THE ACCIDENTAL BRAND NAME
By Leo Levinson

The word "brand" is one of the hottest buzz words in marketing.  Almost everyone wants one, but many people don't know what a brand really is (even though most think they do), let alone how to cultivate one.
Unfortunately, many businesses come by their brand name accidently and outside the realm of their control, which can be harmful to their business.

Many people mistakenly think that a brand simply means awareness.  For them, building a bigger brand name is all about budgeting more advertising so more people know the name.  Smaller retailers who subscribe to this outlook believe that brand is just for the "big boys" who have the big bucks.  The "Big Boys" who believe brand equals awareness are so focused on budgeting more and more ad dollars, they fail to pay attention to the rest of what makes a brand.  The world is full of business names people know, ones they drive by on the way to a lesser known but more appealing entity.
Others believe that a brand is image.  Many of these adherents reason that because image doesn't generate traffic, who needs a brand.  It's a warm and fuzzy luxury that they feel they cannot afford.
Although awareness and image are important components, they are not the entire brand story.  And, one doesn't have to be a giant retailer to build a giant retail brand.  Frankly, every retailer has a brand.  The fact that a retailer decides not to pursue a brand strategy is no guarantee that he has no brand.  He may just have an "accidental brand".
My definition of a brand is "a promise to deliver a product or service consistently and then to become associated with that promise."  A brand is the essence of the appeal of a store - what differentiates it from other stores, stated in terms that are meaningful to the customer.  A brand has a lot to do with what a customer can depend on from your company and from his shopping experience there.
Yes, every retailer has a brand, but not every retailer creates his brand.  Sometimes the customer creates your brand independently of your marketing strategy and advertising message.  And, it may not be quite the promise that is in your vision.  I call that the "accidental brand".  

Whether your brand is truly the one you want to project or is one that the consumer has "assumed" can be very important to the success of your business.  Are you in control of your brand?  Or have you given up control of your brand to the consumer?
Here are a some examples of an "accidental brand" customers might affix to your store:
- IF you copy a similar message in a similar style to that of another retailer in your market, customers may confuse you with that store or overlook your message entirely.  They may assume that your promise is to deliver a poor copy of the original, one not worth visiting.
- IF your primary advertising message is about financing, mostly using the furniture as a backdrop, customers may assume that only people in poor financial shape shop in your store and that perhaps the quality of your furniture is also lower.  They might also assume that your promise is to deliver higher prices to afford to pay for the financing.
- IF your brand message is mostly price and item and large percentages off, customers may assume your brand to be a promise of lower quality products and cutting corners on service/care, especially if yours is a smaller store.
- IF the customer visits your store and then visits it again a year later and not much has changed in the store's layout and merchandising, your promise is to continue to be boring, unchanging, and minimally interested in home fashion.
- IF your store is downtown, when most of the retailing has moved to the suburbs, and a part of your message is about how you've been in business for 75 years and you have done little renovation to the exterior, interior decor, lighting, and ad layout, your promise is to be outdated and stodgy.
- IF you advertise a lot, and fail to thank customers after their purchases or otherwise don't keep in touch with them from time to time, your promise will be a store that doesn't care about its customers.

There are ways to take control of your brand and to combat the "accidental brands" conferred on you by consumers.  The ideal marketing message combines urgency and brand.  The brand image promises something unique and meaningful about your store.  Look for (the sometimes small) meaningful advantages and make them important in your marketing.  For example, if both you and a competitor promote price and item and large percentages off but you have every item in stock while the competitor promises three day delivery, your brand promise should be more focused on a customer's immediate gratification instead of worrying about who offers the biggest discount.
Yes, every retailer has a brand, whether you're the one developing it or it is accidental.  Take control over your promise to consumers or they may imagine a promise that you never intended.
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