. If you win business by communicating low value, that’s fine. And

if you compete by communicating high quality, that’s fine too. The trouble starts when

the messages you give out lose you business.
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WHAT IS A GOOD IMAGE?

A lot of designers do not understand this. They think visual communication is principally

concerned with good taste. And in tasteful markets, it might be. But more generally,

managing reputation is about communicating powerfully and precisely the desired

reality of a company or its products.

Naturally, aesthetics play an important part. After all, who wants to be – or work for

or buy from – an ‘ugly’ company? But looking good is only a means to an end, not an

end in itself. However, it has to be backed by a solid, achievable reality. That’s why

the management of an effective corporate brand has to begin, not with images, but

with reality.

JUST-A-LOGO IS A NO-GO

The truth is, if you’re paying for corporate identity consultancy and all you get is

a logo and applications, there’s something wrong. At the very least, you should

emerge with a clearer idea of your company’s profile and how things happen in your

organisation. But working with the right brand consultants,

you could even develop a new, winning

strategy for your business.
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C H A P T E R  F O U R

D E V E L O P  Y O U R  C O R P O R A T E  B R A N D

Apart from the obvious occasions such as company launches, re-launches, mergers

and structure changes, there are only three interrelated reasons for taking a new look

at your corporate identity:

(1) You feel that the current corporate brand somehow misrepresents the reality

of the company;

(2) That by giving out the wrong messages, you are losing – or missing out on

opportunities to win – business;

(3) By failing to express internally a clear idea of the company’s personality – who

you are, where you are in the market, what you stand for and where all the staff

fit in – the company suffers in terms of team-building, staff attitude, discretionary

effort, customer service and so on.

But beware. If your company is suffering from these sorts of problems, the hard fact is

that there will probably be an element of truth in the ‘misperceptions’. And like painting

over rotten wood, a new image on its own won’t do any good in the long run.
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THE FUNCTION OF YOUR IDENTITY

So, if it can’t be ‘just a whitewash’, what is the real purpose in developing your

corporate brand?

Remember Robert Louis Stevenson’s story of the castaway Robinson Crusoe? Imagine

Crusoe alone on his island, afraid of forgetting his name, of losing his identity:

“but to prevent this I cut it with my knife upon a large post, in capital letters, and

making it into a great cross, I set it up on the beach where I first landed.”

And Crusoe comes back to the cross daily, not just to tell the passing days, but to remind

himself who he is and – more important – what he stands for: a God-fearing man in a

God-forsaken land. 

Like Crusoe’s cross, this is the function of a corporate brand: a public affirmation of

who you are, what you believe in and the ideals you aspire to. In short, a sound

corporate identity should give you and your staff something to live up to. 
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C H A P T E R  F I V E

E F F E C T I V E  B R A N D  M A N A G E M E N T

Without good business strategy, any brand programme will be superficial. It won’t

work – at least not for long – and it won’t pay. If you want a brand that is a real asset,

there are a few simple steps to follow. We reveal them here without fear of flooding

the market in brand consultants for three reasons:

(1) Along with other seemingly simple activities – for instance, football or tennis –

corporate brand development is easy to talk about, but difficult to do well;

(2) Very few people will bother to heed this advice;

(3) Even with the discipline to follow these steps, it still takes courage, talent and

creative vision to breathe life into any strategy.

FIVE STEPS TO IMPROVED IDENTITY

At SMARTS, we believe the process of developing a better business brand – and 

a better business – can be broken down broadly into the following stages. In practice,

there may be some blurring of the different stages.
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Step 1: Overview The first step is to take a broad view of the market: its size and scope;

who’s doing what and the way they do what they do; the way your competitors are

moving and the way the consumers are moving.

Step 2: Where are you? The second step is to work out your own situation; not just

where you fit into the broad view in terms of scale, quality, price, range, service and so

on; but also ‘the way things happen’ in your organisation and why; from working

practices to the obvious ways you present yourself to your public, to the way you treat

your staff, the way they treat each other and your customers… all the way down to the

state of your decor and the way you serve tea.

This kind of close examination of the ‘basics’ of your business can raise big issues too.

What business are you really in? What do you have to do to stay in the market? Where

is your focus? Are you taking reasonable risks that should pay off? What are you doing

that’s unique? And if you’re a multi-faceted business, you need to examine the

nature and value of your company’s internal relationships. For example, the British

School of Motoring once owned a baked potato business. Should it have been a

sister company (BSM Baked Potatoes); a close relative (Baked Potatoes by BSM); 
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a distant relation (Baked Potatoes – a division of BSM) or a complete stranger (Just

Baked Potatoes)?

Step 3: Work on the differences Understanding the who, what, how, why, when and

where of your market, your competitors, your customers, and your own company and its

structure, enables you to see all the ways you are different: all the things that make you

unique. With that knowledge you can begin to tackle any problem areas and to develop

and exploit the positive differences – particularly if you find that your competitors are

moving one way and the consumers are moving in the other direction.

And that is how you begin to develop a strategy for your

business that will reap rewards. As George Davies, the man

who guided Next through its years of phenomenal growth,

said: it’s the little things that make the difference between

excellence and mediocrity.

Step 4: Getting there Having worked out where you

want to go, you need to work out how to get there safely:

how to move forward with the greatest chance of success.
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It’s a question of ensuring that you have all the basics

absolutely right. Only as a complete competitor are

you in a position to select your targets. To concentrate

your resources. To balance your strengths against your

competitors’ weaknesses. To attack what your competitors

can’t defend. 

To defend what your competitors can’t attack. And where

direct action would result in damaging retaliation, to

change direction and use surprising tactics. And you

don’t stand still. You keep evolving your strategy.

Step 5: Tell it like it is Of course, there’s little point

in developing a new improved way of working if

you’re going to keep it a secret from your staff,

shareholders, opinion-formers and customers. You

need to express yourself with as much salience as

you can, whenever and wherever you can.
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HAVE A VISIBLE PERSONALITY

That means developing – and projecting – a personality for your company. As visible, as

powerful, and as meaningful to your audiences as you can make it. And don’t forget the

little things. It’s always surprising – particularly when advertising and other forms of

‘long-distance’ promotion are so expensive – how little value some companies place on

the powerful impression they make in close contact with actual customers. 

Slow switchboards; unfriendly reception areas; dilapidated decor; a miscellany of

coffee mugs; poorly presented letters… these certainly won’t suggest that there is

a new spirit at work in your company. But putting them right will. And probably for

less than the cost of a few ads.
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C H A P T E R  S I X

J U D G I N G  Y O U R  B R A N D  P L A N

So how do you know whether you’re developing the right corporate brand? The answer

is to go back to your strategy and check whether the ‘brand’ matches the clear-cut

objectives you set for your positioning and personality. (Presuming, naturally, that you

have a powerful, imaginative strategy which is capable of being turned into a powerful,

imaginative brand.)

Take time to reach your decision, but not too much. Rejecting work in a few minutes –

work that has been developed by fellow professionals after hours and hours of thought

– is never a good idea. But deliberating for months is worse. Not just because it is more

demoralising for the designers, but also because a slowly executed strategy is doomed

to failure.

SOME GUIDELINES

Sorting the ‘creative wheat’ from the ‘artistic chaff’ isn’t easy. As with any area of

business, there’s no substitute for good advice, careful thought and positive action. But

a word of caution – about undue caution. Whilst erring on the side of safety is admirable

in most business activities, there are few things more fatal to a creative project. 
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To paraphrase the grand old man of advertising, David Ogilvy: you can’t bore people

into paying attention; you can only interest them in what you have to say.

While the following guidelines can’t guarantee you a great distinctive brand, they

should help you avoid the wide, rosy road to mediocrity.

1. Resist the ordinary: It’s strange, but a lot of

companies expect to get extraordinary results, yet

demand ordinary work. Insist on a solution that

is surprising, but somehow seems inevitable. Be

prepared to take reasoned risks – because the

‘safe’ won’t make you money. 

2. Don’t use ‘norms’: In the course of developing

your identity, someone will want you to use

‘norms’. The argument comes in a number of

guises, but the basic idea is that in each industry

there are certain ‘expected’ features or styles you

should exhibit. The pressure to conform is strong. But

how can you hope to stand out from the crowd – be seen to be surprising, different,

better – if you’re trying to blend in as ‘expected’? Be true to the nature of your

company – but develop your own identity. Don’t use ‘norms’; he’s using it already.



3. Be enthused: Expect creative people to defend their work. After all, if they don’t

believe it’s right, why should you? But it’s important that you should be excited and

delighted, rather than totally comfortable, with any new work.

The reason that a new identity needs someone to protect it – because one of the first laws

of any brand programme is that people will try to destroy it. Not out of malice, but for

the sake of convenience, or economy, or because they think they know better. Through

myriad tiny alterations – like evolution in reverse – your carefully thought out identity

can turn into an undifferentiated morass.

And that’s why we believe senior clients should be unreservedly enthusiastic, not to say

ferociously protective, about their corporate brand.
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C H A P T E R  S E V E N

M A K I N G  I T  P A Y

Because the applications of a corporate brand are the most visible signs of the process,

many people assume that’s all there is to it. “How can a logo be worth so much time,

trouble – and sometimes – so much money?” they ask.

What they don’t appreciate is all the effort that has preceded the development of the

brand. It’s like a swan gliding across the surface of the water. It looks effortless, but

beneath the surface the legs are paddling like fury. And to carry the metaphor to the

point of absurdity, an identity without a strategy is like a swan without legs: it might

look good, but it’s not going anywhere.

That’s why corporate identity is worth paying for. It gives substance to your business

strategy; makes your progress visible, even tangible, to the outside world; and builds

concrete, positive perceptions into the solid reality of your company.

A BETTER WORD

Positive perceptions? A better word might have been ‘goodwill’ –  the certain something

you paid for when you bought any business in the past. (If you didn’t have goodwill,

you didn’t have a business.) 



How much easier life becomes with goodwill. And, fundamentally, that’s what

corporate brands are about; the creation of goodwill between a company and its

customers, staff, shareholders, suppliers and opinion-formers. And if it’s taken all

these words to come to this conclusion, then I think it’s been worth it. 

If you have taken the time and trouble to read this booklet, thank you. We hope that

some of the things we’ve said have struck a chord. Equally, we hope you agree

that a properly conceived and executed ‘corporate brand’ strategy is worth having. 

(And that it’s worth paying for.)

Now Citigate has developed the F.A.M.E. system for brand planning and the

management of corporate reputation. For more information, contact Charles Reisler,

Director of Branding, (e-mail: charles.reisler@citigateaf.com) or Simon Thackway, 

Planning Director, (e-mail simon.thackway@scitigateaf.com) or phone 212 508 3400.
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