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Branding – 25 years of learning 

 

What is brand? 
The first Marketing Director that I worked for asked me “what does a brand mean?” 

His answer was  

Brand = the bond with your customer 

He said that a company’s brand is a promissory note to 

customers.  It means “if you buy from my company, then we 

promise to deliver you products or services that will perform, be 

experienced and be supported in a fashion consistent with our 

brand.” 

Is that what you understood brand to be? 
Over the last 25 years, a few of the CEOs and senior people that 

I have worked with in the B2B tech sectors have seen brand as a 

cost and a necessary evil instead of the main way of helping you 

stand out from the crowd.  Probably their feelings were caused by 

either bad experiences or a lack of understanding about the 

purpose and power of their brand executed correctly. 

One of the early technology B2B examples of branding comes 

from 13th century Italy.  Armourers producing protective 

equipment for soldiers would frequently copy the latest styles and 

advances made.  There was no copyrighting law to prevent an 

armourer producing a low cost copy of the state-of-the-art 

crossbow-bolt-stopping helmet.  The customer might only find out 

their mistake the hard way.  Instead, the leading armourers would 

physically stamp (brand) a mark (a logo or a name mark) onto 

each individual piece of their armour.  At that time there was a 

law against impersonation.  This prevented the lower quality 

armourer claiming that they were the high quality producer.  As a 

result, the brand guaranteed the quality and performance of the 

current product as well as promoting the ability of the armour 

company to produce similar quality products in the future. 

Brands are more about revenue than design 
Taking that suit of armour, do you think that putting the brand on each piece is a 

design issue or a revenue issue?  Clearly the mark, the logo, the font of any lettering, 

the colour or any other aspect of it has a design element.  But the purpose of that 

mark is to allow the customer to identify the product as being made by a specific 

person or company.  That is important because as the armourer builds a reputation 

for delivering armour that can stop a crossbow bolt at 20 metres, so customers seek 
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Branding – 25 years of learning 

out the producer and pay the (premium) price requested.  The identifying brand 

(which could be any combination of name, logo or colour that reinforces the 

meaning), associated with a particular reputation and trademarked for a field of use, 

becomes a source of future revenues. 

One high-tech VC that I worked with said that he liked what I did with his portfolio 

companies’ brands because he believed that; 

“brand and reputation open up the jaws of the sales pipeline”. 

A CEO told me that he loved his company brand because 

“our brand keeps working even when our best sales person is sleeping.” 

Brand reduces cost 
A few CFOs over the years have told me that they don’t believe in marketing.  I am 

always happy to reassure them that marketing does exist.  What they don’t believe in 

is that marketing is worth spending money on.  That’s interesting because brand and 

branding is actually an example where marketing spend can reduce overall costs. 

Let’s start with a simplified sales funnel (see below).   

Sales Funnel 

Awareness 

Word of mouth, unsolicited (online or print) testimonials or professional 

recommendations/ qualifications all create awareness at the top of the funnel.  

Awareness 

Consideration 

Preference 

Sale            
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The company’s PR and digital content, advertising and collateral also create 
awareness of the brand, reputation and positioning.  Whilst there is financial spend 
here, a strong brand reduces the cost whilst a weak brand increases cost.  A strong 
brand is based on clear brand values (i.e. what you stand for and who you are), an 
explicit brand style guide and templates and a shared marketing plan.  Clarity means 
that every document, every Tweet, every email is consistent with the brand – first 
time.  No delayed decisions, no extra meetings, no circular discussions, just ongoing 
cost savings. 

Consideration 

Now the target customer has heard of you and is considering whether to buy from 

you or a competitor, they start to look at your literature, your technical specifications, 

and ask about you. The company with the unclear brand confuses the customer.  

The website said one thing, the white paper something else and a third-party 

conversation contradicted the other two.  As a result, the customer drops out of the 

sales funnel without buying which means all the acquisition costs thus far have been 

incurred but there will be no sale.  That is expensive.  

Preference 

When a customer forms a preference then you get the business, right?  Even at this 

stage, some companies can snatch defeat from the jaws of victory.  The customer 

calls or emails your company.  “I am interested in your services” they say.  The 

named contact person is on holiday, the company is busy, the person answering 

doesn’t show knowledge about the sector, the process or database is ineffectual.  

The company fails to act consistently with its brand values. The customer decides to 

take a second look at their second choice.  All the costs, no sale and a murmur of 

doubt about your company goes back into the market.  Doubly expensive. 

Sale 

Safe at last.  No, this is the point where the cost of weak brand can really increase.  

This customer paid money but their experience was not as expected and they told all 

their contacts about it.  True, you got the immediate revenue but they won’t be buying 

from you again and neither will their business contacts.  Going out and acquiring a 

new customer is much more expensive than retaining your current customers. So 

consistently delivering your brand promise during the sale process reduces long term 

costs, or put another way, increases profit. 
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Brand supports Customer Loyalty and Retention 

Acquiring new customers can cost five times more than satisfying and retaining 

current customers (E.C. Murphy and M.A. Murphy, 2002). 

Brand loyalty is important even where customers make 

irregular purchases. The objective is to add “value” into 

the relationship for existing customers and remain in mind 

or “front of mind” for previous customers when they come 

to make their next purchasing decision.  In some versions 

of the purchase funnel a further stage is shown – 

customer advocacy.  This means that the brand 

experience of certain customers is so good, that they are prepared to speak 

positively on your behalf. A customer brand is recommending your own.  If their 

brand is better known or more respected than yours, then your brand benefits from 

the association. 

Brand increases valuation 
During my career, I have worked through the birth of the Internet, mobile phones and 

tablets, the completion of the human genome sequencing, major advances in the 

identification and treatment of disease, and the use of new technology to generate 

and meter energy.  My experience of companies in these sectors (and the four years 

I spent in Mergers and Acquisitions) tells me that brand increases value. 

The main drivers of company valuation are: 

1. A belief about the future free cash flow of the target company, and 

2. The strategic fit with the acquirer 

Belief about the ability of a company to generate cash in the future is in part based 

on its brand and reputation.  An acquirer or an investor will carry out due diligence by 

looking at what the company says about itself, what its customer says about it and 

what independent 3rd parties (such as journalists, analysts and trade associations) 

write or say about the company.  All of these are driven by brand. 

Two similar sized companies in the same market but with different brand positions 

can have very different valuations.  So to those owner managed companies, 

employee shareholder companies and investor-backed companies, I say, attend to 

your brand for revenue and profit in the short term and valuation in the medium and 

long term. 

Brand is more important for Tech companies than 

FMCG 
Fast Moving Consumer Goods (FMCG) companies are big spenders on advertising 

and small changes in their offer (prices, quantities, Olympic partnerships etc) can 
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result in significant (albeit short-term) commercial benefits. But in the tech sector, 

rapid technology changes, complex products and long buying processes make 

company brand even more crucial for success. 

 FMCG Sector Tech Sectors Tech Implications 

Market Life Mature markets 

evolve very 

slowly. Successful 

brands may last for 

decades or 

centuries 

Fast pace of 

change renders 

technology product 

brands obsolete 

quickly. Customer 

expectations change 

rapidly with 

technology 

evolution  

Important to brand the 

company not the 

solution, as only the 

company will survive in 

the medium or long 

term 

Product Life Long product life 

durations. Soap 

and toothpaste are 

essentially the 

same today as 100 

years ago 

Very short product 

life. Products 

migrate through 

adoption curves and 

are continuously 

replaced with new 

innovation. 

Technology maturity 

is an oxymoron 

Product brand 

messages need to 

change with progress 

through the adoption 

curve 

Procurement 

Cycle 

Decisions are 

made quickly, 

sometimes on 

impulse, by lone 

consumers based 

on few criteria 

Decisions made by 

groups (committees) 

over longer 

evaluation cycles 

are based on many 

criteria and 

negotiation 

Brand can be used to 

influence, prioritise or 

trump other decision 

making criteria as well 

as defend price 

premiums 

Product 

Sophistication 

Simple products 

easily understood 

by consumers. 

Complex products, 

sometimes with 

intangible benefits 

requiring expert 

explanation or 

sector experience to 

understand 

Brands can used as 

extensions to benefit 

statements and provide 

competitive advantages 

over lists of features or 

functionality 

Source: Vantive Media (2016) modified by Milner (2016) 
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Nothing is brand neutral 
A friend of mine always repeats back to me the maxim that nothing is brand neutral.  

Everything that is written, said or done in a company either confirms the brand or 

detracts from it.  A client of ours asked us to create an advert to appear in a 

magazine that supported a major trade show.  We duly developed a small number of 

concepts that were consistent with its company brand position, its technology and 

addressed its customers’ problems.  The company asked a creative agency for an 

advert for the same event and received a very different design.  The company liked 

the creative agency’s design but the feedback from testing the adverts with 

customers showed our advert better reflected who it was and what it did.  They duly 

went with the customers’ choice.   

What would be the impact of putting an advert into the public domain that was not 

consistent with the brand values and positioning understood by the customer base? If 

your customers or target customers, your channel partners, or your staff see it then 

they will consciously or subconsciously log it which starts to make your brand 

unclear.  And that is a problem.  As Walter Landor said; 

“Products are made in the factory, but brands are created in the mind” 

(Hamlin, M.A., 1998, p124) 

So it is imperative that everything that your company does is consistent with your 

brand values, your brand promise, and your brand style guide.  Brand is a driver of 

commercial success in your business and nothing is brand neutral. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, I want to reiterate five key messages.  Firstly, your brand is a 

promissory note that you will deliver products of a certain quality to your customer in 

a predictable way.  Whilst there is a creative component to the design of the logo or 

visual identity of the brand itself, your brand is more about revenue than design. 

Secondly, through consistency of delivery, brand reduces cost in the short term by 

being executed consistently across the company.  Clarity in the brand visual style 

guide means that every piece of printed or online material can be produced quickly 

and efficiently. 

Thirdly, valuation of your company is determined by beliefs about the future free cash 

flow – and brand and reputation play a key part in these beliefs. This is crucial when 

your company wants to gain further investment or is looking to be acquired. 

Company brand is more important for tech companies than FMCG. Products move 

quickly through the adoption curve in the tech sector and the one constant is the 

brand. When a customer is making a difficult procurement decision, the perception of 

the brand can be the deciding factor. 
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To deliver the maximum commercial impact – brand values need to be authentic and 

deliverable without fail. Everything you say and do is part of your brand and has an 

impact on how your customers perceive you. 

Finally, my main message is, if you are the CEO/C-suite/product manager/investor – 

remember brand is a key commercial tool driving revenues, cost-control and 

valuation.  Don’t think you can ignore the fundamentals of your brand for something 

you think is more valuable.  In tech companies, products will be replaced, key sales 

staff will leave and the one constant that helps sell the next product is the power of 

your brand. 
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