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CREATING A BRAND IN A NEW VENTURE

Terry Heckler, designer of a variety of highly successful brands from the Northwest, including Starbucks coffee, Jansport backpacks, New Balance shoes, Red Hook beer and other products, has a simple theory about coming up with the name for a product or venture.  He says the name should capture “the quintessential moment of use.”  His description of how Starbucks came upon its name is illustrative:

The three original founders of Starbucks were as much coffee aficionados as they were fans of Moby Dick.  They wanted to name their venture “Pequod” after the name of Captain Ahab’s ship in the novel.  Terry argued them out of it by insisting that nobody would drink a cup of Pequod.  Instead he meditated upon “the quintessential moment of use” in which he saw a miner’s tent in the beautiful green backdrop of the Pacific Northwest, and a hand reaching for a green can of coffee on which was written “Starbucks.”  When he pitched the name to the founding trio, they simply looked at each other and said, “Starbuck: First mate on the Pequod. Let’s do it.”  

Great names are perhaps neither as mystical nor as haphazard as the Starbucks case suggests.  Instead, as Terry himself explains, the process can be mundane and methodical, yet when the perfect name comes along, there may indeed be a feeling of having captured “the quintessential moment of use” as in the case of Yngve Bergqvist’s response to the power of the name “Ice Hotel.”
Brands, Products and Venture Identity

Brands have a way of taking on a life of their own.  Based on its perfect fit for a particular customer application, a product brand can be valued well into the billions of dollars as is Coca-Cola, and in some cases come to define an entire product category as Kleenex and Xerox have done.  The power of that product brand creates expectations for what opportunities the company should and should not pursue.  The brand begins to define the future course for the company.  But before we get into a discussion of situations where strong product brands or corporate identities are assets or liabilities, let us first discuss the economic power of brand.  

The Economic Power of Brand

The first obvious question concerns the relationship between strong brands and strong firms.  Let us compare the top 100 most valuable brands in the world with the top 100 largest firms in the world.  Is a top brand a prerequisite to becoming, or an outcome of being one of the largest firms in the world?  Apparently not.  Only about a third of the brands on the top 100 most valuable appeared on the list of the Forbes Global 100.  

The Top 10 Most Valuable Brands in the World (Source: BusinessWeek)

	2005 Brand Rank
	Brand Name
	Brand Value ($Mil)

	 1
	Coca-Cola
	 67,525

	 2
	Microsoft
	 59,941

	 3
	IBM
	 53,376

	 4
	General Electric
	 46,996

	 5
	Intel
	 35,588

	 6
	Nokia
	 26,452

	 7
	Disney
	 26,441

	 8
	McDonald's
	 26,014

	 9
	Toyota
	 24,837

	 10
	Marlboro
	 21,189


The Top 10 Largest Public Firms in the World (Source: Forbes)

	Forbes Rank
	Name
	Profits ($bil)

	1
	Citigroup 
	17.05

	2
	General Electric 
	16.59

	3
	American Intl Group 
	10.91

	4
	Bank of America 
	14.14

	5
	HSBC Group 
	9.52

	6
	ExxonMobil 
	25.33

	7
	Royal Dutch/Shell Group 
	18.54

	8
	BP 
	15.73

	9
	ING Group 
	8.1

	10
	Toyota Motor 
	11.13


To focus our view of these two lists on the issue of corporate identity and product brand, let us look at those thirty or so firms that make Forbes’ Global 100, and own a brand that is among the top 100 most valuable in the world.  There is only one firm in that group where the brand is different from the firm name.  The exception is Marlboro, a top 100 brand, owned by Altria, a Forbes 100 Global firm.  Why is this interesting?  It tells us that corporate identity and brand are nearly always linked for top firms and brands, and that at least one third of the world’s most valuable product brands are also corporate identities.  Clearly, corporate identity is an important issue in building brand and associated with firm dominance.  But is this generally true for all the top 100 most valuable brands in the world?  Yes.  Of the top 100 brands in the world, only sixteen differed from the corporate identity of the firm that owns them.  The other 84 have corporate identity and brand inextricably tied.

Venture Identity
What is corporate or venture identity and how is it different from brand?  The fundamental difference is in the unit of association.  Brands are associated with products or services.  Venture identities are associated with firms.  Clearly, we let these distinctions blur, but in its pure form venture identity is the complete set of communications a firm uses to describe itself to its stakeholders.  To be specific, a company logo, the annual report, the venture web site and company press releases are all example components of venture identity.  Most companies ultimately want to extend brands and offer a range of products, so why not plan for this from the start, if you have the opportunity (or at least get started now – wherever you are in the process)?  Why not build a clear venture identity that can be useful down the road?

Mark Anderson provides meaningful insight into the process of building venture identity.  Based in Silicon Valley, Mark’s firm, Mark Anderson Design, has created corporate identity for firms like Apple, Sun Microsystems and even Hermann Miller, provider of workplace furniture.  Mark offered five pieces of advice to people concerned with building corporate identity, specific enough so you can put them to work as soon as you put this article down.

1. Capture the Personality – the Real Corporate Values

When Mark begins the corporate identity development process with a new client, he starts with the people and their values:

I always ask, as an individual, the basics.  Ask about the company’s every day kind of things that are going to tell you their personalities.  You would like to talk to the principal of the company, to the founders, the core people, and you are asking what their personality is, what are their likes and dislikes, what do they believe?
The goal of this process is to be able to succinctly capture the individual words which describe core founding principles of the company, principles that will help buyers relate to the value proposition of the firm.  In fact writing down value propositions for a variety of key stakeholders is a good way to begin the process.
2. Be Spontaneous and co-creative
Of course the first point might lead people to believe there is a rote process to crafting a strong identity, and though there are pieces that can be managed, there is a necessarily creative element to it, one that is co-created by stakeholders participating in the new venture creation process.

 My point of view is that it should look like accidental design.  Of course it is not purely accidental, after years of doing this, but that what comes out looks accidental, looks spontaneous.
So how can you create an environment that engenders spontaneity?  First, cast aside wannabes.  Don’t start with “We want to look like IBM, except in orange.”  Second, don’t start with the web.  The computer represents the vehicle for output and assumes your goal is already in mind.  Start with the passion and end with the computer.  And be patient.  It can take time to look at the problem from many different perspectives, but it is from that unusual view that surprising results are generated.  And the easiest way to get many different perspectives is to have a variety of people participate.  Creativity research shows more good alternatives are generated with four ordinary people with a clear deadline than every singular marketing or other type of genius working alone.
3. Learn from Picasso to UnLearn

Simplicity is the result of hard work.  But simplicity is what makes venture identity clear and meaningful.  It can take both focus and unlearning to find simplicity in corporate identity as in art.

Picasso said that he spent his whole life, I read that somewhere and it stuck with me, trying to draw like a child.  The reason I think he said that, it took in the beginning, as a child you have this naivety in what you do.  You don’t know what the hell you are, you are just kind of scribbling around and these things are coming from your inner soul, your nature, and then as you get older, you are starting to go through the thinking process.  Before you put the pencil down, you have already been influenced, where when you are younger, you had no influence.  So what he was so good at is he had drawn a line, a curved line or kind of an expression so many times that when he became to the point where he wanted to draw like that to look very innocent looking, he had gotten all those things out of his system that were the ability to draw lines and back out, so he could then be free again.
Think of some of the most valuable company identities you are aware of.  And also PupCups and Ice Hotel.
4. Be a Strong Leader
Powerful venturee identities are co-created by a designer and strong leaders within the organization.  Strong leadership is important for two reasons.  The first is that the founding team can bring consensus around the personality and values input into the venture identity.  And the second is that strong leaders will persevere to be sure that once the identity is created, it permeates every element of communication both internally and externally, that the firm provides.  

I would say it is the strongest place is in a company, that doesn’t have to be always the founder, but somebody nearby that has got a strong vision, that is really important.  I think the best work has always been, when I have gotten the strongest, a strong leader…They are always pushing me beyond what I even expect sometimes.  I mean those are the best kinds, when someone says to me and I am the creative person, the expert, and the results that I show them in the first round or two are not right.  You kind of go, “Wait a minute, this is more challenging than I thought.”  That is where I think it is more memorable, when you have somebody that does that or you are just damn lucky that when you first designed your show, that you just kind of stumbled on one and that happens too.  I think as I matured in my career, I was able to do that too.  I knew that this is the strongest show, right off the bat.

5. Think Broadly

Give me 100 assignments from the same company and let me keep it all together.
You might think a designer would get bored working on letterhead, corporate signage and product packaging after a laborious effort creating a corporate logo and color.  But quite the contrary.  A good corporate identity campaign should encompass the web site, the annual report, the t-shirts the company gives away at trade shows, and the business cards carried by every single person in the firm.  It is a message that benefits from re-enforcement at every opportunity.  
In the case of Starbucks, for example, Terry Heckler, carried the Moby Dick theme – chasing the perfect cup of coffee from around the world -- into everything:  the siren on the logo, the product variety sourced from across the seven seas, the décor of the store, packaging, mugs, and so on.
Where To Start?

Of course if you start with all this in mind, the task may be simply overwhelming.  So start at the top with your own personality and values you want your venture to be imbued with and work from there with other key stakeholders.  Find a designer you can communicate well with to co-create the identity.  Don’t try to force the effort into a process but look for the spontaneity that will make your venture identity powerful, unique and simple.  From there, have the discipline to communicate consistently across the entire organization.  And finally, enjoy the process of building a powerful asset that will enable future brand and product opportunities for your firm.

But don’t forget to have fun – ultimately, you do sometimes get second chances in renaming your venture and making brand, products and identity all work together.  RealNetworks started out as Progressive Networks, and eBay used to be called AuctionWeb. 



























Distinguishing Characteristic: 


Imagining possible new ends using a given set of means











































































































































































































This technical note was prepared by Saras D. Sarasvathy, associate professor of business administration and Stuart Read, Assistant Professor of Marketing at IMD, Switzerland. It was written as a basis for class discussion rather than to illustrate effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation. Copyright ( 2006 by the University of Virginia Darden School Foundation, Charlottesville, VA. All rights reserved. To order copies, send an e-mail to sales@dardenpublishing.com. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, used in a spreadsheet, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without the permission of the Darden School Foundation.
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