
Top 10 Ways for Creating an Effective Online Brand 
If you’re not actively branding your business, you are wasting golden opportunities to strengthen 
your online position in your niche. 

Creating a uniform goal and plan can help you  make sure all your branding efforts are on 
target.  Then incorporate the following top ten ways for create an effective online brand. 

1.  Identify Your Brand Clearly 

Make it easy for people to see at a glance what you and your business are all about the moment 
they arrive at your web page, read your email or newsletter, pick up your business card or check 
out your social media pages and posts.   

Show (don’t just tell) people: 

• What you do 

• Who you are 

• How you can help or even just entertain them 

Letting people know what they can expect from you and your business and what they can 
trust you to deliver, as celebrity Jackie Chan demonstrates here,  is what branding is all about. 

!  

!!

http://jackiechan.com/
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2.  Pay Attention to Voice 

One other aspect of your business needs to be clear and distinctive: Your voice. 

“Voice” is the personality you project across all your websites, social 
media and other forms of contact. 

Your voice can be any type you want it to be…  But it should fit your 
mission and your target market consistently, like a favorite pair of 
slippers.  It should be reflected in everything from website colors to the 
music clips you use with your videos.  

Individuality is another important part of creating a consistent voice.  
You want to show that you can take a secure place among your 
competitors – but also stand out.  

People should feel they know you, when they see your communications 
and materials. 

3.  Know When to Use Professionals 

Using the right help at the right time will actually increase your branding.   

Trying to do it all yourself leads to overload and overwhelm; and that leads to losing track of 
your business as an entity and brand because you’re too close and too busy being reactive. 

Become a true CEO, instead of your own eternal employee.  Plan for support that will leave you 
free to focus on customers, clients – and your branding.  Then decide: 

• What type of help you need 

• Who you are going to choose to provide that help 

Check into potential candidates. See if they have package rates (many contractors do). !

!  



This will leave you free to focus on only the essentials of growing your business, allowing you to 
maintain a focused overview, as well as network and serve your customers and clients to the 
best of your ability. 

And focus is what strong, successful branding is all about. 

4.  Manage your Online Reputation 

One negative comment – deserved or not – can really affect your online reputation.  Check 
comments and feedback regularly to see what people are saying about you.  

One easy way to do this: Set up a Google Alert for your name and your business name (if the 
two are different). 

You can set your Google alerts up so that they are highly reactive, if there’s a particular situation 
you want to monitor, or barely intrusive – simply by setting the frequency at which the results are 
delivered to your email address (text or HTML).   

!  

You can choose to receive alerts: 

• As it happens 

• Once a day 

• Once a week 

You can also export your alerts to your hard drive. 

But managing your online reputation doesn’t just mean monitoring what’s said:  It’s really all 
about giving people no reason to badmouth you in the first place! 

• Keep in touch with clients and update them if there are hitches or problems.   

• Process payments and refunds promptly and cheerfully.   

• Thank people who do you favors or submit work. 

Reputation management is all about giving people reason to praise you and your business. 

(And don’t do anything on your social networks that’s at odds with your branding and voice!)   

!



!
5.  Tell Your Brand’s Story 

Use your online footprints to tell your brand’s story.  Doing this well means knowing: 

• Where you’ve been  

• Your mission 

• Where you are heading 

Your “About” Page is a good place to provide a brief history of your business:  What inspired it, 
how old it is, what it looked like at inception and how it has been serving its clientele. 

Sending out regular newsletters and press releases, posting articles to your blog and sharing 
photos with social networks continues your story.  But even as you do share your history and 
story, make sure it’s really all about your customer or client (as Eugene Saturday Market 
expertly does here on its Facebook Page) 

!  

Even though everything you present should be geared towards your end client or customer, they 
will connect better if they can also relate – and see that you do too.  

6.  Be Consistently Active and Actively Consistent 

The word “consistent” is the real key to branding. 

Interact regularly and consistently: 

• Across all your social platforms 

• In the type of material you share 

• With your unique voice 

• In all your content 

o business pages 

o buttons 



o flyers 

o prizes 

o surveys  

o emails 

o newsletters 

And  every piece of content you put out (e.g. Burt’s Bees). 

!  

7.  Use Templates 

This simple tip is one that, when put to work, can help you easily create a cohesive feel to all 
your marketing venues.  You can create:  

• Email templates featuring your colors, logo, headshot and signature 

• Flyer templates 

• HTML templates for your newsletter 

• HTML templates for your landing and sales pages 

• MS Word templates for business correspondence 



And for anything else you re-use frequently. 

With a template, you don’t have go through your content, second-guessing things like what your 
exact shade of sub-head red was.  Templates saves time as well as helping you instantly brand 
your business without effort. 

!  
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8. Go Visual 

What were two of the hottest trends in 2012?   

Pinterest and Instagram.   

If your business doesn’t have a Profile created with each of these two graphic-based social 
networks, you’re missing a great opportunity to connect with your market. 

Once you’ve created a Pinterest for Business account (it’s free), be sure to create more than 
one Pinboard.  (Read site instructions – which are simple – and look at examples; especially 
your competitors’, if they’ve been more socially-savvy than you.) 

Make sure you create an overall plan for your Pinboards.  And that each one: 

• Is interesting and visually dramatic 

• Triggers emotion, whenever possible 

• Reflects your brand consistently 



!



!
Put a “Pin it” button on your site, and actively ask customers to pin your photos.  (The 
Pin it button such as Split Coast Stampers displays makes it as easy as one click for them to do 
so.)  

!  

Make sure you have yummy visual content for them to pin. But don’t stop there, however:  Re-
pin customer content that fits your brand onto your boards. 

Use Instagram to capture photo opportunities and share them. 

Finally carry this through to YouTube videos.  Create your own channel and brand it with:  

• Your logo 

• Your colors 

• Your graphics 

Then create lively videos to regularly share with customers. 

9.  Go Mobile 

What was the hottest trend in 2011?   

Mobile marketing. 

2011 saw the introduction of QR codes to the Western world.  Now you see them everywhere – 
even on sandwich boards outside your local grocery store, making it easy for you to use the QR 
code to enter their survey. 

When customers use your QR code, reward them with coupons, discounts, or even just great 
photographs they can share. 



Go one step further in using your QR codes to help brand your business:  Don’t just use a plain, 
generated QR code:  Have a custom QR code designed containing or incorporating graphics 
such as your logo – one that makes people instantly think of your business. 

(If you can’t yet afford a designer who specializes in QR codes, do it yourself with generators 
such as Unitag that allow you to incorporate your own graphics into your QR code in a variety of 
styles.) !

!  

!
10.  Optimize Your Signature 

Don’t miss the opportunity to make the most of your signature.  Include anchor text to your blog 
or website, as well as your tagline. 

!  



Make sure your signature is as consistent as possible, everywhere you use it – forums, flyers, 
membership sites and in your emails and colors.   

Think of your signature as yet another handy branding tool. 

A Final Word 

Although these pointers include the most basic elements of branding, you’ll find they are still the 
top ten ways to create your most effective online brand.  

Get into the habit putting them to work – and watch your branding results soar. 



5 Ways to Shape Your Brand Around Your Market !
All the branding in the world isn’t going to help if you don’t understand what drives your target 
customer – and who she is.  Your target customer needs to be really hungry for your solutions 
and offerings (and willing to open her pocketbook to get them). !
Understand that there is really only one reason people seek solutions:  To deal with pain: !

• Physical 

• Emotional 

• Spiritual 

• Financial 

And that pain can range from the merely aggravating “not fun” sort to overwhelming, life-altering 
pain.  !
Customer buy products to: !

• Learn something to progress towards a goal 

• Learn exactly how to fix a problem  

• Increase skill level in a niche or field 

• Escape  

Wherever you go online, pain motivates and drives everyone.  So what is your target customer’s 
pain?  What products or services can you create that will directly help solve her current biggest 
problem? !
And how will you let her know you have the solution? !
Branding will help you achieve that.  But most people go at it the wrong way:  They try to shape 
a market round a brand, when in truth you should be shaping your brand around your market. !
Step 1.  Branding for the Right Customer !
You’ve been told, quite accurately that you should identify the customer before creating the 
products.  However,  it’s first and foremost vital to put yourself out there in the online 
community so you can see who is drawn to you – and why. !

• Create a website.   !
• Create a blog.   !
• Join at least four of the top social networks. !

Then see who you attract (especially through social networking). !
Who you attract is going to be your current target market.  And if it’s not the market you 
want, change your branding to attract those you do plan to serve. 



!
1. Monitor Your Voice 

One common reason people attract the wrong market:  Using the wrong “voice”. 

Your voice is the impression of personality your company conveys. 

It can’t be like all the other similar companies.  It must be personal, unique and stand 
out – even while reassuring potential customers it’s the same as competitors in 
fundamentally important ways. 

To check your voice, analyze not only your conversational writing style, but also colors 
and images you use.  Do they fit your target audience’s preferences? 

For example, say you want to attract seniors seeking arthritis solutions:  If your social 
posts or shares regularly deal with youthful subjects such as manga , you’re going to 
actively turn them away in droves: 

!  

!
!



2. Make Your Branding and Voice Consistent Across All Online Media  

What you promise (especially without knowing it) can attract the wrong audience – and 
repel the right one.   

What you want to do is instantly attract the people who will buy your product. 

If you sell cranberries, feature cranberries. 

!  

Make sure your branding is consistent across all your sites and networks.  Example: If 
your site shows a big juicy hamburger logo and your Facebook page background show 
shows raw veggies, that’s an example of voice confusion, where one online presence 
seems totally different from your other online presences.   

That’s why establishing consistent branding practices and elements across all 
your online sites and networks is so important.  Your branding is what makes the 
other kids in the park see you and instantly want to be friends.  Lack of it makes you 
invisible.   

Poor branding has them throwing stones. 

And taking your branding a step further by paying attention to every detail and really 
nailing it means they not only want to play with you – they want to be you. 

Step 2.  Attract with your Logo  

A logo can tell your market what you’re all about quicker than words.  Even if you are a sole 
proprietor and one-woman show, offering services rather than products, chances are that you’ll 
want to create passive income (and increase your status and credibility) by producing 
information products one day – and that’s where your logo will be invaluable. 



A logo needs to be relevant to what you provide.  It needs to “speak” to your audience, as 
well as reminding them instantly of who you are. 

A logo should be professionally designed by a graphic designer (a) experienced in logo 
design (b) who has also designed logos for your specific field or target market.   

If your market consists of 18-35 year olds who buy your graphic novels, use a design company 
such as Blambot Comic Fonts & Lettering, with comic art, culture and font experience. 
Designers from companies such as this one will completely understand their mindset. 

!  

You can, of course, use free online logo generator apps and services such as Logomaker – but 
you need to know the basic principles of design as well as your target market, in order to create 
the best logo you can make.  

Creating a logo that speaks to and reassures your niche gives every piece of content you stamp 
it on instant credibility – and that goes a long way towards attracting the right market. 

Step 3.  Pay Attention to Background Graphics 

Again, across all your media – websites, blogs, social media pages and more. 

The right background can tell your market instantly if they’re going to be attracted to you and 
your products even if you don’t use a logo.   

!



A great example is author Joel Goldman:  He writes gritty detective novels usually set within the 
dense jungle of U.S. cities – and his website and social site background cover art reflects that.  

!  

The book tells you he’s an author.  Keywords like “Kill” in the title tell you it’s not a raw foods 
cookbook; it’s a mystery.   

The night-time city background graphic instantly screams “seamy city jungle”.  Even the color – 
an angry, reddish brown reminiscent of blood and smog – supports the feeling visitors get when 
they open the site or check out his Facebook Page.  You immediately know you’re not going to 
read anything from the “cozy mystery” genre, where sex and violence is downplayed while the 
quirky (usually elderly) heroine solves mysteries with or without a cat or garden trowel. 

Mystery lovers know instantly what type of ride they’re in for when they visit Goldman’s site and 
Pages.  They either leave – or try-and-buy. 

That’s great branding. 

Step 4.  Test, Test, Test  Again… 

As you adjust your branding to the target audience you want to attract, tweak one element at a 
time.  And while you’re doing this, actively seek out more of your target audience.   

• See what they talk about, complain about, want, need – and love. 

• Find out who their niche heroes are and visit their sites.  Make notes.  Analyze. 

• Join in conversations.   

• Post polls in your social media.   

• Ask questions in your social posts that deliberately give you clues about your market’s 
preferences on your niche product type. 

!  

Step 5.  Pay Attention to the Hottest Trends 



Create a Facebook Group for your product or membership site and brand it with your new 
logo, Profile photo and background graphics.  Get conversations going based on what your 
market is most concerned with. 

One reason for doing this:  It’s the latest hot social networking trend.  It’s also one of the few 
feed types in Facebook’s ever-changing algorithms that virtually guarantees the right people will 
see every post. 

The activity level of the group will tell you how on target you are.  You’ll also pick up clues for 
products, learn what your group members love and hate, learn how they cope with problems 
and what they yearn for and need. 

!  

. 
You’ll also pick up their tone and get a good idea of the demographics involved.  Are you seeing 
Profile photos of teenagers?  Women in their thirties or forties?  Do they talk about children?  
What are their biggest challenges? 

These are the topics you’ll hear about: 

• What they care about most 

• What they need the most 

A dead group will tell you you’ve missed the mark.  Better go back to the drawing board.  

But don’t just stop there…   

Create a Google+ Circle… then invite your members to exclusive Hangouts.  (Yes, this is 
another hot trend right now.) 

Create a channel on YouTube, linked with your Google+ account – and brand it with your 
colors, background and logo. 

Then choose the “live stream” option when creating your next Hangout – and it will be recorded 
and posted automatically to YouTube, where you can set privacy levels to “Public” if you like 
(and your fellow members don’t object). 

This way, you instantly get the best of not one, but two social networks (Google+ and YouTube). 

You’re now well into the habit of shaping your brand around your market. 



5 Brand Centers You Need to Have 

Time and time again, many online businesses seem to miss the basics of branding.  Before you 
do anything else, be aware there are five brand centers you need to create and maintain. 

Here’s how to position them… 

1.  Your Website 

Visitors shouldn’t have to scramble around, click multiple tabs or scroll down looking for clues. 
What your website is all about should be obvious at a glance, as with Knorr here.  And what 
should stand out the most?  Exactly how you can do something nice or needed for each visitor. 

!  

But that’s not enough.  Don’t neglect any opportunity to brand your web pages. 

• Think of your logo and colors as a type of shorthand, providing instant visual 
identification.  People should see your colors and even shapes, and instantly think of 
your business – and how helpful it is. 

• Every photo should show what you do or provide 

• Every app or widget should appeal to your customers 

You’re making a promise to the people visiting your website landing page, so make sure the 
rest of your site, blog, social networks, newsletter and information products all deliver equally 
and consistently on that promise.   



2.  Create Your Blog – and Use It 

If you already own and operate a blog for your business, this title of this tip may seem 
redundant, but make no mistake:  Blogging is essential in branding most businesses. 

The key lies in making sure your blog is active – something Problogger wrote the book on. 

!  

There are many ways to plan for engagement and activity.  But before they will interact, you 
need to capture your visitors’ attention. 

• Use powerful, relevant photos, videos, polls, contests and sound-clips to increase 
interaction from your viewers 

• Make sure photos tell an instant story or pique curiosity 

• Choose photos that are lively, dynamic, eye-catching and relevant to your topic 

• Schedule expert, interesting Guest posters 



• Run a series and pre-load your series installments  

• Regularly re-purpose and feature “Oldies but Goodies” (evergreen blog posts from the 
past that gathered comments and feedback) 

• Update published posts with new developments (especially posts that incited comment 
activity on initial release) 

• Re-visit popular topics 

• Write a weekly “Top Ten Tips on…” feature, slanted to your ideal reader’s niche interest 

• Write regular “how to” posts, to help your readers find solutions 

• If you have to, pay for top experts to guest post – even if that’s a once-a-month feature 
or you have to plan for it further down the line 

Remember, a blog and its branding are only as good as its activity level.  But even if your blog 
doesn’t seem to get much action, remember that people are busy and make sure you set up 
every post so that people can use your blog as a resource when they need to.   

Post material that is evergreen and useful, such as your “how to” posts; or high-value tips as 
well as “how to” posts on common tasks. 

Finally, make sure all your post types and elements are consistent – especially when it comes 
to voice. 

Planning your month’s content in advance should help greatly in ensuring this last but most 
important detail. 

3.  Create a Newsletter  

A newsletter provides you with a wonderful way, reason and excuse to keep in touch with 
customers or clients.  And – best of all – you can brand it with your colors and logo. 

It does not need to be the be-all and end-all of newsletters.  It simply has to: 

• Remind your subscribers that your business is alive, well and active 

• Reassure subscribers that they are important to you, and that you are thinking about 
them 

But there’s a third function your newsletter can perform, to help you step up your branding a 
notch.  And that’s provide you with a repetitive, ready incentive for people to sign up and 
subscribe to your list.   

• Include a signup web form on every blog or website page (top-right corner is the 
preferred spot) 

• Make sure your newsletters contain valuable content and time-limited offers, discounts, 
news and resources highly relevant to your target visitor 

• Have these same elements in every newsletter (e.g. always a “Product of the Month” 
discount; always a seasonally-time-sensitive tip, etc.) This turns them into a branded 
feature, as Ego’s Garden Centre of Orillia, Ontario, demonstrates admirably here… 



!  

• Try to solve at least one current problem for your target visitor per newsletter 

• Point people to your Archive section for past newsletters, so readers can see how 
valuable your content can be (while the visual consistency of the newsletters 
reinforces how trustworthy your brand is) 

• Point out the advantage of signing up to get newsletters as they’re released, so 
visitors won’t miss any more time-limited valuables 

Creating regular newsletters and branding, promoting and archiving them is an efficient use 
of your time. You have to create your newsletter for existing subscribers anyway… so why not 
let it double as a sign up incentive and a branded, trustworthy resource for visitors too? 

!!



4.  Your Information Products !
Creating information products and not branding them is like throwing away advertising you’ve 
already paid for. 

Branding your information products makes them – and you – stand out. 

It’s not a question of a good product standing out from bad ones or an exceptional product 
standing out from good ones:  It’s usually a question of a good product standing out from other 
good products. 

What makes one eBook on wine hit the Amazon best-sellers list and another lurk in limbo, so far 
back in the search results it remains unseen? 

One major factor is branding. 

Take the “Dummies” books, for instance.  Seeing the words, “For Dummies” on a book – backed 
by that distinctive yellow-and-black background – immediately tells people they are getting a 
useful guide on a topic (in this case, wine) that is going to be easy to understand, broken down 
into nice, bite-sized pieces. 

“For Dummies” has become synonymous with not just easy, but “easiest”. 

!  



Notice how “Dummies” brands each information product with: 

• A relevant, appealing tag line that sums up their main mission (“Making Everything 
Easier!”) 

• Their colors and “header” design 

• Their unique Title fonts 

So simple, isn’t it? 

And what you don’t see – but everyone knows – is that the “Dummies” books are presented as 
a series. 

Creating a series is a great way to start branding your information products from the word go:  
You can use the same elements in Title fonts, header backgrounds, colors, taglines and logos 
for every single information product in your series – changing only the specific topics. 

Naming products allows another opportunity for branding.  Again, the “Dummies” series is a 
perfect example of this.  The company can now produce any type of “how to” book in the 
world… and simply by adding “For Dummies” at the end, each book becomes instantly branded 
and searchable, not only by its own topic keyword (.e.g. “Wine”) but also the keywords “For 
Dummies”. 

Keep this example in mind when branding your books.  Use it as the ultimate example 

5.  Your Social Media 

Yes, you can – and should – brand your social media.  Use the same colors, logo, signature, 
and above all, Profile photo (preferably a recent headshot).   

Using your company colors even in your headshot is a simple 
strategy that helps cement in peoples’ heads the fact your profile is 
related to your company.   

Example: For years Facebook and social media expert, Mari Smith 
always wore turquoise clothing and even accessories in every headshot. 
Recently she has relaxed this rule – but her trademark turquoise color 
still appears in the background of her latest Profile photo on her 
Facebook Page. 

Most important, however, in social media:  Creating business pages 
and branding them with your logo, colors, Profile photo and custom backgrounds. 

If you are unable to use the exact same background in each network because of size 
differences, as with Twitter and Facebook, decide on key graphic elements from your website 
colors or photos that will carry across all social media backgrounds.  (For example, the gold 
color and little bee graphic that always appear in Burt’s Bees social media pages.)   

!



!
But all the branding in the world won’t help if you don’t regularly interact via your social media 
pages and feeds.  A Facebook page never visited by the owner is less than useful.  In fact, you 
can turn people off, if they take the time to comment or (especially) ask questions and never 
receive an answer. 

Build these five brand centers into your daily life.  Interact often and let people hear your unique 
voice. 

And that will be your strongest social brand reinforcement strategy of all. 



5 Branding Mistakes to Learn From !
Everyone makes branding mistakes; companies large or small.  Some of these mistakes aren’t 
serious – more in the nature of learning curves – but others should never have happened at all. !
It’s not only newbies who mess up their branding on a large scale.  Let’s look at some 
spectacular branding mistakes – and learn what not to do! !
1.  If It Ain’t Broke, Don’t Fix It !
Take the unfortunate example of the University of California…   !
In December, 2010, a decision was made to design a new logo.  The existing one hadn’t been 
replaced since first designed 144 years earlier.   !

!  
The old logo (left) reflected the long history and tradition of the institution and what it once stood 
for.  Its motto, “let there be light”, did a good job of portraying the university as a place of 
enlightened wisdom.  The date, 1868, demonstrated clearly its well-established tradition, 
reputation and credibility.  The book also was a symbol of learning, and the star (as the point of 
a triangle – the strongest-known design element) focused all attention on book, motto and date 
of inception. !
But there were problems:  The original template was so worn, it no longer registered properly.  
And the powers-that-be decided it did not reproduce well digitally – one of the biggest 
considerations in deciding to scrap 144 years of tradition. !
The result was a storm of protest – and grief.  Students, alumni and staff for the most part loved 
the old logo.  It stirred emotions and affronted pride.  It was familiar.  People were engaged 
and bonded to it (one of the hallmarks of a successful piece of branding.)   !
And the new one, the most vocal complaints insisted, was a poor replacement. !
The powers-that-be called the new design (right) “minimalist”.  The majority of the 37,000-plus 
protesters who signed an online petition and the 50,000 who signed a Facebook equivalent 
retorted that “the new one looks like a logo from a bad online university.” !
In other words, in the eyes of the petitioners, the new logo in no way reflected the institution 
they loved and revered. !
Four days later, senior vice president, Daniel M. Dooley announced:  “I have instructed the 
communications team to suspend further use of the monogram”, insisting that the new logo 



would not have replaced the old one’s use as a seal on diplomas (one major concern of the 
protestors) but nevertheless threatening to “re-evaluate” the decision in the future. !
No matter how modern and “clean” the new design, “minimalist” is too kind a description.  The 
university really did throw the baby out with the bathwater and its replacement was not well-
designed, and above all, not reflective of the University’s mission, history or tradition – in the 
petitioners’ words, its “stature and honor”. !
Mistakes: !

• Ignoring an active and much-loved tradition 

• Ignoring its strongest brand values 

• Ignoring staff, student and alumni emotional involvement with the old logo 

!
2.  More Tradition Tampering !
You may find it either surprising, shocking or strangely heartening that cultural icon and sales 
giant, Coca-Cola got tripped up by treading on tradition. !
1985 saw its largest launch in years – the much-heralded “New Coke”. !

It tried to sell the “New Coke” as “smoother, rounder yet bolder” 
but its positioning fell on deaf ears.  North American emotions 
ranged from annoyance to outrage. !
And hardly anyone bought the “New Coke”. !
Yes, they tested their new formula – but the percentage who 
seemed actually angry at the proposed change were dismissed.  
The company was too busy focusing on (a) their upcoming 
Centenary (b) their rivalry with Pepsi. !
The one thing they did right was attempt to tie the change to a 
significant event (the Centenary).  But they made assumptions 
that the vocal minority would “get over it” – and they didn’t. !
Instead, they became the suddenly-vocal majority. !
It wasn’t until people were selling black-market cases of 

“Classic” Coke (the company’s concession to what it thought was going to be a small group of 
die-hards) that Coca Cola apparently noticed “New Coke” sales were dismal. !
They went back to their original formula. !



Again, the mistakes were: !
• Failing to realize their product constituted an American icon – and staple 

• Failing to realize people’s emotional investment (a.k.a. addiction) to the original formula 

• Messing with a product that was regularly and repetitively bringing them in millions of 
dollars 

• Focusing on their main competitor, instead of on their customers 

3.  Overlooking the Obvious !
Meanwhile, millionaire Richard Branson, creator and owner of Virgin records and addict of 
outrageous publicity stunts, once got so cocky he attempted to take on both Coca Cola and 
Pepsi. !
The optimistic visionary saw his new cola-based soda as the third member of what would 
become a trinity.  To this end, he spent a fortune developing and promoting it. !
His reasoning was not uninformed:  He had experienced great success moving into gaps 
before, and his product was carefully tested, well accepted – and almost 20 cents cheaper than 
his megalithic rivals. !
In spite such promotional tactics as firing at Coca-Cola’s massive billboard in New York Times 
Square from a Sherman tank, however, the Virgin cola never took off:  Not because of poor 
branding, but because his two gigantic rivals simply ganged up and blocked distribution of his 
cola drink across North America. !

!  
Most people, as a result, never got to see a can of Virgin cola, let alone buy it. !



Branson’s mistakes: !
• Underestimating the competition 

• Overlooking possible legal strategies to shoot down his market assault 

• Banking on past patterns of success without analyzing the differences in this particular 
scenario 

• Thinking he could accomplish by money and branding a corner in a market that was 
firmly closed to competition 

4.  Playing It Too Safe 

General Motors actually made the opposite mistake to the University of California when it 
decided to rebrand its Oldsmobile line in the late 1990s.  It needed a re-brand but, conscious of 
a tradition that began in the 1920s, decided to “play it safe” and went for “uniformity”. 

They neglected to consider their competition – all busy putting out dazzling new designs.  And 
they forgot the basic branding law of standing out from the crowd. 

In spite of snazzy new names like “Intrigue”, the new Oldsmobile looked generic and 
respectable. 

!  !
However, its biggest market had all grown old with the brand:  They were turning into seniors, 
and re-branding was GM’s unsuccessful attempt to capture a younger new market. 

In 2000, GM announced it was discontinuing the Oldsmobile line. 

GM’s mistakes: 



• The names did not match the look and personality of the car 

• They removed the name “Oldsmobile”  

• Trying to appeal to “youthful” buyers with a staid, respectable design 

• Not factoring in what was working for the Oldsmobile brand’s direct competition 

!
5.  When Cultural Differences Collide 

And then there are countless examples of companies failing to be aware of cultural differences 
in their potential markets.  This resulted in good taglines and brand names turning out to be 
nightmare faux pas. 

Let’s look at Nike, who called a trainer line “Black and Tans” in honor of St. Patrick’s Day – 
apparently unaware that as well as referring to the famous Guinness ale, this was also the 
name of a loathed British mercenary paramilitary sect brought in by the Irish Constabulary.   

These mercenaries were famed for their brutality, which culminated in the infamous “Bloody 
Sunday”.  Emotions were further triggered by a hard-hitting movie produced by Irish director, 
Ken Loach.  

Nike apologized, but the damage was done.  The faux pas circulated online and off.   

!  

An article in The Guardian chronicles further examples of this type of mistake; some of them 
(like Reebok unbelievably calling its own trainer line, “Incubus”) – absolutely staggering.  (An 
incubus is, by any definition, a demon that sexually assaults sleeping women). 

!



And what do all the companies making this type of mistake have in common? 

• Failing to do “due diligence” and check every angle 

• Failing to check basic facts 

• Failing to check other cultures for conflicts 

Conclusion: 

What can we learn from these giants and their branding mistakes?  Quite  a lot! 

1. Respect brand values 

2. Never make assumptions 

3. Don’t base present branding decisions on past success models 

4. Check every detail from every angle 

5. Branding mistakes can happen to anyone:  Big or small 

And even if you’re a newbie sole proprietor, do have another set of objective eyes check out 
your pet slogan proposals, website names, ads and photos. 

You may not yet be a millionaire. 

But you’ll be smarter than our examples today!


