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Positioning-The Crucial 
First Step In Brand 
Building  
For most people marketing means advertising. For most marketing agencies, marketing 
translates into communication. Or even worse, creative communication. For many 
management teams in small or big companies, launching a new brand means coming 
up with a name, designing a logo, printing a catalog and voila: they have just launched a 
new brand. This approach doesn’t take into account the first three steps in the brand 
building process: segmentation, targeting and positioning.  

Segmentation and targeting are relatively easy to achieve: divide the market into relevant 
groups, select a the group you believe you can best serve and deliver the message. The 
question is: what message? That’s where positioning comes into play.  

Positioning is all about differentiating your brand in the mind of the consumer. Positioning 
is creating the perceptions you want your target consumer to associate with your brand. 
It has nothing to do with “the features and benefits” of the product. It has everything to 
do with your competitors.  

The father of positioning is Jack Trout, and his 4 steps in positioning a product have 
always served me as guidance:  

1) Study your competitors and identify the attributes they own in the mind of the 
consumer.  

2) Assess your strengths and weaknesses and look for that differentiating idea.  

3)Think long term: can you support your differentiating idea with facts?  

4)Communicate the differentiating idea to your target audience.  

A differentiated idea is a solid foundation of a brand. Simple and consistent 
communication leads to its success. 
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5 ways to... build your 
Personal brand
From selfies to status updates, social media means we’re hypersensitive to 
how others perceive us. Narcissistic? Perhaps. But bringing that self-
awareness to the workplace can do wonders for our personal brand. ‘The 
late one’, ‘the charming one’, ‘the sarcastic one’ – everyone has a personal 
brand. It pays to polish yours before someone else does the honours for you. 

Specialise. Think like a superbrand – what do you want to be renowned for? 
A Jack of all trades is master of none: find your forte and focus on it. Write 
down what you want to achieve, what opportunities you have to deepen your 
expertise in that area and who might help you get there. 

Keep it real. You need to live and breathe your brand, so don’t try to be 
something you’re not. Know the skills and traits that make you stand out and 
let your personality do the rest. You are a whole package – show people 
exactly what they get if they invest. 

Market yourself. What have you done today to show the world (or at least 
your colleagues and clients) that you are uniquely contributing? Share your 
impact, whether on Twitter, LinkedIn, your company website or personal 
blog. People can spot crap a mile off, so stick to the facts to avoid being 
labelled a braggart. 

Be surprising. An unorthodox path will make you stand out from your 
peers. Avoid the well-trodden route – identify outdated conventions and 
champion a bold new way. Get results by unconventional means and you’ll 
be impossible to ignore. 

Watch your ego. Sure you’re unique; but so is everyone else. Recognise 
your team’s strengths, consider their ideas and appreciate their contributions. 
Being the expert doesn’t mean you can’t relinquish control; you’ll gain more 
respect by sharing the load. 
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Positioning Strategies 
for Meaningful Brand 
Differentiation  
Each positioning exercise is unique, and is influenced by competition, internal strengths 
and weaknesses and long term strategic objectives.  

3 Ingredients of an Effective Positioning Strategy 

Brand positioning is much more than a name, a slogan and a logo. Positioning takes 
place in the mind of the consumer.  

The outcome of an effective differentiation strategy is a simple and unique message that 
is easy to communicate and reinforce over time.  

The key ingredients of an effective, and long lasting positioning strategy are:  

• Relevance-the benefit you are promoting has to be meaningful to the 
consumer. Always think as a consumer, not as a brand manager, and ask 
yourself: “Is this benefit really important? Is it something I am willing to pay for?”  

• Sustainability-the competitive advantage has to be reinforced over time, in 
order to be remembered. It is important to identify as many supporting 
elements as possible on which to build your communication strategies. For 
example, a company that position itself on “trust” might use “peace of mind”, 
“risk elimination”, “personal relationship , “easy to reach” as supporting 
elements.  

• Easy to communicate and understand. Albert Einstein said “If you can’t 
explain it to a 6 year old, you don’t understand it yourself“. The attention span 
of today’s consumer is shrinking. Any competitive advantage that takes to 
much effort to explain and communicate is not worth pursuing. Use simple 
words, in plain language, to explain quickly why your offer is better.  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Positioning Strategies 
To Effectively 
Differentiate Your 
Brand 

The Innovator  

�

Possibly the most effective of all positioning strategies, differentiation through 
innovation is also the most difficult to sustain over time. But if you do, this strategy 
will allow you to radically change the game in an established category, or be the 
first in a new category.  

Realistically, we live in a “me-too” world, with only a few companies are able to 
generate consistent innovation.  

How do you support a positioning as an “innovator”? By always staying ahead of 
the curve and being the first to introduce an innovative product in your category.  

It also requires to be able to respond to competitive moves quickly. Giants such as 
Microsoft, RIM, Sony and Nokia, once perceived as innovators in their markets, are 
currently struggling to define their competitive advantage, for this exact reason: the 
decision to ignore the obvious and the inability to catch up.  

The “Motivator” 
  

�

Does their product taste better than Ballantine’s and Grant’s? I have no clue. My 
preference is solely based on their amazing slogan “Keep Walking”. It summarizes 
one of my life goals: personal progress.  

Positioning of people’s social and life motivators is one of the most solid 
differentiation strategy a brand can pursue.  

The need to be recognized. The desire to be successful. The urge to make 
progress.  

The focus with this positioning strategy is shifted from basic product features to the 
intangibles, which are impossible to compare or quantify. As a result, price 
becomes a non-issue.  

Premium brands make good use of positioning on “emotions”, reinforced by 
supporting attributes such as a heritage, unique or custom made products, and 
superior design.  
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The Specialist  

�

Xerox has become synonym with copying. When we search for information on the 
web, we “Google” it.  

Successful brands are focused, that is, they own a narrow but strong positioning in 
the mind of consumer. The same rule applies to companies: the specialists are able 
to better allocate resources and provide a total customer experience in their 
respective niche.  

There are many ways to specialize: create a narrow, but deep, product assortment; 
target a specific user group (Klein tools are number 1 tool choice for electricians); 
Offer a unique and simplified distribution system (Amazon is the original online 
store).  

This positioning strategy is very effective weapon against large, multinational 
competitors, Usually they position themselves as “the one stop solutions” to all 
customer needs. The task of a specialist brand is to find identify their weaknesses 
and turn them into your competitive advantage.  

The Money Saver  

�

This is the most commonly used of all positioning strategies. Although the 
consumer benefit is undeniable (we all want to save money) it’s usually best to 
avoid positioning as “the lowest priced” brand. However there are a few success 
stories, Walmart being probably the best example.  

The positioning strategy is difficult to support over time. In today’s global economy, 
there will always be a competitor willing to sell for less.  
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Brand Positioning on 
Emotional Benefits  

�

Longines’ “Elegance Is An Attitude” Campaign  

One of the strongest positioning any brand can achieve goes 
beyond product features or the great after-sale service. Building a 
differentiation strategy on emotional benefits removes the pressure 
for continuous product innovation which for most companies is hard 
to achieve and, more importantly, constantly deliver.  

Mercedes-Benz is perceived as a symbol of success. Longines does 
not offer watches, but elegant time pieces (positioning 
communicated through their excellent slogan “Elegance is an 
attitude”). Apple does not sell electronic devices but tools for 
creative people.  

Positioning a Brand on Emotions: The Advantages 

As I mentioned earlier this positioning is very powerful for at least 
three reasons:  

• allows companies to charge a premium for their products as 
price plays a diminishing role in the purchase decision.  

• offers manufacturer’s brands a strong tool to compete 
against private labels, that in most cases use the “lower 
price” differentiation strategy.  

• creates a strong connection with the customer which leads to 
a deeper level of brand engagement.  

•
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The Difference Between 
Premium and Luxury 

In his excellent book “The New Strategic Brand Management”, 
Jean-Noel Kapferer explains the difference between premium 
and luxury.  

Premium brands differentiate from competition by product 
characteristics that are easy to identify, compare and quantify. 
Cervelo, the Canadian bike manufacturer, competes in the 
premium bike segment because of the superior geometry and 
aerodynamics. This competitive advantage is easy to 
demonstrate through wind tunnel tests and race results.  

The $2000 USD price tag on a Royal Salute 62 Gun Salute 
whisky bottle has no rational justification. People who are 
willing to pay that price do so for the exclusive status that the 
brand offers.  

Moving the focus from the brand’s functional features to the 
intangible ones should be the goal of every Brand Manager. 
Besides the competitive advantages listed above, this type of 
brand positioning offers the opportunity for a more flexible and 
creative Marketing communication strategy. 

What Brands Should Use Image Positioning? 
People buy emotionally and justify their decisions rationally. Emotions are part of who we are as 
human beings: we want to feel confident, comfortable, safe, appreciated by others, regarded as 
smart or good looking or successful. All these are perfect ingredients for a strong positioning 
strategy based on emotional benefits.  

This type of differentiation strategy is most suitable for:  

Brands that compete in categories that require a high level of involvement in the purchase 
decision. A company that sells toothpicks will find it hard generate emotional connections with the 
brand. A car manufacturer, such as Mercedes-Benz, can make use of this positioning very 
successfully.  

Brands in categories that are hard to differentiate on product features. Most will say that 
water is a commodity that offers very little or no differentiation opportunities. However Evian has 
managed to position its brand in the premium segment by capitalising on every parent’s concern for 
the health of their new born babies. Using the source of their water, the Alps, to suggest purity, Evian 
is perceived as the only water for newborn babies.  

Brands with a long tradition and heritage. Almost every brand is launched as a result of a 
product innovation. However, as the time passes and the brand becomes more known and 
experienced, consumers attach emotional attributes to it. Coca Cola has started by delivering a 
unique product, which was an innovation at that time. Today the brand moved to the much broader 
positioning on image reflected by the slogan “Open Happiness”, and communication that focuses 
on people rather than the product characteristics.  
Brands that offer highly personalised products. Rolls Royce owners prefer the brand not for the 
technical features of the automobile but for the fact that it is hand crafted for each individual needs, 
and reflection the owner’s personality.  

Brands that offer unique or limited edition products. What makes a painting valuable is not the 
quality of paint or canvas, but its uniqueness, and the impossibility of ever being replicated. Luxury 
clothing and accessory brands fit this category perfectly.  

You might have noticed that many of the examples above refer to luxury brands. That’s because 
most of them have achieved this status through the use of image positioning. 
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3 Common Errors and 
How to Avoid Them  
The last couple of weeks I have been busy discussing and providing brand 
development estimates for a few start-ups. Ambitions entrepreneurs usually have a 
very simplistic approach to developing their brand: an attractive logo, a catchy slogan 
and a user friendly website to showcase their products.  

When asked “why should customers choose you over the existing brands” the most 
common answer I get is “because I will sell for less”. Since my potential clients will 
compete in well-established categories, with entrenched competition, my job becomes 
to educate them on the need for a strong positioning strategy for the new brand.  

Below are three of the most common strategic errors entrepreneurs and top 
management make when launching or re-positioning a brand.  

Positioning Strategy Error 1: Not Adding 
Competition to the Mix  
I am surprised at how many managers act as if their business is a monopoly. During 
SWOT strategy sessions they highlight strengths based on internal process 
improvements, rather than competition.  

Speaking of strengths, many executives put “excellent customer service” on top of the 
list. They use arguments such as “we implemented a new CRM software” or “we hired 
additional customer service personnel” to support the claim.  

The real question should be how is the competition perceived in that regard?  

If competitors are also perceived as providing “excellent customer service” ( and many 
companies are) then this becomes a point of parity, not a competitive advantage.  

When crafting your brand’s differentiation strategy always start with your competition, 
and finding a gap in consumer mind that you can exploit. Then look at your internal 
capabilities and try to fill it.  

Positioning Strategy Error 2: Focusing 
on Tactics rather than Strategy  
When I first meet s new client he/she usually says “I need a website for my new 
business”. When we get the conversation going and talk about the goals and the 
messaging on this website, there usually no clear answer.  

A website is just one of many communication tools that can be used to position a 
brand in the mind of the consumer. The cost of having a website has decreased 
substantially these days, however what is important is the strategy behind it.  

What makes a brand strong and a business successful is a simple and sustainable 
differentiation idea, a unique brand image, great products, excellent distribution, and 
the use of appropriate communication tools to reach the intended audience.  

Positioning Strategy Error 3: Adopting 
the “Lowest Price” Route  
The “lowest price” strategy rarely works for a simple reason: it cannot be sustained 
over a long period. I tell my clients that if your strategy is to be the lowest price 
competitor then you don’t need marketing, you need buying power.  

With the rise of low cost imports and private label brands there will always be a 
competitor willing to sell for less. Lowest price might seem the logical way to get 
started but could also be fastest way to failure. Delay the launch until you find stronger, 
more sustainable competitive advantage.  

There are many variables that contribute to a successful launch and development of a 
brand. 
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Bottom Line: Meet and 
Exceed the Promise 
At the core of every business there is a great product. Don’t think 
of only physical products, but services as well.  

No matter what strategy you choose to position your company, 
the key to success is to deliver on that promise.  

Ford’s slogan “Quality is Job 1″ sent a powerful message. 
However it has rapidly become meaningless as customer 
experience with their vehicles suggested otherwise.  

So before you explore positioning strategies make sure your offer 
will not disappoint.  
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