
What brands do for their customers 
is the brand-experience bottom line. 

Will Do 
What is the hardest 

brand promise to 
keep today? 

Jeff Charney: L i v i n g those eleven 
letters — Progressive — is very, very 
challenging. We live them every 
day, 24/7, i n everything we do. 
It's just very hard to live that day 
i n and day out, when you are on 
the line f rom an insurance-claim 
perspective. 

Sometimes being 'progressive' 
just means l istening to people. It's 
progressive i n its simplicity. Just 
let people ta lk after they've had 
an accident; don't interrupt them. 

pleasurable experience for our 
customers. That can be a challenge, 
i n that there are so many moving 
parts to an airl ine. There's the 
airplane itself. There's the weather 
that impacts operations. Then, 
of course, you've got a workforce 
who delivers the product. The 
machine part of f ly ing f rom point 
A to B is pretty routine, but the 
people side of it is extremely 
important , and a very key part of 
our brand experience. 

Market ing is the messenger of our 
promise, but our people deliver the 
promise. We've got a workforce that's 
located throughout the country. 
Having that piece of the puzzle 

A brand promise can't be measured in a 
black-and-white, slide rule or calculator way. 

JEFF C H A R N E Y 

That's a simple t h i n g to do, but 
also sometimes a tough th ing . 

Empathy is a very progressive 
idea. Peace-of-mind is very 
progressive, and also very simple. 
It doesn't have to be this gee-whiz 
experience. It doesn't have to be a 
counter-intuit ive, smoke-clearing, 
l ightbulb-f lashing idea. 

Kevin Krone: One of the things 
we hold very sacred at Southwest 
Airl ines is delivering a consistent, 

working consistently every day adds 
up to a lot of complexity. Day to day, 
our job is to extract all of that away 
from the customer, so that all they 
see is a great, pleasurable, hospitable 
experience. We're very blessed and 
very much value our employees 
and how they impact and deliver 
on our brand promise. 

Kathy Benning: Brand promise 
isn't a singular promise; it's a 
collection of promises. It's how we 
are perceived. It's this emotional 

connection to who we are. It's 
l i v i n g the brand promise internally 
as w e l l as externally. 

Staying true to the brand promise 
is crit ical i n every aspect of 
our business — whether that 
is market ing communications, 
franchise development, employee 
communications, a new logo 
design or our brand voice. 

It's m a k i n g sure that collectively 
all of our brand elements deliver 
a brand promise that creates an 
emotional connection w i t h our 
current and future guests, whose 
needs and expectations are going to 
be different than our guests today. 

Russell Wager: Our brand promise 
is focused on being an alternative 
to a premium product, and offering 
value to match w i t h SkyActive 
technology, Mazda Connect, 
and i-Activsense safety features. 
We have a pretty clear vision, 
but every 30 days we get a sales 
'report card,' and w i t h it comes 
some pressure to deviate f r o m our 
path. So, the biggest d i f f i cu l ty is 
st icking to our promise no matter 
what the sales report card says. 

David Aaker: I've done a lot of 
t h i n k i n g and w r i t i n g about higher 
purpose, which might mean making 
people healthier, or protecting the 
environment. Higher purpose is 
really important because it provides 
an increasingly relevant basis for 
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relationships w i t h customers. It also 
inspires employees to deliver the 
brand's promises. You need activated 
employees, and w i t h o u t a higher 
purpose it's really hard to generate 
that. 

If a brand has a higher purpose — 
and a h igh percentage do w i t h i n 
their brand vision — that's the 
hardest promise to keep, or at least 
be perceived as being kept. It's hard 
because for some CMOs it's hard 
to just i fy. W h y w o u l d customers, 
given that they're al l so rational, 
buy a brand or be loyal to a higher 
purpose since it's not a funct ional 
benefit? 

It's also hard to just i fy higher 
purpose to top management. That 
often means that the investment 
behind it is fragile or not even there 
to begin w i t h . The other reason 
it's hard to keep a higher-purpose 
promise is that it's hard to get credit 
for i t . There's a lot of noise and 
it's hard to be perceived as doing 
anything substantively different 
than competitors. 

Do millennials care more 
about brand promises 

than other generations? 

Charney: Absolutely, they do. Study 
after study says that mil lennials 
want to do business w i t h brands 
they identi fy and associate w i t h . 
It's not just about price anymore. 
It a l l comes d o w n to a r e t u r n to 
authenticity, but that is easier said 
than done. 

But it's not just about your age. We 
have what we cal l the APT effect at 
Progressive, w h i c h stands for the 
Age People T h i n k . There is a lot of 
science that goes into this , but the 
golden rule is that once you hit the 
age of 40, you market to people l ike 
they are 10 years younger. 

The Age People T h i n k is radically 
different than the idea that 50 is 
the new 40 or 60 is the new 50. 
It's that 60 is the new 45 and 50 
is the new 35. It's not about the 
age people act; it's about the age 
people t h i n k . 

Krone: We al l care about brand 
promises, but I t h i n k perhaps 

mil lennials have a different lens 
on i t . I ' m always reluctant to speak 
on behalf of a generation, because 
there are always nuances. I w i l l 
say that they listen very closely to 
what you're saying and hold you 
accountable for that. 

They also value and are passionate 
about things that are important 
to them. If it's congruent w i t h 
their life views, or what they 
value and want, then they w i l l be 
a supporter of the brand. That's 
a perspective or filter they br ing 
to brands that I don't sense as 
strongly w i t h other generations. 

They also l ike to co-create and 
form the brand into something 
that's really personal. We're 
blessed i n that we're a brand that 
is really purpose-led and has a 
lot of transparency about our 
approach to our purpose, w h i c h 
is to connect people to what is 
important to them and their lives 
w i t h friendly, reliable, low-cost 
transportation. That is a noble 
purpose that resonates w i t h a l l 
sorts of groups, but certainly w i t h 
mil lennials . 

Benning: Mi l lennia ls care a lot 
about community , honesty and 
connection. They also consume 

media i n so many different ways 
w i t h i n their daily lives. I t h i n k 
they expect more out of brands, 
so if we are not delivering a 
consistent message, or are lett ing 
them d o w n dur ing any brand 
interaction, we risk losing our 
connection w i t h them. 

If mil lennials went online and 

opened up our app and it wasn't 
black and gold, and didn't 
come across as edgy, qu i rky 
and different, that w o u l d be a 
negative touchpoint. It would 
be a brand disconnect. We have 
to live the brand promise i n 
everything — i n c l u d i n g an app, 
inc luding the moment they w a l k 
into a restaurant, and inc luding our 
on-tablet menu. 

A l l of these things create ease-
of-use for our guests and al low 
mi l lennia l guests, especially, to 
become more comfortable w i t h our 
brand. We are always w o r k i n g on 
doing things differently and better 
to create greater relevance. I ' m also 
interested i n the next generation. 
What about the kids who are 
now 10? What are going to be 
their brand drivers? I t h i n k that's 
fascinating. 

Wager: Mil lennials are savvier 
and hold brands up to a higher 
standard because they are the 
first to know —because of al l their 
technology and access to social 
media — i f a brand is not f u l f i l l i n g 
its promise. They w i l l be the first 
to leave the brand as a result. 

Their brand loyalties also may not 
be as strong. I n the past, the way 

Marketing is the messenger of our promise, 
but our people deliver the promise. 
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you found out about vehicles was 
to go to showrooms or read about 
them i n automotive magazines. 
Now, you don't have to leave your 
home and you can see hundreds 
of different options. It's easier 
for them than i t was for previous 
generations. 

Aaker: Everything I've read about 
mil lennials says that they are not 
motivated by power and money as 
much as prior generations. I t h i n k 
millennials are more sensitive about 
a brand's purpose when they decide 
where they're going to work, which 
companies to associate w i t h , and 
w h i c h brands to buy. 

Is advertising the best 
way to communicate 
the brand promise? 

Charney: The answer is no. I've 
always been a marketer, never an 
'ad g u y ' Ads merely get people to 
w a l k i n the door so they can learn 
about who you are. It's a means 
to the end. M y dad w o u l d always 
say, i n his very Brooklyn accent, 
"Jeffrey you've got to w a l k and 
ta lk . " The talk is the ads and the 
w a l k is the actions of the company. 

The insurance business is tough 
because the only t ime customers 
get to see who we really are is 
when they have an accident or file 
a c la im. We have to stay true to 
ourselves i n those situations — i n 
the 'walk . ' But as far as the ' ta lk ' 
goes, it's a l l about the content and 
the context dance. 

This is the most di f f i cul t dance for 
marketers. You have to have just 

the right r h y t h m to make sure the 
content and context are dancing 
correctly. W h e n you do, you make 
a connection, and conversion w i l l 
fol low. 

Krone: It's a t r icky question. I n 
general, yes, advertising is the best 
way to communicate what your 
message is, or what you t h i n k your 
brand promise is. However, your 
experience is what formulates the 
customer's opinion of your brand. 

I have a model I use that says the 
messaging is the t ip of the spear, 
if you w i l l , and then there are two 
other base components that play 
into that. 

One is your company's purpose, 
and the other is the experience. 
Experience and purpose are 
connected and related. If those two 
components are r ight , and your 
messaging is true to that, it a l l 
works together. But i f those pieces 
are out of sync, it doesn't work. 

Benning: Advert is ing is one 
way to communicate the brand 
promise, and for many brands it's 
an important aspect. But I t h i n k 
there are even more relevant 
ways i n w h i c h to create a brand 

promise. Brand content is really 
important . I also love the idea of 
live activations. You can use pop
up opportunities to surprise and 
delight, i f you are nimble. 

Many people resonate w i t h a 
television commercial or radio ad, 
and they t h i n k that's the brand. 
For us, it's about constantly 
defining what it means to be a 
brand of the people. We are our 

fans' best fan. They're fans of our 
brand, and we're fans of our fans. 
So, it's i n everything we do. It's 
about how we are engaging w i t h 
our fans and delivering on our 
promises to them. 

It's about every social-media 
touchpoint. It's about the in¬
restaurant engagement. It's not 
only about interactions between 
a team-member and guest; it's 
also about the guest-to-guest 
interaction. We've been very 
diligent about ident i fy ing those 
who are t r u l y passionate about our 
brand, and creating opportunities 
for them to interact w i t h each 
other. 

Wager: I don't k n o w i f advertising 
is the best way to communicate the 
brand promise, but it's definitely 
a necessity. People want to k n o w 
the benefits of becoming part of 
our brand family. From a product 
standpoint, we have to talk to them 
about our various features and 
benefits, l ike everyone else. That's 
table stakes. 

It isn't just about b u y i n g a Mazda, 
however; it's about showing 
that we are part of each local 
community. For example, for every 
test drive, we give back to the 
community by donating an hour 
of t ime from Mazda employees, 
dealers or partners. We're going to 
give back more than 65,000 hours 
of communi ty service around the 
country this year; that's up f rom 
55,000 the year before. We're going 
to donate more than $4.9 m i l l i o n to 
four national and 44 local charities. 

Aaker: I don't t h i n k advertising is 
the best way to communicate the 
brand promise. I t h i n k the best 
way is t h r o u g h a branded program. 
For example, the Avon Walk for 
Breast Cancer and Patagonia's 4 
Rs: Reduce, Repair, Recycle and 
Re-Sell. Unilever's Lifebuoy Soap 

Brand promise isn't a singular promise; 
it's a collection of promises. 
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has a wonderful wash-your-hands 
program. They've gotten mi l l ions 
of people i n developing countries 
to wash their hands and prevented 
untold numbers of deaths as a result. 

It's these types of programs that 
provide substance to the higher 
purpose part of the brand vision. 
Branded programs not only 
provide substance behind the 
higher purpose, they also b u i l d 
credibi l i ty among customers and 
employees, and give brands a 
chance to get some credit. Otherwise, 
it's a battle to get credit. It's really 
amazing. You look at the wonderful 
things so many companies are 
doing, and it's just a bl ip on the 
radar screen. Customers just don't 
perceive i t . 

Can a brand's fidelity 
to its promise be 

quantified? 

Charney: Technologies cannot 
quant i fy feelings. So, simply 
stated: A brand promise can't be 
measured i n a black-and-white, 
slide rule or calculator way. It's an 
experience w o r l d now. It's every 
l i t t le touchpoint. It's al l about that 
'x ' factor of the experience. Brands 
look at certain data, but for us 
it's not about unaided awareness 
anymore. 

The brand they want is the BEST. 
B is the Brand they want . E is the 
Experience they want. The S is 
the company they want to Stay 
w i t h . T is the Time is now, today, 
tomorrow, Tuesday, Thursday, ten 
minutes f rom now. 

Krone: Fidelity to the brand 
promise can be quantif ied, but 
perhaps not quite so direct ly as 
scientists w o u l d want i t to be. 
Southwest Airl ines has had 43 
years of great customer experience 
and service, and 43 years of 

profitabil i ty, w h i c h is unmatched 
i n this industry. We let bags fly 
free — n o other airl ine offers that 
product benefit to customers. 
We're w i n n i n g more customers 
and gaining more market share. 

You can look at anecdotal things 
like that, w h i c h really point to 
that formula I was ta lk ing about 
earlier: purpose, experience and 
messaging. 

You can step back and look at 
things like brand regard, or 
statistics on brand consideration, 
commitment, repeat usage, or 

loyalty to the brand. The ult imate 
measure is that we're w i n n i n g 
more customers and gaining more 
market share. 

Benning: We keep track through 
guest insights and a brand-health 
survey. We do brand research 
consistently and analyze data. 
You b u i l d loyalty through brand 
activations, t r i a l , usage, awareness, 
and so for th . We regularly look at 
how we are activating i n each of 
these areas. It is the responsibility 
of the entire organization — from 
our market ing partners to our in¬
restaurant team to our operations 
partners. 

We're very open to constructive 
crit icism. If we see that the brand 
is breaking d o w n i n one area or 
another, we are quick to analyze 
what's w r o n g . We listen to our 
guests. If we fal l a point or two i n 
one of our brand metrics, we don't 
wait two or three years to address 
i t . We are on i t . It's real-time for us. 

Wager: Every day, customers are 
judging you, whether they are 
posting, blogging, or tweeting. 
Every minute of the day they are 
te l l ing a story of our brand as 
they see it . We have quite a few 
reputation management tools that 
we're using that can help w i t h 
quant i fy ing and scoring that. 

We saw this w i t h our Mazda Drive 
for Good campaign. We went live 
w i t h it on Thanksgiving weekend, 
and immediately saw comments 
about checking out our products 
because we were doing good 
things i n local communities. They 

weren't ta lk ing about our different 
car models necessarily. They were 
ta lk ing about Mazda at a higher 
level. 

Aaker: You can measure exposure 
to branded programs. You can 
measure — o r at least t r y to relate — 
branded programs to brand equity 
measures such as perception, 
loyalty and purchase. However, 
the bottom line is that if you have 
to measure it to jus t i fy i t , it's not 
going to happen. 

Unless you have a commitment 
among top executives that this is 
the r ight t h i n g to do, and it's not 
based on just i fying it quantitatively, 
it's just not going to happen. 
Quantification of the brand promise 
is a signal that the brand is not 
really committed to a higher purpose. 
It becomes something that sounds 
good, but you're not w i l l i n g to make 
a commitment to it w i t h real 
programs and a real investment that 
w i l l be pursued over the long term. 

The biggest difficulty is sticking 
to our promise no matter what 

the sales report card says. 
R U S S E L L W A G E R 
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THOUGHT LEADERS 

Which brands do the 
best job of keeping 

their promises to you? 

Charney: There's a brand of 
eyeglasses called Activist. It's totally 
different. There are two prongs that 
go over your ears, not just one. It is 
a totally different way of wearing 
glasses. They don't fall off. You don't 
even realize you have them on. 
They feel better. They hold better. 

There is also a brand called 
Headblade. I ' m bald. It's a very 
insecure feeling to be losing your 
hair. I came across Headblade 
and I've never felt more confident 
because it's just like a razor that goes 
over your head. It's just something 
personal to a bald guy l ike me. 
Embrace being bald. I know I 'm 
getting way too personal here. 

Benning: I am 100 percent a 
Southwest Air l ines brand advocate. 
They're a humble brand that delivers 
on their brand promise without being 
completely overt about i t . I l ike 
brands that consistently keep their 
promise to a customer both 
emotionally and rationally. I t h i n k 
Disney does a great job. I t h i n k 
Gatorade does an outstanding job. 
Gatorade started out as a true sports 
d r i n k but has morphed into a lower-
calorie, electrolyte d r i n k for any 
type of athlete. I love the Nike brand. 
They have also evolved over the 
years and have done a great job of 
keeping their brand promise, as wel l . 

Wager: I l ike the GoPro camera. 
There are lots of digi tal cameras 
out there, but GoPro promises 
to capture your l ife and your 
wor ld i n a whole other way. A n d 

Quantification of the brand promise 
is a signal that the brand is not really 

committed to a higher purpose. 
D A V I D A A K E R 

Krone: A n interesting company 
that's been i n the news lately is 
Chipotle, w h i c h has always had 
that principle of standing for a 
higher cal l ing. The report recently 
that they were w a l k i n g away from 
a pork supplier because of what 
Chipotle thought was a violat ion of 
their standards is really power fu l . 

Chipotle has a clear idea of what it 
stands for and is delivering against 
it , even if it sometimes ends up 
creating business pain for them. 
They've got that laser focus. When 
you have that, your business life 
becomes much easier because it just 
gives you that clarity, and you don't 
spend a lot of t ime debating it . You 
just spend your t ime being good at 
what you want to be good at. 

it does — whether it's strapped 
to the front of my car when I 'm 
d r i v i n g around a track, or on 
my helmet when I ride my my 
mounta in bike. When I first got i t , 
I wasn't sure how it would work, 
but it absolutely is delivering on 
its promises. It captures your 
adventurous life i n a way you never 
could before. 

Aaker: I 'm impressed w i t h Walmart. 
It's hard to hate Walmart anymore 
because of the good things they are 
doing for the environment. It's really 
re-framed Walmart and changed 
the discussion. It gives them an 
alternative to people ta lking about 
how they trash employees, suppliers 
and communities. Now they have 
something else to talk about. • 
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