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To my Dad—
Alden Lincoln Deming Jr.

Shortly before this book went to press, my Dad
passed away on February 20, 2007. He was 72 years
young. Dad was a man among men—war veteran,
Marine, tough guy, spiritual beacon, teacher, and
tender, loving, devoted family man. He was my
mentor, my pal, my guide, my calm, my hero. My
Dad was everything to me. The fact that he never
had the opportunity to read this book makes me
very sad, because his wisdom, guidance, and influ-
ence can be found throughout every page. I
wanted so badly for him to see the culmination of
his love and devotion. This book would not have
been possible without him.

This is for you, Dad.

I love you and miss you more than I can possibly
put into words.
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Preface

What’s Up with the 
Children’s Stories?

No, you’re not reading a children’s book! But there are chil-
dren’s stories in it.That’s because they’re a fun and unique way
to engage you in a new thinking style as we discover the real
formula for personal and professional success.

When we were children, our parents read us bedtime stories
full of sensational characters like talking animals, villains dressed
up as trusted family members—the better to trick and de-
ceive—and good, honest people who do the right thing. In
each story, although the basic premise was to entertain, there
was always a point: to teach us valuable life lessons and to
groom us and shape our values by inculcating in us, among
other things, beliefs about good conduct, citizenship, produc-
tivity, and relationships. Although such lessons were taught in
myriad ways, from tough love punishment to lectures, to Sun-
day school, some of our most valuable and memorable lessons
were delivered by our favorite children’s stories. You still re-
member “The Three Little Pigs” and its lesson of working hard
to build a strong house. And you still remember “The Tortoise
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and the Hare” and the lesson of diligence and persistence.And
there is “The Goose That Laid the Golden Egg” and the lesson
of never taking shortcuts to success.The list goes on and on.

Now as adults, we teach our own children most of the same
lessons, and in many of the same ways. Not surprisingly, one of
the most popular forms of teaching among all these techniques
is still the story. And interestingly enough, the majority of the
stories we read to our children today are the very same ones
our parents read to us and their parents had read to them!

Children’s fairy tales teach children how to live, and at the
time, it all seemed so simple. So, what changes, as we become
adults? We become engrained in our daily activities—our busi-
nesses, our various responsibilities. It’s true that life becomes
more complicated. Unfortunately, because of this adult, respon-
sible, complex life we live, the wonderful and important lessons
we learned at such an early age become diluted and go out of
focus.As a result, we fail to heed these lessons even as we teach
them to our own children.

But the truth in these stories hasn’t changed, and there’s no
reason why we should, either. It is realistic—even necessary—
to believe that the lessons learned from our most treasured
childhood tales could help us to greatly improve our relation-
ships, jobs, businesses, and brands. The enduring nature of
these stories shows that there truly are only a few simple rules
and values to adhere to that will help us live and serve in an
appropriate, productive, profitable, and rewarding manner. I
am not trivializing the importance of research, profit margins,
sales goals, and attention to detail required for business suc-
cess. I’m simply saying that focusing on the details day in, day
out can easily cloud our vision and prevent us from seeing the
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bigger picture—and the direction for our lives. And it is in
the bigger picture that these early-in-life lessons, these won-
derful stories, lie.

Creating Beliefs That Shape 
Your Brand!

The bigger picture—the connection between the values found
in children’s stories and branding—is a matter of belief. Every-
thing in our lives, from our values to the choices we make
about what products to buy, is guided by the beliefs we have.
From the moment we’re born, we begin experiencing the
world. From these experiences we develop beliefs about who
we are and how we want to be: In general, we develop values
that shape our engagement with the world. When we believe
that it’s important to deliver on our promises, for example, part
of what we’re doing is staking a claim about how we think the
world works, or how we want to see it work.When we believe
keeping one’s promises is valuable, this belief motivates us to act
in a particular way. In fact, beliefs are what drive people’s ac-
tions.What I show you in this book is how to create beliefs in
the hearts, minds, and souls of your customers that are so in-
credibly strong, so full of conviction, that the customers are un-
willing to part with them—and unwilling to part with you.

Although the processes whereby we form our beliefs are
complicated, once a belief is fixed in our minds we’re typically
very unwilling to get rid of it.That’s because we equate our be-
liefs with truth and reality. We’re so committed to our beliefs
we often cannot fathom that one or more of them could be
wrong.Think about how we react to challenges to them.When
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someone tells us that what we believe is false, our first response
is typically to reject the challenge out of hand. For example,
people were initially resistant about accepting that their beliefs
about the shape of Earth or its movement in relation to the sun
were false.

It’s no different in business. Consider how many people in-
sist on following a certain business model even when it’s been
shown to be unprofitable. Beliefs are powerful, and they are
motivating.We know that swift moving, get rich quick, poor
planning models don’t work.Yet companies like Pets.com do
it anyway.That company attempted an immediate domination
of the Internet market for pet supplies, and that’s one of the
reasons the company went bust. Consider, on the other hand,
Amazon.com, which weathered the dot com bust. Though
the company grew rapidly, founder Jeff Bezos’ thinking was
long term.

The comparison reminds me of the fable “The Tortoise and
the Hare.” Some beliefs about business models simply don’t
work over the long haul. If, for example, you believe in get rich
quick schemes, and use them as your business model, you’ll
soon find that whatever money you have made quickly disap-
pears. Remember the greedy couple who killed their golden
goose? As we see in Chapter 3, it was against this sort of think-
ing that the founders of Google laid out their corporate mis-
sion when they took their company public.The firm belief that
killing the golden goose would not be the best experience for
anyone involved was their guiding principle. To date, Google
has been a very successful brand.

Not only do we equate our beliefs with truth, we also equate

Preface
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them with goodness. Our beliefs are good because they’re true.
Therefore, our actions are based on the belief that what we do
is good or will result in something good. Even when we do
things that seem to contradict what’s good for us, we do it with
the belief that at least something about it is good. Believing
that exercise is good seems to be contradicted by sitting on the
couch instead of taking a jog. Yet we justify sitting on the
couch based on the belief that it’s good to rest. In this way, our
belief—whatever it is at the moment—is a belief about truth
and goodness.

My own dear mother is a perfect example of this idea. She
has been smoking since she was thirteen years old.As this book
goes to press, she is close to age seventy. She still smokes.
Though it’s true she’s tried to quit a couple of times, deep
down she truly believes it’s okay to smoke—she’ll be okay. She
has many reasons to quit, from the medical evidence that
smoking is linked to many diseases, but doesn’t.

The same thing happens in business. Corporations do
things that are unprofitable and unproductive, because it is
part of their belief system that these things will work. They
make decisions even in the face of evidence that it’s not going
to work, because their belief system is so strong. For example,
some businesses believe that relying on technology (such as
automated voice menus) instead of people to interact with
customers is the right thing to do—no matter how many cus-
tomers complain about how impersonal and ineffective tech-
nology can be.

The belief you have about the type of person you are is no
less important to your business relationships than to your other,
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personal connections. And when you are working to create a
brand, you are working to create a belief for your customers
that they’re extremely unwilling to part with—a belief that has
lasting value. Creating beliefs in the hearts and minds of your
customers about you, your company, your values—your
brand—is the core element of success.

The Introduction provides us with a terrific starting point
for understanding what branding is and why it matters to you!

Preface
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Introduction

“The Boy Who Cried ‘Wolf’”

Once upon a time, there was a young boy who tended sheep
up in the hills. It was solitary work, and with no one to play
with, the boy grew lonely. So, one day he cried out, “Wolf!
Wolf!”The entire population of the town came running to the
hills to rescue the boy and protect the sheep. But when they ar-
rived, there was no wolf.The boy fell down laughing, delighted
that the townsfolk had come.

He thought it was a wonderful game and so played again the
next day.“Wolf! Wolf!” came the horrible cry.Again, the towns-
folk rushed to the hills, only to find, once again, no wolf.The
sheep were grazing peacefully, and the shepherd boy once again
squealed with glee.

Needless to say, the townsfolk were not at all happy. “Why
should we believe him?” they grumbled. So, they resolved to
ignore him when he played his trick again.

Unfortunately for the shepherd boy, wolves finally did sneak
into the flock and attack the sheep.Terrified, the boy screamed,
“Wolf! Wolf! Oh please come quickly, the wolves are eating all
the sheep!”

Down in the town, the citizens heard the boy’s desperate
pleas, but they turned away. No matter how plaintive the boy’s

1
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cries were, the townsfolk would not come to his aid, and the
wolves took their leisure, eating every last sheep one by one.

The moral of the story: Don’t say something if you don’t
mean it. Once you lose someone’s trust, it’s almost impossible
to get it back!

The most successful relationships you and your organization
have with other people are those built on trust. And a crucial
component of earning the trust of others is acting on your
word. Simple formula, isn’t it? Making a promise plus keeping
your promise equals trust. But let’s take it a step further. Once
you’ve earned someone’s trust, you now have the opportunity
to take that relationship to a whole new level, one that tran-
scends what a typical relationship is. If you create memorable
and unique experiences for your customers, and they trust you
based on those experiences, they will become loyal to you and
only you. Out of that loyalty, they will come to you again and
again. Additionally, these same loyal customers will help you
build your brand and your business because they will evangel-
ize on your behalf. True. Creating unique, emotional, and
memorable experiences turns a typical customer into a loyal,
raving fan for life! And it is these loyal, raving fans, these evan-
gelists, who will take you and your business to the promised
land. Emotion. Uniqueness. Trust. Loyalty. Evangelism. These
are the ingredients of the sustainable success I call branding.

First and foremost, please understand that this is not a spe-
cialized book for certain people within specific departments in
a corporation.This book is for every person and every department
within any industry—profit, nonprofit, big, small, social, or po-
litical. In short, this book is for everyone. Why? First, because
every company and every person is a brand. You’re a brand, your

Introduction
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spouse is a brand, and so is your best friend, your neighbor, the
public megacorporation and the little corner store—you get
the idea! Moreover, this book is for everyone because it’s about
a new concept of branding that applies to businesses, organiza-
tions, and individuals alike.

Only you can develop your brand identity in a way that cre-
ates lasting, meaningful, and beneficial relationships.There is no
doubt you are a brand. The question is, What is your brand
right now and what do you want it to be? If you take the time
with me to look at this new concept of what branding is, you’ll
be on your way to personal and professional success.

The ideas in this book are, collectively, a unique departure
from the traditional understanding of brand creation, building,
and maintenance. I developed my thinking on branding, and
what makes a successful business, over more than 20 years of
owning and running a national advertising agency, consulting
with clients in a wide range of industries, and in more recent
years on my work as an in-demand corporate speaker and
trainer. I believe the way most people think about branding is
stereotypical, tired, and narrow because it excludes the single
most important feature of any human endeavor: sincere inter-
action with others. The branding I describe in this book is
much larger than what the general understanding of the con-
cept involves. It asks you to return to the moral principles that
are at the heart of all sincere interaction. These principles are
exemplified by some of our favorite children’s stories, and so it
is through these that I introduce you to each chapter and to a
paradigm shift in thinking about branding.

The branding concept you learn about in the following
chapters is divided into several elements. You learn what a

“The Boy Who Cried ‘Wolf’ ”
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brand is, how it is distinct from both advertising and marketing,
who the loyal customer is, and how that customer is created
through the ultimate customer experience.You also learn how
to objectively assess just how good your organization is, right
now, at creating the ultimate customer experience, and how
you need to change to get to the level where you want to be.
These ideas are relevant not only for the large companies men-
tioned in the pages of this book. Branding operates at the small
company and personal levels, too. In fact, you see that a brand is
about one’s core identity; it’s about the beliefs and values that
make you the sort of person who always seeks to establish last-
ing, trusting relationships.

With the simple, direct processes you read about in this
book, you will learn what your personal and professional brand
could be. The same concepts apply in the virtual domain as
well: E-mail and instant messaging, web pages and web-based
companies, and other virtual platforms are also realms in
which, increasingly, business is conducted, but this does not
preclude them from the branding strategy I lay out in this
book. In fact, my theory and practice of branding is crucial to
the long-term success of any business that relies on technology.
Once you understand branding in all its aspects, you’ll see how
your brand can be reconnected with advertising for an authen-
tic fusion.

Get ready to rethink what you thought you knew about
branding!

Introduction
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CHAPTER 1

You’re Not a Marketing
Animal? This Book’s 

Still for You!
Branding versus Advertising and

Marketing—Completely Different Animals

The Story of the Eagle, the Crow,
and the Shepherd

One warm afternoon, a crow sat on a tree branch enjoying the
sights. He saw an eagle soaring high in the sky. I could do that,
the crow thought to himself. I’m just as good at flying.

The crow continued to watch as the eagle swooped down
on a lamb and grabbed it with its talons. As the eagle carried
its dinner off into the air, the crow said,“I can do that!” So he
took off from his branch and soared into the air, copying the
pattern he had seen the eagle make.Then, when the crow saw
a lamb stray from the flock, he dove down, alighting upon it
just as he’d seen the eagle do. Of course, since he wasn’t strong
enough to lift both himself and the lamb off the ground, he
couldn’t very well fly away with it. But, just as he had grabbed
hold, his claws had gotten stuck in the thick wool.The more
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he flapped his wings to extricate himself, the more entangled
he became.

After first trying to run away from the unwelcome visitor on
its back, the puzzled lamb eventually got used to the crow’s
presence and went back to browsing with the flock. Later that
day, the shepherd found the crow. “What a strange thing for
you to do,” the shepherd said, untangling the bird as he held it
fast. “Did you think you could steal my little lamb away?”
Chuckling to himself, he put a string around the crow’s leg and
then took it home to his children for a pet.

The moral of the story: Advertising, marketing, and brand-
ing are not the same animals, nor can they accomplish the
same thing!

You Build and Sustain the Brand!

Whether you work in management, accounting, manufactur-
ing, customer service, sales, marketing, or any other department
in an organization, you need to understand how branding dif-
fers from marketing and advertising. That’s because, regardless
of what your job is, you—not marketing and not advertising—
build and sustain the brand. Once you understand how brand-
ing is a different animal from marketing and advertising, you’ll
understand why this book is for you.You’ll see how important
it is for you to be concerned about your company’s brand, and
what your role is in creating and sustaining it.

Suppose you work in manufacturing, and your job is to sit at
a station and assemble a product. Because you have absolutely
no contact with customers and you’re not involved in market-

You’re Not a Marketing Animal?

6

ccc_deming_5-26_ch01.qxd  3/22/07  1:52 PM  Page 6



ing, you might think that your work has nothing to do with
your employer’s brand.Therefore, you might mistakenly think
this book isn’t for you. But consider the following scenario:
Imagine that the product you manufacture has a flaw in it. It
goes to the store, and the salesperson, who doesn’t know about
the flaw, is busy selling it. She’s advocating on behalf of the
product, which people know about because of the company’s
wonderful advertising. From advertising to sales pitch, the
brand promise has been made. What happens to the brand
when the customer learns about the flaw? It tanks.You, as part
of the manufacturing and brand building process, fell short. Be-
cause of this, in the mind of the customer, the advertising was
false and the salesperson was dishonest.The brand is damaged.

Or suppose you work in accounting.You might also conclude
that this book isn’t for you. After all, you’re “internal.” As such,
you think you have nothing to do with the brand building
process. But this is another mistaken conclusion. Imagine this
scenario: A vendor calls asking for clarification on an invoice.
You happen to be very busy that day. Because you don’t con-
sider your role as important to the brand building process, you
treat the call as an intrusion, as insignificant. In the mind of the
vendor, however, you represent your company and you are the
brand. He tells friends and colleagues about his negative experi-
ence with your company.You’ve just damaged your company’s
brand.This book will show you that whatever it is you do, you
impact your brand. So, it’s crucial that you learn about my new
brand paradigm.

Professionals and laypersons alike often don’t properly dis-
tinguish between advertising, marketing, and branding. They
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think they are synonymous terms for a single function.The re-
sult, ultimately, is misapplication: People think they develop
brands through advertising, or that their brand is simply the
product or service for sale in the marketplace.This chapter is
designed to dispel these mistaken ideas by defining what ad-
vertising, marketing, and branding are, and by clarifying their
relationships to one another. By the end of this chapter, you’ll
have a working knowledge of each of these three concepts,
both in their common usage and as I believe they should be
understood. In Chapter 2, I focus exclusively on defining the
concept of branding in a way that has not previously been ar-
ticulated.

Advertising as Awareness

Most people focus on advertising as the single most impor-
tant feature of both branding and marketing. It’s understand-
able to think that advertising is the most important feature of
a business’ brand, given the fact that most of us are bom-
barded with advertising.A good ad makes consumers aware of
a product or service, but it also makes the item attractive in
order to compel them to seek it out.Advertisers have gone so
far as to promote the idea that the product or service is so
iconic that it generates a culture—Coca-Cola’s “Coke is it”;
Nike’s “Just do it”—to which the consumer should want to
belong. But at the end of the day, the function of advertising
is simply to create brand awareness and hopefully drive cus-
tomers to your place of business. No matter how flashy, savvy,
sophisticated, or manipulative an advertisement is, the best it
can do is make consumers aware of a product or service and
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possibly move them to investigate or even make a purchase.
Convincing a customer to make a purchase, however, doesn’t
mean you’ve created a brand.What it does do is give you an
opportunity to create and build a brand.

Marketing as a System of Uniting
Businesses and Customers

Advertising is one of the activities involved in marketing. So,
what’s marketing? Broadly speaking, it refers to those activities
involved in the marketplace concerned with bringing prod-
ucts and services to consumers (and vice versa).The American
Marketing Association defines marketing as “an organizational
function and a set of processes for creating, communicating,
and delivering value to customers and for managing customer
relationships in ways that benefit the organization and its
stakeholders.” Marketing involves, among other things, re-
search for gathering and analyzing data about customer demo-
graphics, customer perceptions, market size, strategies for
developing and positioning a brand in the marketplace, the
channel of distribution arrangement and management, and
management of the sales force. In brief, marketing is a sort of
social institution, a systematic way of bringing customers and
businesses together to facilitate a sale. Initially, the marketplace
was the physical location where goods and services were sold,
and marketing derives its identity and basic methods from this
original idea.

Notice that both advertising and marketing are mechanisms.
As such, they are means of simply connecting customers and
businesses.They are not brand experiences.

Uniting Businesses and Customers
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Branding Is a Process of Creating
Authentically Unique, 
Emotional Experiences That 
Yield Evangelicals

The common—and incorrect—understanding of branding in
the world of marketing and advertising is a method of advertis-
ing to create and reinforce particular ideas of a product or serv-
ice. Most people think a brand is a company’s logo, image, or
tagline—an identifying mark that differentiates one business
from another in markets cluttered with similar products and
services. Others think in terms of objects, namely, that a brand
is a type of product manufactured by a company. In truth,
branding is the creation and support of a powerful perception
and image of someone or something based on unique, emo-
tional experiences—so powerful that the perception or image
becomes a belief.Therefore, I argue that the formula for profes-
sional and personal success lies in our ability to create the most
powerful, emotional, memorable brand based on these unique
experiences. As a result, branding operates at a level that is far
more profound than is commonly thought.

Branding, as I conceive it, is a feeling.You feel trust, loyalty,
comfort, love, need, desire, and happiness for brands because of
beliefs derived from very precise experiences.What establishes
this connection, however, has little to do with a product or a
service. Some people initially get excited about the product or
service because their introduction to it creates an expectation.
But, just as advertising simply makes you aware of a product or
service and marketing directs that awareness, buying a product
or service only provides you with something you expect to
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have. The real connection is established through person-to-
person experience. What people get truly emotional about is
the process, the experience of getting the thing—whatever it
is—not the thing itself.The purchase is just the beginning, and
only a small part of the brand building process.Advertising is a
factor, but not the only one. After all, you can lead a horse to
water, but you can’t make him drink. In addition, although
whatever you buy is useful and hopefully enjoyable, it’s not
what gives us the emotional experience that ultimately builds
brand loyalty. Loyalty is expressed by what people say and do.
Brand loyalty is expressed by what I call brand evangelism. In
fact, brand loyalty is critical for brand evangelism.

Loyalty is created by human interaction, not objects. So the
paradigm of powerful, emotional, positive brand building that I
articulate enters the picture when people interact with each
other in such a way that lasting emotional connections are
made. Customers become evangelists, they become raving fans,
because they trust the brand and they are loyal to it. In short,
the brand is now part of their belief system because of the
unique interpersonal experiences they have with that brand.

The facets of the unique experience are discussed at length
in subsequent chapters, but at the outset, let me make one
thing clear: Branding, as I conceive it, is not a gimmick; it’s not
manipulation. People who develop lasting brands know that in
creating unique, emotional experiences one must be sincere.
You won’t be successful if people don’t believe you’re sincere;
it’s not about manipulating people to buy a product or service.
It’s creating a genuine experience and developing an authentic
relationship between you and another person. Think about it
this way: There are a few thoughts in the back of everyone’s
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mind, thoughts we all share. We think about making more
money, providing better for our family, spending more time
with our family, doing better so we can contribute more to so-
ciety, and perhaps most importantly, we think about how we
can become better, more productive individuals. So, when
you’re sitting across from a customer, don’t think about how
much money they have and what they’re buying. After all, the
product is simply an offshoot of the better life they want. In-
stead, recall that they’re thinking the same things you are. Get
into the mind and soul of your customer and find out how to
provide for them the things they would really love. Discover
what would transform the moment and transform their lives,
and do so in a genuine, sincere manner.

People outside the marketing and advertising professions typ-
ically think of a brand as a type of product manufactured by a
particular company, be it a shoe, car, computer, hamburger, or
some other object.At the same time, they also have strong emo-
tional connections with particular brands. As a result, people
then think that whatever feelings they have about the brand are
really just about the object. But a brand is not simply a com-
pany’s product, and the feelings we have about brands have little
to do with the object in question. Take, for example, a can of
soda. It’s not simply soda, it’s Coke or Pepsi or 7-Up. It’s more
than likely that you have some thoughts and feelings associated
with at least one of these names. But this is just the beginning of
the brand building process. Coca-Cola’s advertisements try to
trade on this idea. For years, television commercials have sit-
uated Coke in the context of people having certain emo-
tional experiences. For example, in their “Hilltop” ad from
1971, young people sing “I’d like to teach the world to sing”
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and replace one line with “I’d like to buy the world a Coke.”
Fast-forward to 2006, and Coca-Cola’s “What Goes Around,
Comes Around” television spot, which features people being
nice to each other as we hear the lyrics “It’s the right thing
to do.”

Now, none of this has to do with the taste or ingredients of
the soft drink. It has to do with feelings we are meant to associ-
ate with the drink. These thoughts and feelings are based on
specific experiences, and it is those experiences that largely de-
termine your perception of a brand, both in the moment and
collectively over time. If a company can give you the right ex-
periences, they’ve been successful in developing their brand.
Now let’s take the related loyalty and branding concepts fur-
ther. The fact is, I may like Coca-Cola but will buy it at one
store and not another because of my experience with that
store. Moreover, I’m only conditionally loyal to the drink itself.
In a pinch, I may be perfectly happy drinking Pepsi. Loyalty
does not run deep with an object.As I mentioned already, loy-
alty is an emotion and disposition people feel toward other
people.When we do talk about object loyalty, we’re only trans-
ferring loyalty we feel for people, and we do it in a limited way.
A brand in the true sense of the concept is not limited to a
product. It’s also an experience; it’s something you can’t touch
or see, but you can experience, such as insurance, air travel, din-
ing out, cable television, and so on.

More often than not, we associate entire companies with
brands, not just particular products. So we think of Apple, IBM,
BMW, Ikea, Target, and hundreds of other large companies as
brands. But these are not the only brands out there.There are
hospitals and private schools, too. Medium-sized businesses, and
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even small mom-and-pop stores like the local hot dog stand are
also brands.

Profit making companies are not the only organizations we
associate with brands. Numerous charitable organizations,
from the Red Cross and the Salvation Army to the Leukemia
and Lymphoma Society and the Children’s Miracle Network,
are also brands. There is also the increasingly well-known
Gates Foundation established by Microsoft founder and bil-
lionaire Bill Gates and Melinda Gates. Bill Gates carries on an
American tradition of philanthropy begun by the descendants
of tycoons like Andrew Carnegie, Henry and Edsel Ford, and
John D. Rockefeller. There are charitable organizations de-
voted to symphonies, museums, and other arts; there are
alumni associations and numerous important causes for which
there are many nonprofit organizations. These are but a few
charitable organizations that exist—all worthy of our patron-
age. So how do these groups distinguish themselves and suc-
cessfully compete against one another? By creating unique
brands that overdeliver on the promises they make and by cre-
ating emotional, unique, and meaningful experiences for their
customers and prospects.

I’ve sat on the boards of a number of charitable organizations
focused on pediatric cancers.What got me connected was expe-
riencing firsthand what these particular charities did. I became
involved with the Center for Children’s Cancer and Blood Dis-
orders at University Hospital in Syracuse, New York, when I
owned my own advertising agency. One of my clients was a big
utility company, and one of its directors asked me for a favor.
His son was being treated for a brain tumor at the center.Would
I make up some brochures for a black-tie fund-raising auction
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coming up? Naturally, I said yes. He was a client, after all, and I
went into the project thinking mildly that it was a nice exten-
sion of that relationship, but not much more. So I proceeded to
get started on the brochures. However, it wasn’t long before my
company and I dove headfirst into the process, producing a
video, a brochure, a new logo for the auction, and a title that
lasts to this day, Little Gifts for Life.

What changed my involvement started with a phone call
from the head oncologist at the center. He asked me to come
up and take a tour of the center so I’d have a better under-
standing of what their work was all about. I agreed, and spent
two hours walking the three floors the center occupies. I went
from room to room where sick children were undergoing
treatment or in the process of dying; I saw the equipment and
medicines used; I saw rooms devoted to recreation for the kids
who had the strength to get out of bed and play with toys, and
lounge areas for parents to sit down, sip some coffee, and
maybe have a moment or two of companionship with other
parents. It was a devastating, transformative experience. On two
occasions during the tour, I literally felt weak at the knees, and
had to pause before continuing.

After I shook the doctor’s hand and got on the elevator to
leave, I realized I wasn’t breathing—I couldn’t breathe. I was
having a visceral response to seeing small children undergoing
brutal treatments and procedures like chemotherapy and sur-
geries. I couldn’t get out of the hospital fast enough, practically
gasping for air when I escaped through the front door. Com-
pletely overwhelmed, I crossed the street to the parking garage
in tears. I sat in my car in complete confusion.This isn’t right, I
thought. Children are supposed to be healthy and have fun.
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Parents are supposed to watch their children grow, not die.Why
do these people suffer so much, while I am privileged to have
four healthy, happy children?

Filled with thankfulness for my four healthy children, I was
deeply affected by the terrible suffering these other children
endured, but also how valiantly they fought to live, and what
strong support their families gave them. Right then and there, I
knew I would get involved and promote this charity’s brand. I
could not go through life without giving back. Because I was
confronted with a unique brand and through a one-of-a-kind
life-altering experience, I became a committed and longstand-
ing evangelist to the cause.

Widening the Scope of What
Constitutes a Brand

Political and government institutions are brands, as are particu-
lar theories and schools of thought. For example, think about
how the President of the United States develops and advances a
particular brand. By means of domestic and international pol-
icy, the way in which the White House press secretary delivers
the official governmental message, and other mechanisms, the
United States becomes a brand. Some people think the brand
promise is fulfilled, and others do not. It should come as no
surprise that President George W. Bush’s White House hired a
Madison Avenue brand manager as undersecretary of state for
Public Diplomacy and Public Affairs.

FEMA, the Federal Emergency Management Agency, was a
little-known and poorly managed response agency before the
mid-1990s.At that time, it underwent a dramatic overhaul, and
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its performance during and after a number of natural disasters
bolstered its image.After the terrible events surrounding hurri-
cane Katrina in 2005, the agency endured withering criticism
and a blow to its brand identity.

The individuals who participate in politics are also brands.
There are few among us who do not have strong views on politi-
cians, and these views are based on the perception of those politi-
cians’ individual brands.The brand is not simply party affiliation,
although both major parties in the United States are brands. For
example, former Vice President Al Gore left political life in 2000
and retooled his brand. For a while he withdrew from political
life, spending time as a visiting journalism professor at Columbia
University’s Graduate School of Journalism and continuing his
work on global warming issues.With his speaking tour and the
accompanying film An Inconvenient Truth, released in 2006, Gore
emerged as a new and, some say, improved version of his brand.

As president, Bill Clinton’s brand was so unique that he
overcame several scandals and remained a wildly popular
leader. While running for president in 1992, Clinton was
dogged by stories about extramarital affairs. During his presi-
dency, these stories persisted, leading to his impeachment by
the House of Representatives. In addition, his and his wife’s fi-
nancial dealings in an investment known as Whitewater were
investigated for years during his presidency. So unique and
powerful was Clinton’s brand, however, he was able to maintain
excellent ratings as president despite the drama.A wealthy busi-
nessman who donates money to Clinton’s philanthropic organ-
ization said in a 2006 New Yorker piece, “He’s a brand, a
world-wide brand, and he can do things and ask for things that
no one else can.”
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An important component of Clinton’s brand is that he has
the ability to give to the people he meets personally his undi-
vided attention, and this extends to his interactions with
crowds, as well. He’s a Rhodes scholar, has practically encyclo-
pedic knowledge, is a political guru, and is a larger-than-life
figure, but he also gives his full attention to whomever he’s
with, and this makes him human in a way he wouldn’t be oth-
erwise. For example, I had the honor and privilege to have din-
ner one evening with him and his wife, Senator Hillary
Rodham Clinton, and another couple. It can be intimidating to
speak with two powerful and important public figures whose
lives are constantly bombarded by the needs and demands of
millions of people. Still, the atmosphere they created at that
dinner was one of intimacy and conviviality. Mr. and Mrs. Clin-
ton not only knew my children’s names, but also seemed to
think it was genuinely important to know them as part of con-
necting directly with my wife and me.

President George W. Bush is also known for his personal
touch. Everyone from members of his cabinet to journalists
covering the White House beat is known according to a nick-
name chosen by Mr. Bush himself. But his brand is entirely dif-
ferent from Clinton’s. Whereas Clinton is the poor kid from
Arkansas who made good and, as president, reveled in the
Washington political machinery, Bush is the wealthy kid from a
political dynasty who is just a regular guy, a Texan who would
rather be on his Crawford ranch clearing brush than at a black-
tie affair in D.C.When running for president in 2000, Bush po-
sitioned himself as a guy’s guy. He did not highlight his wealth
or degrees from Yale and Harvard Business School. He dis-
tanced himself from questions about his Vietnam era National
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Guard service, as well as business failings such as his stewardship
of oil companies Arbusto and Harken Energy. In addition, just
as Clinton was able to win the presidency despite stories about
his infidelities, Bush was able to effectively circumvent stories
about former drunk driving charges and drug use. What
emerged instead was a regular guy who wanted to “restore in-
tegrity to the White House.” Once averse to what he called na-
tion building, the post-September 11 president redefined much
of his brand to win reelection as a wartime president deter-
mined to secure the safety of the American people he was
sworn to protect.

Internationally, Clinton and Bush are known as very differ-
ent brands. Beloved by the majority of Western countries and
quite a few in the Far East, Clinton enjoys a reputation as a
consensus  builder. Bush, in contrast, is known more as a mav-
erick, someone who demands that others recognize the right-
ness of his position. As such, he’s alienated many. In both
cases, the men inhabiting the Oval Office developed their
own brands.

Consider your favorite celebrity—a movie star, singer, or
other entertainer—and you once again are thinking about a
brand. Oprah Winfrey is one such individual who has culti-
vated a remarkably successful brand over the past 20-plus years.
Though best known as a talk show host, Ms.Winfrey is also a
film producer, actor, magazine publisher, and philanthropist. In
fact, her brand transcends all her endeavors, because her brand
is that of a genuine, trustworthy, honest, caring, hardworking,
intelligent, no-nonsense, and successful woman. When Oprah
started her book club, little-known titles suddenly shot to the
top of best-seller lists simply because people trusted Oprah’s
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brand. Oprah is her brand! Though most people have likely
never met her, they feel connected to her.

This connection is set in stark relief when it’s severed in
some significant way.The point of calling out the following in-
dividuals is to prove that no matter how powerful or wonderful
a brand is—personally or professionally—that brand can be
quickly and forever damaged when negative activities occur.
Let’s take three examples from recent memory: Kenneth Lay,
Tom Cruise, and Mel Gibson.The late Ken Lay, former CEO
of the failed energy company Enron, was not a household
name before Lay and Enron colleagues were indicted on vari-
ous criminal charges in connection with Enron’s collapse. In al-
most no time at all, Enron went from being the darling of the
energy world, with Lay its hero, to being the company that
bilked shareholders and employees alike out of millions of dol-
lars. Many employees lost their entire 401(k) savings. Lay was
faced with 11 criminal charges, including securities fraud and
insider trading charges. He was later convicted of securities
fraud and conspiracy, but died before he was sentenced. His ac-
tions negatively impacted many people, and before he died, his
name—his brand—looked to be irrevocably tarnished.

Two megawatt movie stars have also found that their actions
have undermined their brand. Tom Cruise and Mel Gibson
have been wildly successful movie stars for years, and they built
successful businesses because they had popular brands. Both
were known to bring audiences into theaters, thereby generat-
ing billions of dollars in ticket sales and merchandising oppor-
tunities. What brought audiences into the theaters was their
brand promise. Moviegoers knew what they were getting when
they went to see a Mel Gibson or Tom Cruise movie, specifi-
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cally the Cruise or Gibson brand of action or dramatic hero.
Unfortunately, each star’s actions have received negative press,
which has tarnished their brands. In other words, their actions
were not consistent with their brands.

In 2005,Tom Cruise made very public and repeated procla-
mations of his love for the actress Katie Holmes, and people
found his behavior peculiar. At the same time, Cruise became
increasingly vocal about his Scientology-based views on psy-
chiatry and the use of antidepressants and other psychiatric
drugs. His behavior struck many as not only odd, but also
wrongheaded and inappropriate. Although it’s not entirely
possible to tell whether the lukewarm box office receipts for
his latest release, Mission Impossible: III, are due to the public’s
turning away from his brand because of his actions, the fact
that Paramount Studios severed its long-standing ties with
Cruise’s production company is telling. It was widely reported
in various media outlets from CNN to Daily Variety that Sum-
ner Redstone, the CEO of Viacom, Paramount’s parent com-
pany, claimed that Cruise’s behavior cost the studio over $150
million.

Gibson’s personal life also has damaged his brand. In the sum-
mer of 2006, Gibson was arrested near his Malibu, California,
home on a charge of driving under the influence (DUI).That
by itself would not destroy his brand, but what he did at the
time of his arrest has unquestionably harmed the formerly well-
respected, Oscar-winning actor and director.Anti-Semitic state-
ments uttered during a tirade shocked and outraged many
people.Though some believe the statements do not reflect Gib-
son’s true feelings because they were made while he was intoxi-
cated, many remain appalled. In an interview with Diane
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Sawyer in October 2006 on Good Morning America, Gibson
came off to many as insincere. Part of the problem is what he
said:“What I need to do is to heal myself and to be assuring and
allay the fears of others and to heal them if they had any heart
wounds from something I may have said.” He did not take re-
sponsibility for his anti-Semitic remarks. Instead, “if ” people
were hurt by what he “may have said,” he’s sorry.To many, he
seemed more interested in blaming his words and actions on al-
cohol, calling  them “just the stupid rambling of a drunkard.”

If a celebrity is known for their brand—action hero, dramatic
artist, family-friendly films—what happens when that celebrity
fails to live up to it? The brand is the individual’s calling card,
the seal of approval, the character everyone is supposed to count
on.That character extends to making amends for wrongdoings.
In Gibson’s case, that would have involved owning up to what
he said as part of who he was.At that point, he could have said,
“Look, I don’t like that about myself. I want to change it.”Tak-
ing responsibility for oneself is crucial to winning back the trust
lost over incidents such as Gibson’s anti-Semitic statements.
Without truly taking responsibility for what he said, his brand
power is diluted.

I’m a Brand, You’re a Brand—We’re
All Brands!

Brands are not limited to inanimate objects, institutions, and
internationally known public figures. Any individual is a
brand. Think about the last time you found yourself sitting
around talking with people about someone you all know.
You most likely talked about that individual’s personality and
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character, or told stories about experiences you’ve had with
that person that shaped your view of who that individual is.
This, too, means that the individual is a brand. Whether
you’re thinking about your dry cleaner, your coffee shop, your
market, you’re thinking about a brand you’ve grown to trust
and to which you are loyal.That’s why each place is “yours.”
In fact, you are a brand yourself, as are your kids, your
friends, and your neighbors. I’m a brand, too. Each of us is a
brand, which means each of us deeply affects those around
us. On a daily basis, each of us transforms moments for oth-
ers—hopefully always to the better, but sometimes not.That’s
why it’s important to understand what it means to be a brand
and to understand your own brand.

One of the first things I do when starting a corporate pres-
entation is demonstrate my brand.To distinguish myself from a
myriad of other speakers, I have to place my brand on my audi-
ence.When I’ve finished, they have the Scott Deming brand all
over them. It’s like being tattooed—except it’s actually fun in-
stead of painful! I do it with a mind reading effect. I call some-
one from the audience up onstage. I then turn to the audience
and ask them,“What is the one thing, no matter what we do,
that we have to deal with day after day? That one thing is num-
bers—numbers of all sorts, from payroll, to sales goals, to quar-
terly profits, to withholding taxes. You name it, numbers are
involved.Today, we’re going to deal with a very specific num-
ber.”Then I turn to the individual I’ve brought onstage, and I
say, “We’re here to help you grow your business.Therefore, I’d
like you to concentrate on a sales goal. I don’t want this to be a
sales goal that can be accomplished at the drop of a hat. So,
think of something lofty, something unattainable. But for
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demonstration purposes, your goal must be represented by a
two-digit number. Got it? Okay, don’t tell me what it is; just
concentrate on it.”

At this point, I draw a grid on a large piece of paper and fill
in each section with a different number—sort of like a
checkerboard filled with distinct numbers. After the grid is
completed, I ask the audience member if her number is written
anywhere on the board.“No, I don’t see it,” she says. I turn to
the audience and say, “She’s focusing on a lofty, unattainable
number.You know when you want to accomplish something
lofty, you can’t do it on your own.You need help from many
different resources.You also can’t approach it from a single di-
rection.You have to approach it from many directions. That’s
what I’m going to help you do here today.”

In about 10 seconds, I add the numbers in every direction—
rows, columns, diagonally, four in the corner, four in the mid-
dle. As I add, I say,“No matter how impossible it seems, if you
step out of your box and approach things from a different per-
spective, you can achieve the impossible.”Turning to my audi-
ence participant, I ask,“Does your number appear now?”With
an astonished nod, she affirms that every four-box total in
every possible direction adds up to her thought-of goal.

The point of all this is to show the audience how to trans-
form the moment. After that, I’ve got them hooked for the
next hour. When the demonstration is finished, and the oohs
and ahhs and applause have quieted down, I ask a simple ques-
tion: “Based on what you just experienced, how would you
categorize me as a speaker? Would you say I’m a typical speaker
or would you say I am a unique and different speaker?” Every-
one shouts,“Unique!”“Different!”“Right,” I tell them.“In less
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than five minutes I was able to create a vivid and lasting im-
pression in your minds of who I am and what type of speaker I
am. You see, in the sea of speakers—literally thousands of
speakers all vying for your business—I must be unique if I’m
going to successfully compete. Now, you all knew you were
going to get a speaker.You read about me and heard about me.
But you did not, could not truly understand beforehand the
type of speaker I would be.You could not fully know my my
brand of speaking until now.And now that I’ve delivered some-
thing completely unexpected, emotional, and unique, you un-
derstand my brand. I’m hoping by the time I’m done, you’ll be
so impacted and so impressed that if anyone ever asks you if
you know of a good speaker, you’ll say, ‘Do I ever! His name is
Scott Deming. He’s not just a speaker—he’s a great speaker, a
unique speaker, a speaker with a twist!’”

I’m not trying to peddle my speaking services here, in this
book. However, I am trying to make a very important point
about a very misunderstood topic called Branding. Based on
their experiences with me, audience members associate me, as a
brand, with thoughts and feelings of positive uniqueness.
Rather than walking onstage and standing at a lectern to give a
speech, I engage the audience in a way that is completely
unique among corporate speakers.That not only differentiates
me from other speakers, it also creates an experience in the au-
dience not soon forgotten—and one that audience members
want to share with others.

I’ve just briefly explained my own brand as a way to help
you understand the importance of making a unique, unex-
pected emotional connection to your customer. Each of us is
unique, as is each business, organization, and institution. That

We’re All Brands!
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means that there is no standard answer for what makes any
given brand experience unique.The sort of individual interac-
tion that’s involved in a unique experience is not mechanistic.
Each of us perceives our experiences in different ways; our
emotional triggers are not all the same.Therefore, it is crucial
that you treat the brand building process as a process of creating
individual relationships.

As we have seen, marketing and its advertising arm have very
little to do with relationships of the sort crucial to branding. In
this chapter, we’ve discovered that there’s a big difference be-
tween creating a message, structuring a marketing program, and
creating a brand.

In the pages and chapters to follow, we will see a paradigm
shift from the old branding concepts to the one I’m articulat-
ing. Be prepared, because this isn’t your father’s branding book!

You’re Not a Marketing Animal?
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CHAPTER 2

This Is Not Your Father’s
Branding Formula

Defining a Brand

“The Tortoise and the Hare”

Once upon a time there was a very arrogant hare. “I can run
faster than anyone!” he boasted to every forest animal he saw.
He especially loved to tease the tortoise, who everyone agreed
was faster only than the snail, and not by much at that. Hop-
ping back and forth over the tortoise’s back, the hare would
squeal with glee.“I can run faster than you can!”

Finally, the tortoise had had just about all he could take of
the furry braggadocio. “Just who do you think you are?” de-
manded the tortoise.“No one denies you are swift; anyone can
see that. But even you can be beaten!”

The hare fell to the ground, emitting peals of laughter as
his fluffy white tail and large hind feet wiggled in the air.
When he had finally recovered his composure, the hare
sprang back on his legs and looked at the tortoise. “Me,
beaten in a race?” He tried to stifle a laugh but couldn’t help
giggling.“By whom, you? Surely not you, or anybody else, for
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that matter. Nobody in the world can win a race against me.
I’m just too speedy.”

The tortoise slowly blinked at the hare.Then he said, “Yes,
me. I can win a race against you.”

The hare burst into laughter again, and said, “Okay, then,
why don’t you try?”

Word spread across the forest quickly, and all the animals
gathered together to plan a course for the race. At dawn the
next day, the tortoise and hare stood at the starting line.Yawn-
ing, the hare said to the tortoise,“How about I give you a head
start? I could use a little more sleep, anyway.”

With the whistle’s shrill cry, the forest creatures cheered the
start of the race. As the tortoise started slowly off down the
path, the hare called after him,“Take your time! I’ll have my 40
winks and catch up with you in a minute.”

After a fitful sleep, the hare awoke. Looking around, he saw
that the tortoise had not made much headway on the course.
“Well, then,” he said stretching.“I could have a little breakfast,
too.” Eyeing some cabbages in a nearby field, the hare hopped
off to have something to eat.

His stomach full and the late morning sun warming his fur,
the hare began to get sleepy.“I could just have a little nap be-
fore I dash to the finish line and handily win the race. Besides,”
he said, gazing at the tortoise’s slow progress,“it will take but a
minute to catch up.” So the hare fell asleep with a smile on his
face, envisioning the look of surprise on the tortoise’s face as
the hare blew by.

At the end of the day, as the sun slowly set in the western
hills, the tortoise was finally a yard from the finish line. The
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hooting and hollering of the forest creatures woke the hare
from a deep, snoring slumber.

Catching a glimpse of the tortoise in the distance, the hare
took off after him. Dashing along the course, the hare leapt and
bounded after the tortoise, who was only a small dark dot on
the horizon. Soon the hare’s tongue was hanging out, and
every breath was a great gasp for air, but he was now fast ap-
proaching the tortoise.With just one more leap, he would over-
take his challenger and win the race. But the hare’s last leap was
one leap too late, for at that very moment, the tortoise had
crossed over the finish line and had beaten the hare!

Exhausted and humiliated, the hare slumped in disgrace
against a nearby tree. The tortoise looked over at him, and a
slow smile spread across his face.“Slow and steady wins the race
every time.”

The moral of the story: Be careful what you promise.When
you make a promise, you create expectations.When you exceed
expectations, you create a brand.

Successful Brands 
Defy Expectations

I’ll bet the forest animals were talking for weeks afterward
about the tortoise’s amazing performance and how the hare
had finally been knocked down a peg! Both characters have
something to teach us. First, the hare lost the race not because
he wasn’t really the fastest of the forest runners, but because he
had rested on his laurels. Everyone expected him to win—just
as he had promised—and not only did he not fulfill those ex-

Successful Brands Defy Expectations
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pectations, he disappointed the crowd terribly. He didn’t just
fail to deliver on his promise, he failed miserably. Moreover, his
overinflated ego was his ultimate downfall. In Chapter 6 I talk
more about the dangers of overestimating your brand, but for
the moment, let’s focus on what the tortoise accomplished.

The tortoise defied expectations. He gave the forest animals
an experience they wouldn’t soon forget, and in doing so, he
altered their perception of what sort of character he was. He
was now held in the highest regard. He was popular and excep-
tional. Everyone wanted to be with him and everyone evangel-
ized about him.That’s what brand building is all about: creating
unique, memorable, and emotional experiences that create cus-
tomer loyalty.

Recall from Chapter 1 that a brand is a dynamic concept. It
involves deeply personal, emotional connections established by
unique experiences that transcend the ordinary. When brand-
ing is successful, something important and meaningful happens.
More often than not, however, brands fail because the individ-
ual or company does not have the appropriate attitude and ap-
proach toward building and sustaining the brand.

When individuals and companies don’t deliver on their
brand promise, they fail like the hare in the story you just read
and the young shepherd in “The Boy Who Cried ‘Wolf.’ ” I call
these companies Wolf Brands, like the title story you read in the
Introduction, because they make proclamations and promises
that fall flat. In so doing, they fail to unite the two aspects of
their brand just described. Not only do they not deliver on
their brand promise, they fail to create or maintain uniqueness
in their brand category. At one time or another, numerous
companies have failed to deliver: New Coke, pets.com, Sears,
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Carrier, Hewlett-Packard, General Motors, Ford, Nike, Exxon,
Wendy’s, Capital One, Sony,Wal-Mart, Enron—the list goes on
and on.

Sears, for example, was at one time the preeminent depart-
ment store.There wasn’t a product they didn’t carry, and all of
them were backed by a guarantee of quality. When you heard
the name Sears, you knew you could count on what you got.
And, if something didn’t work the way it was supposed to or
stopped working altogether, Sears was ready with a replacement
or quality repair. Unfortunately, that time seems to have passed.
My personal experience is a testament to the new Sears brand.

For 20 years, my wife and I had been loyal Sears customers.
Then one day I got a pair of scissors and cut up our store cards.

“What are you doing?” my wife asked.
“I’m calling them on their failed promises,” I responded.
“Good,” she agreed, and she gave me her card as well.
In Chapter 7, I discuss the Sears story in detail, but for now

the relevant point is that Sears failed miserably as a brand. Not
only did it fail to deliver on its promise—the same promise it’s
made for decades—it also failed to exceed my expectations
with a unique experience when I needed it most. The entire
Sears brand, in my mind, failed because of a single experience I
had with one young lady, a supposed customer service repre-
sentative. She did everything in her power to do the minimum
so she could get off the phone and go back to whatever she
was doing. That experience soured me on Sears, and I no
longer trust the Sears brand. More important, I also go around
antievangelizing them at every opportunity. And believe me,
this is not good for Sears. In my capacity as a corporate presen-
ter, I have the opportunity to speak to lots of people!

Successful Brands Defy Expectations
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On the other hand, there are companies that have worked
extremely hard to overdeliver on their brand promises, and
thereby have created positive brands, even if there have been
missteps along the way:Apple, Dell, eBay,Whole Foods, BMW,
Mercedes-Benz, Super 8 Motels, Verizon Wireless, Saturn,
Harley Davidson, Disney, NASCAR, Anheuser-Busch, Mi-
crosoft, Starbucks, Google, Ben & Jerry’s, Home Depot, Calvin
Klein, Chuck E. Cheese—again, the list goes on and on.There
are hundreds of thousands of small, medium, and large busi-
nesses across the globe. A successful brand is not simply one
that represents a good product.The product merely gets you in
the game. It’s what the brand does that makes all the difference
to sustained success.

Here’s an example to illustrate my point. I had the opportu-
nity to deliver a series of presentations to the executives, opera-
tions, sales, and marketing departments of Royal Caribbean
Cruise Lines. It was their first international branding summit,
and they held it on their brand new ship, Freedom of the Seas, the
largest ship in the world, a week before its maiden voyage. Sev-
eral hundred of us set sail from Boston en route to Miami.
Over the course of four days members of the cruise line con-
ducted themselves as if this was an ordinary public cruise.
When there were no meetings or presentations in session, peo-
ple could experience what a Royal Caribbean cruise was like.
Crew members created experiences for the staff of Royal
Caribbean as though they were guests.They were helpful and
conciliatory; they put on parades down the Grande Promenade
one evening, and set up Mojito and karaoke parties on the top
deck near one of their many pools with live music and DJs.
Three phenomenal meals—both in presentation and taste—
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were served every day in the luxurious dining facilities by a
most attentive staff.The practically Dionysian parties and gen-
erally festive atmosphere combined with the terrific attitude of
the staff made the cruise experience unique.

It was fantastic, and I wanted to see even more of this re-
markable ship. So when I had some down time, I went to look
around the massive floating entertainment center. The size of
the ship alone was impressive, like the size of a small city. But
on top of that, the stores, restaurants, casino, and ballrooms were
decorated with expensive chandeliers, marble floors, beautiful
artwork, and baroque details. I should have been wowed by all
its grandeur, but I wasn’t.Why? Because they were all empty.A
ship as large as the one we were on holds upwards of 3,000
passengers, and with only a fraction on board, the majority of
the ship’s amenities were unused.

I filed these observations away for the last of my four presen-
tations.The first day was for senior management, while the sec-
ond day saw back-to-back sales and marketing presentations.
On the third day I addressed the entire organization in the
ship’s ice arena, typically used for ice shows. Parquet flooring
covered the ice, and I had the entire stage for my talk, while the
organization’s members filled up the stadium style seating.

I talked about how products and services merely get you in
the game and said that a successful brand is one that creates and
sustains a specific perception based on unique, emotional expe-
riences.“If you really want to understand what I mean by this,
just once before this trip is over, walk around this extraordinary
ship.That’s what I did.After my presentations were over, while
you were all in meetings, I spent a lot of time walking around,
observing this incredible vessel. But you know what I noticed
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most? It was emotionless.Absolutely nothing on this ship with-
out people involved could create any emotion. Until people get
excited, the ship’s not a brand.What happens on the ship is the
brand,” I told the assembly. “You’ve got gorgeous artwork,
chandeliers, and marble floors, but all of that is not what people
really come for. People come for memorable experiences—like
the parade your staff put on. Stuff doesn’t get people emo-
tional, people do.You’ve got a remarkable ship, and it’s outfitted
beautifully, but this stuff could be found anywhere—I could be
anywhere. I could be in a Vegas casino or an expensive hotel.
You see, it’s not just about how beautiful the ship is.The ship
and all the beautiful stuff on it merely get you in the game. It’s
more about the hooting and hollering you hear in the casino
when someone hits the jackpot, or the oohs and aahs of kids
watching the parade, or the laughter of adults and kids alike as
they’re completely lost in utter enjoyment of your water park
on the top deck. It’s the emotional response everywhere, cre-
ated not by your stuff, but by your staff.The experience is not
just of the ship’s beauty; it’s also of the people.And it is this rea-
son people get tied to the ship, and to the brand, and the two
become one.”

For weeks afterward, I got tremendous feedback from the
cruise participants. The idea that they created the brand really
hit home. If nothing else, I wanted the folks at Royal
Caribbean to understand just what their brand is and how it
works. If they tied their brand concept to their ships alone, in-
stead of the experiences people had with one another on the
ship, they’d eventually fail to deliver on their brand promise.

Each company that failed to deliver on its brand promise, or
succeeded in delivering it, had certain expectations about what
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their brand was and what it did. Part of the branding process
involves generating certain experiences for the customer that
leave lasting impressions. Brands that succeed are those per-
ceived by the customer in very specific ways. In the cases when
a brand failed, the customer did not perceive the brand the way
the company wanted her to. In Chapter 4, we focus specifically
on customer experience, but for the moment, think about it
this way: Experiences are meaningful.We give meaning to every
experience we have. If we didn’t, our lives would probably be
much more like a cat’s than a human being’s: stimulus response.
For example, when we experience a physical sensation, it has
meaning; we’re aware not just of the fact of a feeling, but the
feeling’s meaning as pain or pleasure, something to be avoided
or pursued.We don’t simply and unthinkingly recoil or move
toward the object that causes the sensation. So part of the
process of creating a brand is generating the “right” feelings in
the customer. In this way, the customer will perceive the brand
“correctly.”

Defying Expectations 
Means Overdelivering on Your
Brand Promise

A successful brand is one that unites the “right” feelings with
the “correct” perceptions.These right feelings are generated by
the customer experiencing not just what is expected, but by ex-
periencing the overdelivery on a promise made. But how does
one come to expect anything to begin with? Expectations
come not only from direct experience, but also from word of
mouth, advertising claims, public relations, and more. Suppose,
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for example, you walk into your local Target. For any number of
reasons, you expect to find things you need; after all, your per-
ception of Target is a department store that sells everything from
clothing to car seat covers.What Target must do is not simply
deliver on the promise of having durable goods at reasonable
prices.They have to create in the minds of the customer a per-
ception about Target that is positively unique and unexpected.
Thus, a successful brand will, at the very least match up with the
customer’s expectation. However, a distinct brand will blow away
that expectation or create an entirely new one.

Starbucks has grown to optimize the idea of creating a brand
by generating so-called correct perceptions. The Starbucks
brand is not entirely about coffee.To reiterate, the product only
gets them in the game. What makes the brand and keeps the
customers coming back are the experiences and associations.
The Starbucks brand is the reason we’re willing to stand in line
way too long and gladly pay way too much for a cup of coffee.
We take our recyclable cup out of the store and into our work-
place. We show, through our purchase, how sophisticated we
are, how we know about the finer things in life. By associating
with the Starbucks brand, we associate with success.

Another example of a successful brand is BMW. It’s been
around a while longer than Starbucks and sells an entirely dif-
ferent product, but the corporation’s understanding and deliv-
ery of its brand is remarkably similar.When you think of The
Ultimate Driving Machine, you don’t think of a mere car; you
think of how the car reflects your status in society, that you’ve
“made it.” You think of exceptional performance, reliability
and safety, tradition, and craftsmanship. BMW created their
brand through repeatedly exceptional experiences for their

Not Your Father’s Branding Formula

36

ccc_deming_27-40_ch02.qxd  3/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 36



customers. From purchase to service, each member of the deal-
ership’s staff treats each customer like a celebrity.Though deal-
erships are individually owned, the corporate culture generates
the brand, and the dealers execute it time and time again. Each
team works together to create the ultimate buying experience.

Once you’re in the car, you have the BMW driving experi-
ence.Through its performance, you can feel the price and sta-
tus of this car. Nothing else hugs a turn or gets past an
18-wheeler quite like a BMW.And people notice you in your
brand new Beemer, which is another element of the whole ex-
perience. It’s an experience you love, and you find yourself
wanting to share with others.

Luxury is not the only brand. Saturn, the little car company
that could, established a family brand—a culture, if you will—
of hassle-free sales, excellent service, and honest, down-to-earth
transactions. Saturn doesn’t make the most expensive or high
performance car in the world, but it creates an experience
many people want to have. Their stated “brand purpose,” in
fact, is “to surprise and delight people in all aspects of the auto-
motive experience.”The Saturn brand survives because it deliv-
ers on its brand promise. It tells us it’s “a different kind of car
company,” and it is. If a story mentioned in a 2005 Business-
Week Online article by Diego Rodriguez is to be believed, Sat-
urn really is a different kind of car company. Rodriguez writes,
“Recently, a man called Saturn’s customer-service number
with a big problem: His daughter’s car had broken down in
Arizona, and she was stranded. He reported her location, her li-
cense plate number—and the fact that her car was a Honda.
When the Saturn representative pointed this out to the upset
father, he said, “You’re the company that cares about people,
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and that’s why I called you.” What would your company do?
Saturn sent out a truck to pick her up, towed her Honda, and
let her father know that she was safe.

The reason Saturn succeeds is not because they make a better
car than, say, Honda but because they overdeliver on their brand
promise.On top of that,when you go to buy a Saturn, you have a
unique,hassle free,pressure free,worry free, and innovative buying
experience. It’s not the car, it’s the car company. As Rodriguez
rightly points out, “A brand is about what you do, or don’t do,
and not what you say.” Clearly, Saturn is a “do” company.

Disney also delivers on its brand promise.We all know what
the Disney logo means, and likely we all have had similar expe-
riences at the famed Disney amusement parks.This is the place
where all kids’ dreams become reality, and all adults become
kids, because every employee works to overdeliver on the Dis-
ney brand promise. It’s the ultimate family vacation, the whole-
some family movies, the feeling of wonderment, and the
recognition of the iconic Magic Kingdom castle. “If you can
dream it, you can make it happen.”The magic of dreams is Dis-
ney’s brand, and it’s delivered by a journey that ends with the
exuberant feeling that nothing is impossible. It’s a simple brand
concept, really.As Walt Disney himself said,“Remember, this all
started with a mouse.”Yet as simple as it is, the brand continues
to inspire millions, young and old alike.

Where Disney’s brand is the magic of dreams for kids and
families, Harley Davidson’s brand is the fantasy of being an out-
law.When asked what Harley sells, a top Harley executive said,
“We sell a forty-three-year-old accountant the ability to dress in
leather, drive down a street in a small town, and make every-
body afraid of him!” Harley doesn’t just sell motorcycles. It sells
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the association with a particular lifestyle, a brotherhood of out-
laws. It’s not about the bike—though it’s a great bike—because
it’s not the only great one out there. Harley owners and Harley
riders are not just riding a Harley bike; they’re living the Harley
life. And talk about brand evangelists, they’ve got the Harley
logo everywhere: on their belts, boots, shirts, jackets, wallets, key
rings, hats, and coffee mugs. I’ve heard some of these folks have
the Harley logo tattooed on their butts.True! Once your logo’s
been tattooed on someone’s rear end, you know you’ve made it.

To sum up, the core of a highly successful brand is its ability
to create a feeling of belonging, of culture and family by
overdelivering on its promise to its customers. It is this delivery
that amounts to the ultimate customer experience. In turn, the
ultimate customer experience creates just the sort of customer
you want: one who brings you more business. Don’t forget, it’s
the job of the brand to create value and need—“unique” is the
operative word—so that customers’ associations with a brand
are visceral and durable.As a 1995 Advertising Age article asserts,
“Branding, be it global or domestic, can be explained with the
following metaphor: Long term brand loyalty is akin to getting
the consumer to marry a brand, and requires that the marketer
provide the same set of information one needs to decide upon
marrying a person; information about the physical attributes,
the style and character of the brand.” Branding is about creating
such an intense emotional connection that the customer feels
married, feels a sense of belonging.When you marry someone,
you expect that person to remain monogamous, and that’s the
same feeling you want someone to have about your brand.

Overdelivering on Your Brand Promise
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CHAPTER 3

You Got What You
Came For—I Did My 
Job . . . Didn’t I?

A Typical Service versus 
a Unique Experience

“The Crow and the Pitcher”

There once were two thirsty crows sitting on a barren tree. Be-
cause there was a drought, all the rivers and ponds had dried
up, and it had been days since the two crows had had even a
drop of water. “Whatever will we do?” one crow asked the
other. “I am so thirsty. I think my wings are drying out!” He
spread his wings to reveal dull feathers, some of which fell off
and floated to the dirt road below.

The other crow sighed. “I don’t know what we’ll do. I ex-
pect we will die of thirst.”

Just then, a traveler passed by, stopped, and then turned
around and sat beneath the tree. He pulled out a glass bottle
and sack from his backpack, and began to eat his lunch.When
he took a pull from his bottle, the crows looked on longingly.
After a while, the traveler got up and walked on, leaving behind
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his bottle. “Look!” the first crow cried. “He’s forgotten his
pitcher. Let’s go see what’s inside. Maybe there’s water, and we
won’t die of thirst after all!”

The two crows swooped down and investigated the bottle.
First one and then the other stuck his beak inside, but the neck
of the bottle was too long, and the liquid inside was too far
down for the crows to reach. “Oh wretched day!” the second
crow wailed. “There is water inside, and we are so close but
cannot reach it. Surely we will die of thirst.”

While the second crow bemoaned his fate and expected the
worst, the first crow was busy thinking. Looking around, the
first crow spied some pebbles in the dirt. One by one, he
dropped pebbles into the glass bottle, and the water began to
rise. Eventually, it reached the top of the neck. “Here is your
water,” the first crow said.“Take a long drink.”

The second crow was overcome by his friend’s ingenuity and
the unexpected reversal of what seemed like an inevitable fate.Af-
ter drinking enough to gain his strength, he stepped aside so his
ingenious friend could partake of the water, too.When both were
refreshed, they had the energy to fly away from the drought-
ravaged land and find a place with plenty to eat and drink.

The moral of the story: Create the unexpected, transform
the moment.

Building a Brand Doesn’t 
Happen Overnight (Don’t Kill Your
Golden Goose!)

When Larry Page and Sergey Brin, the creators of the wildly
popular Internet search engine Google, decided to take their
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company public in 2004, they did something unusual. In their
public offering prospectus, they wrote an Introduction in
which they outlined their ideas about what an investor should
expect from Google. Acknowledging that traditional public
companies keep their eyes on quarterly earnings to gauge their
financial health, Page and Brin said they would eschew such
practices. Why? Isn’t a public company’s responsibility to its
shareholders preeminent? Isn’t a public company’s responsibil-
ity defined by how it repays its investors? The short answer, ac-
cording to Page and Brin was no—at least not in the short
term.They wrote, “A management team distracted by a series
of short term targets is as pointless as a dieter stepping on a
scale every half hour.” In other words, anyone who wants to in-
vest in Google has to be “on board” with Google’s stated mis-
sion, and this mission did not include rewarding the “make a
quick buck” investor.

Think about the classic fable “The Goose That Laid the
Golden Egg.” It’s about a husband and wife who owned a spe-
cial goose. Each morning, the couple would awaken to find the
goose had laid for them a golden egg—solid gold, through and
through. Delighted with their daily treasure, they soon became
very rich.

Unfortunately, however, their riches did not content them.
They wanted more and more and more, and they wanted it
faster. Soon enough, the husband and wife began to gripe
about the size of each egg, and the 23 hours in between each
delivery. “Why must this goose wait so long before laying an-
other egg?” the husband asked irritably. “I don’t know,” re-
sponded the wife. “But it is very inconvenient, isn’t it?” After
further consideration, the wife said, “It must be made of gold,
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mustn’t it?”The husband replied,“Indeed it must.”“Then,” said
the wife,“we could get more if we opened the goose right up.”
And so they crept up upon the goose as she lay sleeping in her
nest of straw, and sliced her open with a knife. “Where is it?”
yelled the wife in alarm.“Where is the gold?”“It must be here
somewhere,” answered the husband.“It must be.”

But there was nothing in the goose but flesh and bone. Not
even a fleck of gold was to be found. In their greed, the couple
had ruined the only source of their wealth, and before long, the
golden eggs they had collected were gone. The husband and
wife died penniless.

There is no way to build or sustain a brand with a get rich
quick mentality that ignores the value of the customer and the
business. Google’s Brin and Page were clearly aware of the pit-
falls of a get rich quick mentality.You can attain success—your
own golden egg, if you will—without killing the goose!

By releasing their unusual introduction to their public offer-
ing prospectus, Brin and Page were effectively interviewing
prospective investors, not the other way around! They seemed
to be saying,We know what we’re all about, and if you agree
with what we’re doing and how we’re doing it, you should join
us.Your commitment will be rewarded not by short term gains,
but long term, brand-building goals. Building a lasting brand is
not the result of slipshod, fast-turnaround practices. In fact,
such practices are how brands are destroyed. Brin and Page de-
fined their investors, rather than being defined by them.

This chapter is not about public companies per se, but the
Google example provides an entrée into a discussion about
types of business models—really, types of thinking about how
to relate to your customer. Specifically, this chapter is about the
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important distinction between transactions, typical services, and
unique experiences. In fact, all three are not only types of ex-
periences; they are also ways that businesses think about them-
selves and their customers.A transaction is simply an exchange
of money for a good or service.A typical service is simply giv-
ing to the customer what he expects to get. A unique experi-
ence transcends the expected and becomes a one-of-a-kind,
loyalty-building emotional relationship.

Whether your organization is a political party, a charitable
organization, a small, privately owned company, a set of fran-
chises, or a public megacorporation, understanding the distinc-
tion between a transaction, a service, and a unique experience
is crucial to building a lasting brand. Though we discuss the
two-sidedness of transactions, services, and unique experi-
ence—in other words, how they are reflected on both the side
of the business and the customer—the emphasis in this chapter
is on how you can understand the difference between transac-
tional, typical service, and unique experience orientations in
thinking. Once you understand what the difference is, we
move on to discuss what you need to do to transcend transac-
tional or typical service-oriented thinking.This brings us back
to Google.

When businesses get mired in sales quotas, short-term goals,
statistics, and so forth, the people inside those businesses be-
come robotic.Their eyes are focused not on how the brand is
doing, but on what the numbers tell them. In a sense, this is the
result of a misunderstanding of a free-market economy.When
the operating principle of competing successfully in the mar-
ketplace is made manifest in dollar signs, trouble follows. Does
this mean people shouldn’t try to make money, and lots of it?
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Of course not! But making money is the result of a successful
brand, not its driving mechanism. To paraphrase world-
renowned writer, management consultant, and professor, Peter
Drucker,“People on Wall Street think that we’re in the business
of making money.We’re in the business of selling shoes. Mak-
ing money is the result of selling shoes.”

Brin and Page’s 2004 letter to investors seems to reflect a
deep understanding of this concept. If Google management’s
eyes are on quarterly earnings reports because it thinks serving
the investor’s immediate financial interests is paramount, several
negative consequences will follow. First, the businesses’ prac-
tices will all be oriented around what the numbers say. Num-
bers will dictate how each division, department, manager, and
staff member does its job. As Brin and Page wrote, “The stan-
dard structure of public ownership may jeopardize the inde-
pendence and focused objectivity that have been most
important in Google’s past success and that we consider most
fundamental for its future.” In other words, they’re not going to
follow the traditional numbers-based model.

Those companies that do, however, follow the numbers
model bring about the second negative consequence. Compa-
nies that focus on numbers to the exclusion of everything else
turn away from the practices that made the business worth tak-
ing public in the first place. The function of the business is
thereby fundamentally altered.Third, since the attention is on
the numbers that will keep investors happy, the customer effec-
tively disappears. At best, the customer becomes a cog in the
business’ machinery of making money.That’s the last thing any
company should want their customer to be!

Consider your own business. Most likely, you sell products
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or offer services that other businesses in your area also provide.
In terms of your content, there’s no difference between you
and your competition. So there’s no reason why a customer
would choose to patronize your business rather than another
one that’s at a more convenient location.You must consider,
then, what you can do to differentiate your business from all
the others that offer the same services or products.The differ-
entiator must be the level of service, the unique experience
you offer each of your customers.You have to engender loyalty
in customers so that they will go out of their way to shop with
you, regardless of how far out of their way they have to go to
get to you.

Building a Brand: A Mere
Transaction, a Typical Service, 
or a Unique Experience?

Before focusing our discussion on the difference between a
transaction, a typical service, and a unique experience, let’s
bring several concepts together. By doing so, we should be able
to make clear the significance of focusing your business on
unique experiences rather than on typical services or transac-
tions. We know the basic distinction between advertising and
branding, and marketing and branding is one of awareness.Ad-
vertising and marketing make customers aware of your prod-
uct, goods, or service. Branding transcends that to become an
emotional relationship between customer and brand. A brand
establishes a relationship through emotional experiences, and
good branding goes one step further to create evangelicals out
of customers.

Transaction, Service, Or Experience?
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Returning to the concept of experience, we can draw clear
lines that distinguish a transaction, a service, and a unique ex-
perience.The goal is that you will see how important it is for
your business to think in terms of creating unique experiences,
not robotically engaging in transactions or providing typical
services.

We all have experiences, good and bad, significant and in-
significant.The powerful experiences, good and bad, not only
stay with us, but they mold us, change us, and dictate what we
do and how we live. For example, experiences dictate what
and where we’ll eat, what clothes we wear, who our friends
are, whom we’ll marry. Powerful experiences are so significant
that you’ll go out of your way to duplicate the good ones and
avoid the bad ones.When we find a brand that gives us really
good experiences, we become loyal.You think of a store, for
example, as being your store. “My dry cleaners.” “My market.”
“My accountant.”Why do you talk about your place? Because
you feel loyalty to it based on your experiences. When we
have positive experiences with a brand, we believe we owe it
our loyalty.

Let me draw a simple analogy to retail shopping. If you’ve
had a horrible experience or a series of bad experiences with a
store, you’ll go out of your way to avoid it. No matter how
close and convenient it is—maybe right down the street from
your house—you’ll drive right past it; you’ll go 10 miles out of
your way to go to any other store but that place. On the other
hand, if you’ve had a wonderful experience or series of power-
ful experiences with a store, there could be two or three com-
peting stores near your house that sell the exact same stuff, but
you’ll drive right past them to get to your store.Why is it your
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store? Because you have loyalty to it.You’re loyal to the place
that is way out of your way, because your loyalty is not about
the stuff. It’s about the people, the relationships.They’ve created
something so unique, emotional, and memorable that they’ve
developed a relationship with you. If it wasn’t for the relation-
ships, you wouldn’t go there.You think, I’ve got it great here.
Why take a chance going anywhere else? Besides, they’ve
treated me so well that if I’m going to spend my money in this
category, I’m going to spend it with these people. In fact, I’m
going to tell everyone I know about this place, because this is
the place that will do things right. It’s not the stuff, it’s the rela-
tionships developed from experiences that make a store yours.

Our experiences, then, shape our expectations. For example,
we expect things to be consistent:The sun rises in the east and
sets in the west; there’s typically heavy traffic on the freeways in
the morning; the grocery store has a wide selection of goods
and produce. Almost without exception, our expectations
about the future are based on what we experience. Another
way to say this is to say that our beliefs are based on a variety of
perceptions we have from moment to moment. So, just as busi-
nesses that focus exclusively on quarterly profits or sales goals
turn customers into mere opportunities for transactions, when
businesses focus only on customer expectations, their experi-
ence becomes transactional or, at best, just a typical service.

Transactional versus 
Unique Experiences

It’s true that transactions are experiences, as are services. Insofar
as experiences are common to each, we need to focus on what
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distinguishes one from the other. In Jim Gilmore and Joe Pine’s
book The Experience Economy, we see one approach to differen-
tiating transactions and services from a unique experience.
They write, “Experiences are as distinct from services as serv-
ices are from goods.”

Let’s start with goods, which most of us commonly think of
as being the objects of transactions. A transactional experience
is one in which some item or other is exchanged for money.
Take, for example, a hot dog.We go to the hot dog stand and
pay our money. In return, we get a dog in a bun with mustard
and sauerkraut. The experience is a transaction between me
and my money, and the server and the hot dog.The relation-
ship between the buyer and seller revolves entirely around the
transaction. The customer gives money to the seller, and the
seller gives the customer the object. End of story.A seller who
offers an experience like this might just as well have said,“I did
my job.What more do you want?” Strictly speaking, there is no
relationship here. For whatever their reasons, many people who
work at fast food restaurants seem resentful of being there, and
they treat their customers accordingly.

I was at New York’s LaGuardia Airport recently one
morning and went to the McDonald’s on the main con-
course for breakfast before my flight. The young woman,
about twenty-one, manning the register, had the most miser-
able expression I’ve ever seen in my life.As I waited in line, I
noticed that she wouldn’t smile, say, “May I help you?” or
“Thank-you” or even “Hello.” All she said, to one customer
after another was a monotone, “Next.” Now I’m not saying
she should have been servile or obsequious, but to provide an
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exceptional level of service is, to my mind, to behave with
dignity. Before I even had the displeasure of placing my order
with her, I thought, This is someone who’s not going to
make it. And if it weren’t for the fact that this McDonald’s
was one of only about two places in the building, the com-
pany wouldn’t make it, either.They had, essentially, a captive
food audience.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. I’ve had experiences at
fast-food restaurants that transcended the transactional to be-
come unique. Such experiences were the result of the
friendly, dignified, enthusiastic, even charming manner of the
person taking my order. Of those people, I always think,
They’re going to go far in life. About a year ago, I was at the
Philadelphia International Airport restaurant waiting for my
flight, which had been delayed. Sitting at the bar having a
drink, I watched a football game playing on a television over
the bar.A woman was sitting down the bar from me who or-
dered a chicken Caesar salad. She asked the waitress if the
chicken was served on the salad itself or on the side.“I’ll find
out for you,” the waitress said and went to the kitchen to ask.
A few minutes later, a young man came out from the kitchen
and pulled up a seat next to the woman. He looked to be in
his late twenties, and from his uniform, I figured he was the
cook. He smiled and introduced himself to the woman.
“Ma’am,” he asked,“did you order the chicken Caesar salad?”
“Yes,” she answered.“Well, let me ask you a question. How do
you want it prepared?” “Well, it really doesn’t matter—”
“No,” he interrupted her.“It does matter.You’re the customer,
and I want you to get what you want. You tell me exactly
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how you want it, and that’s what I’ll do. I want to make sure
it’s perfect.” “Okay, I’d like to have the chicken on the salad,
and if it’s not too much trouble, the dressing on the side.” He
smiled again and said,“You got it.”Then he went back to the
kitchen.

A few minutes later, this same cook himself, not the wait-
ress, came back out with the dish. “Do me a favor,” he said as
he set it down before her.“Take a bite and make sure it’s how
you want it.”When she approved, he turned to go back to the
kitchen. As he walked by, I stopped him. “Excuse me,” I said,
and introduced myself. After we shook hands, I said, “Listen, I
have to tell you something. What you just did is something
you never, ever see, no matter what kind of restaurant you go
to.The level of service you just provided that woman was out-
standing, and I’ll never forget it.”The smile that spread across
his face was one of the brightest I’d ever seen. Here was a guy
working as a cook in an airport restaurant, probably not mak-
ing a heck of a lot of money, and probably not fulfilling his
life’s dream. But what he brought to his work is something
that goes well beyond any concern about money or working
in a fancy restaurant—where, by the way, the chef might come
out to say a brief hello to famous or exceptionally wealthy pa-
trons.“You,” I said to the cook,“are going to go very far.” He
knew it. He didn’t think he was being persecuted because he
wasn’t making $80,000 a year. He knew he had a job that
came with certain expectations, and he shattered them. The
woman who ordered the salad looked at me and said, “I’ll
never forget this, either!”

These examples show both what a transactional experience
is and what an exceptional experience is.The problem is that
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people on the serving side give the customer typical service—
only what the customer expects and most times, less than
what they expect—instead of a unique, innovative, memo-
rable, emotional experience. They get transactional without
even realizing that’s what happens. They lose sight of what’s
truly important, the relationship between them and their cus-
tomers, of transforming the moment, because their focus is on
selling the good, the sales quotas, quarterly goals, and so forth.
The difference between the LaGuardia McDonald’s cashier
and the Philadelphia Airport restaurant cook was that the
cook knew exactly what the relationship between brand and
customer should be. In fact, I’ll bet this guy is still building a
powerful brand.

Typical Service versus 
Unique Experience

As I mentioned earlier, we’re making distinctions between
three types of business models: transactional, typical service, and
unique experience.The next level of business model I call typ-
ical. It is the model most often called or associated with “serv-
ice.” As with the transactional experience, the interaction
between buyer and seller focuses on the customer’s standard
expectation. Suppose, for example, that I call a customer service
department with a problem. My expectation is that the repre-
sentative will tell me what can be done for me, nothing more
and nothing less.The focus in a typical service is on whatever
features and benefits the object in question has, and these fea-
tures and benefits define the parameters of the service. The
problem with this attitude toward experience is that its limits
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are often exceeded by a particular problem. In other words, the
scope of the service does not cover the problems people actu-
ally have with the product. Here again, the service representa-
tive can say, I did my job. What more do you want? But this
rhetorical question is precisely what should be genuine! Instead
of effectively cutting the experience short, the representative
should be seeking to find out what more can be done and then
trying to do it.

Part of the transactional and service-only attitudes result
from a mistaken belief that you get what you pay for. In other
words, the quality of your customer’s experience depends on
how much money they’re spending—or, in the case of the
LaGuardia McDonald’s cashier, how much you’re making.
Another way to say this is that experience is treated as hierar-
chical. Think, for example, about how the luxury goods in-
dustry distinguishes an ordinary experience with a luxurious
one.The experience of driving a car, for example, is basically
the same regardless of whether it’s a bottom-of-the-line
economy car or a top-of-the-line luxury vehicle. To the ex-
tent that you sit behind a wheel and navigate an object that
sits on four wheels and covers (mostly) paved ground, you’re
dealing with experience at a base level. But the quality of the
experience changes with the quality of the car. In addition,
your own expectation colors, to a certain extent at least, what
your experience is like.There are various types of cars on the
road because of what people can afford, but also because of
what people expect out of their driving experience. Some
like to shift gears manually, others want an automatic trans-
mission. Some like to ride high over the road, and some want
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to “hug” it.The distinctions are too numerous to discuss here,
but you get the idea.

The luxury goods industry focuses on a particular type of
experience, and associates it with what is elite and exclusive.
The attitude is,“You get the experience you pay for,” and what
you pay for is quality. So the more expensive the item or serv-
ice, the better it’s supposed to be. When people buy into this
approach to experience, they set themselves up to settle for a
so-called typical customer experience. I argue that all customer
experiences should and can be unique and extraordinary,
whether you’re driving through a fast-food restaurant or buy-
ing a Mercedes-Benz.

We’ve already talked about the basics of experience, beliefs,
and expectations. Now let’s focus on emotions. How you feel
about something—how you perceive it—depends on existing
beliefs and unique encounters.The first time a child touches a
hot stovetop, or a young girl has her heart broken, or a man be-
comes a father—whatever these experiences are they are pow-
erful, unique, and imprinted on us.They become part of how
we feel about ourselves and the world around us.The same is
also true about lesser experiences, the sorts of day-to-day expe-
riences we discussed earlier in this chapter.You may form an at-
tachment to a particular activity or thing because it has become
habitual. It’s sort of like the emotional correlate of always put-
ting your keys in a certain place when you come home, so you
don’t even think about where they are when you next leave the
house; you just go where you left them. Until some unique ex-
perience changes your perception, your emotions are on a kind
of autopilot.

Typical Service versus Unique Experience
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The Unique, Emotional, 
Memorable Experience

This brings us to the business model of creating a unique ex-
perience. It is the model that everyone should follow. This is
the level of experience where the relationship between buyer
and seller, customer and representative is the focus. Remember
that you want to create an evangelical customer. This means
that you want to create an emotional connection with your
customer. People don’t truly get emotional about things, serv-
ices, or benefits.They may get excited initially, but not emo-
tional at the level that drives loyalty. People get emotional
about people, people create experiences, and experiences de-
fine brands.

Therefore, an emotional experience with a brand is en-
tirely different from a mere service or transactional experi-
ence. Indeed, we seek out emotional experiences because we
want to make connections with others.What a strange place
the world would be if human beings were isolated crea-
tures—isolated from one another and from substantial inter-
action with the world. We’d be unthinking, unfeeling
creatures whose interaction with their environment is mere
stimulus response.You don’t want a stimulus response brand,
which is essentially something like a merely transactional ex-
perience. In fact, if all you want is stimulus response from
your customer—handing over money and grabbing a bag of
something—then transactional experiences are perfect. But I
suspect that’s the last thing you want. Nor do you want a typ-
ical service experience, which I liken to interacting with a
computer. Computers have a limited range of performance
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capabilities.They certainly can’t surprise you, anticipate what
you might like, and then make it happen just so you have a
terrific experience. As such, if there’s something special you
want the computer to do, and it happens to be outside the
machine’s functional scope, you’re out of luck. No, you want a
human experience. And that’s just what we learn about in the
next chapter.

Unique, Emotional, Memorable Experience
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CHAPTER 4

Forget About Me 
and My Stuff; 

Let’s Talk About You!
Creating the Ultimate 
Customer Experience

“The Lion and the Mouse”

Once upon a time, there was a lion, who was fast asleep.As he
dreamt about good things to eat, a mouse scurried across him
and woke him up.

“Gotcha!” the lion said, snatching the little mouse up into
one of his giant claws. “And now I’m going to eat you.” He
held the mouse by the tail above his gaping mouth, his long,
sharp teeth glistening in the sunshine.

“Please, Mr. Lion,” the little mouse pleaded.“Do not eat me.”
“Why not?” asked the lion.
“Because if you eat me, I cannot help you.”
The lion squinted his eyes. “You help me?”Then he roared

with cynical laughter.“That’s a good one.”
“No, really,” continued the mouse.“It’s true. If you let me go

today, I promise to help you another day.”
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The lion paused and carefully considered the proposal.
“Well,” he said finally. “I doubt very much that someone like
you could ever help someone like me, but I am going to set you
free, anyway.”And true to his word, he set the mouse down.

“I promise to help you!” the mouse cried out as he scurried
away.“One day! I promise.”

Days turned into weeks, and the lion was cynical about the
mouse’s promise. Eventually, he forgot all about it. But the little
mouse did not forget and waited for just the right moment to
arrive.

Then one day, the little mouse’s chance finally arrived.The
lion walked into a hunter’s net and found himself bound up so
tight he couldn’t move.“I’m done for,” the lion thought sadly.
Suddenly, the little mouse arrived on the scene and started nib-
bling away at the nets that held the lion. In short order, the lion
was freed.

“I can’t believe it!” the lion exclaimed.“I’ll never forget you.
In fact, I’m going to find all my lion friends and tell them all
about what you did for me.”And that’s just what the lion did.

The moral of the story: Unique, one-of-a-kind experiences
change perceptions and change lives!

Developing Relationships: The
Heart and Soul of Branding

This chapter covers one-half of the heart and soul of my
branding program, which can be stated in the following simple
formula: Create the ultimate level of service for your customer
by focusing on relationships, not features and benefits. If you
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practice the steps discussed here, you will be on your way to
building your own powerful, successful brand.

It’s true that most people think of service as simply giving
the customer what they expect to get, of focusing on a benefit
or feature of the sale. In other words, people think of a service
as a transaction, an exchange like handing over a dollar and get-
ting some object in return for it.The entire interaction is re-
duced to the parameters of company policies, regulations, and
product performance. But service involves far more than a
transaction. It’s really not service, but experience.

“Service” has become a meaningless term to cover every-
thing from a Customer Service desk where people gather to
return or exchange products, to being served a summons. Ser-
vice is not always pleasant or wonderful, so people have to un-
derstand that service is not what it used to be. If I lay out
$1.50, and someone slaps a hot dog in a bun and slides it care-
lessly across the counter, that’s considered service. Unless you
pay a lot of money these days, you get a mere transaction.That’s
why I distinguish between the transactional nature of service
and the relationship establishing nature of experience.

The goal of every interaction with a customer, another
business, a friend, relative, and so forth is to create in their
minds a specific perception. That perception comes out of the per-
son’s experience.

If you want to create a brand that is unique, meaningful, and
lasting to your customer, you cannot be satisfied with thinking
of your customer as an opportunity for a transaction, since a
transactional experience is mundane and impersonal. In addi-
tion, if you want to create a customer who leaves the store an
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evangelist—someone ready to go out and spread the good
news about your brand—you cannot be satisfied with thinking
about your relationship with your customer as transactional.
Transactions are always only the mechanism whereby goods are
exchanged. Brands, or powerful, emotional, successful brands
on the other hand operate on a higher realm, where relation-
ships rule and the ultimate customer experience makes your busi-
ness grow. Providing a service is just doing a job or conducting
a transaction. Creating a remarkable experience is branding.

It’s true that people have become transactional in their busi-
ness dealings. Part of this trend, which emerged with mass pro-
duction, is exemplified by the fast-food industry.You go to the
window at the drive-through of a fast-food restaurant any-
where in this country, and you’ll experience the pure form of
transactional behavior in business. Another, more extreme ex-
ample of the impersonal service concept has emerged with
the explosion of communication technology. E-mail and in-
stant message (IM) software make communication as instanta-
neous as a phone call, and they are often more time efficient.
Nevertheless, these communication devices make people feel
disconnected from the experience of human interaction. Hu-
man communication is nuanced and variable. In the course of
speaking with someone, you may go down several paths, sev-
eral lines of thought.This is because each speaker contributes
something to the process, thereby rendering it dynamic. On
the other hand, e-mail exchanges are static. Even instant mes-
sages, with all the emoticons and means of expressing emo-
tion and tonal inflection, do not have the same resonance as
in-person, or even phone communication. Unfortunately,
we’ve taken the IM and e-mail mindset and have extended it
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into other areas of our lives, such as our personal and profes-
sional lives.

You have a greater chance of botching your communication
when you rely on e-mail and instant messaging. In fact, it far
exceeds miscommunications that arise from direct interaction.
Consider the following statement: Ray thinks Tom will suc-
ceed. Depending on which word is emphasized, the meaning
changes completely:

Ray thinks Tom will succeed. (It’s Ray, and no one else who
thinks this.)

Ray thinks Tom will succeed. (Ray’s not entirely certain.)

Ray thinks Tom will succeed. (It’s Tom, and no one else.)

Ray thinks Tom will succeed. (Tom’s not succeeding now, but
it will happen.)

Ray thinks Tom will succeed. (As opposed to fail.)

In face-to-face interactions, there would not be a question
about the sentence’s meaning, since the person’s inflection would
make it clear. Face-to-face interactions mean that you have to
see another person’s point of view, and in so doing, you develop
relationships.The result of this lack of interaction and the com-
passion that personal contact engenders not only hinders our
communication skills—unless we’re careful—but also leads to
the disintegration of your business. For example, the method of
connecting with customers almost exclusively by e-mail is one
on which one arm of the Apple company relies. I believe it will
turn out to be problematic for Apple customers, even those
who grew up never knowing a world without personal com-
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puters and the Internet.Though I believe Apple’s brand is one
that’s remarkably successful, their reliance on e-mail is, in my
view, a misstep, and it shows how even the most successful
brands can stumble. Later, we discuss how important it is to
continually renew your brand, and Apple’s stumble teaches us
that we should always be mindful of what we could—and
should—do better.

As part of its extended and interrelated product line (includ-
ing iTunes, iWeb, iPhoto, and Mac Mail), Apple created .Mac.
This fee-based web site allows both Mac and Windows users to
store, back up, and share files on the Internet. It’s a neat idea
and, due in large part to the success of related products, iTunes
and the iPod, has been very successful for the company.

The problem comes in when you need support. Suppose, for
example, that your computer seems to have trouble synching
your address book full of e-mail, phone numbers, and physical
addresses with your Mac.com account.You can’t simply pick
up the phone and call Apple unless you’ve paid for an extended
service called AppleCare, and even then, the tech reps can’t
help you with certain aspects of your Mac.com package. In
fact, finding customer support phone numbers on the
Mac.com site takes a bit of searching. So, you take the time to
go through all the troubleshooting steps you know of, and
since you can’t get immediate help, you spend a significant
amount of time scouring the message boards on mac.com for
information about your particular predicament.You can e-mail
the dot Mac support staff, but not only do you have to wait at
least 12 hours for a response, you don’t always get an answer
that helps you with your particular problem.

Because technology is impersonal and unemotional, it can-
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not inspire loyalty. So, not only is technology hurting our com-
munication skills, but it’s also diluting the loyalty factor. If there
is not a person with whom to interact, you’re not going to be
loyal; people aren’t loyal to products, we’re loyal to people. It
would not be surprising if, as more mp3 players and music
sources flood the market, provided the companies that sell
them offer the ultimate customer experience, the popularity of
the iPod and iTunes could wane. In Chapter 10, I discuss in
more detail the culture that the Apple brand is trying to gener-
ate through products like its iPod, but this culture is likely not
going to flourish without careful attention to brand cultivation
across its product line.

Transcending the Typical:
Michelene, Nayan, and Ray

All this is not to say that transaction-style service is inherently
bad, but it does not improve your brand. Contrast those types
of transactions previously discussed with three remarkable sto-
ries about individuals who rose to the level of creating the ulti-
mate customer experience: Michelene, a customer service
representative from Verizon Wireless; Ray Coombs, a sales rep-
resentative from Par Technologies; and Nayan Patel, a franchise
owner from Super 8 Motels.

In preparation for a series of keynote presentations I was
contracted to make across much of the country for Verizon
Wireless, I did a lot of research, which included a visit to their
corporate offices, meetings with the marketing staff, visits to
their stores, and a couple of hours in one of their call centers.
This call center was a huge room with more than 500 repre-
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sentatives. It looked utterly uniform and like a modern-day
version of a factory.All the customer service reps were wearing
headsets, working in cubes on computers, and taking calls from
customers. I had the pleasure of sitting next to one of their cus-
tomer service reps, a young woman named Michelene, who
had personality and charm to spare. She lit the room up with
her smile, and I’m certain her smile could be felt over the
phone. I sat next to Michelene with my headset on, listening in
on her calls.

For the first 20 or 30 minutes the calls she fielded were very
simple and very typical: “How do I change my ringer ID?”
“Can I have my phone forwarded to my boyfriend’s phone?”
“What is this charge on my bill?” Michelene handled them all
with the highest level of professionalism. She was courteous,
friendly, knowledgeable, and charming.And above all, she always
offered more than the customer asked for. She sent them away feeling
wonderful about the experience. In other words, Michelene
created in her customers’ minds a perception not just of satisfac-
tion but, far more importantly, the perception that she was the
only solution to her customers’ problems.The call she got next illus-
trates this idea.This was the call that blew me away because, of
all my experiences, this was one of the most impressive.

It started out as “The Call from Hell” but finished with the
caller believing Michelene was an angel.The first words out of
the caller’s mouth were,“I’m disgusted with this company! I’ve
never had such poor service in my life! I’m finished with Veri-
zon Wireless! This guy in your store in Manhattan really ticks
me off! I want to split my service, and he’s telling me I can’t do
it!” The vitriol dripping from every inflection in this guy’s
voice was based on a single, very poor experience with one
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Verizon employee in a store in Manhattan.As I listened to the
caller’s complaints, it became obvious that this sales associate in
Manhattan had not listened to the customer, had not focused
on creating a wonderful experience; certainly he had no inten-
tion of building a relationship. Instead, the sales associate had
been 100 percent focused on the features, benefits, rules, con-
tract statements, and so on of the customer’s wireless package.

I was not alone in my assessment. Michelene also quickly ze-
roed in on the problem and began offering solutions. Not only
that, she went beyond solutions. She also offered her compas-
sion, sensitivity to his frustrations, and genuine concern. She
quickly and completely solved his problem. Michelene focused on
him as a person and focused on relationship building. She didn’t ig-
nore Verizon Wireless’ rules, contracts, and guidelines, but she
did put them in their proper place: below the relationship-
building process.

First, she said,“I’m sorry, but you’ve been misinformed. Per-
haps the associate is new, or perhaps he misunderstood your
question.The fact is, you can split your service.” By immedi-
ately acknowledging the caller’s frustration and offering rea-
sons why the Manhattan associate had been unsuccessful,
Michelene was able to establish a rapport with the caller and
save the company. But she didn’t just leave it there. She didn’t
simply commiserate. Within five minutes of dealing with
Michelene, this man went from experiencing rage to experi-
encing love! She took him through a process whereby she im-
mediately connected with him, built a rapport, calmed him
down until he was ready to listen, and then got him to believe
and trust her.That’s because, at that point, the call wasn’t about
splitting service.
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What Michelene did next exemplifies what it means to cre-
ate the ultimate customer experience. She said to him,“Sir, the
split takes about 24 hours to activate. Today is Friday and I
don’t work on Saturdays. However, you’ve been through a lot
and I want to make sure you are completely satisfied, in fact
more than satisfied with your Verizon Wireless service. I only
live a couple of miles from the office. I’m going to come into
the office tomorrow around noon and pull your information
up on my computer. Please have your cell phone with you. I’m
going to call your cell phone around noon.As soon as you an-
swer it, I’ll be able to tell on my computer if in fact the split
took place.”

There was shocked silence on the other end of the line. Here
was a young lady whom he’s never met before offering to
come in on her day off to help him out! “Michelene,” he
protested, “I could never ask you to do that, to come in on
your day off.You’ve done enough already.” He couldn’t believe
a woman he’d never met, who works at a company this big,
would do something like this.

“You’re not asking,” she responded. “I’m offering. In fact, I
insist.You’ve already been through enough frustration, and this
is the least I can do to mitigate what you’ve been through.”

In that moment, he was converted. An evangelist was born.
As I listened in on the call, I thought for sure he was going to
drive from New York City up to Rochester to give her a hug.

If it weren’t for Michelene’s exemplary level of service, the
caller would have left that store in Manhattan in a fit of rage
and said, “The hell with Verizon Wireless. I’m moving on!”
And thereafter, he would have become their most virulent
antievangelist in years. Every time he saw someone pull out a
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phone, he would ask them who their service provider was. If it
was Verizon, he’d tell them how awful the company was. I
could imagine him saying, “You’re not going to believe what
happened to me. I used to have Verizon, but let me tell you
what horrible service I got.” If the relationship between that
caller and Verizon wireless had ended in Manhattan, he would
have become an enemy of Verizon Wireless. Instead, he made
a phone call and met Michelene. She turned an enraged indi-
vidual into one of the greatest evangelists this company has
seen in recent history.

Now here’s the real kicker. I tapped Michelene on the
shoulder and whispered,“Ask him what he does.”

She nodded and said into her headset,“Sir, may I ask what it
is you do?”

“Michelene,” he said, “You you can ask me anything you
want. I’m the chief engineer of the Fox News Building in
Manhattan.”

Wow! Do you think this man knows a few people? I think
this man knows more than a few people! Thank goodness he
made the call and Michelene saved the situation by creating the
ultimate customer experience.

This true story has one very serious, inherent problem that
runs rampant in businesses of all sizes. It doesn’t matter if you
have 50,000, 50, or 5 people in your organization. You can’t
have some people working at Michelene’s level simply to offset
the others who work at the level of Verizon’s Manhattan store
representative.You’ve got to have everybody working at Miche-
lene’s level, and when you do, that’s when your company be-
comes the company that is the solution to every customer’s
problem. Ray Coombs, the Par Technologies sales representa-

Transcending the Typical

69

ccc_deming_59-80_ch04.qxd  4/6/07  9:16 AM  Page 69



tive, is another exemplar of an individual coming up with the
only solution to his customer’s problem.

I had the opportunity to give a presentation to Par Tech-
nologies about a year ago. Par is a large international company
that develops and manufactures point of purchase and cash reg-
ister technology.They supply most of the fast-food industry; in
particular, giants like Burger King and McDonald’s. Ray was
the Utica, New York-based sales representative for McDonald’s.

It so happened that the day of my presentation coincided
with an awards banquet at which the company was saying
farewell to Ray, who was retiring after 30-plus years with the
company. So after I had finished, I stayed around to watch the
awards banquet. During the ceremony honoring Ray, a
scanned letter was flashed onscreen. It was from a McDonald’s
senior vice president. After congratulating Ray on his retire-
ment, the letter told him that, “to be perfectly honest with
you, we never in our wildest dreams would have thought we’d
rely so much on one individual for so much of our business.
You’re going to be sorely missed.” Indeed.The letter from the
McDonald’s executive was about a man who continually pro-
vided an extraordinary service. And here’s one story to high-
light this fact.

One Sunday morning at about eight-thirty, Ray got a call at
home from a McDonald’s corporate executive. A franchisee in
Worcester, Massachusetts, needed help. His CCU was down,
and this meant that all the restaurant’s cash registers were
down, too. Ray drove up to the factory in Utica and let himself
in—against Par corporate policy. As he said later, “I’d rather
apologize tomorrow than have to tell my customer I can’t help
them because it’s against the rules.” He then put a CCU in his
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car, drove the 200-plus miles to Worcester, and installed the de-
vice. By early that afternoon, the franchise was up and running.
If it hadn’t been for Ray’s priorities and sincere desire to give
his customer what he would absolutely love, that franchise
would not have had a new CCU until Tuesday, at the earliest.
All transactions would have to have been by pencil and paper,
and thousands of dollars would have been lost.Yet another ex-
ceptional story comes from Sean Wiggins, the director of Busi-
ness Development at Super 8 Motels. In Covington, Georgia,
Super 8 Motel franchise owner Nayan Patel created the ulti-
mate customer experience for an NBC film production crew.
They reserved a block of 10 rooms for a few days.When they
arrived, the coordinator asked for one set of adjoining rooms so
that the crew could store their valuable cameras and equip-
ment, and have easy access to it. “Well,” the front desk clerk
said,“we don’t have adjoining rooms.”

Nayan, who was in the office just behind the front desk,
came out. “Don’t worry, go ahead and do your shoot. When
you’re done, come see me, and I promise to have a solution for
you.”When the crew left, he said to his clerk, “Don’t ever say,
‘We don’t, we can’t.’ Find out whatever the customer needs,
wants, and loves, and tell me.Then I’ll do everything humanly
possible to not just get them what they want, but exceed their
expectations.” So, when the crew went off for the day’s shoot,
Nayan hatched and executed a plan.When the crew returned
to the hotel about 12 hours later, they were exhausted.When
asked what solution the motel owner had come up with, Mr.
Patel said,“Come with me.” He led them to one of their rooms
and opened it up. Inside there was a door that hadn’t been
there that morning. It opened into the adjacent room. Voilà!
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Adjoining rooms. At that point, the NBC contact person said,
“I thought you didn’t have an adjoining room.”With a smile,
Nayan responded, “I didn’t this morning.” Patel had spent the
day knocking out part of the wall that connected the two
rooms and installing a locking door. Needless to say, the crew
was elated, and the 10-room reservation increased to 65 for the
week. By exceeding customer expectations—by literally sur-
prising his customer—Patel earned himself brand evangelicals.
He did not limit himself to the existing situation—in this case,
the physical situation of the rooms—and then try to work
within those parameters. Instead, he identified the needs of his
customer, and went above and beyond to not just satisfy the
need, but to give them a completely unexpected experience.

For more than 20 years, I owned and operated my own mar-
keting and advertising company, RCI, Inc. In addition to creat-
ing and sustaining powerful brand identities for our clients
with standard advertising and marketing campaigns, we also de-
veloped sales, channel communications, CEO programs, and
operation management processes.These programs were so in-
novative and so successful that our clients could not imagine us
and our unique services not being a part of their businesses.We
did what no other marketing and advertising companies were
doing.We were unique to the extent that we became indispen-
sable for many of our clients.

One year, when we were in the midst of putting the next
year’s budget together for one of our regional clients, a Carrier
distributor in North Carolina, we got a call from their Market-
ing Director, Jodie Noe.“Scott,” she implored us.“Please don’t
be cheap. Don’t cut your profit margins down so far that you’re
going to have a hard time staying in business.You don’t do me
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any good by hurting financially. So, I want you to do what you
have to do to make it fair for all concerned, and make enough
of a profit for yourself so that you can stay in business for me.”
This is how indispensable we were to this client. Again, no
other agency did what we did.

When I sought new business, I used my agency’s uniqueness,
what we did for other companies, to secure new clients. I al-
ways remember what Chuck Corneu, a good friend and a di-
rector at Carrier, told me once.“Scott,” he said,“you live or die
by your service because you live or die by the grapevine.”
Those words became not just my company’s mantra, but my
personal one, too.

These are the ideals in branding. Sadly, the fact is, most
Americans are used to subpar, transactional experiences with
brands.This, however, is no excuse for a company or an indi-
vidual to behave accordingly or expect less than stellar experi-
ences. Sometimes we remain loyal to a brand even after the
level of service has waned. We want to be loyal, and we give
people chances, but there’s a breaking point in each of us.
Such was my experience with Regis Hair Salon in Syracuse,
New York.

For some time, I went faithfully to Regis every month or so
for a haircut. I went through a few stylists because each one
would keep me waiting for at least 15 minutes. If I had an ap-
pointment at two o’clock, I wouldn’t get in the chair until
two-twenty because the stylist would squeeze someone in be-
fore me. I’d tell the stylist that I needed them to stay on sched-
ule. Invariably, they wouldn’t.The last stylist who cut my hair
did a nice job, and I even drove business her way. But soon
enough, the delays began. I told her that my time was impor-
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tant and if I made an appointment, I expected her to honor it.
She assured me she would, but lo and behold, the next month,
she told me she’d be with me in 20 to 30 minutes. “Okay,” I
said and walked out. I haven’t been back since. Regis’ stylists
didn’t even approach anything remotely resembling the ulti-
mate customer experience; they couldn’t even reach the base-
line level of meeting a customer’s expectations!

Branding: If You Build It, They Will
Come—But You’ve Got to Sustain It!

Building a brand is not your only responsibility.You also have
to maintain it and be proactive to make things right when
they go wrong—especially if you’re trying to rebound from a
disastrous customer experience. You might remember the
story that broke in 2005 about a San Jose, California,Wendy’s
restaurant customer,Anna Ayala, who claimed to have found a
human finger in her chili. It turned out the woman had lied
in an attempt to receive a financial settlement from the com-
pany. There was nothing wrong with Wendy’s chili or their
chili making processes. But in the immediate aftermath of the
woman’s accusation, Wendy’s stores in the area suffered
greatly. Sales plummeted, and it took some time after Ayala
was found to be a scammer for the restaurants to come back.
A 2005 cbsnews.com article reported that San Jose area
Wendy’s alone lost $2.5 million as a result of the incident, and
the losses resulted in both layoffs and reduced hours for
Wendy’s employees.The financial losses were concentrated in
the region surrounding the store, but they trickled out to the
entire country.
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The problem, in my view, was with Wendy’s initial response.
Rather than going on an offensive by taking to the airwaves to
discuss their cuisine and manufacturing processes, they re-
mained silent.Their attitude was,“We’ll let the facts resolve the
case.” Unfortunately, their response was only half what they
should have done. Compare Wendy’s chili incident with the
1982 Tylenol tampering case, and the syringe found in a Pepsi
can just over 10 years later. Johnson & Johnson,Tylenol’s parent
company, was confronted with a terrible crisis after seven peo-
ple in Chicago had died from ingesting cyanide-laced Tylenol
Extra-Strength. News spread quickly, and there was national
panic. Johnson & Johnson put public safety ahead of company profits
by immediately recalling all Tylenol bottles and imploring cus-
tomers not to buy or take any Tylenol products until they could
determine the source of the tampering.Approximately 31 mil-
lion bottles—about $100 million worth—were recalled. John-
son & Johnson also insisted and proved this could not have
occurred at either of their manufacturing plants. This assured
the public that the brand was trustworthy.Their willingness to
put safety above profits, coupled with their high road tactics in
assuring their production integrity scored huge points with the
public and investors, and bolstered their brand.

Likewise, in 1993 Pepsi guaranteed its customers that their
manufacturing and production processes precluded the possi-
bility that the syringe—or any of the other objects that were
later claimed to have been found in cans of Pepsi—had been
put in the can by someone affiliated with Pepsi. Not only did
the company put out news releases, it also invited news cameras
into their manufacturing plants so people could see firsthand
that the process was immune to the sort of tampering that had
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been claimed.Authorities ultimately concluded the claims were
hoaxes, but Pepsi’s proactive response helped allay consumers’
fears in the meantime. And like Tylenol, their proactive high
road approach not only saved the brand, but also improved it.

Every day brings new experiences, and with them, new op-
portunities to create, exercise, or rehabilitate your brand. By
reaching out to your customers, you establish relationships that
cannot be founded through advertising or marketing cam-
paigns. And these relationships are continually renewed and
strengthened through direct, personal contact. In the final analy-
sis, when you create the ultimate customer experience, whether
to establish or maintain your brand, or to rescue it from cus-
tomer antievangelism or espionage, you must perform the un-
expected. Reinforce your focus on the brand–customer
relationship process, not transactions that merely involve features
and benefits. Create a perception in the minds of your cus-
tomers that your brand is the only solution to their problem, not
just another choice, and you will establish a loyal, evangelical
customer base. Ben & Jerry’s ice cream company did just that.

Ben & Jerry’s started out in 1978 as a venture between two
childhood friends, Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield. A year
previously, they had completed an ice cream making corre-
spondence course from Penn State—the course had cost $5.00.
After borrowing $4,000 and investing an additional $8,000 of
their own, the partners opened Ben & Jerry’s Homemade ice
cream scoop shop in a renovated gas station in Burlington,Ver-
mont. It sounds like an average small business story. And if it
hadn’t been for the duo’s unique brand, it probably would have
remained anonymous. But these two were after something far
beyond average.
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Ten years after serving their first scoop, Ben & Jerry received
the Corporate Giving Award from the Council on Economic
Priorities for donating 7.5 percent of the company’s pretax in-
come to various nonprofit organizations through their Ben &
Jerry’s Foundation. Not only that, there were more than 80
Ben & Jerry’s franchise scoop shops in 18 states, pints of Ben &
Jerry’s ice cream were distributed to grocery stores across the
Northeast, and the company’s annual sales for its 10-year an-
niversary exceeded $47 million!

Fast-forward to 2006. Ben & Jerry’s is an established brand
known and trusted for its superior ice cream, environmental
concerns, and commitment to its home state. How the com-
pany reached the heights of corporate success—and how it’s re-
mained there—is due in large part to the evangelicals the
company created. From the beginning, Ben Cohen and Jerry
Greenfield created an ice cream, then a store, and then a com-
pany that reached out to people. Sure, the ice cream was ter-
rific, and the marketing was ingenious. (Free scoops all day at
the scoop shop on its one-year anniversary didn’t hurt, and it
started a tradition that continues to this day!) But in the end,
people reached for Ben & Jerry’s because of the experience.
Through their unique packaging that promoted their various
social works, the company was able to recreate and extend that
experience across the country.

From the beginning, the partners struck folks as genuine.We
want to create a thriving business, but we want to do good
things, too, they seemed to say.When they opened the very first
Ben & Jerry’s Homemade ice cream scoop shop in Burlington,
Vermont, they renovated the former gas station with some help
from friends. That summer they held their first free summer
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movie festival by projecting movies onto the outside wall of the
station (now store). Right away, intimacy was established be-
tween the shop and members of the community. Ben & Jerry’s
became the place to hang out.

Even after they had begun distributing to local grocery and
mom-and-pop stores and had moved into larger facilities in
Burlington, Ben and Jerry continued their commitment to the
community.As the business grew, so did employment opportu-
nities for Vermonters. Ben & Jerry’s Homemade has remained
steadfastly a Vermont company.The milk, the prime ingredient
in Ben & Jerry’s ice cream, comes from local family farm cows.
In addition, the company doesn’t compromise on the quality of
the ingredients or the manufacturing process.They stopped us-
ing Oreo cookies because the product contained lard, and
rather than throwing away excess materials, they began feeding
a Stowe,Vermont, pig farm ice cream waste.

Okay, you might think. Lots of companies are increasingly
environmentally and socially conscious. What’s the big deal
about Ben & Jerry’s, and what’s it got to do with creating evan-
gelical customers? Ben & Jerry’s isn’t simply a company that
donates money “on the side.” Instead, their social and environ-
mental identity is bound up with their product and their
brand; in fact, there’s no distinction.This is what makes the Ben
& Jerry’s experience unique. Here is a company that makes a
food product treasured by millions. Not only does Ben &
Jerry’s promise to make ice cream like we remember from our
youth, they live up to and exceed the ideal. Every parent wants
their children to have truly wholesome ice cream, and that
wholesomeness is bound up with the Ben & Jerry’s brand.

For example, in 1989 Ben & Jerry’s spoke out against Bovine
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Growth Hormone (BGH), refusing to use milk from cows that
were given the hormone.That same year, they launched Rain-
forest Crunch. Some of the profits of that ice cream go indi-
rectly toward rain forest preservation efforts. A year later, pints
of Chocolate Fudge Brownie were introduced, and the com-
pany made sure consumers knew the brownies came from
Greyston Bakery in Yonkers, New York. This bakery employs
disadvantaged people in the community.Also in 1990, Support
Farm Aid was printed on eight million pint containers—which
in 2001 were entirely converted to unbleached paperboard,
biodegradable Eco-Pint packaging—along with an 800 num-
ber people could call to support family farmers. Ben and Jerry
even wrote a book, Double Dip: Lead With Your Values and Make
Money detailing, among other things, their belief that the finest
business in the world will, in the future, be evaluated by their
values, not their products or services. This makes sense in a
number of ways. For example, we know that products are get-
ting better and better. By and large, everything from detergent
to cell phones does its job. So what distinguishes one com-
pany’s product from another? It’s not the product that becomes
the differentiator, it’s the company, what it stands for, and how
it treats its employees and citizens. In the case of Ben & Jerry’s
these values largely define who they are.

As of this writing, Ben & Jerry’s Homemade, Inc. has be-
come a public company worth hundreds of millions of dollars.
But its status as a giant in the industry—and a publicly owned
company—has not meant its brand has altered. In fact, it’s the
brand that makes this unconventional company as wildly suc-
cessful as it is. Stockholders “want in” on the company not only
because it is profitable, but also because they are themselves
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evangelicals.They believe in the brand, and they want everyone
to know about it.

Creating the ultimate customer experience comes in many
forms.This experience can be an individual making a personal
connection with you on behalf of a business or the values of a
business that the brand represents. In both cases, the experience
is emotionally significant to you.
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CHAPTER 5

Can I Borrow 
Your Shoes?

Walking a Mile in Your Customers’—
and Your Employees’—Shoes

“The Frog Prince”

One day a princess was playing by the beautiful castle lake with
a golden ball. Every time she threw it up into the air, it glis-
tened and shone brilliantly in the sunlight. The princess was
very happy with her beautiful golden ball! But then she threw
it too high, the shining sun blinded her briefly, and she lost
sight of it. When it started back toward earth, she could not
catch it and it fell into the lake. “Oh, no! Oh, no!” she cried,
seeing that the lake was too deep for her to reach the ball. In-
deed, the water was so dark she could not even see where the
lovely globe had landed. With tears streaming down her face,
the princess despaired of ever retrieving her valuable toy.

Just then, a voice asked,“Princess, what ails you?” She looked
up to see it was an old frog, its mottled skin glistening in the
sunlight as it bobbed in the water before her. “Oh!” she said,
startled by the voice. Soon, however, she regained her compo-
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sure.“I have lost my golden ball, Mr. Frog. It is my favorite toy
in the whole world. Oh, it cannot be lost! What I wouldn’t do
to have it back!”

The frog blinked twice and said,“I can get it for you.”
Immediately, the princess’s face brightened, and she

squealed,“Yes! Please do!”
The frog cleared his throat.“All right. But what will you give

me in return?”
Delighted, she offered him riches. “Anything! Anything you

want—except, of course, my precious golden ball. My father,
the king, has riches beyond your wildest imagination.We can
pay you handsomely.”

The frog cleared his throat once again, and hopped out of
the lake and onto the bank beside her.“I do not need or want
riches. I want only to be loved. I have been so terribly lonely
here for so long. If you love me and keep me for your compan-
ion and let me sit next to you at the table, that would be
enough for me.”

She quickly agreed, her eyes staring into the deep waters of
the lake.“Is that all you request?”With a wave of her hand, she
said,“Yes, of course. I will love you and let you sit next to me at
the table.”

With that, the frog jumped back into the lake, emerging
moments later with her ball. Before he’d even gotten back up
onto the bank, the princess screamed with delight and
snatched the ball out from between his webbed fingers.Then
she left without keeping her promise. “Wait! Wait!” the frog
cried after her, but she skipped away without even once
looking back. Consider what that ugly creature wants? she
thought. Never!
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That evening the princess told her father the king about
how she’d lost her golden ball but had managed to retrieve it.
In every detail, the story was accurate, except she never once
mentioned the frog. Just then, there was a knock at the castle
door. In came the frog.As soon as the princess saw the frog, she
was enraged. “He’s slimy and disgusting!” she screamed. “Send
him away at once!”

At first, the king was going to obey her wishes, but the frog
quickly told his story.Turning to his daughter, the king asked,
“Is this true?” Her downcast eyes told him everything he
needed to know.

Much to her dismay, the princess was forced to keep her
promise, which she would never have done otherwise. Not
only would she not have considered what the frog might like,
she would not have considered him at all! Grudgingly, she sat
the frog next to her at the table, where he dined heartily.

Then, again at her father’s command, she had to give up
her most comfortable bed so her new companion could
sleep soundly.When he asked for water, the princess stamped
her foot and grabbed him from under the covers. “You’re a
smelly, ugly frog!” she screamed, and threw him against the
wall. In that very moment, he turned into a handsome
prince.

“If only you had kept your word,” the deep-voiced prince
said sadly.“If only you had considered my feelings for just a lit-
tle while.” He said no more, heartbroken as he was that the
princess would be so callous. Then he left the castle, and the
princess never saw him again.

The moral of the story:“When you change the way you look
at things, the things you look at change.”—Dr.Wayne Dyer.

“The Frog Prince”
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I Am My Customer

Taking another’s viewpoint as your own is not an easy thing to
do. After all, we’re intimately connected only to our own
thoughts, feelings, and sensations. It’s perfectly natural for us to
approach the world from our own perspective. But it’s crucial
for all of us to be able to change our perspective, to be able to
walk in another’s shoes. In fact, that’s exactly what you need to
do.You need to look at your customer and say to yourself, If I
was my customer right now, what would I love to have from
me? What would I love to have but think is impossible, that
there’s no way I’m going to get? Then, do it!

Changing your perspective—your attitude—about your
business, your employees, and your customers is crucial to
the success of your brand. Running a business or a depart-
ment of any size isn’t a simple endeavor, nor is working for
an organization with goals and objectives to meet.The hours
are long, competition is tough, and there are no guarantees
that all your hard work will pay off. In the midst of the hec-
tic pace and mountains of work you have to conquer every
day, it’s easy to lose sight of your most important assets: your
customers, your employees, and your fellow workers. If,
however, you keep them at the forefront of your concerns,
the results will be both tangible and long lasting.When you
change your perspective to deliver uncommon experi-
ences—to deliver the impossible—you reap tremendous re-
wards. But you have to begin to see your business through
the eyes of your customers—and, as we’ll also see, everyone
in your organization.

Before considering what it’s like to walk in your customer’s
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shoes, think about what you experience when you’re a cus-
tomer. This is easy enough to do. After all, when you’re not
busy running your own business, you are some other business’
customer. Envision the experiences you value when you walk
into a store, a restaurant, or call a service department.The inter-
action at every level is significant. Everything matters, from
how it feels when you drive up to the business and walk inside
to how you’re treated by the staff. Or if your entire interaction
is phone-based, it matters how long it takes for your call to be
answered, to how difficult the phone tree is to negotiate, to
how many representatives it takes to help you, to how you’re
treated by each one.Are you, the customer, treated as an essen-
tial component of the business’ success or a mere distraction to
getting business done? You, the customer, should feel wel-
comed, respected, liked, and even loved.These are the first steps
you take when you and your employees walk in your cus-
tomer’s shoes.

You should also step outside of your own business and your
own role as proprietor, manager, or employee to walk in your
own shoes as an average customer—not just the customer
you’ve targeted through market research. Make a conscious ef-
fort to be a customer at a competitor’s business—especially one
known for their exceptional customer relations—and take
notes.Then compare the results with your own business.This
simple market research focuses your attention on individuals,
not demographics. We know that individuals are distinct,
unique beings who, though they share a variety of interests and
needs in common with others, still perceive the world through
their own individual senses.This means you have got to be alert
to variation in, as it were, customer shoe size!

I Am My Customer
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Your Customers Are Not Clones!
Avoid Thinking Exclusively in Terms
of a Core Customer

But can you possibly please everybody all the time? Some
marketing experts will tell you that you should determine
who your core customer is based on profiles such as age, race,
income, profession, geographic location, and more—and work
to satisfy him or her. For instance, Carrier also owns Bryant,
another heating and cooling systems company. A number of
years ago, each was marketed very differently.The Carrier cus-
tomer was thought to be a professional who loved fine food
and dining out, drove a BMW, and lived in an upscale neigh-
borhood. The Bryant customer, on the other hand, was con-
sidered more working class, someone who loved NASCAR
and chewed tobacco. And although the Carrier and Bryant
products are virtually identical, they ran their advertising cam-
paigns for each company based on these demographics—and
failed miserably. They tried to create a demographic for the
Bryant brand that just didn’t exist. People want the same
things. In the summer they want to be cool and comfortable
and not pay too much. You don’t have to be an upscale,
wealthy corporate honcho to want to have a Carrier com-
pared to a Bryant.

This sort of thinking is incomplete, and as such, somewhat
misguided. It focuses not on customer experience, but solely
on customer expectation, specifically, core customer expecta-
tion. In other words, if your focus is on satisfying your core
customer, you’re less likely to be interested in creating a
unique experience than you are in simply meeting the expec-

Can I Borrow Your Shoes?

86

ccc_deming_81-106_ch05.qxd  3/22/07  1:53 PM  Page 86



tation your core customer already has—or you assume they
have based on some sort of research, such as a focus group or
standard survey. Of course, you do need to find and under-
stand your core customer base, but you don’t want to approach
your world from that perspective only, since your business is
not exclusively about your core customer. More important, it’s
dangerous to think of your core customers as clones of each
other based on market research. Remember, we’re unique in-
dividuals, and our perceptions of our experiences are not all
uniform.We’re not all cows eating the same hay! The story of
Song Airlines is a good example of focusing too heavily on a
core customer.

Owned and operated by Delta, Song was the low-price,
leisure air carrier that started up in April 2003. It took its last
flight in April 2006 before its aircraft were incorporated into
Delta’s fleet. Facing competition from low-cost carriers Jet
Blue and Southwest, and still reeling from the effects of 9/11,
Delta spun off Song Airlines. It also had to create an entirely
new identity for the new carrier so that Song would not be
synonymous in travelers’ minds with Delta. Delta’s previous at-
tempt at a low-fare carrier was Delta Express, which did not
survive.Thus, in its new venture, Delta had to make sure that
Song Airlines would have a unique, standalone brand. Song ex-
ecutives knew they needed to find a niche customer for their
fleet of 36 airplanes.

After extensive market research, Song’s core customer was
found, and their brand was created around it. The “discount
diva” was an upwardly mobile, professional woman between
the ages of thirty-five and fifty-four, who makes the majority
of travel decisions and arrangements in her family. What she
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wanted was a return to style in travel, but at an affordable price
and with family-friendly amenities.

The service itself was unique among airlines. It boasted a
terrific in-flight entertainment system, offered organic meals—
including organic baby food—and comfortable leather seats.
The airline even developed a pink martini, with 20 percent of
the proceeds going to the Avon Breast Cancer Crusade.

Creative director Andy Spade, who is also the husband of
successful accessories designer Kate Spade and co-founder and
CEO of Kate Spade Designs, was hired to spearhead the adver-
tising end of Song’s marketing process and to develop Song’s
brand identity.That process included a Song in the City con-
cept store in Manhattan, in which people could have the “Song
experience,” which included food tasting and entertainment.
There was also media coverage of Song’s partnerships with
well-known chef Michel Nischan, who created the airline’s or-
ganic food program, and fitness authority David Barton. In
connection with these marketing elements, Spade developed
television commercials that reflected the Song experience,
which included the organic meals and irreverent personality
that was meant to be uniformly unusual.“We’re going to create
a campaign for Song that’s spirited, that delivers on the benefits
that we think are most important. Do it in a way that is emo-
tional. Do it in a way that is optimistic because we believe that
is part of the Song ethos,” Spade told PBS’s documentary series
Frontline in 2004.

A combination of air travel and lifestyle brand, Song adver-
tisements emphasized style, health, and entertainment. In one
ad, for example, a pop tune plays in the background on a
bright, sunny day. Giddy laughter comes from playful, attractive
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women, men, and children carrying kites who emerge like
blossoming flowers on a hill covered with lush green grass,
daisies, and a large, shady tree. The people are running and
jumping, full of joy. Once they pass by, the camera pans up to
the sky and the word “happy” appears. An entire sentence
forms around it so the text reads “Now boarding happy people,
fresh organic meals, everyday low fares, DISH satellite network
tv.”The airline’s tagline is “Let yourself fly.” If we didn’t already
know that “everyday low fares” refers to the cost of airline tick-
ets, we’d have no way of knowing we’d just seen an advertise-
ment for an airline. But the point, according to Spade, was not
to sell an airline, but to sell an idea that, in turn, was based on
market research.

Given the meticulous market research and above-average
service, why did Song stop singing? Song could not deliver on
its brand promise.The food, entertainment, and overall service
were all good, but its core customer was not a real person; it
was a marketing Frankenstein, an amalgamation of market re-
search. The airline had built its brand around this core cus-
tomer, and it just wasn’t sufficient to keep the airline aloft.
Another way to say this is that the lyrics of Song just didn’t res-
onate. Since there is no reality to “a core customer,” there could
be no reality to the brand. It was all superficial persona. As we
see in Chapter 8, brands cannot be sustained in this way. Mar-
ket research will never yield the elements of an excellent brand.

If, on the other hand, your focus is on creating an extraordi-
nary experience for your customers—one customer at a
time—there is no more customer hierarchy in terms of the
unique customer and all the rest. Moreover, there is no more
cloning of your core unique customers, as if they’ll all want the
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same things. Most companies that do think they focus on cus-
tomer service tend to focus not on the individual, but on prod-
ucts, benefits, and services.Though it’s true that businesses need
to know the core customers’ perceptions of current product,
service, and benefit offerings, and it’s true that businesses need
to know what sorts of product problems, limitations, and short-
comings need to be addressed, this is not what a unique cus-
tomer experience involves. Instead, to truly walk in your
customers’ shoes, you need to be open to what moves them
emotionally.You need to view the interaction between you and
them from their perspective, not yours.

Be Your Customers and Employees:
You Can Fit into Any Size Shoe!

Perhaps a very personal example will help you understand even
better why this point is significant. Each of us has had the fol-
lowing experience at some time in our lives:You come home
from work tired and grumpy.You’ve had a rough day at the of-
fice, traffic was bumper-to-bumper all the way home, and all
you want to do when you get home is lie back on the sofa and
kick your feet up. But as you walk up to the door, your chil-
dren come out to greet you, rush into your arms, and want to
tell you all about their day. “Okay, okay,” you say, absently pat-
ting their heads, “in a minute.” Then your spouse greets you,
and you grumble something about needing to unwind, and
you disappear into your own world. It’s all about you. But how
do you think your children and your spouse feel? Or maybe
you are the child or the spouse who is dismissed.Aren’t you dis-
appointed?
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Now rewind the scene. Put yourself in your children’s shoes.
I don’t care what sort of day you had because guess what? Your
kids don’t care, and neither do your customers.Your kids only
care about being with you, and your customers only care about
brands overdelivering on their promises. Maybe you’re even
sick with a fever when you arrive home, but put yourself in
your children’s shoes, anyway. Ask yourself, If I was my child
looking at me right now, what would I love from me at this mo-
ment? I guarantee you that you will not simply pat your child
on the head and say you’ll listen to them in a few minutes. Nor
will you float by your spouse to go unwind somewhere else in
the house. I promise you will change the way you approach
that situation.

Now that we understand how important it is to walk in your
customers’ shoes, everyone in your organization needs to feel
the same way; they need to be on board with this philosophy.
Unfortunately, too many companies treat their employees like
they’re mere cogs in the company machinery. As a result, it’s
difficult to get your employees emotionally committed to your
brand.And who can blame them? You know the expression,“In
order for me to win, you have to lose.” It seems a common re-
frain in business, especially retail. For consumers to buy low-
cost products, manufacturers have to make goods cheaply, and
suppliers have to sell cheaply to the retailer so that the retailer
can sell items cheaply to the customer. In the process, from
manufacturing to the store that sells the items, workers’ wages
are systematically and persistently depressed. How else could
things be sold so cheaply while the retailer and everyone else
on down the line makes enough to stay in business—or in the
case of giants like Wal-Mart, billions of dollars in annual profits?

Be Your Customers and Employees
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The Industrial Age had its assembly line workers. The Con-
sumer Age has retail workers who are paid so poorly they often
have to work two and three jobs to make ends meet. In be-
tween, especially after World War II, was a seeming golden age
of middle class stability and prosperity. If, on the other hand,
you extend your ultimate customer experience to your em-
ployees, you will create a golden brand.

In general, employers have little loyalty to their employees,
and employees feel little loyalty to their employers.The result is
a transactional relationship between employee and employer:
Each employee is to be valued solely for what can be had from
him or her, while each employer is to be valued solely for the
same reason. Implicit in this transactional notion of value is the
idea that relationships are limited to means. In other words,
neither the employee nor the employer is viewed as having in-
herent worth.

Given that the employer is historically in a position of
power, the negative consequences of treating employees as
mere cogs in the business’ machinery typically extend to the
customer. We’ve already seen that business practices that view
relationships as transactional fail to build sustainable brands.
Recall, too, that if we trace this relationship back, we might
find that one of the causes of the transactional attitude is a busi-
ness’ myopic commitment to quarterly profits and, when a
company is public, shareholder profits.

In opposition to this environment is Costco’s practice of
employee retention. As the United States’ fifth-largest retailer,
Costco’s low-price approach to merchandise looks a lot like
that of rival Sam’s Club and Sam’s multibillion dollar parent
company,Wal-Mart.And though Costco’s overall earnings pale
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in comparison to Wal-Mart’s, Costco has not received consis-
tently negative press about aggressive business practices and
employee relations.Although Wal-Mart is a financially success-
ful company, I believe that Wal-Mart’s poor business practices
will eventually destroy their brand, while Costco’s brand will
continue to strengthen.

These days, there is much talk about the “big box” retailers
squeezing suppliers and workers in order to offer the consumer
the steepest discounts—and shareholders the biggest profits.
But one of the fastest growing retail companies in the United
States is bucking this trend. Costco Wholesale Corporation, a
general merchandise company that sells high quality, low-cost
items from mayonnaise to automobile tires to crystal chande-
liers is doing what not many major retailers are doing: making
profits while maintaining customer and employee loyalty.

The business operates on a high volume, limited brand
model. Businesses and individuals pay a nominal membership
fee and in return can buy items individually or in bulk at dis-
counted prices. Its success is due in no small part to a savvy
business model that delicately balances customer, employee,
shareholder, and supplier needs. In addition, Costco does not
spend money on advertising—a rarity in any business—but
chooses to save the 2 percent it would spend to instead reinvest
in the company. Nor does the company have a public relations
department, instead leaving the evangelizing to their loyal cus-
tomers, employees, and shareholders.

A crucial component of Costco’s success is employee loyalty,
which translates to employee evangelism. In a 2006 interview
on ABC’s 20/20, Costco CEO Jim Sinegal said,“Imagine that
you have 120,000 loyal ambassadors out there who are con-
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stantly saying good things about Costco. It has to be a signifi-
cant advantage for you.” Costco has the lowest employee
turnover rate in retail. Costco’s CFO Richard Galanti says,
“From day one, we’ve run the company with the philosophy
that if we pay better than average, provide a salary people can
live on, have a positive environment and good benefits, we’ll be
able to hire better people, they’ll stay longer and be more effi-
cient.”This is fairly unique and telling, especially given that the
tradition of long-term employment has all but disappeared over
the past 20 years.

Costco takes seriously its commitment not only to the im-
mediate customer experience of product savings, it also sees the
importance of creating a stable environment for its employees,
and this affects the overall brand. The average wage for a
Costco employee is more than 40 percent higher than its clos-
est competitor, Sam’s Club. Employees say they want to work at
Costco until retirement—a rare expression of employee satis-
faction and loyalty.

Moreover, Costco employees receive excellent benefits.The
company contributes 3 percent of each employee’s salary to the
worker’s 401(k) plan at the second year of employment, and
this increases to 9 percent after 25 years. In addition, part-time
employees are eligible for health insurance after six months of
employment, the company insurance plans cover most dental
expenses, and 85 percent of Costco employees have health in-
surance, while only half of Wal-Mart and Target employees are
covered.

According to a July 17, 2005 New York Times article by
Steven Greenhouse entitled “How Costco Became The Anti-
Wal-Mart,” “Costco’s health plan makes those at many other
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retailers look Scroogish.” That same article quotes Deutsche
Bank analyst Bill Dreher complaining that “. . . it’s better to
be an employee or a customer than a shareholder.”That may
not be entirely true, since Costco’s stock price has continued
to rise even while other retailers’ prices have fallen. Emme
Kozloff, a Sanford C. Bernstein & Company analyst, com-
plained that, although Sinegal is “right that a happy employee
is a productive long-term employee . . . he could force em-
ployees to pick up a little more of the health care burden.”At
the time of publication, Costco workers were paying 8 per-
cent of health care costs compared to the retail average of 25
percent.

But Costco CEO Jim Sinegal’s approach to employee rela-
tions is neither divisive nor unfriendly to shareholders.There is
no reason to think that a successful and sustainable brand—in
this case a retail brand—is one that elevates profits over cus-
tomers or employees. Sinegal says, “On Wall Street, they’re in
the business of making money between now and next Thurs-
day. . . . I don’t say that with any bitterness, but we can’t take
that view.We want to build a company that will still be here 50
and 60 years from now.” One way to achieve such longevity is
through loyal employees. In fact, the numbers bear out the
business savvy of keeping employee turnover rates low.Thou-
sands of dollars are lost every time a new employee has to be
hired: from notification of open positions to recruiting, inter-
viewing, hiring, and training.According to a 2004 BusinessWeek
study, Costco employees are more productive than their coun-
terparts at Wal-Mart, and part of the reason can be traced back
to retention. Retention is the result, in large part, of Costco
treating its employees like customers. Sinegal doesn’t say this
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exactly, but his actions speak volumes. He understands em-
ployee value.

The effects of Costco’s approach to employees ripple out-
ward.According to Sinegal, Costco shoppers appreciate the fact
that the low prices they pay do not come at the expense of
workers’ wages and benefits. Indeed, the relationship between
Costco and its employees becomes an important feature of the
relationship between Costco and the customer. Given this brand
approach, it should be no surprise that Sinegal’s salary is less
than $1 million a year as CEO—bonuses included.This sort of
salary is unheard of among any large company, let alone one that
is publicly traded. Of course, his personal wealth is consider-
able—upwards of $150 million, according to the Times article—
given his shares of Costco stock. Sinegal notes, “I’ve been very
well rewarded. I just think that if you’re going to try to run an
organization that’s very cost-conscious, then you can’t have
those disparities. Having an individual who is making 100 or
200 or 300 times more than the average person working on
the floor is wrong.” This sort of grounded-in-reality attitude
extends to his own brand of customer relations: accessibility. In
the same 20/20 interview previously cited, Sinegal says, “If a
customer’s calling and they have a gripe, don’t you think they
kind of enjoy the fact that I picked up the phone and talked to
them?”

This sort of thinking, combined with the fact that Costco’s
promise to employees is realized in the company’s approach to
employee wages, benefits, and shares in the company’s profits,
means that the unique experience of the employees is passed
on to the customer.Thus the Costco brand is integrated. Cus-
tomer benefits do not occur at the cost of employee benefits.
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Low product prices do not occur at the cost of supplier and
manufacturer profits. This latter situation is reflected in the
Costco warehouse model. Rather than selling numerous
brands, as Wal-Mart does, Costco stocks fewer types, thereby
increasing the sales volume for each brand.This, in turn, allows
Costco to get bulk discounts from their suppliers without dig-
ging deeply into their own profits.

It’s true that part of the unique customer experience in-
cludes knowing that Costco values its employees. But there are
other tangible and intangible benefits. One is the Costco
“treasure hunt.” Among the everyday items sold in bulk are
treasures, like fine wines and jewelry, the newest in television
technology, and luxury handbags—all brand names, and all typ-
ically outside the price range of most Costco shoppers.To find
Waterford crystal at Costco is extraordinary and part of the ex-
citement of being a Costco member. It also reinforces the idea
that Costco is not in the business of selling cheaply made
goods. Among the intangible benefits is what the Costco cus-
tomer feels about the Costco experience. According to one
shopper interviewed for the same 2006 20/20 story on Costco,
“This is the best place in the world. It’s like going to church on
Sunday.You can’t get anything better than this. This is a reli-
gious experience.”Talk about customer evangelism!

What the Costco brand has accomplished since its first
warehouse opened in Seattle,Washington, in 1983 is almost en-
tirely unique among retailers. Some high-end stores like Nord-
strom are also committed to their employees, but of the big box
retailers, Costco is unique.

But Costco is not alone in its unique commitment to em-
ployees and customers. In North Carolina, SAS Institute, Inc. is
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a statistical analysis software (SAS) company that offers unlim-
ited sick days, encourages employees’ family members to come
and eat lunch at the company, and discourages working late.
When most of us imagine what working for a technology
company is like, we shudder. People practically live in their cu-
bicles, taking only short breaks before returning to hunch over
their keyboards typing out code. SAS breaks the mold of to-
day’s technology business model.

The SAS campus outside Raleigh is idyllic.There is day care
for employees’ kids, world-class athletic facilities, walking trails,
and an excellent cafeteria.While employees at many companies
seek to get as much as they can while they can, SAS employees
seem satisfied—and loyal to company founder and president Jim
Goodnight. For nine straight years, Fortune magazine has ranked
SAS as one of the 100 Best Companies to Work For. For each of
the past 29 years, the company has posted increased revenues.

Goodnight and colleagues at North Carolina State Univer-
sity originally developed software to assist statisticians who
were analyzing agricultural data.Then he went on to develop
other statistical analysis software, and SAS was born. Now the
company’s software is used by companies as diverse as Marriott
hotels and Pfizer pharmaceuticals, and by the U.S. government.
Marriott uses software in its frequent visitor program, while
Pfizer uses the statistical software in its development of new
drugs.The U.S. government enlists the software to calculate the
Consumer Price Index. And even though the company’s soft-
ware is ubiquitous among companies and organizations that sift
through voluminous amounts of data to find and understand
patterns, SAS is probably the least well-known software com-
pany in the world. In 2005 SAS earned $1.68 billion.
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How does a company become so successful while walking in
its employees’ shoes? SAS is privately owned by Goodnight and
his N.C. State colleague John Sall, so there are no stock op-
tions, and the salaries are competitive but not extraordinary.
Still, employees are happy. That’s because they’re treated well.
Moreover, although Goodnight has considered taking part of
the company public to, among other things, reward employees
who have been loyal to SAS while colleagues at publicly
owned companies have built wealth through stock options, he
won’t lose employees’ loyalty if he doesn’t.

Among other SAS policies that reflect a deep understanding
of an employee’s needs, there’s no limit on sick days, and em-
ployees can stay home to care for family members who are ill.
To encourage employees to have a life outside work, the day
ends at six o’clock when the campus gates are locked. Not only
does the company provide a full-service gym free of charge, it
also boasts outside soccer and softball fields.The company also
has a health clinic and various coordinators and social workers
to help employees with personal issues. There is even a com-
pany art group headed by an artist originally hired to produce
paintings expressly for the company. As Goodnight says, “I be-
lieve that a person’s surroundings have a lot to do with how a
person feels.We try to have nice surroundings here.”

It’s worked.According to a 1998 fastcompany.com article on
SAS, the employee turnover rate for that year was just 3.7 per-
cent. Clearly, employees are fiercely loyal to SAS.The idea be-
hind the largesse is that it’s good business. Just as Costco saves
money by retaining workers, so also does SAS. For example, the
company started its day care facility when it realized it was los-
ing female employees who chose having children over a career.
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These women were valuable employees the company did not
want to lose.A day care facility made the most sense.The atti-
tude at SAS toward its employees is one of appreciation, an at-
titude that’s reciprocated by SAS employees.There is a level of
accountability at SAS that emerges not out of fear, but out of
interest in doing the work and respecting the company that
treats its employees so well. Not only that, but both Goodnight
and Sall—and their various department managers—are doing
the same work as the employees who write the software.This
means that everyone is “in it together,” rather than a few people
overseeing the rest to make sure the job gets done.Though this
particular model might not work in every business environ-
ment, it exemplifies the “walking in your employees’ shoes” at-
titude I’ve been advocating.

At the highest levels of a corporate hierarchy, then, walking
in your employees’ shoes is not impossible. It’s not, however,
without its difficulties. Back in the 1980s, businessman Ross
Perot engaged in a very public battle with General Motors.At
the time, he was chairman of Electronic Data Systems, a com-
pany that had been bought out by General Motors Corpora-
tion two years previously. He was also GM’s largest individual
stockholder and a company director.When GM announced a
series of plant closings in 1986, Perot was not pleased. He be-
lieved part of his role as a director in the company was to pro-
tect the interests not only of the stockholders, but also of the
customers, dealers, and employees. In a New York Times story
from that year entitled, “G.M. Closings Surprise Perot,” he is
quoted as saying, “I always hoped we could get the job done
without closings,” he said, adding,“I grew up in a world where
good, decent people had it tough and had to look hard for
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work.”To Perot, it was GM’s fault that people were going to be
laid off. Specifically, poor management had led to a lapse in
GM’s competitiveness. Eventually, Perot sold his interests in
GM and started a new computer company.

Much of the focus of this chapter has been on how compa-
nies walk in their employees’ shoes. It is an important ap-
proach in the process of changing your perspective to deliver
exceptional customer experiences. Given the freedom to do
their jobs to the best of their already exceptional abilities,
SAS employees are able to focus their energies on making the
best possible software for their customers. SAS also incorpo-
rates a significant number of customer suggestions into its
product improvements, which means their customers are be-
ing heard.

Of course, we already know that people like Verizon’s
Michelene are walking in their customers’ shoes every day.And
it’s not just the “feet on the ground,” the employees in closest
contact with customers, who are stepping into those shoes.
Corporate heads like Costco’s Sinegal and SAS’s Goodnight are
as concerned about their customers’ perceptions of their brands
as they are concerned about their employees.Another example
of this is eBay’s CEO Meg Whitman.

Since Whitman took over as president and CEO in 1998, she
has led the way in working from a different kind of business
model.According to a U.S. News story in 2005 entitled “Keep-
ing A Gentle Grip On Power,” “Whitman has created a radi-
cally more democratic company, a model organization in
which the collective intelligence and enthusiasm of its 157 mil-
lion customers determine and drive the daily actions of its
9,300 employees.” eBay connects sellers to people who want to
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buy and are willing to compete for the privilege. A cross be-
tween garage sale, flea market, and auction house, people sell
everything from jewelry to computers, paintings to cars. The
connection between customer and the eBay brand is almost
palpable.As Whitman says, the collaboration between customer
and brand is The Power of All of Us.

Whitman’s leadership style reflects the perspective change
that makes it possible to step into her customers’ shoes. Rather
than think of herself as the person in charge, controlling every-
thing that happens in and to the company, she characterizes
herself as being in a collaborative partnership with its members
and customers. In doing so, her ears are open to listening to
what others have to say, and her mind is open to trying some-
thing new.This openness requires a great deal of trust—specifi-
cally, trust that customers will do the right thing. The
foundational idea that customers are basically good comes from
Pierre Omidyar.

The creator and chairman of eBay and self-described “tech-
nologist” believes in “trying to make the world a better place.”
According to a December 2001 interview with BusinessWeek,
Omidyar began eBay as an online Pez dispenser–trading venue
for his then-girlfriend (who is now his wife). It quickly grew
well beyond Pez trading. An important feature of the online
auction site was that buyers and sellers communicated di-
rectly. What makes Omidyar’s initial vision and subsequent
site development unique among brands is that he never lost
sight of the importance of stepping into his customers’
shoes—be they buyer or seller. And just as importantly, he
cultivated and encouraged the same attitude in the eBay
member community.
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Omidyar’s vision was “about how people should treat one
another, and about how most people feel they should treat one
another.” From the beginning, he had to advocate and explicate
that vision, because it wasn’t always foremost in his customers’
minds. For example, sometimes out of fear that they would get
ripped off because the transactions were all completed entirely
online, customers would be “a little quick to react and didn’t
give a lot of thought to the fact that most people are honest
and good and trying to do the right thing.” In response to this
attitude, Omidyar suggested taking something of a time out.
“Put yourself in the other person’s shoes,” Omidyar would ad-
vise. “Maybe they don’t turn on their computer every day.
Don’t jump to negative conclusions, maybe there’s a reasonable
explanation.” In almost all cases, eventually I would get back an
e-mail saying,“Oh, you were right, everything’s fine.” By coun-
seling the community members early to put their best selves
forward, Omidyar created a brand that eBay members em-
braced as their own.

Another way in which Omidyar practiced walking in his
customers’ shoes was creating an evaluation system in which
users monitored one another’s practices. He says he learned
that putting the power of policing the site in the customers’
hands led to a system called the Feedback Forum.This not only
gave users the power to monitor one another, it also made
them responsible for their own conduct.Anyone who wants to
give a buyer or seller a bad review has to think seriously about
the impact it might have. By placing his trust in the essential
goodness of his customers, Omidyar, along with CEO Meg
Whitman, was able to steer the company in a remarkably prof-
itable direction. Though the community is not 100 percent
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self-governing, the principle behind Omidyar’s idea continues
to resonate.

In addition to establishing his value system for the company
and letting customers be responsible for their own conduct,
Omidyar also “wanted to create an efficient market and a level
playing field where everyone had equal access to informa-
tion.” So he went straight to the customers, taking their sug-
gestions for improving the site, and then implementing them.
In the BusinessWeek interview, Omidyar goes on to say,“From
a customer-loyalty point of view, I learned later, it’s wonderful
when you write into a company, and somebody who’s respon-
sible responds to your e-mail and says,‘You know what? That’s
a really good idea. Let me work on that.’And then in a couple
of days, you actually see the changes on the site. That gives
you, as a user, a sense of ownership of the site. And it makes
you a very loyal customer.” Talk about walking in your cus-
tomers’ shoes!

When Whitman joined the company, she not only contin-
ued Omidyar’s customer-based philosophy, she has, as we have
seen, brought her own collaborative style of leadership to the
position. Still known at the time as Auction Web, eBay was still
a small company with only about a dozen employees when
Whitman arrived. With her stewardship, and based on the
unique business model established by Omidyar, eBay survived
the dot com bust. In addition,Whitman has developed and ex-
tended that business model to help make eBay the fastest grow-
ing business in the history of U.S. businesses.

It’s true that part of the nature of eBay lends itself to the cus-
tomer shoes idea I’ve been pursuing in these pages. With the
exception of banning altogether the sale of certain items like
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firearms and alcohol, eBay does not control inventory or mer-
chandising.

When you walk in your customers’ and employees’ shoes,
you enlarge yourself.Your perspective widens, and so does your
concern about what’s important.The benefits you receive from
changing your perspective will far exceed those reaped from a
narrower vision that includes only the bottom line.

Be Your Customers and Employees
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CHAPTER 6

Get Over Yourself!
We’re Not as Great as We Think We Are

“The Fox and the Crow”

A wily fox spied a crow in a tree branch above where he sat
shading himself against the afternoon sun. The fox was very
hungry, and he noticed that the crow carried in her beak a
large, lovely slab of cheese. Drooling with hunger, the fox
thought, I must have that for myself! Looking up at the crow,
he said in his most velvety voice, “What a beautiful and noble
creature I see above me. Her every aspect is a sight to behold,
and I am enraptured. But, I wonder, does her voice sound as
sweet as her looks are lovely?”

The crow, which had been setting herself to the task of eat-
ing the delicious cheese, was intrigued by what she had heard.
She thought to herself, Indeed, I am as lovely in all respects as
this gentleman believes me to be, but how should he know if
I do not prove it to him myself? With that, she opened her
beak and belted out a giant “Caw! Caw!” She knew the fox
would find her dulcet tones as inspiring and attractive as her
looks. But at that very moment the cheese fell from her beak
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and into the waiting mouth of the fox below. In a single gulp,
the cheese was devoured, and the fox’s empty stomach was
full and satisfied.

Trotting away, the fox smiled up at the dejected crow. “My
dear, your voice is lovely, but your wit is dull!”

The moral of the story: Get over yourself! Stop thinking
you are wonderful and preening over your brand, and start
building it!

The Lake Wobegon Effect

It’s true.We’re not as terrific as we think we are.That’s because
we suffer from what one of my favorite authors, Harry Beck-
with, refers to as the Lake Wobegon Effect. Lake Wobegon is
the fictional town created by writer and satirist Garrison Keil-
lor and featured on his variety radio show The Prairie Home
Companion. Lake Wobegon is the place where “the women are
strong, the men are good-looking, and the children are above
average.” Keillor was no doubt onto something. As human be-
ings, we suffer from the Lake Wobegon Effect. In the late
1980s, West Virginia pediatrician and education activist Dr.
John Cannell released the findings of a study that became
known as the Lake Wobegon Effect. In it, he concluded it was
statistically impossible for average student test scores in each of
the 50 states to be above the national norm.Yet this was exactly
what every state in the union was claiming. His suspicions were
first piqued when his own state released the results of its Com-
prehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS). Apparently, despite the
fact that West Virginia, which had the highest percentage in the
nation of adults without college degrees, was close to the bot-
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tom in the results of the American College Testing (ACT) and
had the second-lowest per capita income, West Virginia stu-
dents tested above-average at every grade level!

Yes, it’s true.We all think we’re better than we really are.We
all overestimate our talents and skills. Consider our driving
skills.We think we’re excellent, or at least above average, driv-
ers. It’s everybody else on the road who are causing problems.
It’s everybody else who can’t drive.Those people who drive and
talk on the cell phone at the same time? They’re dangerous
but we, we know how to multitask.You might recall George
Carlin’s comment about our inflated views of our driving
skills: “Have you ever noticed that anybody driving slower
than you is an idiot, and anyone going faster than you is a ma-
niac?” Sound familiar?

Or consider any of our opinions.We hold them because we
know we’re right.We also believe that any reasonable person
would share our views. How could they not? Social scientist
David Myers’ textbook Social Psychology, Fifth Edition offers us
the results of several studies that support the Lake Wobegon
Effect thesis. For example, he writes that 90 percent of busi-
ness managers rated their performance “above average.” Harry
Beckwith says as much in his 1997 edition of Selling the Invis-
ible: A Field Guide to Modern Marketing. Eighty percent of
workers in another study asserted they were “above average,”
while only 1 percent rated themselves “below average.” Sixty
percent of 829,000 high school seniors surveyed by the Col-
lege Entrance Examination Board rated their “ability to get
along with others” in the top 10 percent, while 25 percent
claimed they were in the top 1 percent. None said they were
“below average.”

The Lake Wobegon Effect
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This is all very pertinent to our concerns in this book, since
a 2005 American Customer Satisfaction Index (ACSI) shows
that customer service in the United States is at an all-time
low. How can so many people be above-average while service
levels continue to drop? It’s because we’re legends in our own
minds. In the minds of our customers we’re not nearly there
yet. We can’t all be so wonderful when the rest of the world
perceives us as not being good enough. The truth is, we’re
nowhere near perfect, especially in the minds and opinions of
our customers, no matter how good we think we are.After all,
we’re human beings.We can’t be perfect.We can be excellent,
but never, ever perfect.

Yeah, You’re Good, But Not 
That Good!

I’ve been using the word “we,” but now, at the risk of offending
you, dear reader, let me make myself as clear as day: You are not
as good as you think you are—in every sense of the word. No-
body wants to hear this. I don’t even like writing the words. No
one wants to be brought down to reality, and most of us don’t
like being the ones to do it, either. But the sooner we face up
to the facts, the better able we will be at improving our brands.
I am reminded of an anecdote I heard about former world
heavyweight champion, Muhammad Ali.Apparently, he was on
an airplane that was about to take off and he didn’t have his seat
belt on. A flight attendant said, “Sir, please buckle up.” He
looked at her with that steely gaze of his and said, “Superman
don’t need no seat belt.”The flight attendant, steely-eyed her-
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self, responded, “Really? Well, Superman don’t need no air-
plane, either.”

Perhaps we’re hardwired through evolution to believe in our
own importance. After all, it is a great instinct, perhaps a far
more sophisticated version of the survival instinct most living
things seem to have.Think, for example, about your own death.
Yes, you can think the words, but can you actually conceive of
the end of your existence as a human being? We simply can’t
do it; it’s as if we’re built to believe we’re immortal. I believe it
was Fred DeCordova, longtime friend and manager of the great
comedian George Burns—who died at age one hundred—
who said that Burns literally thought he was never going to
die. If you know a loved one is dying, you may prepare yourself
and intellectually understand that the end of life is imminent,
but the impact on you emotionally cannot be understood be-
fore it happens, perhaps because there’s a part of you that sim-
ply does not believe it. And that may not be such a bad thing,
after all. But it can go awry.

Each of us has known someone who thought himself or
herself remarkably attractive (and they weren’t), remarkably
talented (and they weren’t), or remarkably good at something
or other, say, singing (and they weren’t). The sad thing about
these obnoxious people is that their inflated view of them-
selves blinds them to improvement. They’re so busy thinking
they’re great that they don’t stop to consider what they could
do better. They are the flip side of the otherwise helpful in-
stinct to believe in our own excellence. Imagine those same
people in business!

As Harry Beckwith states in his book Selling the Invisible,
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which I am expanding on, I’m not saying your brand is poor.
I’m not saying your service is poor.What I am saying is that
it’s a wise move to think it’s poor. It can’t hurt, that’s for sure.
Remember, the path to creating a unique, sustainable brand
is to create the ultimate customer experience, to create evan-
gelists. If you consider your level of service poor, you’ll be far
more inclined to make it better than you would if you sim-
ply sat back and basked in the self-satisfaction that you’re
good. If we think we’re better than we are, and our service is
better than it is, we cannot possibly give the customer what
he or she would love and what they truly deserve. If that cus-
tomer is willing to spend even one minute of their valuable
time and one dollar of their hard-earned money on you,
then they deserve an exceptional experience.They’re not ob-
ligated to spend with you, and they’ll never get that time or
money back. So you’d better make sure it’s an incredible ex-
perience.

Of course, you should be realistic about your talents, skills,
and accomplishments.You certainly don’t want to sell yourself
or your brand short.At the same time, however, you don’t want
to overestimate yourself or your brand. If you do, you’ll eventu-
ally find out the truth of the matter, and typically in a way that
is a humiliating bubble burster. More importantly, however,
when you have an inflated self-image, your focus is on yourself
rather than on your customer. It’s a form of narcissism that is
deadly for business. Recall Narcissus, the beautiful youth who
fell in love with his own reflection and, consumed by it, died
because his love could not be consummated.The perpetual in-
ward turning of self-love is doomed.
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Avoiding the Lake Wobegon Effect

There are several ways to avoid the Lake Wobegon Effect.

1. Always keep part of your gaze directed outward. If you
walk in your customers’ and employees’ shoes, as I advise
in Chapter 5, your thinking will be focused on their
needs. The result of that orientation will be success for
your brand.

2. Always be ready to reevaluate your brand. Constantly ask
yourself how you can improve upon the experience you
offer your customers.

3. Focus not only on what’s working, but find the aspects of
your brand that are not succeeding.

The successful brands we’ve seen so far, from individuals like
Oprah Winfrey to companies like Costco, all implicitly or ex-
plicitly understand the Lake Wobegon Effect and how to avoid
it.These, however, are often the exception.The majority fail to
see the importance of getting over themselves, and fall prey to
the fallacy of thinking they’re better than they are.

Carrier is an excellent case study of the sort of company that
thinks it’s better than it really is. As you know, my agency
worked for Carrier. In one meeting in Indianapolis with the
director of Global Marketing and other management person-
nel, I advised them to treat their dealers better, as the ultimate
customers. “Look, the reason you’re starting to lose ground is
because you’re forgetting who your customers are.They aren’t
the homeowners; your customers are the dealers, the installers,
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the guys who are buying from you, and then turning around
and recommending your brand and installing it in homes. If
you don’t make these guys happy, if you don’t figure out a way
to support them, to help them grow their business, you’re not
going to get into the homes.”

The Global Marketing director responded sharply, “The
homeowners want our blue oval. They want Carrier. If the
dealer doesn’t want to do what we tell them to do, we’ll find
a different dealer, because the customer is asking for Carrier
by name.”

“No, they’re not.They’re asking the dealer what he recom-
mends, and that’s what’s getting installed. Once the dealer stops
recommending Carrier, they won’t be installed in the homes.”

It should come as no surprise that Carrier’s brand has not re-
tained the luster it once enjoyed.When I later saw the film A
Few Good Men, I was reminded of that director’s attitude. Re-
call the Jack Nicholson character, Colonel Jessup, who pre-
sumptuously and contemptuously says in response to Tom
Cruise’s character’s demand for the truth:

You can’t handle the truth! Son, we live in a world that has walls,
and those walls have to be guarded by men with guns. Who’s
gonna do it? You? . . . I have a greater responsibility than you can
possibly fathom.You don’t want the truth because deep down in
places you don’t talk about at parties, you want me on that wall!
You need me on that wall! I have neither the time nor the inclina-
tion to explain myself to a man who rises and sleeps under the
blanket of the very freedom that I provide, and then questions the
manner in which I provide it! I would rather you just said,
“Thank-you,” and went on your way.
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One of the reasons we reviled Nicholson’s character in the
film is because he oversteps his bounds. He goes from protector
to murderer and believes himself justified. The Carrier com-
pany’s attitude toward their customers—and, frankly, toward my
agency—was one of superiority, and it wasn’t justified.

Carrier, of course, is not the only company that got too big
for its britches. In 2006, Time Warner bought out Comcast
Cable. A series of commercials airing in Los Angeles, one of
the cities affected by the change, assured customers that the
transition would be seamless; Comcast customers wouldn’t
even realize their cable or Internet service provider had
changed.The implication was that service was terrific to be-
gin with and would continue to be so under Time Warner’s
ownership and management. Unfortunately, this turned out
to be entirely untrue for at least one customer in Southern
California who disappeared into the new call center maze,
never to be heard from again.Well, that last part’s not entirely
true, but you get the idea. A simple wireless router issue
turned into about eight hours of phone calls, at least three
technician visits, unfulfilled promises to return calls, and all
around incompetence.

Dealing with large corporations often gives customers the
feeling that they’re in some sort of surreal universe in which
one gets lost in a maze of disconnected departments.With each
call transfer, the customer must retell his tale of woe anew—
even after the previous representative assures said customer that
the details of their call have been duly logged. Soon enough, the
customer feels increasingly like Odysseus must have felt in his
10-year epic struggle to reach home. (Will this call be the one
that finally resolves my problem?)
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Not only that, but the customer is frequently told one thing
by one so-called customer service representative, only to be
told by another that the information was incorrect.Then, the
caller is told that the company does not stand by the initial,“in-
correct” information. Clearly, many companies do not think
continuity or accountability is important, and the customer
quickly realizes that the company’s proverbial left hand has no
idea what the right hand is doing. Departments are neither
physically nor systematically integrated.Worse yet, many large
companies seem to have set up their call centers to specifically
avoid allowing customers to reach real people. Still, they believe
their brand can withstand a model that breaks their brand
promise, thereby generating negative customer word of
mouth—what I’ve called antievangelism. This belief is either
naïve or remarkably cynical.

There are people thinking about the outsized britches
problem in one way or another. Former Microsoft COO Bob
Herbold, for example, claims in his Fiefdom Syndrome that
people who have been in the same job for several years are
legacy people who, because they want to protect the products
or services they helped create, are unlikely to be innovative.
Accordingly, people create fiefdoms in which they consoli-
date power within their company. The results can be disas-
trous. In an interview with the technology business magazine
Information Week, Herbold said that having an inflated sense of
self-worth “is how they go to sleep at night.”Thinking you’re
better than you are “is the sort of thing that can cause entire
companies to go down. . . .You’re blocked from being suffi-
ciently paranoid to what might be around the corner.” Now,
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I’m not advocating you go around in a state of paranoia, but a
healthy level of open-mindedness is essential to lasting brand
success.

We mistakenly think that brands are established and then
fixed when we think of brands as simply messages, logos, or ob-
jects. Instead, when we alter our perspective to think of brands
in terms of personal relationships, we begin to see that brands
are dynamic entities.
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CHAPTER 7

You Talkin’ to Me?
You Never Know Who 
You’re Dealing With!

“Puss-In-Boots”

Once upon a time, there was an old miller who had three sons.
He owned a successful mill and could not leave the mill upon
his death to all three of them. But since he also had a donkey
and a cat, he decided there was enough for each son to have.
When the miller died, he left his mill to his oldest son, his don-
key to his middle son, and the cat to his youngest son.

The eldest son was delighted, since the mill was already suc-
cessful, and his father had trained him well to run it.The second
son was pleased to have the donkey, since the creature could pull
a cart and help till the fields on the son’s farm.The youngest son
was not at all excited about his inheritance. “What will I do
with a cat?” the poor son wondered, utterly destitute.

Looking confidently up at the young man the cat said,
“Don’t worry. I can help you.” “What? You?” the young man
cried in disbelief.

“Yes,” replied the cat. “It’s true. Just wait. I have a plan al-
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ready.”With no other options, the youngest son could do noth-
ing but wait and see what would happen. Besides, he liked the
small creature. It was sleek and sprightly, and liked to curl up
with him near the fire while he read at night.

Pleased to try to help his new master, the cat got dressed up
in a fine velvet cape, a large felt cap with a beautiful peacock
feather tucked in the side, and tall, gleaming leather boots.
“Wait here,” said the cat.“I’ll return later.”

The cat trotted away into the forest where he caught a
meaty rabbit. He brought it to the king and told him it was
from a wealthy marquis. Removing his hat and bowing deeply,
the cat said, “Your Royal Highness, the eminent marquis has
humbly sent to you this fine hare.” Duly impressed, the king
accepted the rabbit.Then the cat returned to his master.

Every day, the cat brought the king a present, until the king
decided he wanted to meet this mysterious, generous, and so-
phisticated marquis. “Inform the marquis I shall make my ap-
pearance at his castle on the morrow.”

The cat was delighted and raced home to tell his master,
who was himself far from pleased. “But I’m poor!” the
youngest son cried.“The king will have my head the moment
he sees me! I’ll never convince him I am the eminent marquis.”

“Don’t worry,” the cat said, licking his paw.“I’ll take care of it.”
The next morning, the king and his entourage began their

journey to visit the marquis. Just ahead of the king and his en-
tourage was the cat and his master.The cat, once again dressed
in his finery, had asked his master to follow him to the river,
whereupon he pushed the young man in. “What! What! What
have you done!” stammered the aggrieved, and now cold, young
man.“I have no other clothes, and now these are soaked!”

You Talkin’ to Me?
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“Don’t worry,” assured the cat. “I’ll take care of it. Just call
out to the king and his entourage when they pass by.Tell him
you were out for a stroll and fell into the river.”Then the cat
raced away.

Nearby was a mean old ogre’s castle.The ogre was horrible
to all the peasants in the village and just as mean to cats.The cat
pounded on the door of the ogre’s castle.“What do you want?”
the ogre demanded.“Tell me and then I will eat you.”

The cat smiled up at him and said,“I’ve heard you can turn
yourself into an elephant.”

Not one to be bashful, the ogre agreed.“Indeed,” he said.
“But,” continued the cat, holding his paws apart about two

inches.“I am sure you’re not powerful enough to turn yourself
into a tiny little mouse.”

The ogre huffed and sniffed. “I can so!” the ogre cried and
promptly became a mouse.

At that very moment, the cat pounced on the ogre—now
mouse—and ate him. Meanwhile, the king had found the
young man and had his entourage fish him out of the river.
Then the king commanded his entourage to get the young
man new clothes befitting a marquis’ stature. Then, they all
went on together to the marquis’ (new!) castle.

The moral of the story: Understand the “reach of influence”
of the people you deal with and how to take advantage of it.

Your Actions Generate 
Far-Reaching Ripples

You never know who you’re dealing with, and you never
know how far is the reach of your actions. Think about

Actions Generate Far-Reaching Ripples
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throwing a rock into water. Ripples radiate out in all direc-
tions, the result of the weight pushing the water down, and
then the water rising back up to its equilibrium point again.
Even after the water at the point where the rock was dropped
returns to equilibrium, ripples continue.There’s not just one
ripple from the displacement of water caused by the one
rock. Instead, there are multiple ripples, and those ripples
travel very far.

Human actions also create a ripple effect. People perceive
actions in certain ways and respond to those perceptions ac-
cordingly. In terms of human actions, then, I would rephrase
the ripple notion this way: Profound, lasting effects can come
from small, seemingly insignificant actions. Every day, we per-
form hundreds, if not thousands, of actions.We yawn, we smile,
we walk, we sit down. Most of our actions and interactions are
typically uneventful; in the span of human events, they’re ar-
guably insignificant. A handshake here, a kind word there.
These things don’t seem to be of enormous importance in our
lives or in the course of human history. As a result, we often
forget that they are, nevertheless, meaningful, or what’s worse,
we choose altogether to refuse to exchange pleasantries or en-
gage in small acts of human kindness.

Some Words Are Actions

This attitude toward your actions can be disastrous for you per-
sonally and for your organization or business.You could, from
one small act, create either a major antievangelist or a major
evangelist for your business. How often have you broken a
promise to another person?

You Talkin’ to Me?
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“I promise to call you back in five minutes.”

“I promise to have this package sent out today.”

“I promise to fix the problem.”

“I promise this won’t happen again.”

You might think that breaking promises isn’t a big deal. So
what if a phone call doesn’t get returned when you said it
would? Is it such a big deal if you miss the shipping deadline
for the day? Does it really matter if I don’t fix the problem—
can’t someone else do it? It is a big deal! It does matter! Why?
Because our verbal and written commitments are actions. In
other words, when we say, “I promise,” we are thereby doing.
Making a promise is an act of speech.To promise is to perform
an act.That is precisely what’s involved in the making.The do-
ing is in the saying! Consider an official who pronounces two
people married.The act is the pronouncement.

Part of the reason we place such importance on making prom-
ises is precisely because they are actions, and actions result in con-
sequences.Actions are like rocks tossed into the water; they create
ripples. Consider the following types of promises, and how im-
portant these are to us as beliefs that guide and shape our lives:

• Two people getting married make vows to each other: “I
promise to have and to hold . . .”

• A person utters an oath of allegiance:“I pledge allegiance
to the flag . . .”

• A person takes an oath of office:“I solemnly affirm . . .”
• A witness swears to tell the truth exclusively and com-

pletely:“I swear . . .”

Some Words Are Actions
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These are significant promises, but so are business and per-
sonal promises to keep appointments, to call people back, and
so forth. Some of the very acts we often think are insignifi-
cant are, in fact, profoundly important.Why? Because they are
all the same insofar as they are all doing the same thing,
namely making promises! And when you do something, it af-
fects other people.

I’ve been talking a lot in this book about creating unique,
emotional, one-of-a-kind experiences for your customers. I’m
not talking about Las Vegas-style, over the top productions. I’m
not talking about lavish events. I’m talking about connecting
with people in a way that truly expresses your acknowledg-
ment and understanding of their needs. I’m talking about cre-
ating a brand whose promise is understood as an act that creates
a far-reaching, positive ripple effect in the form of evangelists
who are ready to sing your praises and bring others to you for
the same experiences they had.When that promise is broken,
on the other hand, the negative ripple effect creates the
antievangelist.

Avoiding Negative Ripples

The problem is that many individuals simply don’t consider
their reach of influence; they don’t consider the ways in which
brand promises are broken. According to an article published
on the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School of Busi-
ness web site, a dissatisfied customer is very likely to talk about
their negative experiences with friends, but less likely to ex-
press their dissatisfaction directly to the business. The article
cites the results of The Retail Customer Dissatisfaction Study
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2006, which was conducted by the Verde Group and the Baker
Retailing Initiative at Wharton. The statistics are interesting.
One out of every three dissatisfied customers complain to an
average of four people they know. Moreover, these four people
then avoid the store in question based solely on the negative
word of mouth.When customers have a negative experience,
“only 6% of shoppers who experienced a problem with a re-
tailer contacted the company, but 31% went on to tell friends,
family, or colleagues what happened. Of those, 8% told one
person, another 8% told two people, but 6% told six or more
people.”As Wharton marketing professor Stephen J. Hoch tells
us, “Even though these shoppers don’t share their pain with
the store, they do share their pain with other people, appar-
ently quite a few other people.”Thus, negative word of mouth
is more damaging to a business than is a direct negative expe-
rience.

Interestingly enough, a sort of telephone game phenome-
non occurs when people start talking about their negative ex-
periences. As the stories spread, people who are not directly
involved in the experience hear embellished versions of the
actual event.With antievangelism the ripples don’t get smaller
as they move out away from the origin of the story; they get
bigger! “Almost half those surveyed, 48%, reported they have
avoided a store in the past because of someone else’s negative
experience.” Contrast that with the percentage of people who
actually had the negative experience and reported they would
not likely return to shop at the location again: 33 percent!
These are numbers everyone should consider each and every
time they have the opportunity to create a positively memo-
rable experience.

Avoiding Negative Ripples
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It’s especially important, given the fact that you typically
won’t have any idea that you’ve created an antievangelist.That’s
because you count on your customers to report their negative
experiences to you.And the fact is, they don’t.The researchers
in the Wharton study concluded that most customers feel re-
signed to similar experiences in the future and simply don’t
think it’s worth it to complain to the business in question.
(Though men are more likely than women to complain, the
gender differences in this regard are negligible.) Besides, when
customers have multiple negative experiences with a variety of
businesses, they report that they just don’t have the time or en-
ergy to note every negative instance. “Indeed, the survey
showed that 46% of those who had a problem expect they
would definitely or probably experience the same problem in
the future.”

I like to think of the following case study as paradigmatic of
how to create an antievangelist. Don’t forget the Ben & Jerry’s
case study in Chapter 2, in which we learned that turning a
customer into an evangelist is a crucial way to build your busi-
ness. Evangelists are created by brands that overdeliver on the
promises they make, brands that continually create unique ex-
periences for their customers. An antievangelist, on the other
hand, is created by either a uniquely negative experience, so that
the customer develops a negative belief about the brand, or by
simply maintaining the status quo service.The story I’m about
to tell you is, in fact, something of a combination of both these
elements that create antievangelists—and it happened to me. I
made a brief reference to it in Chapter 1, but now I’m going to
give you the whole story.

For nearly 20 years, my wife and I were loyal card-carrying
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Sears customers.We have the purchases to prove it. Everything
in our house is Sears, from the appliances like the dishwasher
and microwave, to landscaping tools like weed-whackers, the
push-mower, and the rider-mower. In short, we were a Sears
household!

Several years ago Sears’ service level began to fall.We weren’t
happy, but we were also not unhappy enough to start shopping
at another store for the same stuff—that is, until a couple of
years ago when we bought a brand new washer and dryer.
Within five months a little switch that engages the spin cycle
on the washer broke. So I called Sears service and requested a
service call. It started out well.The customer service represen-
tative said,“Sir, that’s a $12 part.You don’t want to pay $150 for
a service call for a $12 part, do you?”

I told her I appreciated the heads up, but even if I just
bought the part, I wouldn’t know how to access the area of the
machine where the part goes to replace it. There were no
screws anywhere and apparently no way to open it up to even
get to the switch.

“Okay,” she said.“For another $12 we’ll sell you the manual.
You’ll have it fixed in 30 minutes.The package will be there in
three days.” True to her word, three days later the package
showed up.Again, so far, so good.The Sears brand was intact.

I called my father-in-law, John, to come over and help. He’s a
handyman. I am not.We unplugged the washer, unhooked the
hoses, pulled the washer out of the cabinet, tipped it on its
front, put some towels down to soak up the water running out,
and then I opened the package—only to find the part was
there, but not the manual! Even my handyman father-in-law
couldn’t figure out how to get into this machine. So I went
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downstairs and called Sears’ parts department. This is where
things went downhill fast, at practically breakneck speed.

The young lady who answered the phone was, as I like to re-
fer to her,The Valley Girl. Gum snapping and attitude toting,
this girl did everything, and I mean everything in her power to
not help me! I told her the package showed up, but there was
no manual. She said, “Okay, I see that’s on back order? You
should have it in five to seven days.”

“No,” I responded.“That’s not going to work. I have an an-
gry wife, a pile of clothes on the floor waiting to be washed, a
father-in-law standing here ready to replace the part, there’s
water leaking all over the floor. I need the information now. I
already paid for it, so I should have it.”

There was silence on the other end.
“I’ll tell you what,” I continued. “Here’s my e-mail address.

E-mail the instructions to me.”
She responded with a vague question–statement, “Um, we

don’t have the instructions in that format.”
I said,“Okay, then go get a manual and fax the pages. Here’s

my fax number.”
“Uh, I don’t have access to the manuals,” she said in a tone of

voice that indicated it should be obvious to me that she wouldn’t
have access to the manuals.

Trying to be patient, I asked,“What do you mean you don’t
have access to the manuals?” After all I had called a parts de-
partment. One would think that there would be manuals all
over the place.

Maybe there were, but all she said was,“I can’t find them.” I
asked to speak to her manager, and she said,“He’s off today.”

Now it was time to take a different tack. I knew I would get
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nowhere with Miss Valley Girl, so I said as calmly as I could,
“Okay then, get me the phone number to one of your service
people—any service person. I don’t care where they are. I just
want to know where the bloody screws are so I can get into
the washer!”

Ever unhelpful, and obviously irritated that I wouldn’t just
go away,Valley Girl snapped,“We don’t have phone numbers to
our service people.”

“What?!” I was incredulous and at the same time irritated my-
self that I was stuck with someone who refused to help in any
way.“How,” I asked,“do you get them out on a service call?”

As you can imagine by now, her response was a dead end.
“That’s another manager.”

Taking a deep breath, I said,“Then get me that manager.”
“Oh,” she said in a tone of voice that dripped the sort of en-

nui that only teenagers seem capable of.“She’s on break.”
This was the moment I became a Sears antievangelist. Sears

screwed up when it sent the part without the manual. Sears
screwed up by not informing me in advance or even by placing
a note with the part that the manual was on back order. Sears
screwed up by not doing everything in its power to deliver on
the promise it made when the original customer service repre-
sentative told me that I’d have the part and the manual within
three days. Now, I was having a terrible—but perhaps all-too-
common—customer service experience. I said to Valley Girl,
“Well, get your manager off break.”

The deathblow came next.“She’s out of the building. I can’t
find her.”

“Arrrggghhhhh!!!” I slammed the phone down.This service
representative did everything in her power to not help me! She
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didn’t know who I was and she didn’t care. She just wanted me
off her phone and out of her life.

So I went upstairs and told John, “We’re on our own. I just
got off the phone with some valley girl and we have no help.”
We tore the machine apart and three hours later had it back to-
gether again. We slid it back into the cabinet, plugged it in,
hooked up the hoses, and turned it on. It worked! Thank good-
ness it worked.

The first thing I did after my generous father-in-law had left
was take my Sears credit card out of my wallet and cut it in
half. Later, when my wife got home from work I asked her for
her card.“Sure,” she said handing it over.

“Thanks.” Then I pulled out my scissors and cut her card
up, too.

“Why did you do that?” she asked.When I told her the story
she said,“Good.We don’t need them anymore.”

We haven’t set foot in a Sears store since. In a few short min-
utes, Sears lost two customers and nearly 20 years of loyalty.
Twenty years! That’s a pretty big deal, right? Sure it is, but that’s
not creating the ripple effect I’ve been discussing.You know
what is? Every week I’m in front of large corporate audiences
all over the country telling this story! And now my story is in
this book. I’ve become the Sears Antievangelist!

Notice how fast a brand can be undermined with a single,
profoundly negative experience. Some branding experts talk
about the creation of a brand through aggregate experiences—
the collected impressions of a number of experiences. But this
view is incomplete. One bad experience can do more harm
than several really good ones. After all, our ability to survive is
connected not just to learning over time what’s good for us,
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but more important, to learning very quickly what to avoid.
That education comes in the form of pointedly negative expe-
riences like burning one’s hand in a fire. It also underscores just
how crucial it is for each of your customers to have repeatedly
positive experiences with you so that a strong relationship can
be built—one that can withstand the occasional middling ex-
perience that results from a brand misstep.

You create brand evangelists or antievangelists by keeping
and overdelivering on your brand promise, or failing to do so.
Crying wolf is the surest way to create antievangelists, to turn
small ripples in concentric circles into tidal waves of negative
word of mouth. On the other hand, you can surf the perfect
evangelical waves you generate from the trust your brand es-
tablishes. Remember from the Introduction that the most suc-
cessful relationships are those built on trust. That trust is
achieved through the memorable, positively one-of-a-kind ex-
periences you create for your customers.You’re able to create
these for your customers not only because you continually step
into their shoes, but also, as we’ll see in the next chapter, be-
cause your beliefs, values, and identity are what define your
brand.They are expressed through the way you truly listen to
your customers and seek to transform the moment for them in
positive ways they never expected. In all aspects of our lives,
our actions affect other people. When we act, we are the
metaphorical rocks jumping into the water and creating rip-
ples.Your brand promise is inextricably tied to your reputation,
and you want to make a big enough splash that delivering on
your promise ripples indefinitely!
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CHAPTER 8

Just Call Me Slick!
People Really Hate to Be “Sold”

“The Wolf in Sheep’s Clothing”

A crafty wolf connived to get himself some sheep by infiltrat-
ing a flock. In his lair, he found an old sheepskin and put it on.
Then he sneaked down the hill and slipped into the flock
without detection. All I have to do, he thought to himself, is
wait until the end of the day. Then, when the shepherd puts us
in the pen for the night, I will have any sheep I want. Satisfied
with his plan, he lay down and took a nap.

That evening, the wolf was herded into the pen along with
the sheep. Now all I have to do is wait until the shepherd goes
to sleep, and I can dine to my heart’s content. But the shepherd
decided he wanted some mutton on his table that night, and so
before he left the pen, he reached out and laid hold of a sheep
to bring back with him to his house. Sadly for the wolf, he was
the mutton for the shepherd’s dinner!

The moral of the story:You are your brand and your brand is
you! Pretending to be something or someone else can be dev-
astating.
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What We’ve Accomplished So Far

By now you know that branding is not exclusively about busi-
ness identity in the form of a logo or advertising.You might
recognize the Nike brand from its iconic swoosh logo. You
might immediately think of McDonald’s when you think of
fast food because McDonald’s commercials are ubiquitous, but
by this point, you know that icons and awareness do not con-
stitute a brand.

You also know that big businesses are not the only brands.
Your business does not have to be the size of GM, Microsoft,
AOL Time Warner, or Wal-Mart.Your business could be run
out of your home with you as the sole employee.You could
conduct business from a small office with a single assistant or in
a store with several employees.The size, scope, and location of
your business does not change the fact that it’s a brand, nor
should any of these factors truly impact your brand if you’re fo-
cusing on one-on-one relationships.

Businesses are not the only brands, either. Every individual is
a brand, as are organizations from nonprofits to political parties
to social clubs. For example, the Gates Foundation, the Red
Cross, UNICEF, Make-A-Wish Foundation, Boy Scouts, Girl
Scouts, Kiwanis Clubs, Rotary Clubs, Republican Party, and
Democratic Party—all are brands.The concept of branding I’ve
been articulating is personal, which means everyone needs to
develop one.

Each category—from individuals to organizations to busi-
nesses large and small—brings its own brand development
challenges. At the same time, however, these challenges are
minimized when you understand your brand identity.

Just Call Me Slick!
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Throughout this book, I have written about creating unique
and memorable experiences for your customers. Chapter 2
defines a brand in terms of establishing relationships with
your customers. Chapter 3 distinguishes between types of
experiences you can generate for your customers, and differ-
entiates a brand experience from ones that are merely trans-
actional or simply meet customer expectations. Chapter 4
highlights the importance of changing your perspective to
adopt your customer’s point of view, rather than emphasize
your product or service. Chapter 5 analyzes the results of
changing your perspective. Chapter 6 admonishes you to
avoid overstating your own worth. Finally, Chapter 7 focuses
on the ripple effects of your actions.Thus, most of the facets
of branding I’ve been articulating since the beginning of this
book have emphasized how you affect the customer’s percep-
tions. In other words, I’ve been talking about the customer’s
connection to your brand. Now I’m going to talk about how
you perceive your own brand, and about your connection to
your own brand.

Creating an Authentic Brand
Identity: Sincerity Can’t Be Faked!

First, you must take stock of your brand identity. In the Intro-
duction to this book I state that everyone is a brand. Everyone
has a brand identity, but not everyone understands their own
brand correctly or even knows what it is.You cannot develop
an authentic, sincere brand without this understanding. And
you cannot create brand evangelists—people who trust you
and praise your brand every chance they get—without an au-
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thentic, sincere brand.You earn someone’s trust through your
actions, so you’d better know how to act!

Understanding your brand identity, and developing the trust
that turns your customers into evangelists, involves knowing
what your own beliefs and values are. The fact is, when you
walk in your customers’ shoes, when you change your perspec-
tive to deliver the impossible, you’re reflecting a core element
of your identity, your values, and your beliefs. When you are
sincere about trying to understand your customers’ needs, de-
sires, and what they’d truly love from you, a genuine connec-
tion is made that is the foundation of trust between you and
your customers.

Compassion and sincerity can’t be faked. Branding is not a
matter of putting on a persona that others will like. It’s not
playing a role, putting on a mask, or pretending; all that is su-
perficial, a veneer that covers up the real you. Moreover, a ve-
neer can be quickly spotted. I don’t think there’s anyone that
hasn’t had the experience of being “sold.” It’s uncomfortable
precisely because it’s not authentic.The experience simply feels
hollow.Think about the slick car salesman who’s “going to do
what it takes to get you into this car!” Maybe he’s heavy on the
hale-fellow-well-met demeanor or drenches you with flattery.
When the time comes to make an offer on the car, he engages
in an overly dramatic show of anxiety.“I’m gonna see my man-
ager right now and see if I can talk him into this one. Between
you and me, he’s having a bad day, but I’m really gonna work
on him.” Eventually, the long-drawn-out ceremonial dance
ends with you signing the lease or sale papers, but you walk
away knowing the whole experience could have been differ-
ent, and you dread the prospect of going through it again.

Just Call Me Slick!
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Why do you dread it? What has soured you on going
through the process again? In a word: insincerity. Insincerity is
the wolf trotting around in sheep’s clothing pretending to be
something he’s not. When you experience a wolf in sheep’s
clothing, you’re soured on future interactions. It is this sort of
insincerity that destroys a brand or prevents an authentic one
from being established.

The car salesman example is cliché, just like the saleswoman
at the clothing store who tells you every single piece of cloth-
ing you try on looks so good! Though they’re cliché for a rea-
son, we tend to forget just what that reason is. We instantly
recognize the cliché, but not what made it true in the first
place. So let me give you a personal example that should renew
your grasp of how damaging insincerity can be to the branding
process, and how stark the contrast is between it and an au-
thentic brand.

My wife and I decided to remodel our kitchen. We went
around to quite a few designers, showrooms, and builders.
Everywhere we went, we got the same gladhanding and the
same questions: “What’s your budget?” “What’re you looking
for?”“What colors do you want to use?”“What styles interest
you?” No matter what we looked at, we heard the same thing:
“That’s a nice look.”“That’s a terrific appliance.” No one asked
us questions about our house and how it would tie in to what
we were trying to do.

Then we met Brian, a designer at MKS Kitchens. After
greeting us, he started asking us about our lives. He wanted to
know how many kids we have, how much we entertain, how
often the kids have friends over, what sorts of foods we like to
eat, what we eat most often, how much traffic we get in the
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kitchen and the rest of the house—how we lived and where
we lived the most in our house. For 20 minutes he asked us
questions and never once asked about budgets or colors or
styles. During that time, he never once showed us an appli-
ance, cabinet, or countertop. In fact, after a while, we weren’t
talking about kitchens at all, but our lives and how we want to
improve them. The kitchen had receded far into the back-
ground because, in a way, the project wasn’t about the kitchen
at all. It was only one outcome of what we wanted to do in
our lives at this moment.

When he did start asking about cabinets and appliances, he
asked us why we had a certain cabinet color or make of appli-
ance in mind. Later, he came to the house armed with ideas
based on the conversation we’d had at his showroom. He did
drawings of potential layouts and only when he had a really
good idea of what we wanted did he even reference a budget.
Everything he recommended was based on the conversation
we had about our lives. His business sold top-of-the-line appli-
ances, like SubZero and Wolf. But, he told us,“To be perfectly
honest, I’d probably send you somewhere else for your appli-
ances. What I sell is for people who practically live in their
kitchens, people who are really into cooking and baking.You
don’t need, for example, a commercial grade oven.”

After Brian had completed his estimate and left, I turned to
my wife and said, “I want to work with him.” “Why?” she
asked.“Because I trust him. I like him and I trust him. It’s not
about cabinets and appliances; it’s about us.” I trusted Brian not
simply because he knew what he was talking about and could
redesign a superior kitchen for us, but because he cared about
what would be best for our family.
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The profundity of this sort of authentic sincerity must not
be underestimated. It reveals our deepest need to have our exis-
tence acknowledged by others. We trust someone who gen-
uinely sees us, not an opportunity for a sale or a means to some
other end. Someone who looks into our eyes and seeks to un-
derstand us is someone authentically sincere. It cannot be
faked, and it is the core around which your brand is created. In
other words, your identity is not sheep’s clothing!

Remember that creating positive, unique experiences for
others is what builds and sustains your customers’ perception of
your brand. Since your values and beliefs—in short, your iden-
tity—are at the heart of your brand, these are what ultimately
generate the sorts of experiences your customers have. In this
way, the two sides of creating and sustaining a brand—what
your customer experiences and your core identity—are united.
When you walk in your customers’ shoes, you create a brand
that reflects your identity, be it individual, organizational, or
commercial. Unique experiences that aren’t sincere won’t cre-
ate a sustainable brand.That’s because we know when we’re be-
ing “sold.” By and large, we know when we’re dealing with
someone for whom we’re just an opportunity for a sale. Some
people may mistake the idea of walking in their customers’
shoes as simply an opportunity to make a sale, but it’s not sin-
cere, and as such, it won’t result in a lasting brand.

Branding is about emotional relationships, and most people
are too sophisticated to be deceived by someone who only pre-
tends. Most of us are not taken in by the car salesman’s lavish
displays of attention any more than we are duped by crocodile
tears or deceived by a smile that looks like the person is trying
too hard.You can’t divest yourself of your brand. So when you
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try to be something you’re not, it shows! You’ve got to be
unique, a personality that truly belongs to you. Hopefully, that
personality is compassionate and giving—the requirements for
a sustainable brand. You’ve got to truly listen, truly change
places with your customer, and then with sincerity, try to figure
out how to transform the moment.

Inauthentic Brand Identities

Some people may mistake the idea of listening to what the cus-
tomer is turned on by as a means of manipulating a sale. A lot
of people have the ability to listen, but they are simply looking
for a customer’s hot buttons.They use the idea of transforming
the moment as a device for creating customer excitement
about a product or sale. For these people, the whole premise of
listening to a customer is to exploit. Don’t make these same
mistakes! The sincerity that builds trust involves genuinely ask-
ing yourself what it would be like to be your customer, right
now; it involves listening to what your customer says so that
you can help them transform their lives, not yours. Evangelists
trust your brand because they trust you. Think, for example,
about how quickly marriages disintegrate without trust. Brand
loyalty is a marriage of trust between two people.

A glaring and shocking example of how trust can be instan-
taneously eroded comes from a giant of charitable organiza-
tions, the American Red Cross. In the hours after terrorists
attacked the United States on September 11, 2001, record-
breaking pledges poured in from around the world. According
to various news reports, including CBS and CNN, more than
1,000 chapters of the American Red Cross and other charitable
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organizations received donations that eventually exceeded $1
billion.The donations reflected the desperate desire of people to
help, to help begin the healing after the horrific disaster. The
intention was for the money to go directly to 9/11 relief.The
Red Cross set up The Liberty Fund as a direct response to the
attacks and collected more than $564 million. However, by
November 2001, CNN and other news agencies reported that
only $154 million of that had been distributed.According to a
CBS news article, “a dozen of the Red Cross chapters audited
were marking, or “coding,” donations as local funds.This means
chapters like San Diego, Southwest Florida, and Gateway Area,
Iowa, would keep the money instead of sending it in for Sept.
11 victims.Worse yet, accountability was apparently lax. Chap-
ters of the Red Cross were operating in some instances inde-
pendent of the central organization, and some did not have
accurate accounts of the funds they had received post-9/11. Dr.
Bernadine Healy, who was the outgoing Red Cross president
at the time, argued in defense of the charitable organization’s
decision to set aside more than half of the money raised for fu-
ture needs, including possible terrorist attacks.That’s where the
Red Cross brand failed.

The Red Cross’ planning may have been wise, but appar-
ently they grossly misunderstood their customer—in this case,
the donors. Donors believed their money was going directly to
9/11 assistance.The fact that a lot of donor money was being
set aside meant to many that their money was not reaching the
intended recipients. In other words, though donors were not
critical of the charity having money for future disasters, the real
question was whether the important agency misled donors into
thinking that donations were going immediately to 9/11 re-
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lief—everything from blood donations to assisting rescue
workers and victims’ families. People had mortgages to pay,
overwhelming medical bills, and jobs lost; the practical effects
of the mass murders were as widespread as the psychological
impact was deep.

What people needed most was to know that charitable or-
ganizations would help those who needed it and help them
right away. In large measure, the help was immediate. Unfortu-
nately, however, of those charities that collected donations, the
Red Cross in particular went into corporate organization
mode. In the process, it seems as if it forgot about its brand.
During a hearing in November 2001 in front of the House En-
ergy and Commerce Committee’s oversight panel, Dr. Healy
said,“The Liberty Fund is a war fund. It has evolved into a war
fund,” she said. “We must have blood readiness.We must have
the ability to help our troops if we go into a ground war.We
must have the ability to help the victims of tomorrow.” For
donors, this wasn’t the point!

I don’t think anyone really believes the Red Cross deceived
people for some selfish, greedy end. The organization has a
long history of good works. But in a moment when individu-
als’ feelings were of raw helplessness and despair, and the only
way they had to connect with and help others was through
monetary donations, the Red Cross failed to keep its brand
trust. Indeed, if the reports are to be believed, the charitable
agency deceived donors into thinking their money was helping
in a way it wasn’t—even though it would go to help someone,
somewhere, at some point.

The Red Cross example illustrates not only the fact that
trust can be eroded, but also the fact that not all instances of
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lost trust are due to false pretenses. The fact is, some people
who fail to build a successful brand are not trying to be decep-
tive. Instead, they may simply not know what their brand is, or
they may misunderstand it. Suppose our car salesman—let’s call
him Slick—is not attempting to put on a false show of sincerity
but simply does not understand his brand. It’s not that they’re
trying to be deceitful; it’s not that they’re trying to be insincere.
It’s just that they don’t have an identity or they have a mistaken
idea of what their identity should be. Slick believes that sales
are about glad handing and flattery; it’s a big show. Perhaps he
got into sales because he was an outgoing, popular guy in high
school. He was funny, the class clown. People wanted to be
around him because he was enthusiastic and funny. Let’s further
assume that these behaviors became part of Slick’s persona, an
assumed identity that did not really reflect who he was, perhaps
because he never really considered who he was and what his
values were. Slick had unwittingly created an image based on
the positive responses he had received in school, and the real
person underneath was never developed further.

When Slick went into sales, he simply projected this popular-
guy persona.As a result of the created image, as a result of work-
ing through an identity that wasn’t himself, he comes off as
insincere at best, or smarmy at worst. Brands aren’t about shtick
or superficial persona; they’re about the experiences created by
the sincere expression of one’s identity. This is constituted
largely by one’s values and belief system—the sort of things we
learned from the children’s stories our parents read to us when
we were little!

In Chapter 1, I talk about individual brands like presidents
Clinton and G.W. Bush. Political discussions evoke tremendous
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passions from people who are loyal to a particular leader.These
leaders develop their individual brands through their actions,
message, and character. Their brands also have to be strong
enough to overcome the negative messages and political attacks
of their adversaries. The former take time to build, the latter
take just seconds. Moreover, most of us don’t have the opportu-
nity to engage personally with national politicians. And yet I
have advanced the idea that a successful, sustainable brand is
built on unique, memorable, and personal experiences. So how
can an individual who does not interact personally with a
politician have such experiences? Aren’t the experiences lim-
ited to what is seen on television, heard about on the radio, or
read in print or online? In a word, no.The politician’s message
is advertised through these media, but it is their policies that
connect them with voters. These policies are the tangible re-
sults of the politician’s message. Implemented policies are to
politicians what customer service is to a business. In turn, poli-
cies reflect a public servant’s personal identity; they speak to the
individual’s values and beliefs.

Your Brand Identity Is 
Deeply Personal

The same is true for any individual.Your own policies are your
version of customer service. In short, your brand is your char-
acter, your values, your beliefs, your personal identity.And these
determine the kinds of experiences people will have when
they interact with you.

Jason Miller is a perfect example of a successful individual
brand. He works in the Syracuse, New York, offices of Coun-
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trywide Home Loans.Year after year, he is one of the top sellers
in the nation, but he works in one of the most economically
depressed regions of the country. He does not only arrange
multimillion dollar loans. In fact, he was recently working all
day on a $32,500 loan for an African immigrant who was seek-
ing to buy a foreclosure property for his family.This man had
been working at a $10 an hour job for only six months, and
only recently opened up a bank account. Before that, he had
earned money under the table at a gas station. Needless to say,
he has little cash, and the loan is not going to make Jason—
who, like other loan officers, works on commission only—a lot
of money. But Jason spent hours on the phone trying to secure a
loan for this man. Why? Two related reasons: He knows how
important this loan is for the man—getting a house means the
world to him—and Jason genuinely wants to help, and he’s got
the expertise to do it.

Let’s analyze further this notion of something meaning the
world to somebody. We seem to think that we should create
service levels similar to a hierarchy according to the amount of
money people spend. So you get amazing service at a Five Star
restaurant because you’re blowing $500 on a meal for two, or
you’re treated like royalty because you’re buying the high-end
luxury car. However, as the price goes down, so does the serv-
ice level.The correlation between service and price reflects a
complete lack of understanding what a brand is. If you can’t af-
ford a $500 meal, does this mean you deserve to be treated
poorly? No! If you can’t afford a $50,000 car, does this mean
you have no value as a human being? Of course not! Why? It’s
simple. Regardless of how much money you have, you have
hopes, dreams, and aspirations.There are things you want to do
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and have, and these things are meaningful to you. It doesn’t
matter if they’re meaningful to anyone else, but once another
person knows that something means the world to you, it
should matter.

The 1957 courtroom drama 12 Angry Men illustrates this
point. In the film based on the stage play of the same name, an
eighteen-year-old boy is on trial for murdering his father.
Eleven of the jurors walk into deliberations believing he’s
guilty. One of those jurors talks about how the boy must be
guilty because he comes from a slum.There is a pervasive sense
that the boy doesn’t deserve consideration—despite the fact
that the jurors are legally bound to undertake to do so—be-
cause he’s poor. According to some of the jurors, it’s as if the
boy’s very value as a human being is determined solely by his
socioeconomic condition. Fortunately for him, one juror,
played by Henry Fonda, refuses to participate in a knee-jerk
vote of guilty, and his commitment to examining the evidence
is the heart of the drama. Surely the outcome of the jurors’ de-
liberations means the world to the boy!

A true brand is not going to distinguish an individual based on
money. If someone like Countrywide’s Jason can spend time on
a $32,500 loan, it’s clear that his interest is not about how much
that potential buyer is spending. Instead, it’s about treating that
person with dignity. It’s about acknowledging the fact that this
individual is spending money—not how much he’s spending.

People like Jason aren’t punching the clock when they arrive
at work. They’re not thinking exclusively of sales goals. They
truly understand what helping another person means, what
that person is trying to accomplish, and how significant the ex-
perience is to that person. People like Jason exemplify sincerity,
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compassion, and generosity.They have authentically developed
the skill of walking in their customers’ shoes.

Such sincerity reminds me of a discussion I heard years ago
on a radio program.A child psychologist highlighted a mistake
parents often make when interacting with their children. He
talked about a scenario in which a child, maybe age eight,
comes home from school and says,“I lost my stuffed animal to-
day,” or “I lost my backpack,” or “Someone was mean to me.”
The parent responds, “Oh, that’s okay. We’ll get you another
one,” or “We can get you another backpack, but I hope you
didn’t have anything important inside!” or “Don’t listen to
mean kids.They don’t know what they’re talking about.”The
mistake is failing to connect with the trauma the child has just
experienced. Worse yet, the response essentially dismisses the
child’s feelings.The psychologist explained that parents who re-
spond in this way are not actively trying to exacerbate or disre-
gard their child’s pain. It’s just that they’re so busy and have
such enormous problems in their own adult lives that the
child’s problem seems trivial. Of course, to the child, the event
is a big deal—a really big deal. It’s caused them overwhelming
stress. Failing to recognize and act on that recognition is effec-
tively a failure of compassion.

When Jason looked at a $32,500 loan while one in the hun-
dreds of thousands was sitting on his desk, he could have just
passed it by. After all, the commission on $32,500 is signifi-
cantly less than one on 10 times more. But Jason took on the
loan; he didn’t pass it on to someone else. He didn’t trivialize
how important having a house was to the man. He knew that,
most likely, if the man could afford a six-figure home, he would
buy one, but this $32,500 house is all he could afford, and it
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means the world to him.That, in a nutshell, is why some people
are sincere, are authentic, and some aren’t. As you’re building
your business, interacting with customers, working with em-
ployees, don’t be a wolf in sheep’s clothing.

Given the deeply personal nature of brand building, it would
seem that individuals and small businesses would always beat out
even global corporations in achieving brand loyalty and attain-
ing financial success. But instead, it might seem more like a fan-
tasy than a realistic business idea. After all, for example, hasn’t
Wal-Mart effectively crushed small retail businesses in virtually
every city and town it’s come to dominate? But in my defini-
tion of branding, the Wal-Mart brand cannot be sustained. Just
because a company’s brand is ubiquitous does not make it un-
conquerable. In fact, it is the very largeness of a major corpora-
tion that is its Achilles heel. Small businesses are able to be
flexible in a way that large companies simply can’t. Large com-
panies are not lithe; they simply cannot turn on a dime the way
a small business can. Because the intimacy between customer
and small business brand is more quickly established than that
between customer and large business brand, the small one can
more rapidly step into the customers’ shoes and deliver an
amazing experience. Don’t forget, branding doesn’t require you
to throw a lot of money into advertising; it requires the least ex-
pensive but most valuable asset of all: you.

How Big Organizations Must
Generate Personal Brands

You might think that making connections with other human
beings seems not only obvious at the individual and small busi-
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ness level, it’s also impossible to avoid. It’s easier, on the other
hand, to become isolated when large companies are involved.
Most interactions take place over the Internet or on the phone,
where the systems in place seem designed to keep you from ac-
tually connecting with another human being. If you do make it
into a brick-and-mortar, you often deal with anonymous asso-
ciates or customer service clones. There’s nothing personal
about the experience; it’s entirely transactional. But, just be-
cause face-to-face contact, or repeated phone or e-mail contact
with the same person is easier between individuals in small
business and nonbusiness situations, this does not mean that
emotional connections can’t be established in large companies,
too.Throughout this book you’ve read about people like Veri-
zon’s Michelene and Super 8 Motel’s Nayan Patel, people who
are employees or franchise owners of mind-bogglingly large
corporations. But they are not mindless, featureless automatons.
They are individuals engaged in their work in such a way that
through their work they define the Verizon or Super 8 brand!
On the other side of the equation are the two young women I
mention in previous chapters who worked for McDonald’s and
Sears respectively.These large companies have become so large
that they cannot guarantee their brands. The McDonald’s
cashier at LaGuardia Airport who treated everyone as if they
were intrusions on her life, and the Sears customer service rep-
resentative who did everything she could to avoid helping me
are examples of how large companies’ brands are undermined
by negative customer experiences.

There are several reasons why people like Michelene are the
rare exception in a large company, rather than the rule. First,
corporate culture fosters in employees the sense that they don’t
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matter, that they’re easily expendable, and that they lack the
power to act on behalf of the company.They quickly become
entrenched in the culture because they know they’re one of
30,000 employees who is paid little per hour.When the corpo-
rate attitude speaks, it says,“Just do your job and you won’t get
fired.” Naturally, employees begin to think this way.They want
to protect their little corner of the world, and if that means be-
ing unhelpful to a customer or two, so be it.After all, the com-
pany has thousands, so “you can’t waste time going out of your
way for one or two of them.”

Usually, there’s not much a single customer can do to com-
bat this pervasive negative attitude. In fact, most customers of
large corporations feel powerless to effect any sort of change.
Two recent examples, however, show that the corporate atti-
tude that filters down to employees can have negative conse-
quences. One AOL (America Online) customer, Vincent
Ferrari, wanted to cancel his service. Knowing the company’s
reputation for making cancellations difficult, Ferrari decided to
tape the call.What followed—after he had waited 15 minutes
for a live person—was an unbelievable exchange between the
customer and the retention expert. Here is just a portion of the
transcript of the call that took 20 minutes:

AOL REPRESENTATIVE: Hi, this is John at AOL. How may I
help you today?

VINCENT FERRARI: I wanted to cancel my account.
AOL: Sorry to hear that. Let’s pull your account up here real

quick. Can I have your name please?
VINCENT:Vincent Ferrari.
AOL:You’ve had this account for a long time.
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VINCENT:Yup.
AOL: Use this quite a bit.What was the cause of wanting to

turn this off today?
VINCENT: I just don’t use it anymore.
AOL: Do you have a high-speed connection, like the DSL or

cable?
VINCENT:Yup.
AOL: How long have you had that . . .
VINCENT:Years. . . .
AOL:The high speed?
VINCENT:Years.
AOL: Well, actually I’m showing a lot of usage on this ac-

count.
VINCENT:Yeah, a long time, a long time ago, not recently.
AOL: Okay, I mean is there a problem with the software itself?
VINCENT: No. I just don’t use it, I don’t need it, I don’t want

it. I just don’t need it anymore.
AOL: Okay. So when you use this . . . I mean, use the com-

puter, I’m saying, is that for business or for . . . for school?
VINCENT: Dude, what difference does it make? I don’t want

the AOL account anymore. Can we please cancel it?
AOL: Last month was 545 hours of usage.
VINCENT: I don’t know how to make this any clearer, so I’m

just gonna say it one last time. Cancel the account.
AOL:Well, explain to me what’s, why . . .
VINCENT: I’m not explaining anything to you. Cancel the

account.
AOL:Well, what’s the matter, man? We’re just, I’m just trying

to help here.
VINCENT:You’re not helping me.You’re helping me . . .
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AOL: I am trying to help.
VINCENT: Helping . . . listen, I called to cancel the account.

Helping me would be canceling the account. Please help
me and cancel the account.

AOL: No, it wouldn’t actually . . .
VINCENT: Cancel my account.
AOL:Turning off your account . . .
VINCENT: Cancel the account.
AOL: . . . would be the worst thing that . . .
VINCENT: . . . Cancel the account.
AOL: Okay, ’cause I’m just trying to figure out . . .
VINCENT: Cancel the account. I don’t know how to make

this any clearer for you. Cancel the account. When I say
cancel the account, I don’t mean help me figure out how
to keep it, I mean cancel the account.

AOL: Well, I’m sorry, I don’t know what anybody’s done to
you Vincent because all I’m . . .

VINCENT:Will you please cancel the account.
AOL:Alright, some day when you calmed down you’re gonna

realize that all I was trying to do was help you . . . and it
was actually in your best interest to listen to me.

VINCENT:Wonderful. Okay.

Ferrari finally was able to cancel his account but posted
the conversation on a web site: http://media.putfil.com/
AOL-Cancellation.When the story took off across the Internet
and was picked up by various news outlets,AOL fired the repre-
sentative and apologized to Ferrari.AOL also claimed it was using
the tape to train its representatives not to behave the way “John”
had,but given the widespread practice of retaining customers that
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led Ferrari to tape his call in the first place, AOL’s contrition
seems disingenuous.

A similar firing–apologizing incident took place around the
same time as Ferrari’s AOL debacle.This time, however, it in-
volved cable company, Comcast.A customer posted a creatively
produced video on YouTube.com showing a Comcast techni-
cian asleep on his couch.The technician was there to replace a
modem when he called Comcast and was put on hold for more
than an hour! The screen then reads, “Thanks Comcast for two
broken routers, four hour appointment blocks, weeklong inter-
net outages, long hold times, high prices, three missed appoint-
ments, for promising to call back and then not calling.Thanks
Comcast for everything.”

Needless to say, only after the video had reached a wide audi-
ence did the company take action.The technician was fired and
Comcast apologized. However, there is no indication that the
sort of “silo” business model that contributed to the incident
has been replaced.

The “silo” business model, in which departments are isolated
from each other, simply exacerbates an already problematic at-
titude both within the company and in terms of the brand ex-
perience. This business structure encourages employees to
reflect a negative brand, and it persists until the company is
forced to change, as the AOL and Comcast examples illustrate.
The effects are far-reaching. Internally, co-workers are not
united by a single goal; in fact, they may even do their work
thousands of miles away from the nearest department. Exter-
nally, customers feel like there’s no unified brand at all.

When a Time Warner customer began having Internet prob-
lems, she had a rotten experience. Her calls were transferred
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from one department to another. Each time, she had to repeat
her story, because the previous customer service representative
failed to note the salient details. Finally, she was told that a
ticket would be written, and her problem referred to Home
Networking. “Can’t I just talk to them?” she asked. “No,” was
the response. “We don’t have contact with them.” “What do
you mean, you don’t have contact? Are you saying you send
them messages under the door?” “We can’t call them. That’s
why we write the ticket.”“Okay, but the last time I called, I was
told I’d need a new wireless router. Someone in your company
wrote a ticket for that, and scheduled a time for a technician to
come out and install it.When he came out, he had no router.
There was nothing on his work order that said Router. He said
he’d come back in a couple of hours, but he didn’t. Someone
else in your organization told me, ‘Oh, no. We can’t just send
him back out. In fact, we don’t have access to dispatch, so we
couldn’t just send him back out.You have to make another ap-
pointment.’ So, do you see why I want to talk to the secret
Home Networking department?” If ever there was a silo dis-
connected from other silos, this was it!

After several more minutes, the exasperated customer began
to feel exactly like the child whose parent dismisses her.
“Look,” she said.“I’m a human being, and you’re a human be-
ing.Your company has repeatedly and unrepentantly screwed
up for days. I’ve spent hours trying to resolve your mistake,
and in the process lost hours of work. I’ve spoken with nu-
merous customer service representatives at who-knows-how-
many call centers, and you can’t—you won’t—even let me
speak with someone who can accept responsibility and effect
change? All you can do is send messages to a man behind the
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curtain who sounds like the Wizard of Oz, but you can’t help
me. Don’t you feel utterly impotent as a human being?”
“Look,” he said sadly.“Even if I could fix it with a phone call
or e-mail, I’m here on the east coast of Canada.There’s noth-
ing I can do.” “So you’re telling me there’s not one person at
Time Warner who can do anything to help me right this
minute? Not even anyone who can officially take responsibil-
ity in some tangible way?”“No, but I can credit you a month
of Internet access.” Needless to say, that call ended very shortly
thereafter.The ticket typed up and sent to Home Networking
was flagged Urgent.

The customer knows that the call center agent’s hands are
tied. It’s as if large companies want it that way. Employees are
hamstrung by corporate policies, and their jobs depend on fol-
lowing them. People like Verizon’s Michelene or Country-
wide’s Jason just happen to be very committed to making
human connections—and they’re very creative about it.

Large businesses aren’t as nimble as small ones, but the or-
ganizations’ leaders set the tone that is translated and imple-
mented down the line by managers and supervisors. Managers,
directors, presidents—“higher-ups” on the corporate ladder—
are often so far removed from the daily nourishment of their
brand that values don’t trickle down.

If, on the other hand, corporate leaders inspire their employ-
ees to take command and have an objective to make each indi-
vidual happy, each employee then has the freedom to make
things happen. They are the brand.After all, they’re the ones in-
teracting with customers of all stripes, be it buyer, distributor,
reseller, and so forth.The leader of a large company can’t be ef-
fective touching every person, but they can make sure that
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everyone below them buys into the vision and culture of the
brand, and then applies it to their groups.

Employees reflect the company’s values. Just ask Costco’s
president, Jim Sinegal. He knows that if he doesn’t buy into
the brand, and if he doesn’t teach his team how to buy into it,
then his managers won’t, either, and in turn they won’t inspire
the feet on the ground.You don’t have to compromise your
values to create a successful brand—just the opposite. Ben &
Jerry’s owners haven’t sacrificed their beliefs in order to build
a brand. Instead, their beliefs became an essential ingredient of
that brand.

You might be thinking, Sounds good, but how can I possibly
get my low-wage workers to buy into my brand? Suppose you
own a fast food restaurant franchise.Your employees don’t get
paid very much and the work is hard. Most of us think of low
wage jobs as just stepping-stones to something better—a “real”
career—or we think that no one who isn’t desperate or un-
qualified would take such jobs. The former may be true, but
we’ll see that this does nothing to weaken my position on sell-
ing your employees on your brand. The latter is simply not
true, not only because a worker’s value is not identical to the
money they earn. Experience disproves it.

You can inspire your employees to care—whatever their
hourly wage or salary—in big and small ways. For example, in-
vite employees for a cup of coffee now and then to listen to
them talk about their work. Tell them they’re important, that
their job can’t be done by just anybody. Tell them, “I chose
you.You matter because you make the brand.” Give your em-
ployees notes thanking them for the work they do.You could
even stick a Post-it note on their computer or workstation ac-
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knowledging their contributions to the brand. Just as impor-
tant, be direct about their situation. There’s nothing wrong
with telling them that you know this job is not a career, but
that it still matters how they represent the brand.After all, you
never know whom you’re going to meet and what opportuni-
ties will arise. Remember, a good brand creates a substantial
ripple effect! As Starbucks’ Howard Schultz tells us, “If people
relate to the company they work for, if they form an emo-
tional tie to it and buy into its dreams, they will pour their
heart into making it better.”

As the expression goes, “You’re only as good as the people
you surround yourself with.” I add that your people are only as
good as you are.Your brand expresses your identity, your be-
liefs, and your values. Staying true to them will make it possible
for you not only to change your perspective so that you can
step into your customers’ shoes, but will also generate a lasting,
powerful, emotional brand.
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CHAPTER 9

Branding? LOL!
Branding for the 

Technology-Driven Business

“The Three Little Pigs”

Once upon a time, there was a sow that had three little pigs.
The time soon came for the little pigs to go off and seek their
own fortune. “Beware of the wolf. Build yourselves strong
houses, and you will be safe.”With these words of advice, the
sow sent them on their way.

With that, the three little pigs set off to seek their fortune.As
they traveled down the road, they met a man carrying some
straw.“May I have some so I can build a house?” asked the first
little pig. “Yes,” replied the man, “yes, you may.” And he gave
the first little pig enough straw to build a house.

After much work, the first little pig said, “This is a fine
house. I will be safe here from the wolf.”

The second little pig said, “Yes, it is a fine house. But I will
make mine stronger.”The third little pig said,“As will I.”And they
set off down the road, waving good-bye to the first little pig.

The two remaining little pigs walked for a while, and then
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came upon a man carrying some sticks. “May I have some
sticks so that I can build a house?” asked the second little pig.
“Yes, you may,” answered the man.And he gave the second lit-
tle pig enough sticks to build a house.

After much work, the second little pig said, “This is a fine
house. I will be safe here from the wolf.”

The third little pig said, “Yes, it is a fine house. But I will
make mine stronger.” And he set off down the road, waving
good-bye to the second little pig.The third little pig walked for
a while, and then came across a man carrying a load of bricks.
“May I have some so I can build a house?”The man said,“Yes,
you may.” And the third little pig worked all day long making
his house. It was very hard work, but when he was finished, he
said,“This is a fine house.The wolf cannot get me here.”

The next morning, the wolf set off looking for food.When
he arrived at the first little pig’s house, he said sweetly, “Little
pig, little pig, let me in.” Upon seeing the wolf through his
window, the first little pig said,“Not by the hair on my chinny-
chin-chin!” This made the wolf mad. “Well, then,” he said, “I
shall huff and puff and blow your house in!” And that’s just
what he did.Then he snatched up the first little pig and gob-
bled him up.

The next morning, the wolf set off looking for food once
again. Upon spying the second little pig’s stick house, the wolf
said to himself, Another choice meal will be had today! After
knocking on the door, the wolf said sweetly, “Little pig, little
pig, let me in.” Upon seeing the wolf through his window, the
second little pig said, “Not by the hair on my chinny-chin-
chin!” This made the wolf mad. “Well, then,” he said, “I shall
huff and puff and blow your house in!”And that’s just what he
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did. Then he snatched up the second little pig and gobbled
him up.

The third morning, the wolf set off looking for food once
again, this time searching for another little pig’s house. He did
not have to look very long before he came across the third lit-
tle pig’s house. Oh, how delicious this little piggie will be! he
thought happily. After knocking on the door, the wolf said
sweetly, “Little pig, little pig, let me in.” Upon seeing the wolf
through his window, the third little pig said, “Not by the hair
on my chinny-chin-chin!” This made the wolf mad. “Well,
then,” he said, “I shall huff and puff and blow your house in!”
The third little pig was very nervous but still confident about
his house. He smiled and said, “Go ahead, then. Try.” So the
wolf drew in a huge breath and blew until his lungs were
empty. But the house stood strong. The wolf tried again and
again until he was exhausted. But the house stood strong. Frus-
trated, the wolf went away, and the third little piggy lived safely
in his house thereafter.

The moral of the story: No matter what you use to build
your brand, don’t build it quick and easy, build it strong to
make it last.

What Technology Does for Us

The tremendous growth of technology has given us remarkable
means of communicating.The Age of Technology has spawned
the Information Age, and with it comes terrific opportunities
for your brand.What we need to learn is how to use that tech-
nology to build a successful brand in the Information Age. It is
crucial to understand that technology does not replace your brand, it
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enhances it. At present, many individuals, businesses, and non-
profit organizations use technology as a crutch—really an ex-
tended advertising tool that is expected to replace brand
building and sustenance—rather than as a great vehicle that’s
only one small part of your brand-building process. Even if
your business or organization exists exclusively online, technol-
ogy offers continuity of brand, not the brand itself.

From the days of telegraph to telephone to cell phone; from
instant messaging devices and programs like BlackBerrys, Side-
kicks, and e-mail; and from faxes to the World Wide Web and
Internet, people at great distances have been able to connect.
Today, this connection can occur instantly, at any time, and
practically from anywhere.Thus technology has benefited us in
numerous ways. Forever gone are the days when messages had
to be hand delivered, when word from friends, relatives, and busi-
ness contacts could take months to reach its destination.Today,
we pick up a phone and dial a number, or type a message that
reaches its recipient instantly.With the click of a button we can
place an order for a product or service. When emergencies
arise, we’re able to reach out or be contacted instantaneously.
There are less urgent, but still profound, benefits of technology.

Perhaps the most revolutionary telecommunications tech-
nology today is the Internet.The computer-based global infor-
mation system—which includes the World Wide Web, chat
rooms, message boards, list serves, e-mail, and other communi-
cation tools—brings together people who otherwise would
never meet. Never before has so much information been avail-
able at once to so many people. Everything from government
documents to the latest scientific discoveries to personal
Weblogs, and much more can be found. The search engines
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make research faster and more efficient than ever before.
Whether you want to get information on various types of di-
ets, read books online, or check out new markets for your busi-
ness, the Internet is a tremendously powerful instrument.

Technological innovations in communications are, in general
positive for business, both big and small.The more people with
whom you can connect, the more prospects you have for estab-
lishing your brand. Once people perused print catalogs and or-
dered products by mail. Later, orders by phone and then fax
increased the speed at which orders could be placed, and so
also delivered. Now, the Internet has utterly transformed the
way we shop.To take a simple example, when you browse the
Internet looking for a book, you can be connected with small,
independent sellers across the globe. Alibris.com, for example,
is a clearinghouse for new and used books. You type in the
name of the author, the title of the book, or the ISBN number,
and search results list what sellers have copies of the book, its
price, and the seller’s description of the book. Once a purchase
has been made, the seller sends you an e-mail confirming ship-
ping arrangements.

Service-based businesses also succeed online. Insurance
companies, consulting firms, dating services, engineering firms,
architecture firms, hospitals, wedding planners, financial advis-
ers, business planners, nonprofit organizations—the list goes on
and on. You can quickly and efficiently compare prices and
benefits of various services without getting on the phone or
leaving your home or office.You can scour online chat rooms
for discussions of people’s experiences with particular products
or services. Most companies have FAQ pages on their web sites
that give you information you can use to make a decision
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about purchasing a particular service. In fact, there is so much
information online that you can find pretty much anything you
seek.

The Downside of 
Mass Communication

But, as with most any benefit, there is a downside to the
plethora of information and opportunities afforded by Internet
technology. In fact, perhaps the seemingly endless list of possi-
bilities is a little overwhelming. As a result, and despite all of
these tremendous benefits, we’re so connected to the rest of the
world these days that we often feel utterly lost.

It is this phenomenon that Swarthmore College psycholo-
gist Barry Schwartz discusses in his book The Paradox of Choice:
Why More is Less. Based on his behavioral economics and psy-
chological research, Schwartz argues that, “unlimited choice
. . . can produce genuine suffering.” We humans just don’t do
all that well with plethora, yet technology gives us just that.
Schwartz cites a study in a series by researchers at Columbia
and Stanford universities entitled “When Choice is Demotivat-
ing: Can One Desire too Much of a Good Thing?” In the
study, some shoppers were offered free samples from 24 jam
choices, and some were offered 6.Though the greater number
drew larger samples, in the end, 30 percent of those who sam-
pled the six-jam array bought a jar, while only 3 percent of
those who sampled the 24-jam array bought a jar. Schwartz of-
fers us the results of a number of other studies, and the conclu-
sion he draws is that we tend to be irrational in the way we
measure “opportunity costs.”This irrationality applies to many
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other aspects of our lives, from choosing a partner to choosing
a career. But because of the newness of much of our technol-
ogy, the shock of choice might feel more acute.

We may, then, wish to disconnect, to not be quite so avail-
able all the time or have so many choices that make it impossi-
ble to choose.We may tend to feel barraged by technology in
many ways, not served by it. In the midst of all this clutter,
brands have to stand out, they have to transcend the noise, the
din created by the massive spread of technology into our lives.

All this might make you wonder how you could possibly
connect with someone online to create an ultimate customer
experience.After all, aren’t there just too many choices? Isn’t it
impossible to stand out in the dizzying crowd? Doesn’t tech-
nology isolate us, thereby eliminating the human element cru-
cial to branding success? If we’re not careful, yes. Recall the
discussions in the Introduction and in Chapter 4, where we
discuss how technology is hindering our ability to connect
with customers and beginning to influence our own personal
contact and how we communicate. If you depend on technol-
ogy to the extent that it alone runs your business, then you lose
all personal contact, and there’s no opportunity to create emo-
tional connections and build your brand.

Though there are numerous challenges to branding online,
such as the vast and impersonal nature of the Internet, the rate
of speed at which technology develops, and the aforemen-
tioned feeling of isolation generated by online interactions,
technology can do wonderful things, and it doesn’t have to iso-
late you. We will discuss how to transcend the limits of tech-
nology by using it in a creative way that is an extension of your
existing brand. In so doing, you will be creating a lasting, mem-
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orable brand. So just how does branding fit into the mix of the
ever-changing, unbelievably broad scope of global networks?

How to Use Technology to Extend
Your Reach of Influence

There are few people who have not been online. Millions of
people have personal web sites,Weblogs (or blogs), and business
portals. Building a brand online would seem to be a wildly
daunting task. But consider brands like Amazon, MySpace,
YouTube, and Google. Each is a very different type of business:
(1) Amazon is an online retailer; (2) MySpace is an online
meeting and marketplace for (mostly young) individuals; (3)
started as a personal video sharing site in February of 2005
YouTube is, according to its About page, “a consumer media
company for people to watch and share original videos world-
wide through a Web experience,” which means hundreds of
thousands of personal (and viral marketing) videos are posted
for millions and millions of people around the world to view;
and (4) Google is a search engine and rapidly growing infor-
mation storehouse for everything from books to videos to
satellite imaging. Each of these sites connotes in their users
very precise feelings, and this is no accident. In fact, Google’s
purchase of YouTube was made without the intention of
‘google-zing’ YouTube’s brand, which will remain a distinct
identity.

Let’s consider a simple, understandable illustration of uniting
the human element with technology: Apple’s 2006 television
ad campaign featuring two men representing a PC and a Mac.
“Hello, I’m a Mac,” one actor says. “I’m a PC,” says the other
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actor.The commercial then shows how much better Macs are
at a variety of things. In one commercial, PC has a cold and
keeps sneezing. Mac offers him a tissue, and then asks if PC is
okay. “No, I’m not okay. I have that virus that’s going around.
You’d better stay back. This one’s a doozy.” Mac says, “That’s
okay, I’ll be fine.” “No, no!” PC protests. “Do not be a hero!”
He continues, his voice tense with nerves,“Last year there were
a hundred and fourteen thousand known viruses for PCs.” Mac
pauses for a beat, and then shrugs off PC’s worry in a slightly
smug tone. “Not for Macs.” Realizing his inferiority to Mac,
PC says,“I gotta crash,” and promptly falls over. In 30 seconds,
the Apple ad has generated two human characters and has
shown how one is healthier than the other. At the same time,
the commercial simplifies technology.

This ad series is an intriguing way to humanize and simplify
technology and at the same time differentiate the Mac brand
PCs. Over the past 10 years or so, computers have become
more and more homogenous, both in terms of their abilities to
run the same programs and share hardware.At one time, for ex-
ample, if you owned an Apple computer and you wanted to
print a document, you could use only an Apple printer. Now,
you can plug your Apple computer into virtually any brand of
printer and print your document.The same goes for software
and many of the physical parts of your computer. Returning to
the 2006 television campaign previously mentioned, we can
better see what Apple is trying to do: personalize—humanize—
technology and differentiate its brand from the myriad PC
brands that have flooded the market since IBM clones first
emerged in the mid-1980s.

Prior to the late 1970s and early 1980s, a personal computer
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on one’s desk was practically unthinkable to the average indi-
vidual. Mainframes were used in academic and business do-
mains exclusively, and users sat at terminals that were hooked
up to the mainframes.These mainframes were enormous—of-
ten occupying an entire room—and had to be run by specially
trained operators.

Fast-forward to the mid-1990s and the introduction to mil-
lions of the Internet and the World Wide Web. Never before in
human history has there been an information resource on the
scale of the networks known as the Internet and World Wide
Web.The communication, collaboration, and information dis-
semination capacities alone are changing the way human be-
ings think, interact, and work. It will be decades before the
effects of this medium on the human condition are truly un-
derstood.

What we do understand are the elements of a successful
brand. And these must be our guiding lights when we enlist
technology—specifically the Internet—to help us expand and
sustain our business. Let us assume you’ve already established a
brick-and-mortar brand. For example, FedEx was a known and
trusted brand long before they created a web site. Much of the
brand was translated to the online version of the business, and
so the brand essentially transferred seamlessly to the virtual
realm. In fact, the brand improved in some ways when the
business went online, as it offered its customers more ways to
utilize its services.

Suppose you don’t already have a known brand and you
want to generate one online.You can create your brand online
by adapting the very same branding techniques you use when
directly connecting with your customers. Consider the ques-
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tions you ask yourself when you think about your company, in-
dustry, and competitors.What do you all offer? How can you
use technology to create emotional experiences, personal expe-
riences, and not mechanistic ones? How can you make your
customer’s life easier when they use technology? Can you do
something, for example, with your phone system that makes
navigating the company easier? Can you solve a problem with
technology? Can you think of at least three ways of taking the
same products and services, and offering them in unique ways?
Why does the world need my product or services? Why do
these customers need me? How can I change my prospect’s
life? How can I create an unexpected and emotional experi-
ence? How am I different from my competitors? What can I do
to be unique? How can I make the experience paramount and
the product secondary?

The answers to these questions are applicable to how you
represent your brand online. Make sure you spell out your
brand definitively, and be sure to make clear how your brand
benefits customers. In addition, personalize your brand. Recall
“Mac” from the Apple television campaign? Make one of your
own. In other words, your online customers should feel like
they’re meeting you when they visit your site. Remember, per-
ception is crucial.Your web site, as another mode of advertise-
ment, must be consistent with the rest of your brand.

I’ve been talking about technology as if it’s always an arm of
advertising. But what about businesses and organizations that
are online exclusively? There are many of them. PayPal, the
aforementioned eBay, which also owns PayPal; Amazon.com,
match.com, eHarmony, iTunes, and CD Baby barely begin to
represent the vast number of the Web-only businesses. How
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could they manage to create a unique, emotional experience?
Consider the matchmaking sites, match.com and
eHarmony.com. These are sites that promise you, using their
technology—their web-based business—will transform your
life forever. Using their service, you could change your life for-
ever. How is this possible?

eHarmony is a matchmaking site devoted to marriage. For-
mer Fuller Theological Seminary psychologist, Dr. Neil Clark
Warren, and his son-in-law, Greg Forgatch, founded it in 2000.
On its Company Overview page, eHarmony claims to be
“America’s #1 trusted relationship service . . . founded by
America’s most well known relationship expert, best-selling au-
thor, and clinical psychologist.”There are several ways in which
eHarmony uses technology—its primary platform—to create
unique experiences for its customers. Foremost is the nature of
the business. It’s a business devoted to relationships.As such, it is
committed to the heart of the brand-building idea.

Of course, the nature of the business does not do all the
brand-building work.There are other ingredients. For example,
early in the company’s history Dr.Warren had strong ties to the
conservative Christian community. In addition, he is himself a
Christian evangelical and utilizes his expertise as a psychologist
and religious thinker in the organization and goal of the online
experience. For example, the company is focused on those
seeking a long-term relationship and those married couples
seeking to strengthen theirs.As a result of the site’s orientation,
not everyone who applies to eHarmony is accepted. Moreover,
not all people seeking long-term relationships are accepted. For
example, same-sex couples are not matched, according to Dr.
Warren, because same-sex marriages are illegal in most states.
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People who are still married, have at least three previous failed
marriages, are under age twenty-one, or suffer from severe de-
pression are also those who, according to Warren, will have
trouble finding a match. That’s because, according to the site,
Dr.Warren has done exhaustive research on “what makes mar-
riages succeed and fail.” He concluded that there are “29 key
dimensions that help predict great relationships.”

eHarmony is a prime example of a brand being what it is
and not pretending to be something else.“But,” you might ask,
“isn’t eHarmony focusing only on its core customer to the ex-
clusion of others?” No.And here’s why. Screening applicants is
not the same as doing market research to determine who your
core customers are. Moreover, the very design of the question-
naire signifies the individuality of the experience; if it didn’t, it
would utterly fail to suggest matches between people! Re-
member, market research tells you the statistics of your core
customer. For example, market research might yield the follow-
ing: male, mid-thirties, lives in an upscale metropolitan area,
and so on.There’s no individuality in the results of market re-
search. What Warren is doing with eHarmony is producing a
brand based on his values. He’s not profiling, he’s setting out
parameters based on core beliefs, not core customers cloned by
market data.

Another online relationship and dating web site for adults
age eighteen and older is Match.com. Founded in 1995 as one
of the first consumer dating sites, Match.com focuses its atten-
tion, however, not just on people seeking relationships or
seeking to strengthen their marriage, but also on the first step
toward a relationship: dating. According to its home page,
“Match.com is a diverse, global community of single adults
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who want to find great dates, make new friends, form roman-
tic relationships or meet life partners.” Casting a broader net
than eHarmony, Match.com, a publicly traded company,
promises that you will “Meet someone special within 6
months or get 6 months free,” and boasts “millions of mem-
bers” worldwide.

The way these two relationship-oriented businesses thrive is
due to the specific values and beliefs that permeate all aspects
of the online experience and, they hope, extend in the particu-
lar encounters potential couples have.Though it’s true that, as I
mentioned earlier, part of these businesses’ brands trade on the
nature of the business itself, their unique success depends in
large part on how they enlist technology.This latter point is ap-
plicable also to other web-based businesses.

eBay, for example, has been an online pioneer since its
founding in 1995 by Pierre Omidyar. eBay has not only
transformed the ways in which people shop, it’s transformed
itself into an online clearinghouse for almost anything anyone
can think to sell.When Meg Whitman took over as CEO in
1998, she enhanced and extended the eBay brand to its cur-
rent identity. In the process she has helped her company suc-
cessfully withstand competition from companies looking to
break into the online auction business, companies as strong as
Amazon,Yahoo!, and Lycos.The eBay brand is so strong that
it has withstood not only competition, but also the dot-com
bust and internal problems, such as a 24-hour outage in June
1998 and phony auctions that would have frightened cus-
tomers off a less successful brand.Whitman has been particu-
larly successful in connecting with eBay customers, from
eliciting feedback to keeping them in the loop regarding

Branding? LOL!

172

ccc_deming_159-178_ch09.qxd  3/22/07  1:54 PM  Page 172



changes to the site. And it’s not just individuals who sign up
on eBay to sell collectible items. Companies like Sun Mi-
crosystems, IBM, and J.C. Penney are among those that regu-
larly sell their products online.

eBay’s success is extraordinary, not only because it survived
the implosion of the dot com industry, but also because it has
managed to create a lasting brand despite the fact that it’s an
exclusively online company.What eBay’s founder and chair-
man created and what CEO Meg Whitman developed was a
values-based, customer-driven business. In Chapter 5, I dis-
cuss Omidyar’s community business ethic, referencing a 2001
interview he did with BusinessWeek magazine. In that inter-
view, he emphasized the importance of transmitting his val-
ues to his customers, and in turn, having them adopt those
values and pass them along to new users. In this way, each
eBay customer—be they buyer or seller—was initiated into
the eBay brand.

Moreover, he is mindful of protecting that brand.“What we
do have to be cautious of, as we grow,” he tells BusinessWeek,“is
that our core is the personal trade, because the values are com-
municated person-to-person.” The eBay brand survives and
prospers because customers have experiences that reflect the
eBay brand, and they pass these experiences on to others.

As much as we at eBay talk about the values and encourage peo-
ple to live by those values, that’s not going to work unless people
actually adopt those values.The values are communicated not be-
cause somebody reads the Web site and says,“Hey, this is how we
want to treat each other, so I’ll just starting treating people that
way.” The values are communicated because that’s how they’re
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treated when they first arrive. Each member is passing those values
on to the next member. It’s little things, like you receive a note
that says,“Thanks for your business.”

My advertising agency created and owned copyrights on a
couple of Internet-based software programs that enhanced ex-
isting services we offered to our reseller clients. For example,
we developed a program that quickly and efficiently executed a
number of time consuming activities, thereby freeing clients up
to focus on their brand. Prior to using RCI’s program, re-
sellers—independently owned businesses that sell products for
another company—had to go through a fairly complicated
process to create and monitor their advertising budgets.That’s
because they received a portion of their budget from the man-
ufacturers of the products they sold.The portion, however, was
determined in part by how much of that product the reseller
bought. Our software significantly simplified the process,
which enhanced the level of service we gave to our clients.
What the software did not do was replace that service.

The Internet is not the only technology you can use to en-
hance your brand. How you use your telephone, cell phone,
messages on hold and voice mail systems, fax, e-mail, and in-
stant messaging devices is an extension of your brand.Technol-
ogy should help you streamline your operations, create new
opportunities, reach a broader customer base, and reinforce
your carefully developed brand. Effective use of technology is
achieved, in large part, through mastery of your brand.This in-
cludes never forgetting that people use technology, not the other
way around.

Branding? LOL!
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For example, most people at some time need prescription
medication. The last thing you want to do when you’re sick,
however, is traipse over to the pharmacy to drop off a prescrip-
tion and then wait around until it’s filled. Nowadays, doctors
call in or fax prescriptions to your pharmacy so all you have to
do is go pick them up. In addition, pharmacies big and small
across the country now use telephone-based systems to expe-
dite the prescription refill process.You call your pharmacy, en-
ter information such as your prescription number and the time
you want to pick it up, and then hang up the phone.What the
telephone and telephone-based systems don’t do is replace the
important patient–pharmacist relationship. Enhancing, but not
replacing your brand with technology is important because of
the incredible rate of speed at which newer technology revolu-
tionizes how we interact. For example, the first cell phones in
the 1970s were the size—and felt like the weight—of two
bricks joined together.Today, there are phones smaller than the
size of an average adult palm and light as a feather.And they’re
getting even more sophisticated. There are wearable cell
phones, such as wristwatches, medallions hung around neck-
laces, and lapels. The array of combination devices—phone,
Web browser, calendar, instant messenger, e-mail—can make
anyone feel like James Bond. But just as we feel overwhelmed
by the vastness of the Internet, we can feel overwhelmed by
what technology allows us to do and by the devices that per-
form these mind-boggling functions.

Some become so paralyzed by the choices technology offers
that they can’t move to interact at all. Others get so caught up
in the bells and whistles that they forget what’s really driving
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the interaction—people. Rather than meet with a customer,
they’ll make a phone call. Rather than return a phone call,
they’ll send an e-mail.Those who rely heavily or even exclu-
sively on voice mail and phone tree systems isolate themselves
from customers, thereby precluding opportunities for enacting
unique experiences.

Of course, the remedy is not abandoning technology, but
harnessing its power to expand and extend your reach of influ-
ence. Phone calls, e-mail messages, phone trees, and voice mail
do not replace person-to-person experience. When, however,
it’s simply impossible to have an in-person experience, such as
when business is conducted entirely online, the quality of the
way these technologies are used will make the experience
more or less effective—just as it does with web-based busi-
nesses. Be sure you return phone calls or acknowledge e-mail
messages the same day they’re received. Keep phone trees sim-
ple. Instead of forcing the customer to press button after but-
ton, only to be confronted with yet another list of questions to
answer, set up your call center more like a house than a maze.
Limit the number of transfers your customers have to make be-
fore they are connected with a live human being. Don’t force
the customer to input all sorts of personal and account infor-
mation before reaching a live human being—only to have to of-
fer it all up again when the representative gets on the line.
Remember, your technology should be an extension of walk-
ing in your customers’ shoes! When considering technology in
your business or organization—large or small—ask yourself, If I
were my customer, what would I love from me? I guarantee
you, you would not love endless phone trees, unreturned
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calls—or to be pestered with business calls. Remember the
time before you could sign up on the Do Not Call registry?

Regardless of whether your business is brick and mortar or
web-based, remember to use technology to transcend, not re-
place, your brand. In the final analysis, don’t let technology be
the end of your brand, let it be the beginning of expanding, ex-
tending, and sustaining it.

Use Technology to Extend Your Influence
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CHAPTER 10

Bringing It All Together
Understanding the Roles 

and Fusion of Advertising and Branding 
to Create the Ultimate Branding Machine

“The Circus Barker: An Original
Deming Tail”

Once upon a time, a circus came to town.All the children were
already excited.After all, they’d seen the posters put up all over
town in advance of the circus’ arrival. Each poster detailed a
different act or curiosity, one more incredible than the last.
Then the children saw the train roll in with brightly painted
car after car of people and animals.The children watched with
wonder as myriad characters walked off the train, many carry-
ing or leading animals the children never even imagined could
exist. By the time the circus barker placed megaphone to
mouth, the children’s excitement was barely contained.

“It’s going to be tremendous!” one cried.
“It’s going to be stupendous!” another shouted.
“It’s going to be delightful!” still another squealed.
“It’s going to be sometimes frightful!” a small child quailed.
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They all shrieked in unison, “The circus has finally come
to town!”

Then the barker’s voice boomed.“Step right up! This way to
sights and sounds you never thought possible! There are ballet
dancing bears and flying monkeys! A lion will swallow a grown
man’s head! Step right this way to see a lady with two heads!
Over there is The Rubber Band Man! Don’t forget the most
amazing sight of all:The Rat Boy!”

“Could it be true?” the children asked their parents.Without
waiting for an answer, they shouted,“It must be!”At once they
raced in the direction of The Rat Boy.

“Will he have a snout?” one wondered.
“Maybe beady red eyes?” queried another.
“Large ears that sit on top of his head,” declared one.
“He’ll have pink paws,” another said confidently, “and a

long, creepy tail!”
“Yes,” they all agreed.“A long, creepy tail!”
Clasping their hands with glee, they pressed in close to the

tent advertising The Rat Boy. Soon, the circus barker stood be-
fore them.“Are you ready to see The Rat Boy?” he boomed.

“Yes, yes!” the children cried. Of all the curiosities, a living
rat boy was the most intriguing.

The circus barker noticed this. “Be prepared for a sight
you’ve never seen,” he continued.“This is a little boy, no older
than you are yourselves.”

The children’s mouths dropped open.
“But he is also a rat.”
“Does he have a snout?” one child asked.
“And beady eyes?” another chimed in.
“What about ears that sit atop his head?”

Bringing It All Together
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“He must have a long, creepy tail,” they all insisted.
The circus barker put up his hands to silence the crowd.

Then he spoke, his tone hushed and serious.“All that you say is
true. But you must be very quiet so you do not scare him. Like
all rats, he’s timid.You must also not try to talk to him. Like all
little boys, he is mischievous, and I am sure he will try to
frighten you.”

The children all nodded solemnly, and the barker drew back
the tent flap so the crowd could enter.There, at the back of the
tent, was a crimson stage curtain, faded by time, its velvet
crushed from use.

The circus barker walked over to the curtain, and with a
flourish pulled it open.There, sitting on a chair, was a boy.

The children pressed in for a closer look. Finally, one said,
“That’s a boy, and only a boy.That’s not a rat at all.”

Another said, “He’s wearing a costume that’s made of fake
fur and fake ears.”

Still another said,“His tail is made out of a black rubber hose.”
At that discovery, the children went silent. The tail was

fake. One child started to cry. Then others followed suit.
“You tricked us!” they complained to the circus barker.
Worst of all was their disappointment that the boy’s “rat” tail
was fake. Children love creepy things, and of all the boy’s at-
tributes, the tail should have been the creepiest. Instead, it
was not only not creepy, it was fake.“What a terrible tail!” the
children wailed.

Without waiting for more complaints, the circus barker
rounded up the children and escorted them out of the tent.

The moral of the story: Don’t drive your customers to a
flawed service!

“The Circus Barker: A Deming TaIL”
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Your Brand Is Your Foundation

What comes first, advertising or service? Many companies with
great marketing have failed because they drive people to a
flawed service. Driving people into a flawed business “unsells”
them, and the business is, then, bound to fail. On the other
hand, many companies have failed because of poor marketing;
the company’s good, they have a great product or service, but
they’re afraid of investing in advertising. So they die the slow
death.The answer is that it’s not a dichotomy, as the question
supposes. It’s a fusion. First, however, you have to understand
what you do, what you can do, and what makes you different
from everyone else.You have to understand your brand, create
your own service levels, and then produce an advertising and
marketing program that speaks to that, which is sincere, unique,
and breaks through the clutter. In short, you’ve got to do what
you say, say what you mean, and then overdeliver!

Now that you understand how marketing and advertising
are distinct from branding, and you understand the elements of
a successful brand, you’re ready to pull them together in prac-
tice to create customers for life.You have to be sure that your
advertising does not misrepresent your brand, or drive cus-
tomers to a brand that is flawed.There is a lot of temptation to
distort your brand through your ad campaign, or to believe that
your advertising will stand in for a real brand identity. That’s
because there is often a fear that a product or service won’t
break through the clutter to reach customers. Essentially busi-
nesses worry that, unless a circus barker approach to advertising
isn’t used, customers won’t be reached. This worry is not en-
tirely unfounded, but their solution doesn’t work.

Bringing It All Together
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Whenever a product or service is novel—whenever no one
else makes or sells the product or service—the brand is in
charge. People who want it have no choice but to buy it. In-
evitably, however, competition emerges.Think about when the
first cassette recorder came on the scene. The Sony Walkman
was a revolutionary change in personal audio players, the first
portable device of its kind on the market. It wasn’t long after,
however, that the market was flooded with other brands. Fast-
forward to Apple’s introduction of the iPod, a portable mp3
player.Though it still dominates the mp3 player market, there is
competition.

Competition means the consumer wins.That’s where adver-
tising and marketing enter the picture. It tells people where to
find you and why you’re better. Creative advertising does cut
through the clutter of competition, but when the competition
starts cutting prices, companies panic and run ad campaigns
that are inconsistent with their brand. In this case, advertising
either lies to the consumer, or it cheapens brands.

Increasingly, but not always successfully, companies attempt
to break through the clutter by saturating the market. For ex-
ample, the tie-ins between a film, a fast food chain, and certain
products reflect the idea that the consumer should have a com-
plete experience. Pushing the idea even further, some mar-
keters attempt to create an entire culture surrounding a
particular product or service. Apple’s iPod advertisements are
especially effective in this respect. Television commercials de-
picting male and female silhouettes dancing to well-known
songs invite the viewer to insert him or herself into the picture.
The iPod is suggested in another television commercial as your
own personal theme music generator. Who hasn’t imagined
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music welling in the background during momentous life
events, just like in the movies? The Super Bowl is another event
that marketers use to advertise—at enormous expense—be-
cause they believe their product or service is conducive to, or
can piggyback off the Super Bowl culture.

Marketers also capitalize off the idea that the consumer is “in
control.”Whether shopping online, where a click of the mouse
can take you to another store, or browsing multiple brands in
the supermarket, the consumer is considered “empowered.”
The role of advertising, then, is to acknowledge and capitalize
on that power. But these approaches are wrongheaded when
they lose sight of the brand identity the marketing is meant to
highlight.

Avoid Driving Customers to a
Flawed Service!

What I’d like to encourage people to do is think past this my-
opic view and enlarge their ideas about experience so that the
ultimate customer experience is not object-person or service-
person centered, but relationship-centered.When RCI, my ad-
vertising agency, grew into a national, multimillion dollar
organization that serviced every type of business from Fortune
500 organizations to medium and large corporations, I encour-
aged companies to rethink their ideas of what advertising and
branding are.What I did from the beginning was tell my clients
that successful branding is achieved not solely through advertis-
ing. In those days, this sort of thinking was progressive, and re-
sulted in renegade and wildly successful branding programs.

It wasn’t always easy to make people understand that it
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makes no sense to drive customers to a business that does not
already have a brand identity in place that welcomes and en-
courages those customers. You can’t figure out what your
service is after the fact. You can’t put a message out that is
not reinforced and transcended by the brand experience.Ap-
pearance without substance—advertising, driving people to
your business without a powerful brand identity—leads to
failure.

Many years ago, I was running advertising for a high-end
lighting store.They sold everything from table lamps to chan-
deliers. After we ran a campaign for the business, highlighting
the opening of a new store in Ithaca, New York, I got a call one
Saturday morning from the owner of the store, Larry. He was
fit to be tied.“Hey, Deming,” he blustered.“What the $^&# is
wrong with the people in this town?”

Immediately, I panicked.The ads had been running for three
days, and I thought maybe no one was coming to the new
store.“What is it? Aren’t there people in the store?”

“Yeah, they’re here. Lots of ’em. The store’s packed. The
place is flooded with people.”

With a sigh of relief, I asked,“Okay, so what’s the problem?”
“They’re not buying squat.”
I said,“The place is crowded but nobody’s buying?”
He responded angrily, “Right. What’s wrong with these

people?”
“Larry,” I said.“This can wait.The store’s full. Let me call you

on Monday. I’ll come to the store, and we’ll talk.”
Monday rolled around, and I decided to head over to the

new store.“I’m just going to mill around a little, take a look at
some things,” I told him. Really, I wanted to see how he and his
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staff interacted with customers. It wasn’t long before I learned
why there were no sales.

A couple came in looking for a chandelier.They found one
they liked—a potential $20,000 sale.“We want this chandelier,
and we’re willing to pay cash. Can we get a deal, since we’re
paying cash?” the potential customer asked.

Without batting an eye, Larry practically bellowed, “Dis-
count? Does this look like a friggin’ Kmart to you? If you want
a discount, go somewhere they sell cheap lighting.”

So they did.
After they had walked out, I went over to Larry. “Hey, I

think I may have spotted your problem.”
“Oh, yeah?” he said, eager to get some business going.

“What’s that?”
“It’s you.” I paused a moment to let this revelation sink in.

Then I continued. “Not only did you lose a $20,000 sale, this
man’s going to tell everyone in Ithaca not to come here.You had
a chance for a great sale, even if you threw out 5 or 10 percent,
and you would have generated great word of mouth.” I knew
that Larry was one of those who believed that advertising
equals sales. That’s why he called me on a Saturday morning.
He thought the ads I created weren’t getting people to buy, not
realizing that the sole purpose of advertising is to generate
awareness, interest, and desire to go see what the business is all
about. Once in the store, the branding process takes over. Un-
fortunately for Larry, advertising does not make sales, and it
does not make evangelicals.

The brand promise (advertising) has to be in line with brand
over delivery. Once you create service levels that rise to the
level of creating brand evangelists, you won’t even need adver-
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tising. In other words, the more evangelists you have, the less
you have to do to create awareness. Recall the amazing Costco
story in Chapter 4, which addresses this point.

You, with your values and sincerity, are your brand. Until
you create a network of evangelicals who do your advertising
for you, you’ve got to get them to your place of business.That’s
where advertising comes in. Be unique and cut through the
clutter, but be sure your ad is consistent with your brand.You
must be sure that your marketing strategy is not used in place
of a brand identity, nor is it used in an attempt to create a
brand.Your brand can only be created by you and the relation-
ships you develop. Do what you say, say what you mean, and al-
ways overdeliver on your brand promise!

Avoid a Flawed Service!
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Conclusion

The paradigm shift I have articulated in these pages is, ulti-
mately, personal for each of us, whether we’re the CEO of a
Fortune 500 company, or a high school senior making her col-
lege applications.The lessons in this book are profoundly sim-
ple, and they all lead to one mission critical conclusion: If you
want to be successful, you must build a powerful emotional
brand.Whether it’s personal or professional, you can’t succeed
in life without a powerful emotional brand. And there’s only
one way to build your powerful emotional brand, by authenti-
cally creating the ultimate customer experience.

In each chapter, my intention is to articulate an element of
brands and the brand-building process. But what’s most impor-
tant is that you understand the significance of creating relation-
ships. Whether you’re dealing with your family, your friends,
acquaintances, customers, employees, or strangers, sincere inter-
actions should transcend anything you promise.What I am ad-
vocating in these pages is a guide to integrating aspects of your
life into a value-based whole.You are not a separate person in
your dealings with your family or friends, customers or
strangers. Everything you do reflects what you value—it’s your
brand. And each part of your brand is inextricably related to
the whole.
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Crucial to understanding and developing your brand is re-
thinking what you used to believe about a brand. Even if
you’ve never given much thought to it, you’ve heard the word
“brand,” and you most likely believe it has something to do
with products. If, on the other hand, you are a businessperson
or marketing professional, you most likely believe it has to do
with either the customer’s familiarity with a company name,
service, or product, or with manipulating the customer’s emo-
tional connection to a product or service.A brand, however, is
distinct from both marketing and marketing’s tool, advertising.
By rethinking the concept, you reorient your thinking toward
a new paradigm of branding.

Once you understand this distinction, you can focus on the
new model of a brand.This is the second step of the paradigm
shift. A successful brand is one that overdelivers on its promise
to create a surprisingly unique, memorable, and emotional ex-
perience for the customer.What’s implicit in this articulation is
that a brand is about individual, person-to-person relationships.

In order to understand what this sort of relationship in-
volves, you have to understand the distinction between three
types of experience: transactional, typical service, and unique
and exceptional.A successful brand transcends the transactional
and typical service experiences. Transactional experiences are
mere exchanges of money for a product, while typical service
experiences simply give the customer what he or she expects.

Once you begin to think about how to create the ultimate
customer experience, you are on your way toward creating a
sustainable brand and creating brand evangelists of your cus-
tomers.A customer’s perception of your brand depends on the
sort of experience he or she has.This experience contributes to
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building a relationship between you—your brand—and your
customer.

In order to create the ultimate customer experience, you
must understand what it means to “walk in your customers’—
and employees’—shoes.” Figuring out what your customers
and employees would love from you is an essential component
of creating the unique, one-of-a-kind emotional experiences
that establish your brand and generate the sort of brand evan-
gelicals that help you sustain your brand. In particular, it in-
volves changing your perspective from viewing customers as
opportunities for sales to viewing them as opportunities for
new, individual relationships.This perspective change is essen-
tial to “walking in your customers’—and employees’—shoes.”

Some find it difficult to adopt the requisite position. They
think they’re already doing everything right. However, “we’re
not as good as we think we are.”This is a difficult, albeit neces-
sary realization on the path toward creating a successful, sus-
tainable brand. Your brand can be made or broken by
customers who love or hate you.That’s because your customers
will praise you to the skies or warn everyone they meet about
you. So it’s imperative that you pay attention to the individual
relationships at the heart of any brand. After all, you never
know how your brand will ripple outward.

Implicit in the foregoing discussions is the origin of your
brand: you. Everyone is a brand, and everyone needs to under-
stand what theirs is.The successful brand, the one that authen-
tically reaches out to each and every customer, comes from you
and your values and beliefs. Once you do this, you can begin to
think about how things like technology can be used to en-
hance your brand—without thinking it will replace it.

Conclusion
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What I hope to have demonstrated in these pages, and the
concept that emerges at the end of this book, is a complete pic-
ture of what a brand is and how it works.When we look at a
brand from the standpoint of the whole, we can see the con-
cept of a brand in all of its facets.We can see how the elements
of a brand and the process of building it fit together to form a
complete account of you and your meaningful relationships—
in short, to show you that you are your brand!

Conclusion
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