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The New Rules of Branding
Building Strong Brands Faster

– David C. Court, John E. Forsyth, Greg C. Kelly, and Mark A.Loch

It’s no news that strong brands create shareholder value. As one data point of our
research shows, companies with strong brands have shareholder returns of 1.9 points
more than their industries’ average.

What is new is the swift emergence of new brands that – in a marketing environment
marked by media fragmentation, changing technology, and demanding customers – 
are capturing brand strength scores greater than longstanding incumbent brands. The
strength of such brands is matched only by the speed at which they are being built. 
A process that once took decades now gets done in a few years, as shown by 13-year
old Starbucks’ creation of greater brand strength than 108-year old Maxwell House.1

Older brands like Campbell Soup and AT&T still have great strength, but relative 
newcomers as diverse as Southwest Airlines, Victoria’s Secret, Starbucks and Charles
Schwab have reached the same levels of strength with remarkable speed (Chart 1).
These young brands2 have generated their strength by creating and consistently deliver-
ing distinctive performance benefits with compelling emotional benefits found in the
brand’s personality.

Incumbents must pay particular attention to how these new brands are shortening the
lifecycle of their brand propositions. Our research reveals that an average retail lifecycle
fell from 12 years in the 1970s to 5 years by the early 1990s. As a result, brands need to
evolve constantly to remain distinctive in this faster-moving environment.

To evolve their brands, marketers need to understand that the old rules of branding no
longer apply – not when customer needs, marketing methods, and technology are all
changing rapidly. Strong brands are succeeding because they understand the new rules 
of branding and play by them. Knowing the new rules can help both newcomers and
incumbents build and revive their brands – and do so faster than ever before.
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The New Rules of Branding
Four new rules of branding are overturning old paradigms.

No. 1 

Old paradigm: Use a central, core functional benefit that is in sync with a strong brand
personality to grow the brand. 

New rule: Create a rich, three-dimensional portfolio of benefits that enriches and adds
new dimensions to the brand personality to power the brand.

Too many marketers are locked into a functional approach, stressing product features 
and quality, with little room to differentiate their brands. As the differences in product
quality narrow, many brands are left with a “me-too” status which, in today’s crowded
marketing environment, fails to capture customers’ attention.

Fortunately, the dimensions of branding are exploding as customers’ needs shift and new
technologies emerge that can enhance consumers’ experience with the brand. New
approaches to branding and technology can meet the heightened needs of consumers,
who now expect more from marketers than functional benefits. They also want process
benefits (e.g., new ways to research and buy) and relationship benefits (e.g., ongoing
contact with the marketer). The “three-dimensional” approach creates opportunities for
process and relationship differentiation, and the new brand builders are using these
opportunities to increase performance distinction and enhance their brand’s personality.
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Strong brands being built faster
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Technology is turbocharging this change. For example, Lands’ End is using the Internet
technologies to enhance a brand position that delivers classic fashion plus friendly and
advice-driven customer service. Customers can create an online “personal model” by
submitting their own dimensions. This feature helps customers buy clothes with the right
fit, which enhances the overall buying process and total customer service.

Schwab has used technology to evolve its proposition since the start of computer trading
in the early 1980s. Through the Internet, Schwab has personalized its online offering
(MySchwab), reduced transaction costs for customers and improved the quality and
amount of information provided to customers. Besides sharpening performance distinc-
tiveness, these benefits also enhance the high-trust relationship Schwab has with its
customers. Marketers must use all the available tools to “raise the bar” for their brand’s
distinctiveness. Technology and fragmenting three-dimensional consumer needs create a
marketplace where most brands will offer at least one element of brand promise distinc-
tiveness. Those brands without a distinctive promise will suffer quickly.

No. 2 

Old paradigm: Focus brand essence on product attributes or brand personality. 

New rule: Focus brand essence on a set of touchpoints through which the brand can
deliver a consistently distinctive and inspiring customer experience.

As brands add process and relationship attributes, the number of consumer touchpoints
increases exponentially, thanks to the Internet, alliances and new in-store experiences.
In the automotive industry, for example, the number of touchpoints has increased 40
percent over the last 5 years, as more auto buyers communicate among themselves, shop
online and join affinity groups.

This increase in touchpoints creates opportunities and challenges for branding. On the
one hand, if the total customer experience – as opposed to simply the product or the
advertising – can reinforce the brand essence, then brands can be both stronger and
more quickly built. On the other hand, ensuring consistent delivery of the brand promise
across touchpoints is very difficult. Gap shows the tactics available to deliver the prom-
ise. It has hired and trained exceptional frontline employees, created clear guidelines and
core processes, and designed an inspiring store look and feel to ensure its in-store experi-
ence consistently meets the brand promise.

Given the complexity of improving touchpoint performance, successful brands today
don’t try to be better across the board. Rather, they zero in on the key touchpoints where
they can create distinctive propositions that meet or exceed customers’ expectations.

Progressive Insurance has focused on the claims process as the critical moment in insur-
ance; in doing so it revolutionized the brand’s delivery against this key touchpoint. The
company claims adjuster arrives on the accident scene in a Progressive-branded vehicle
to provide guidance and reassurance (and money for repairs). Therefore, Progressive is
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present at the very instant when customers most need their insurance provider to deliver
a distinctive and inspiring experience. The speed of this instant resolution improves per-
formance distinctiveness and enhances the brand’s personality, since the on-the-spot
experience builds consumers’ trust. Unlike insurers who stress the functional benefits of
the auto insurance itself, Progressive makes the brand essence shine through a complex,
employee-based touchpoint. Such a compelling touchpoint builds a competitive advan-
tage that is difficult to emulate.

No. 3

Old paradigm: Concentrate on using high GRPs to build brand image. 

New rule: Concentrate on surrounding the consumer with superior market presence.

The concept of market presence is not new. Retailers have long been aware that average
sales per store in a local market will rise as they rapidly increase the number of their stores
in that market (up to a limit, of course). Market presence works both because of the image
benefits of being seen everywhere and the power of word-of-mouth communications.

The changing media landscape raises the opportunities for market presence and word-of-
mouth. While traditional channels are fragmenting (the number of radio stations has
risen from 4,600 to 12,500 in 18 years), the Internet is making word-of-mouth both easi-
er to do and more prevalent.

In response to these trends, new brands are creating total brand presence rather than
relying on advertising-centric approaches. Innovative approaches are building presence
through new media, word-of-mouth “viral” marketing, guerrilla marketing, alliances and
the customer’s in-store experience. These tools enhance their power when they tie close-
ly with the brand proposition and when they are tightly integrated to exploit dynamic
interactions.

Victoria’s Secret’s Web-based fashion show is a classic example of how to create multiple,
dynamic vehicles that are tightly aligned with the personality. The show integrated great
product, strong in-store experience/tie-ins, national advertising on the Super Bowl,
effective PR and revolutionary use of the Internet. That is, the TV advertising and pub-
licity promoted the show, while the show emphasized the stores. And each message was
woven with a tasteful connection to the brand’s distinctive “romantic” brand personality.

No. 4

Old paradigm: Keep a brand position tight and narrow within the core product segment,
and treat brand building as an expense. 

New rule: Nurture the brand as an asset that can be profitably leveraged across product
segments, geographies and/or channels.

In the past, many brand positionings were kept tight and narrow as a way to find distinc-
tiveness. All copy, product, and packaging initiatives sought to reinforce a narrowly
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defined functional benefit for the brand in its core category. Thus, Gillette kept its focus
on razors for over 30 years, seeking distinctiveness through new functional performance.

The new view is that brands develop far beyond core functional benefits, letting brands
support multiple product categories. More important, brands that can be leveraged earn
superior shareholder returns. In the past decade, Gillette has leveraged its brand far
beyond razors, into deodorants and other personal care products, with a brand promise 
of “the best a man can get.” According to our brand research, brands with this kind of
aggressive brand leverage are generating superior returns. On average, companies with
strongly leveraged brands – those that are leveraged across different products and cate-
gories – earn 5 percent more than their industry averages, while more narrowly focused
(but still strong) brands earn only 1.9 percent more. Newer companies like Starbucks,
Ralph Lauren, and Amazon.com (see Chart 2) are showing that leverage is occurring
more and more rapidly. Of course, brands must be careful in pursuing the leverage 
strategy since, if not done properly, it can reduce brand distinctiveness.

Given the scope and scale of a brand leverage effort, the new branders have a much
tighter link between their corporate strategy and their brand strategies. When brands are
seen as an asset that can drive growth, their positioning reflects not only existing mar-
kets but also emerging opportunities. Spending on brands is truly an investment in a
dynamic asset; far from being static, brands can be leveraged into new offerings, markets,
and audiences.
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Turbocharging Your Brand
The new rules dictate broad changes in how marketers build their brand strategies. As 
a result, we use a five-part approach that we call the Brand Accelerator Model to help
clients build strong brands faster. Thinking about the parts and related self-diagnostic
questions can help marketers take advantage of the “new rules” of branding to turbo-
charge their brands.

1. Creating a compelling brand strategy. Process and relationship benefits are adding
new dimensions for brands to build more exciting and relevant propositions. Forging the
brand strategy starts by mapping out the consumer landscape across multiple dimensions
to uncover opportunities for distinctiveness. Consumers can be analyzed by attitudinal
and behavior segments and by consumption occasions; competitive shares can then be
overlaid against those segments. The approach locates the brand’s greatest strength
today, as well as its greatest potential. Marketers can then use insights into the target
customers’ future rational and emotional needs to bring to the surface process and rela-
tionship benefits that should be embedded in customers’ experience of the brand.

Saturn’s brand position, for example, has influenced the way its target customers think
about buying mid-priced cars. Saturn customers value highly a friendly, “no-haggle”
shopping experience that includes the ability to choose options and apply for financing
over the Internet (process benefits). Owners’ clubs and events are an innovative effort 
to further involve the customer in the after-sale experience (relationship benefits).

Ultimately, brand personality must be intertwined with the “hard” elements of the
proposition. Providing emotional benefits and bringing the brand to life for the customer
remain as critical as ever. Fortunately, process and relationship needs create even more
opportunities for brand personality. By linking corporate aspirations and brand personali-
ty, marketers and their agencies can make the leap to a brand position and essence that
defines the brand for a company’s customers and employees.

For example, Starbucks created performance distinctiveness by serving its selection of
coffee (functional benefit), by hiring and training high-quality frontline “baristas” to
give superior in-store service (process benefit), and by creating an inviting retail atmos-
phere (relationship benefit). All are “hard” benefits. Then, by understanding consumers’
emotional needs, Starbucks brought these performance dimensions to life by positioning
the benefits as a “Third Place” where customers could find a relaxed retreat from their
hectic lives at work and at home. This is also the point to develop a strong link between
the brand strategy and corporate strategy. A brand functions like an asset only when it is
an integral part of a company’s growth plans and overall basis for competition. Disney,
for example, does not start by thinking about growth and how the brand fits into the
plan. It starts with the brand. By considering how the brand can evolve to capture addi-
tional opportunities, marketers open up exciting new strategic opportunities, as Disney
has found with its hotels and cruise ships.
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Key brand strategy questions

� What are your industry’s key attitudinal/behavior segments and occasions? How much
volume, profit, and growth are in each? How “movable” is the volume in the segments
from competitors to your brand?

� Have you added a core set of process and relationship benefits to enhance customers’
experience with the brand? What new benefits could address critical brand weaknesses,
or push the strengths even higher? How are your competitors using the new dimensions
to improve their brand propositions?

� How well do your 3-D performance benefits align with the brand’s personality? Has the
personality evolved to take advantage of the performance shifts? Are the elements in
harmony?

� Have you linked your brand strategy to your corporate strategy? How are you evolving
your brand strategy to create additional opportunities for the brand?

2. Delivering a consistently distinctive and inspiring customer experience. A distinctive
consumer experience that matches the brand promise requires consistent brand delivery.
To make this happen, the brand leader must identify and prioritize the key touchpoints,
then translate the brand proposition’s meaning at those key touchpoints into guidelines
that mobilize and inspire the people who are delivering the brand experience.

Retailers do this by creating a distinctive look and feel in the store (e.g., Old Navy’s
racking and retro look) and delivering a distinctive customer experience (e.g., Starbucks’
clear guidelines to keep coffee fresh). They also hire and train evangelistic staff (e.g.,
leading-edge clothing retailers hiring their customers, who reinforce the brand image
and model the apparel). Without such initiatives, the brand will not deliver on the
brand promise, and brand equity will not be built.

To take another example, Hertz has systematically improved its brand delivery by under-
standing which attributes and touchpoints have the greatest impact on its desired brand
position. It has identified the gaps between the guidelines and actual performance, and
taken initiatives to close the gaps. Starting with the #1 Club Gold concept, Hertz has
upgraded touchpoints to improve the brand performance (e.g., customers’ names in
lights, cars running upon arrival, roving check-in). It has also linked brand performance
to its brand message of “Hertz Exactly,” stressing how Hertz can reduce business travelers’
emotional anxiety.

Frontline performance here is critical. These branders have paid special attention to
ensuring that employees understand the brand even better than consumers do. Starbucks,
Virgin, and Home Depot have all written the full stories of their brands – primarily so
that their employees can understand the passion and emotions of the brand.

Brands must deliver on their promises to build loyalty and create high expectations and
awareness for customers. Failure to deliver on the promise is a fast way to permanently
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damage a brand. A number of banks and, most recently, electric utilities have violated
these principles and destroyed shareholder value.

Key brand delivery questions

� What five to seven touchpoints (e.g., claims for insurance, check-out for grocery,
check-in/boarding for airlines) are most critical in delivering the brand proposition?
Have they changed over the last 5 years, and are they likely to change over the next 
5 years?

� For each key touchpoint, have you translated the brand proposition into clear guide-
lines that align the delivery system and mobilize and inspire the people who are
delivering the brand experience? How well do the employees understand and deliver
the desired proposition?

� What are the performance metrics for these touchpoints (e.g., speed and satisfaction of
claims processing, speed of check-out, number of consumers surprised and delighted by
the experience)? What is best practice performance? Has performance improved over
time? Have the gaps versus competitors widened or narrowed over the last 2 years?

� Do emotional benefits reinforce the performance at the touchpoint? Are the brand’s
personality and performance benefits in harmony at the touchpoint? What initiatives
could further enliven the touchpoints for customers? What can be learned from brands
in other industries with similar touchpoints?

3. Building a unique brand presence approach. Creating superior presence requires both
breadth and focus. At one level, marketers need to maximize the opportunities for brand
exposure to increase awareness (particularly for new brands) and image. Examples
include Starbucks’ use of alliances with Nordstrom and Barnes & Noble, and
Amazon.com’s use of affiliate programs with thousands of smaller sites.

However, our experience is that the real breakthroughs in presence building come when
marketers focus on the bottlenecks to building brand loyalty for key customer segments.
Once the bottlenecks are understood, marketers can creatively use presence-building
tools to surround consumers with the brand message. The toolkit ranges from traditional
advertising to viral and Internet marketing. Successful marketers invest in the “sweet
spot” of spending for each of these tools, weighing the interplay among them (e.g.,
understanding the impact word-of-mouth has on the effectiveness of promotions).
Finally, marketers are using “brand scorecards” that monitor presence-building tools and
measure the impact of spending against the brand’s key objectives.

Key presence-building questions

� What are the critical bottlenecks for building loyalty for your brand? How do they vary
by consumer segment (e.g., is the issue awareness, access, consideration, education in
using the product, or stimulating repeat usage and loyalty)?
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� How creative are you in introducing new presence-building vehicles? How many have
been tested and/or introduced in the past 3 years? How much time is spent talking
about advertising and promotions versus the nontraditional options?

� For the options you have chosen, have you hit the “sweet spot” of maximum returns for
your investment?

� How well do you understand the dynamic interplay between marketing vehicles?

� Do you use “brand scorecards” to monitor progress against your key objectives? Do they
measure the impact of all presence-building vehicles? Do you adjust spending based on
the scorecards?

4. Leveraging the brand for growth and optimizing brand architecture. Deciding how 
to leverage a brand requires developing a close tie between corporate strategy and the
brand. If a company wants to grow its brand into new and contiguous businesses, then it
must build a brand with a strong personality (e.g., high trust) that can help drive that
growth, as Disney has done. Our research has found that such brands have higher
returns; in addition, consumers are willing to allow these brands into new areas, as they
have with Schwab, Virgin, and Sony. (However, brands that have not developed strong,
cross-category performance or personality dimensions that cut more easily across cate-
gories risk diluting their core equities when they shift their propositions to enter new
businesses. For these brands, it may be more appropriate to maintain a focus on the core
performance or personality elements).

As brands are leveraged into new situations, marketers need to consider the impact of
this evolution on their overall architecture. For example, Gap uses the Gap name on
babyGap and GapKids, but went in another direction for Old Navy because that brand
deals with a different consumer at a different price point.

Key brand leverage and architecture questions

� What performance and personality dimensions are so strong and attached to the 
brand that consumers want the brand to offer them in new products or services?

� How can the brand performance and personality evolve over time to create more
potential for leverage? Can the brand aspire to levels beyond its current positioning?
What new products and services would accelerate its development?

� Are there new categories close by with relatively low “brand intensity” competitors?
Are there opportunities to create a differentiated, compelling consumer offering 
(e.g., Sears with its extension into in-home services)?

� In the target categories, can the brand offer attractive new concepts that build off of
the brand’s strengths, while also enhancing the core brand?

� How do the new concepts fit into the brand architecture? Should a direct branding strat-
egy be used, or is a more indirect approach (e.g., an endorser strategy) more appropriate?
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5. Shifting the brand’s organizational development. Success with the new rules of
branding requires a fundamental shift in the organization behind the brand. The organi-
zation moves from a brand management approach to one based on brand stewardship.
Working across the highest levels of a company, the brand steward shapes the brand
promise and executes, reviews, and refines the brand strategy across a multi-channel
organization. But this creates new organizational challenges:

� Brand stewardship: Who is the brand steward? What are the steward’s roles, responsi-
bilities, and duties? How will the steward ensure the brand strategy is executed across
the organization?

� Brand planning: How should the brand and its touchpoints evolve? What actions will
renew distinctiveness? What are the most important opportunities for enhancing the
brand value? What individuals or groups drive these new ventures into reality?

� Brand metrics: What are the metrics for evaluation? How should the performance
benchmarks be set? Who should evaluate the benchmarks, and how often?

Once marked by stability, brands have become fast-changing assets. They have to change
to survive because customers are expecting more from them – and rewarding brands that
can deliver a strong experience against those expectations. The new rules of branding
clearly define how newer brands can build greater distinctiveness than their incumbents.
However, these new rules work just as well when established brands decide to move
ahead by consistently delivering rich experiences at the right touchpoints, building
explosive presence and making smart choices about brand leverage. The rules are open
for anybody who wants to get in the game.

Notes

David C. Court is a director in McKinsey’s Dallas office; John E. Forsyth is a principal in 
the Stamford office; Greg C. Kelly is a principal and Mark A. Loch is a director in the 
Atlanta office.

1 Howard Schultz bought Starbucks in 1987 and launched the concept as it exists today.

2 McKinsey’s research into brand strength and brand leverage covered a sample base of 130 company brands, with
interviews of 5,000 consumers to assess their perceptions of these companies’ brand strength. The methodology
and findings can be found in the article “Brand Leverage” from The McKinsey Quarterly, 1999 Number 2, pp.
100–110, and pp. 23–31 in this collection.


