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Consumer-centric culture makes every
individual a brand: Interbrand exec
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By SARAH JONES

NEW YORK - A brand is a living entity constantly adapting to external forces, according to
an executive from Interbrand at the Luxury Insights Summit 2015 April 29.

Luxury Daily

The current landscape is consumer-centric, and each individual person will play an
active role in shaping brands and deciding which fail or thrive. To be successful, brands
will need to focus on creating value and maintaining authenticity for both themselves and

consumers.

"It's the logical progression of this conversation to begin to understand that the world will
be composed of 7 billion brands, that each one of us will define based on our unique
worldview and selfview, the brand that we are and the brands that participate in defining
who we are," said Tom Zara, executive director of strategy at Interbrand.

"So this is an acknowledgement that the brands that we own, the brands that we manage,
the brands that we are responsible for building are not ours, they never will be," he said.
"They are the marketplace and the customer’s worldview."

Luxury Insights Summit 2015 was organized by Luxury Daily.
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Brand strategy
The rules around branding change at a rapid pace.

At about the turn of the 1900s, branding was focused on identification, ensuring that a
brand had an established awareness and distinction by pushing communications through
mass media and expanding distribution through transportation innovations such as the
railroad. Instead of being an integral part of a company’s business, the brand was
handled by an isolated part of the marketing team.

Tiffany's blue boxes gained traction during the age of identity

In the late 20 century, branding gained a place within the executive arm of organizations,
influencing decisions on corporate strategy, including hiring and research and
development.

In 1988, Interbrand began calculating brand value based on the revenue driven by a
particular brand, since powerful brands that are managed effectively lead to stronger
businesses.

In its 15th annual Best Global Brands 2014 report, Louis Vuitton, Hermes and Burberry
were ranked among the top 100 global brands (see story).

Burberry is a prime example of a brand that has adapted to changing times. In 2006,
Angela Ahrendts became its CEO, with the goal of making the first digital luxury label,
making organizational changes such as employee skillset and engaging with consumers
on social media.
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As a result, the brand’s value jumped from $2.4 billion to $5.2 billion from 2006 to 2013.

“Courage, insight, belief that brands can change allowed her to innovate in ways no one
could have possibly imagined,” Mr. Zara said.

Following the age of identity and the age of value is the age of experience, which is the
current landscape. This is driven by consumer-centric culture, where brands that succeed
are those that cater to their needs through personalization or engagement.

Mr. Zara used Tesla and Apple as examples of brands that speak to the age of experience.
Tesla is more than a car brand, with a brand philosophy that is focused on making an
impact on the environment. Apple on the other hand has changed expectations through its
consistent engagement.

Tesla vehicle

Within the age of experience, data presents an opportunity to build a genuine relationship
with each consumer.

Each new age builds upon and incorporates what has come before it, and each serves as
an important piece of the branding puzzle.

Looking toward the future, Mr. Zara anticipates an “age of you,” where each of the world’s
7 billion consumers will become their own brand, and their decisions of which brands to
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interact with will have more power to shape a brand’s identity than the company’s in-
house team. Within this new age, data will become more important than a brand’s
financial assets.

Within the age of you, luxury is defined by exclusivity and purpose. Brands need to work
to protect their rarity and craftsmanship in order to retain their appeal and status in a
landscape of secondhand stores and counterfeit goods.

"There is a correlation between value and price and we operate that way all the time," Mr.
Zara said. "If it's really expensive, 'm assuming it's really valuable, and if it's cheap and |
perceive it to have the same value, then you're permitting a secondary marketplace to
thrive at the expense of the brand. It's like counterfeit products.

"At the end of the day, brands that have authenticity and brands that have legitimacy and
brands that protect themselves to ensure that the market they serve is not corrupted by a
market you don’tserve, and I think it's just a question of being very careful about the
access you create and the access that's being created for those brands, to ensure that at
the end of the day, the value equation isn’t corrupted," he said. "I think that’s a really hard
deal because commerce is everybody’s garage. So how you control that and how that lives
in the world of open markets and access is a frontier that I don’t think everybody’s figured
out.

"It would worry me, because [ want to be able to command a premium on the strength of
the brand."

Tom Zara

While luxury often prides itself on exclusivity, it is not outside of popular culture, so italso
needs to listen to what a mass audience is saying about its place in society.

For instance, if millennials are negative about a particular brand, and it is mismanaged, it
may end up in a “desert of dead brands.”

Mr. Zara said the top brands understand this and actively work to communicate their



values. For instance, Tiffany directly addresses its relationship to the diamond industry
and the associated labor issues.

Changing with care

While technology can be incorporated in some ways, for instance digital interactions or
advanced mechanics in cars, incorporating it to create efficiency in production can
tarnish a brand’s rarity. A number of brands have bridged this gap between modernity and
history, keeping their heritage central.

Since its founding in 1837, Hermeés has had to adapt to changing times, requiring a
balance of modernity with tradition, according to the brand’s CEO at the Condé Nast
International Luxury Conference April 22.

Helping it remain a presence over the years has been Hermes’ willingness to embrace
new methods of communication and adapt its existing craftsmanship when working

with what materials are available. As technology evolves, luxury brands must take the lead
in a way which maintains their core values and aesthetic (see story).

For luxury brands, protecting their image is even more important, since affluent
consumers are more exacting in their choices, since they can afford to be.

"When you have the financial capacity to participate in luxury brands, these become even
more profound, because they have an exercise choice like no one we know," Mr. Zara
said.

"Mass brands, that's a different deal. How we look at Walmart is a completely different
mindset of marketing opportunity,” he said. "Luxury is a very different animal.

"For us, it’s just amplifying the ability for the buyer to make a choice is far greater than it is
in mass market, so these constructs apply to all brands. Our view is they just become more
heightened when they apply to luxury brands.

"There’s a lot more to lose, a lot more to gain."

Final Take

Sarah Jones, statf reporter on Luxury Daily, New York
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