
Ancient Egyptians 
were thought to have 
introduced the practice 
of livestock branding to 
identify the owner of an 
animal. Over time the 
brand or mark came to 
signal qualities of the 
livestock such as the 
meat, milk or skin and in 
turn, the appearance of 
the brand impacted on 
the price that could be 
obtained in market. And 
so, according to legend, 
the more modern idea 
of the ‘brand’ was born.
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Brands lead a double-life. On one hand a 
brand is what a company wants it to be 
in the hope that this will improve their 
financial performance. On the other hand 
a brand lives in the mind of the consumer 
– a lasting impression that the brand has 
with the people who are expected to buy 
it, use it, or recommend it.

This is where a brand’s value to the 
business is manifested. The lasting 
impression that a brand has gives it 
mental prominence and accessibility 
when buying decisions are made, as well 

A brand is a signal to a potential buyer. 
A key question is what does it signal? 
It should be a promise of something 
better or different.

A brand is a signal to a potential buyer. A key question is what does 
it signal? It should be a promise of something better or different. In 
1991 Philip Kotler1 defined a brand as “a name, term, sign, symbol, or 
design or combination of them which is intended to identify the goods 
and services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them 
from those of competitors”.
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as the emotional connections that it has 
with the consumer and the benefits that 
they may derive from it. This is what 
brand equity revolves around. Consumers 
carry forward, in their memories, attitudes 
and subconscious feelings, impressions 
of brands that provide a springboard for 
purchasing now and into the future.

As a concept, brand equity came to 
prominence in the 1990’s partly as a 
means of valuing brands, and partly to 
provide understanding of this critical 
element of a company’s future success. 
The connection between the idea of brand 
with the notions of equity and assets 
gave the opportunity for the marketing 
function to expand beyond tactics and 
book a seat at the executive table. 

However, even as recently as 2018, it 
was noted that the accounting treatment 
of brand value as an intangible asset 

was inconsistent and very little brand 
value is generally included in balance 
sheets. Indeed, less than 12 months ago, 
International Standards Organisation 
(ISO) proposed brand valuation standards 
to address this inconsistency. This was 
nearly 30 years after the idea of brand 
equity started to gain momentum2.



Imagine being able to 
accurately define the 
emotional motivators 
driving behavior and 
pinpoint the emotions 
that drive choice.
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While the debates surrounding the inclusion of brand 
assets in company accounting exist, this should not 
dissuade marketers from appreciating how brand equity 
works in their market. This is a different question. 
Strategic advantage comes to marketers who understand, 
better than competitors, how brands tick and how this 
works with the psychology of the consumer in their 
market, their emotional “goals” and the multifaceted 
benefits they seek.

As companies continue to expand and refine their digital 
commerce and promotional platforms, there is potential 
to lose sight of the basics. Digital platforms promise an 
immediate assessment of marketing performance via clicks and 
sales. This is akin to the promise of direct marketing some two 
decades earlier.

It was discovered then that companies that focus entirely on 
immediate sales, lose track of the long term advantage that 
brands enable. Clicks and sales are only part of the story. 
There is a large hidden layer of human individual and social 
psychology that is behind a click and the cause of a sale. 

What is missed by an exclusive focus on clicks and sales is:

 • �Understanding�the�factors,�both�emotional�and�rational,�
that�lead�a�consumer�to�choose�one�brand�over�the�next.�
This understanding enables brand strategy to be optimized 
across digital platforms.

 •  How� non-customers� respond� emotionally� to� a� brand.�
Sales and clicks data is readily available but largely reflects 
the behavioural journey that customers and the converted 
are on. Non-customers represent a critical pool of future 
prospects and are largely invisible to this data. 

For brand equity to truly fulfill its promise the concept needs 
to be taken further. The world has moved on. The following 
challenges are key:

 • �There� is� a� need� to� disentangle� the� intrinsic� value� of 
the brand to a consumer from the value of product 
features and price. Choice modeling provides an excellent 
possibility for doing this. New techniques have been 
developed that accurately measure the value of the brand 
and allow the essence of the brand itself to be understood 
in emotional terms.

On a lifetime value basis, emotionally 
connected customers are more than 
twice as valuable as highly satisfied 
customer. These emotionally 
connected customers buy more of 
your products and services, visit 
you more often, exhibit less price 
sensitivity, pay more attention to 
your communications, follow your 
advice, and recommend you more - 
everything you hope their experience 
with you will cause them to do.4

 •  We�now�know�that�individuals�are�complex�and�decision�
making� needs� to� be� understood� at� the� individual� level.�
Much is lost by aggregating data and averaging. One of the 
fathers of the brand equity concept, Kevin Keller wrote that 
“to facilitate the development of more effective marketing 
strategies and tactics, the focus is on brand effects on the 
individual consumer”. 3

 • �Consumers�experience�a�relentless�stream�of�interaction�
with� brands,� companies� and� other� consumers.�Think of 
this as a series of information rain drops that constantly 
cause a consumer to update their impressions of a brand. 
While a single drop of water in a torrent has only a small 
impact it is the combination of drops and where they land 
that progressively gives shape to a canyon. 

 •  In�the�past�15�years�consumers�have�adopted�more�active�
and� participatory� relationships with brands via online 
interaction and social media (ie. brand engagement is 
important)5 and the impact on brand equity needs to be 
established.

 •  Social� forces� are� powerful� and� there� is� now� irrefutable�
proof� that� support� for� brands� by� others� can� provide 
large� positive� impacts on a consumer’s purchase of a 
brand.6 These social influences can come from one’s close 
peer group or the extended social reality of social media 
and “influencers”. 

All the above does not change the fundamentals though. The 
impressions that are registered in the mind of the consumer have 
the potential to impact future sales. The key is to understand 
what these impressions are and apply them to brand strategy.

In summary, now more than ever we need to be understanding 
how brand equity translates into important business outcomes 
like sales, market share, share of wallet and profitability. 

Brand equity can and should be the centrepiece of marketing 
functions and customer centric companies.
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