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MORE PRAISE FOR BRANDS THAT ROCK 

From the first time I saw the phrase “band loyalty” I knew this wasn’t 
a typical, dry marketing tome. Leave it to Roger and Tina to find pure 
marketing wisdom in a perfectly logical, yet entirely overlooked (and 
unappreciated) place–rock music! But it works. Open your mind and 
open Brands That Rock to kick-start your marketing creative juices. 

Phil Urban, CEO 
Grange Insurance 

Brands That Rock strikes a pleasing chord, whether you’re a Fortune 
500 CEO, a first-year MBA student, or simply a musician at heart. 
The authors remind us that our love affair with music can translate 
into lucrative rewards if strategically linked to a progressive market-
ing approach. 

Lloyd Trotter, President and CEO 
General Electric Industrial Company 

Blackwell scores! A fascinating read that connects you emotionally 
to the hidden brand strategies in rock’s legendary bands. A fresh 
approach to creating profitable and successful brands in a dynamic 
marketplace, Brands That Rock provides a rockin’ road map to suc-
cessful brand creation and dominance. 

J. E. Issler, President and COO 
H.H. Brown Shoe Company, Inc., 
a subsidiary of Berkshire Hathaway, Inc. 

Not only do Roger and Tina analyze branding and marketing strate-
gies from the world of rock and roll, they show you how some of the 
world's great companies have implemented similar strategies to cap-
ture market share and customer loyalty. 

Walden O'Dell, CEO 
Diebold 
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Once our parents worried about the influence rock musicians would 
have on us. In Brands That Rock, Roger Blackwell and Tina Stephan 
convince us that it’s a must to learn from the rock jocks. The lessons 
of rock-and-roll branding apply to companies universally. 

Don Peppers and Martha Rogers, Founders 
Peppers and Rogers Group 
Coauthors, One-to-One book series 

Roger Blackwell ‘rocks’ audiences when he speaks to groups around 
the world. Now the passion and energy audiences have seen in per-
son are translated to the pages of Brands That Rock—in which he and 
Tina show how that same passion helps energize great brands. 

Jose Silibi Neto, 
Partner and Cofounder 
HSM Group 

A guitar has been part of our brand for many years and Brands That 
Rock shows why and how music makes such a strong emotional con-
nection with customers. We were so impressed with this book that 
we intend to make it mandatory reading for our marketing and 
advertising staff. 

Rhett C. Ricart, President and CEO 
Ricart Automotive, Inc. 

By examining how bands that evolve become brands that endure, 
Stephan and Blackwell show enterprises of any kind how to create 
more fans and capture more revenue. 

R. Brad Martin, Chairman and CEO 
Saks Incorporated 

Roger and Tina always bring fresh thinking to marketing topics. This 
time, lessons from the world of rock and roll. It’s unique, insightful 
. . . and fun reading. 

Tom Moser, Vice Chairman, Consumer & Industrial Businesses 
KPMG LLP 
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A fun read filled with new ideas and out-of-the-box analogies, 
Brands That Rock makes an emotional connection with the reader 
and gives strategic guidance to anyone interested in creating brands 
that last. 

Howard D. Putnam, speaker and author 
Former CEO, Southwest Airlines 

Roger has tread where the consumers are fickle, loyalty lasts through 
one turn of the platter, and few brands survive. Brands That Rock 
explores new territory in how brands evolve and stay current with 
their consumer base. In today’s fragmented marketing world, this is 
a great new source of ideas. 

Jim Oates, former President 
Leo Burnett Company 

In a time when brands are looking for new ways to connect with cus-
tomers, great companies are stepping outside the business arena to 
examine how other industries create fans. In Brands That Rock, Tina 
and Roger help you take a fun, bold leap. 

David Chu, Vice Chairman and Chief Creative Officer 
Nautica Enterprises 

Roger and Tina have shown us all how the sweetest music ever sung 
can sweeten companies’ bottom lines and entertain others. 

Jack Kahl, Founder and former CEO 
Manco, Inc. 

I’ve been fortunate to have helped develop strong brands like Barbie, 
Hot Wheels, Sega, Sonic the Hedgehog, and Leapfrog, to name a few. 
Music was strongly identified with the Barbie and Sega brands and 
very important to building their popularity. The Sega Scream even 
became part of rock concert culture. Yet the strong analogy between 
what it takes to be an enduring rock-an-roll band and building a 
strong brand had never occurred to me. Roger Blackwell and Tina 
Stephan make it crystal clear. . . . Who would have guessed that Sam 
Walton, Wal-Mart, Gene Simmons, and KISS have a lot in common? 

Tom Kalinske, Chairman 
LeapFrog 
Former CEO, Sega and Mattel Inc. 
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Whether your brands are consumer packaged goods or business-to-
business, Brands That Rock provides a fresh, stimulating perspective on 
how to connect with your consumers and customers. Rock ‘n’ read on! 

John Hayek. Senior Vice President of Marketing– 
Office Products Group 
MeadWestvaco Consumer & Office Products 

I really enjoyed Brands That Rock and read some chapters twice. Your 
use of the bands as a source of information to communicate about 
brands is very useful. 

Michael O’Neal, President and CEO 
Gemini Industries Inc. 

I always thought of branding as being on stage, as being entertain-
ment. Brands That Rock proves that brands can sing, play guitar, wear 
huge amounts of makeup, and trash hotel rooms. Just like any good 
brand should. 

Nick Graham, Founder and Chief Underpants Officer, 
Joe Boxer 

Brands That Rock is a fascinating and insightful journey of how to 
make customers of ordinary brands into raving fans by learning 
from what music legends such as the Rolling Stones, Elvis Presley, 
and Aerosmith do to arouse strong emotional bonds in their audi-
ences on a global basis. I particularly enjoyed reading the brand mak-
ing of Elton John! 

If you are into branding, this book is a must read! 
Jagdish N. Sheth, Charles H. Kellstadt 
Professor of Marketing 
Goizueta Business School 
Emory University 
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What can business leaders learn from rock and roll? It’s a question 
that appears simple, yet it proved to be extraordinarily complex. The 
answer started as one that was entertaining (to us, and we hope to 
you), yet it yielded highly educational principles. The topic was con-
ceptually intriguing, yet verbally challenging. These polarities of a 
seemingly contradictory paradigm excited us as we began talking to 
friends, professors, and business leaders ranging from frontline sales-
people to CEOs about the Brands That Rock concept. Most nodded 
with gestures of increasing understanding as they began to grasp the 
power of the paradigm, with many adding the question, “But where 
did you get the idea for the book?” 

It happened during a five-mile run on a hot summer afternoon in 
2001. A DJ from a local rock station announced, with surprise in his 
voice, that the Aerosmith Just Push Play concert scheduled for a local 
amphitheater later that summer had sold out. His comments focused 
on why a group of fifty-something guys, who had been playing 
together almost 30 years, could not only continue to fill venues but 
continue to produce hit rock songs that appealed to young con-
sumers as much as to aging baby boomers like themselves. 

The DJ’s question was intriguing, and we took it a few steps fur-
ther to make it our absorbing hypotheses for research. Why do some 
bands and musicians stand the test of time, producing hits decade 
after decade, while others are doomed to one-hit-wonder infamy? 
What does it take to become a part of fans’ life soundtracks and a 
part of American culture? What are the parallels in business? 

It wasn’t long before we began to develop a model that could help 
firms win fans for their products and improve profits for their stake-
holders. We saw the process as one of customers migrating to 
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become loyal customers and eventually to become fans, producing 
brand equity, a topic we had addressed together while writing an 
op-ed piece for the annual report of Wendy’s several years earlier. 
Together, we had also written a case study for Wendy’s, identifying 
the role of Wendy Thomas and her father, Dave, in building a brand 
that could compete very successfully against much larger firms. The 
research for that case helped us clarify the roles of functional attri-
butes of products, but it also focused the spotlight on the role of a 
personality like Dave Thomas and his passion for “the best burgers in 
the business.” 

What can Gene Simmons of KISS and Sam Walton, founder of the 
world’s largest corporation, have in common? That was a question 
asked by some of our more skeptical colleagues. Remember when 
Sam Walton donned a grass skirt and danced the hula on Wall Street? 
The makeup on the members of KISS and a grass skirt on Mr. Sam 
are not that different—they both create an emotional connection, 
whether the fans are rock and rollers or Wall Street analysts. And 
that’s just a beginning to the insights we found when we built on 
decades of research about consumer behavior and branding and 
added the secrets of why some rock bands and performers last for 
decades. 

Our goal in writing this book is to show how those principles 
apply to the marketing of companies, products, services, nonprofit 
organizations, and people themselves. Hence, Brands That Rock—a 
book we hope you’ll enjoy and learn from whether you are a business 
enthusiast, a rock-and-roll fan, or both. 

In a project such as this one, heartfelt thanks abound. First and 
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the business book world. For us, a great rock concert is somewhat 
reflective of writing a book. Our written concerts begin with an idea 
that sparks our curiosity, fuels research and deep discussions, and 
ignites the passion and energy required to complete a manuscript. 
And they end with a toast to the final word. As for the Brands That 
Rock concert, the house lights are now on—a revealing time in which 
we get to observe people’s reactions to our thoughts. It is also a time 
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pages, and rock on. 
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From Band Loyalty
/to Brand Loyalty 

Music washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life. 
—JOHANN SEBASTIAN BACH 

Your first kiss. Your first car. The day you said “I do.” Chances are 
the most memorable moments of your life are connected by a 

soundtrack of music—songs that heighten your senses and evoke 
emotions that help you experience those memories all over again. 

Perhaps that soundtrack includes Wagner’s triumphal “Bridal 
March” from Lohengrin, sparking an overwhelming sense of joy and 
expectation, or Sarah McLachlan’s “I Will Remember You,” recalling 
the painful breakup of a love not meant to be. Or perhaps it’s a pul-
sating refrain from Aerosmith’s classic rock song “Love in an Eleva-
tor,” reminding you of—well, you get the idea. Regardless of the style 
of music included in your soundtrack, the magic lies in the ability of 
music and the bands that create it to connect with people at an emo-
tional level. 

Think of what happens when U2, the Rolling Stones, Janet Jack-
son, or Pink Floyd enters the stage in front of a crowd of 50,000. Peo-
ple scream as a band member walks toward their side of the arena, 
they cheer at the opening riffs of their favorite tunes, they belt out the 
words to most of the songs, and they dance, jump, and rock for 
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hours. These are not just “crazy” teenagers; they are people with fam-
ilies, good jobs, college or graduate degrees—in fact, we may even be 
describing you. And while you probably don’t walk around your 
office building or community screaming, singing, and dancing, you 
become swept away by the concert experience—letting yourself 
behave like every other fan in the house. 

The power of music is undeniable; the loyalty showered upon 
those who create it, unmatched; and the lessons for corporate Amer-
ica, boundless. 

It is difficult to think of any product or industry that evokes 
more emotional intensity from its followers than rock and roll. 
Their attitudes and behavior shatter the traditional measures of 
customer loyalty in terms of reach, quantity, and degree to define 
outright fanaticism—the ultimate level of devotion a firm can 
hope to receive from its customers. 

What is it about music and rock stars that transform people’s emo-
tions, behavior, and lives? Enlightened marketers have asked the ques-
tion, but few have ever bothered to look for the answers. Yet corporate 
executives sit day after day scratching their heads, looking for insight as 
to how their brands might inspire even a fraction of such emotional 
response, loyalty, and commitment. They benchmark the success of 
others; analyze what promotional and design strategies have worked in 
the past; and review their advertising and promotional campaigns. 
And while marketers have been proficient in analyzing how to create 
successful brands and satisfy customers, most of their strategies mirror 
those that other businesses have already implemented. 

But what of the companies looking to go one better than what 
other businesses have been able to accomplish in the battle for cus-
tomer loyalty? Creating such a breakthrough often requires a bold 
leap out of one’s comfort zone and into the unknown. Only then can 
marketers identify the processes and strategies that, when applied to 
the business world, can provide a leg up on their competitors. 

Few look beyond the world of commerce for answers. Why, after 
performing for over 30 years, do the Rolling Stones continue to sell 
out venues around the world? How has Elton John been able to have 
a top-10 hit each year for 30 consecutive years? And how is Neil Dia-
mond able to sell out concerts with minimal PR and advertising 
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expenditures night after night? The answer is band loyalty—the 
fanatical devotion and propensity to spend that rock-and-roll fol-
lowers have to a specific performer or band. 

How bands create loyalty and devotion in their fans is the focus of 
this book. The book is designed to help unlock the secrets of how to 
build emotional connections between your brand or company and 
your customers similar to those associated with legendary rock-and-
roll acts and their fans. It will take you behind the music and reveal 
branding and marketing lessons that can boost creative thinking, 
increase market share, enhance the longevity and success of a brand, 
and create a brand that becomes a cultural icon. 

The artists, however, are the first to admit that some of their suc-
cesses were not necessarily by design. In retrospect, the process of 
examining why some bands have increased in popularity, remained 
commercially successful, and increased their fan bases for several 
decades yields tactics that marketers might use to boost their brand 
loyalty. 

Analyzing the phenomenon of band loyalty is not for the close-
minded. It requires marketers and managers to abandon the lan-
guage and corporate-based thinking they probably engage in day in, 
day out at work and escape into the wild, fun, larger-than-life world 
of music and entertainment. Marketers must look beyond the values 
of bands that they may not personally endorse and open their minds 
to the ideas and creative processes used in the entertainment arena to 
cultivate long-term, die-hard fans. Only then can they understand 
band loyalty and the lessons they can apply to enhance their own 
brand loyalty. 

Beyond Customer Loyalty: Creating Singing, Screaming, 
Money-Spending Fans 

In today’s competitive arena, the battle to attract and retain cus-
tomers is intense. Firms of all sizes continue revamping their prod-
uct and service offerings, honing their customer service skills, and 
revising their loyalty programs. Yet few achieve an emotional con-
nection with their customers. 
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Ask the most successful music acts of the past three decades about 
customer loyalty, and they’ll tell you it’s all about creating fans— 
people willing to stand in line for hours to buy the latest albums of 
their favorite bands or plunk down hundreds of dollars to buy con-
cert tickets. Although this category of customer is not exclusive to the 
world of rock and roll, fans are far more prevalent and the lessons are 
more profuse than in the world of commerce. 

Why? Because the music world is fan-oriented; in fact the word 
customer is rarely used. Customer implies that a person walks into a 
store wanting to buy a CD and decides, after scanning the thousands 
of albums available, which one to snatch up. A fan walks into the 
store with the intent of buying the latest Alanis Morissette CD; the 
person made the decision long before he or she entered the store, 
because the fan’s desire is not just to buy the latest music but to cre-
ate a further connection with a particular band or performer. Often 
the need is even more innate—helping people deal with emotions 
and express what they are feeling, achieving what Hallmark does in 
written communication and human emotion. 

Although all firms in business today have customers, only the most 
successful have fans. Why all the interest in creating fans? Because of 
the effect attitudes and buying behavior have on long-term sales and 
profit levels. In short, customers buy from a variety of retailers and 
choose many brands, often influenced by temporary price breaks or 
other promotions. Firms spend more promotional dollars secur-
ing purchases from cherry-pickers (whose tendency to buy a specific 
brand can be described as sporadic at best) than they do capturing 
more sales from loyal or frequent customers. Friends (loyal customers) 
tend to buy certain brands and shop specific stores more often than 
others—often because of good past experiences. Loyalty programs 
have helped retailers and consumer product companies foster rela-
tionships with consumers and modify their cherry-picking behavior. 

Fans, however, take loyalty to the next level, seeking out specific 
brands, shopping only certain retailers, and closing their minds to 
other alternatives, as seen in Figure 1.1. Fans invest time, attention, 
energy, emotion, and money into building and maintaining a rela-
tionship to a brand, and these strong emotional attachments between 
company and customer are difficult, if not impossible, for others 
to break. And fans are vocal—they not only tell others about their 
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favorite brands, they recruit others to buy what they buy and shop 
where they shop. Customers and devotees can be described more in 
terms of their frequency of behavior, while fans are described more in 
terms of the emotionality and intensity of their behavior. Fans don’t 
drink coffee, they crave Starbucks. Fans don’t drive a car or ride a 
motorcycle, they pilot a Saturn or a Harley-Davidson. 

Figure 1.1 Customers versus Friends versus Fans


Friends 
Customers (Repeat Customers) Fans 

Are price-driven	 Are value-driven Are experience-driven 

Shop opportunistically	 Shop purposefully Shop for pleasure 

Want you to sell them Want products and Want personalized 
products good service advice and solutions 

Need a reason to buy Prefer to buy from Are devoted to you 
from you you and are yours to lose 

Are surprised by good Have a history of Automatically assume 
service good experiences you will delight them 

with you 

Drop you if they’re 	 Tell you if they’re Tell you if they’re 
disappointed	 disappointed and disappointed, want 

give you a chance you to fix it, and are 
to respond anxious to forgive and 

forget 

Are indifferent to your Feel a connection Actively invest in their 
company with you, rationally relationship with 

and/or emotionally you—time, emotion, 
attention, money 

Don’t think or talk Recommend your Evangelize about your 
about your firm firm casually firm 
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In that category is Target, or “Tar-zhay,” as so many of its devoted 
fans like to call it. A mass retailer to the casual observer, Target has 
bridged the gap between discount store and department store by 
combining the best of both worlds, offering value-oriented prices to 
customers who don’t want to sacrifice quality, aesthetics, and style. 
Its affordable, up-to-date clothing, hip accessories, and design-
forward home fashions have made Target a cool place to shop and 
branded the people who buy there as shopping-savvy. No longer cat-
egorized as merely a department store’s stepchild, Target has moved 
discount retailing from outcast to star status, with more than half of 
its customers having college degrees and incomes over $50,000. In 
the past, many consumers were reluctant to give someone a gift from 
a discount retailer, afraid of the negative connotation. Today, a gift 
from Target is not only accepted, it’s often requested—with the help 
of Target’s national gift registry program. 

Have branding and fans made a difference to Target? You bet. Sim-
ilar to bands that evolve from warm-up acts for their better-known 
counterparts to top headliners, Target’s image, supported by its oper-
ations systems, became the retailer of choice rather than retailer by 
default for millions of loyal buyers. This translated into $44 billion in 
sales in 2002, after a decade of growth and profitability based on the 
strength of a brand that gave consumers a reason to drive past Kmart 
or other competitors to get to Target. Just as the Dave Matthews 
Band evolved from opening for Big Head Todd and the Monsters to 
headlining and selling out stadiums (Big Head Todd still delights its 
loyal following at smaller, more intimate venues), Target’s brand, 
image, and strategies were more successful than that of its parent, 
Dayton Hudson. Soon, the parent changed its family name to Target, 
capitalizing on the company’s strong fan base and brand presence to 
create a stock market darling in the late 1990s and early 2000s. 

But even a superstar such as Target can face problems and fall 
from its fans’ graces. Diana Ross discovered during her 2000 tour 
that one surefire way to alienate fans is to create high expectations 
and fall short at the execution stage. Billed as a glitz and glamour 
concert extravaganza, with ticket prices to evoke high expectations, 
Ross missed cues and forgot the words to many of her songs. Critical 
disdain and fan backlash forced her to cancel the rest of the tour. 
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Cher also created high expectations for her farewell tour—but unlike 
Ross, Cher delivered. 

“Cher’s entire concert tour sold out because of how she commu-
nicates and connects with her legions of fans,” explains Scott Shan-
non, program director of New York’s legendary FM station, WPLJ. 
“Critics can’t stand her; radio certainly doesn’t love her; but her fans 
are among the most loyal in the business. While Diana Ross fell flat 
and didn’t connect with her audiences, Cher wowed her fans night 
after night with a string of high-voltage concerts that left fans danc-
ing in the aisles and screaming for more.” 

One of the risks Target faces in terms of its branding strategy is 
creating expectations through its advertising that might not be met 
when customers shop its stores. The images and expectations that 
slick, design-oriented ad campaigns conjure up must be congruent 
with the experiences inside the store or else retailers risk customer 
dissatisfaction and fan backlash. Although a fate similar to that of 
Ross seems harsh, success similar to Cher’s seems unlikely for retail-
ers who fall short of customers’ expectations. 

Creating and strengthening relationships with customers has been 
on corporate America’s radar screen for quite some time—with the 
need for intimacy creating the largest blip. In recent years, marketers 
have implemented customer relationship management (CRM) pro-
grams and strategies to guide their relationships with customers. 
Much progress has been made in terms of creating customer data-
bases that track everything from individuals’ product choices and 
buying patterns to their birthdays and anniversaries. These data help 
marketers forecast sales of specific items, narrow customers’ product 
choices to those they are most likely to buy, and even remind cus-
tomers it is time to buy a birthday gift. 

Even the best CRM software, however, can’t transform customers 
into fans—that requires an in-depth, from-the-gut understanding of 
and respect for human nature and behavior. The devotion of long-
term fans to their favorite performers and bands, from Tony Bennett 
to the Kinks or 50 Cent, illustrates that it takes a connection at a 
deeper level to develop brands that people will not only buy, but 
incorporate into their lives and daily vernacular. And that is a primary 
goal of brand strategies—determining how strong those emotional 
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connections are and how they can be reinforced or altered to develop 
loyalty to the brand among a target group of customers. 

Rock-and-roll bands are notorious for writing lyrics, creating 
music and rhythms, and putting on shows that mirror what people 
are doing and what they fantasize about doing—the right mix of 
which entices certain fans to embrace certain bands. Once a per-
former makes that connection with a fan, it takes song after song, 
album after album, and concert after concert to cement the relation-
ship. If a performer veers too far away from what has made a con-
nection with a fan in the past, the connection may be jeopardized. 
But a song that makes an emotional connection remains in a fan’s 
personal greatest hits collection; the loyalty and emotional connec-
tion is only strengthened with each song that is added to the list. 

Jock Bartley experienced much success in the 1970s when his 
band, Firefall, topped the charts with a string of hits including 
“That’s a Strange Way” and “Just Remember I Love You.” But it was 
“You Are the Woman” that made the biggest connection with fans. 
“Every female between the ages of 18 and 24 wanted to be the woman 
portrayed in that song, and that caused their boyfriends and spouses 
to call radio stations and subsequently flood the airwaves with dedi-
cations of the song and the sentiment,” explains Bartley. “The mes-
sage was simple and sincere, and the song was easy to sing. It was like 
our fans let us be a singing version of the Hallmark card that said 
what they weren’t quite sure how to express.” 

After 25 years, chances are you’ll hear this song in office buildings 
or elevators. “I remember, not too long ago, sitting in my dentist’s 
chair and hearing ‘You Are the Woman.’ And that’s when it hit me 
how ingrained the song had become. The mistake we made was not 
to associate the Firefall brand with our songs enough.” Bartley adds, 
“When you mention Firefall, a lot of people tip their heads in recog-
nition of the name, but it’s not until you sing a few words of a song 
that the light of recognition really turns on.” 

As Bartley points out, a brand promotion that doesn’t tie the 
product and brand closely together doesn’t create as much long-term 
equity for the brand as one that makes the connection clear and rein-
forces it over time. 

Emil Brolick, CEO of Taco Bell, agrees. Faced with the tough job 
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of taking over the company after several years of declining sales— 
and, yes, axing the famous Chihuahua—Brolick made some impor-
tant strategic decisions. The first was shifting the direction of the 
advertising campaign to focus on Taco Bell’s products and brand. 
“While the Chihuahua got a lot of attention, the campaign was all 
about the dog. It needed to be about Taco Bell—our food, our 
stores, our strengths,” says Brolick. “For direction and insight, we 
turned to our customers.” 

Through a series of focus groups, Brolick learned firsthand about 
the current state of the Taco Bell brand. “While our heavy users told 
us about some problems they thought we had, I was amazed by the 
passion they had for the brand. In essence, they wanted Taco Bell to 
pull itself up by its socks and deliver in the marketplace so they could 
support the brand of their choice—they wanted to be proud of the 
brand that they supported,” he says. With a smile, he adds, “I really 
sensed an emotional connection between our fans and our brand. In 
a way, our customers identified with the brand that they saw as ‘one 
beat off center’ and they wanted us to fare well in what others might 
categorize a burger world.” 

Marketers take note: You have to get under your customers’ skin, 
inside their minds and souls, and figure out what makes them tick if 
you want to create an emotional connection. Why do they laugh or 
cry, and when do they think it’s appropriate to do either? What makes 
them angry, and how do they deal with their emotions? How do they 
define success, fulfillment, and living happily ever after? Understand-
ing your customers, over time, at an emotional level and communi-
cating with them accordingly is an important part of brand-building 
and brand-loyalty strategies. 

The Value of a Brand 

Building brands is a key management skill for any firm. It doesn’t 
matter whether you are a surgeon or a store, a manufacturer or a 
wholesaler, an Intel or an Amazon.com, a nonprofit organization, a 
for-profit corporation, or the Rolling Stones. Some brands, such as 
Wal-Mart and Victoria’s Secret, are highly successful. Some were once 
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stellar in consumer acceptance, but turned disastrous—Montgomery 
Ward and Kmart come to mind—and others simply were put out to 
pasture, like Borden’s famous mascot Elsie the Cow. But regardless of 
how good, how bad, or how poorly designed and nebulous, every 
firm, every institution, and every person is a brand. Even government 
leaders are brands—consider how the brands of Presidents Clinton 
and Bush and Mayor Giuliani evolved during their terms of office. 

A brand is perhaps the greatest asset of any company not to 
appear on its balance sheet. Because accountant types find the con-
cept of brand difficult to quantify, it is often thought of as a fuzzy 
marketing concept, which involves a logo, a tagline, and large expen-
ditures. But a brand is much more than that. It is a product or prod-
uct line with an identifiable set of benefits, wrapped in a recognizable 
personality, carrying with it a connection between product and cus-
tomers. It is the difference between a watch and a Rolex, a car and a 
Mercedes, a cup of coffee and a Starbucks latte. It is the difference 
between the Eagles and A Flock of Seagulls or a host of other rock-
and-roll wannabes. In the language of business, music stars are brands. 
Some are the Cokes and IBMs of music; others are the Shasta colas and 
Digital (DEC) computers. 

A powerful brand creates an image and an identity for a product or 
a company; it is a promise to consumers, telling them what they can 
expect when they and their cash or plastic are separated. If the brand 
promise is kept, customers end up saving time because less time is 
spent deciding between various brands. But when the promise is not 
fulfilled, consumers switch to another brand more likely to deliver on 
the promise, as rapidly as one number-one hit record replaces another. 

Contrary to the prevailing belief among the financial ranks, brand-
ing is not just a marketer’s problem. It affects the marketability and 
financial well-being of the entire company, and when executed prop-
erly, it sends a unified image and message throughout the firm and 
throughout the marketplace. The price-to-earnings (P/E) ratio and 
market capitalization of a firm are often dramatically higher if it has a 
powerful brand, or a particularly strong portfolio of brands, in the 
marketplace. The difference in profitability between firms with pow-
erful brands and those with weak brands is known as brand equity— 
the difference in value created by a brand less the cost of creating the 
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brand. It may be measured as the difference between market capital-
ization and book value, but when brands rock, they create investor 
value that lasts for decades. 

As the legendary rock bands exhibit throughout this book, creating 
brand equity is not a static concept or merely a marketing goal. Rather, 
it is a dynamic process that requires that brands be engaged in con-
versation with customers. This type of two-way relationship implies 
mutual transfer of information, from the brand to the customer and 
from the customer to the brand. But the relationship between brand 
and fan goes beyond information flow to become emotion flow. 
For example, Krispy Kreme evokes such intense emotions among its 
doughnut fans that even the most time-pressed consumers will stand 
in line to satisfy their physical and emotional cravings. But police offi-
cers aren’t the only ones drooling at the sight of the now-famous 
green-and-white polka-dot box. Many financial analysts missed the 
ground floor of stocks of companies like Krispy Kreme, Starbucks, and 
Wal-Mart because they underestimated the impact of emotional con-
nections between brands and customers and failed to see the relation-
ship between these brands and the culture. 

After a stint of insanity during the dot-com heyday, the business 
world has again turned to more realistic views of corporate value, for 
the most part. Warren Buffett and like-minded investors, whose focus 
was always on return on investment, earnings per share (EPS), earn-
ings growth, dividends, and similar measures, can exhale—financial 
analysts have put renewed faith in the old-time religion that equates 
the salvation of a firm with its profits, not its prophets. In this reborn 
truth lies the fundamental role of the brand: It is a mechanism to 
boost a firm’s sales and profits higher than those of its competitors’. 

Legendary Bands, Legendary Brands 

Only a few brands last so long that they might be called legendary. 
One of those is Wedgwood china, cited by brand historian Nancy 
Koehn in her book Brand New (Harvard Business School Press, 2001). 
Dating back to the 1700s, this brand still leads the market in terms of 
closet share among the rich and famous, and tops the wish lists of 
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brides-to-be around the globe. By no means exclusive to the world of 
products and commerce, legends abound in the music world. From 
Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms (whose music has transcended the cen-
turies) to Al Jolson, Glenn Miller, and Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong 
(who crossed racial barriers and defined an era of music), artists have 
connected deeply with people and helped to shape culture. 

And then there’s Elvis—proving that even though an artist may 
die, a legendary brand lives on and continues to sell, sell, sell. The 
Elvis brand, like those of Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett, has 
remained a favorite among all sorts of people for decades. Such long-
term market presence is amazing, especially when you remember 
how fickle people can be; what’s hot one day isn’t the next. Staying 
ahead of changing tastes and preferences is difficult. The question is 
how to create a brand strong enough to remain popular with cus-
tomers over time—especially in the wake of a constant onslaught of 
new competitors armed with new promotional and communication 
campaigns designed to steal attention and loyalty. An intense look at 
the music industry sheds some light. 

For every band like the Beatles, there are tens of thousands of Sassy 
Peppers (Never heard of them? Our point precisely!) and thousands of 
Men Without Hats (anyone into popular 1980s music knows “Safety 
Dance,” this band’s one and only hit). Most rock-and-roll artists spend 
more time clawing their way up the music ladder and sliding dramat-
ically back down it than they spend perched at the top of the charts. 
For many, their 15 minutes of fame is exactly that—15 short minutes. 
Actually, they provide great lessons on how not to create long-lasting 
brands; however, we are most intrigued by the living legends that 
have kept their fans over the years, continue to create new ones, and, 
as a result, sell millions of dollars of product. Some of these leg-
endary bands are truly talented in their musical ability—mavericks 
and visionaries in their art form—yet others are not. And for every 
rock-and-roll legend, there are thousands of others who may be just 
as talented musically, often with better voices or more musical train-
ing, who never even make it into the recording studio, let alone to the 
top of the lists in Billboard or Variety. 

Sound familiar? The world of commerce is filled with a myriad of 
products and companies in similar predicaments. A great idea is only 
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that, unless it is executed well in the marketplace—but few ever are. 
In fact, they frequently fail to leave the space of their inventors’ 
brains. Just because a product may be technologically better than an 
existing one doesn’t mean it will automatically squash its competi-
tors. The same holds true for the role of talent in the formula for cre-
ating music megastars. 

Stephen Swid, founder of Spin magazine and chairman of SESAC, 
Inc., explains, “Sure, the core of what you produce has to be at an 
acceptable level, let’s say at least a seven in terms of music sound and 
quality. But, after that, it’s what happens in the areas of image (design, 
visuals, marketing) and delivery (performance experience) that makes 
one band a phenomenon and the other a flop.” He adds, “In competi-
tive arenas, which the music business definitely is, not everyone that is 
successful can be the best, but each has to be good enough to deserve a 
spot on the field. If everyone were the best, then there would only be 
one brand of everything—from toothpaste to rock star—and that 
would make for a boring world.” 

It takes more than quality for a product or a company to succeed in 
the marketplace, just as it requires more than musical talent for a band 
to reach megastar status. Some call it passion; some call it fire-in-the-
belly enthusiasm. Ron Wood of the Rolling Stones describes it as a 
force that just takes over. At the opening for a collection of his paint-
ings held at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, he explained his passion 
for art—in this instance painting rather than music. “When I’m really 
grabbed by it, there’s nothing I can do. I just have to drop everything. 
Sometimes in the middle of the night, I have to get up and start paint-
ing.” Wood’s words ring true for entrepreneurs who have dedicated 
their lives to the conception, care, and feeding of their business babies. 

The difference between the megastars of music and the millions of 
wannabes is a strategic gap that should intrigue every entrepreneur 
who wants to create a megabrand. It should also concern executives of 
major, successful firms who hope to stay at the top of their industries. 
Some of those would-be competitors will become megastars, poised 
to revolutionize an industry, much as Elvis and the Beatles shook up 
the music industry, and ultimately affected the social mores and val-
ues of our nation. 

If you find yourself starting to think about some of your 
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favorite bands and hypothesizing what has made them successful, 
congratulations—you get it. But if you are pondering the rele-
vance of rock and roll to your firm’s performance, remember that 
businesses and rock-and-roll bands share several goals, including: 

S	 Breaking through the clutter and creating awareness among con-
sumers otherwise inundated with messages and advertising 
about competitive products and companies 

S	 Creating and maintaining loyalty or devotion among customers 

S	 Identifying mechanisms for remaining current and relevant in 
the minds of existing customers and attracting new customers 

S	 Creating lasting brands that are accepted by a culture 

S	 Becoming long-term industry leaders 

S	 Attracting and keeping talented people who make up and market 
the brand 

S	 Identifying one or more market segments and crafting products 
that appeal to them 

S	 Creating a brand image and promise that will maintain its appeal 
from one year to the next 

S	 Generating profits 

Although many of the issues faced by bands and businesses are the 
same, and many of the solutions are similar, the approach to finding 
the solutions and implementing them are often quite different. 

The process of innovation and creative thinking is a vital step in 
company evolution, whether it pertains to the development of a new 
product, service, packaging concept, operational design, or marketing 
campaign. Although not all ideas make it past the brainstorming 
process inherent to innovative thinking, let alone make it to market, 
the value to the organization lies in the creative process as well as in 
what it can lead to. The process allows a firm’s most talented people to 
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remain challenged and involved in the future direction of the com-
pany, giving them a heightened interest in the performance of the 
company and hopefully increasing their desire to stay with the firm. 

Shattering the Creative Status Quo 

If you want to do something different from what your competitors 
have tried in the marketplace, look to rock and roll’s living legends 
for creative inspiration and ideas. Then, apply these lessons to your 
organization’s marketing, branding, and customer-related strategies. 
Challenge yourself to let your hair down and open your mind to new 
analogies and tactics for addressing traditional business issues. 

We believe many marketers will experience the big “Aha!” as they 
allow themselves to dive into the world of rock and roll and emerge 
with a better understanding of band loyalty and fan creation in the 
music industry. We believe that retailers, manufacturers, wholesalers, 
and service providers alike need to examine how the most successful 
rock bands have achieved long-term success and devise ways to 
incorporate those unorthodox forms of creative thinking to affect 
innovation within their own companies. At risk is the ability of well-
established firms to remain fresh in the marketplace when compared 
with younger, hungrier, and more innovative competitors. 

Our analysis focuses primarily on bands that have had an impact 
in the marketplace for 20 years or more. They have proven their abil-
ity to attract fans, connect with them emotionally, and keep them 
engaged over the years. Some of you will like their music and others 
will not—frankly, it doesn’t matter. The lessons their stories offer are 
not about music preference; they are about long-term brand domi-
nance in a fickle marketplace. The following is an introduction to the 
bands that are featured in this book. 

Elton John 

Ask most baby boomers about the special moments in their lives, 
and they are likely to tie an Elton John song to several of them. 
Some boomers may think of his 1970 breakthrough hit, “Your 
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Song,” while some of their children may think of “Can You Feel the 
Love Tonight,” from Disney’s 1994 megahit, The Lion King. Though 
known for his Liberacesque costumes and style and his 30-year 
string of top-10 hits, Sir Elton’s career has roots in classical piano. 
John studied at the Royal Academy of Music as a teenager but left 
the world of classical music for the world of rock and roll to reach 
larger audiences and make the most of his talents and passion. He 
partnered with lyricist Bernie Taupin to create a string of hits span-
ning three decades. 

Elton John is the very definition of how to blend music and mar-
keting, providing stellar lessons on how to grow profits with seg-
mentation, driving marketing and brand-development strategies 
one segment at a time. Taupin and John’s musical creations serve as a 
blueprint of consumer behavior—the science of understanding why 
people buy and motivating them to buy from you with appeals to 
consumers’ lifestyles and most basic motivations. John also serves as 
a classic example of balancing the functional and emotional ele-
ments of a brand to delight customers, a strategy flying high at the 
airline JetBlue. Like JetBlue, John knows how to turn brand equity 
into sales, whether he is promoting his latest CD, concert, Broadway 
show, or commercial endorsement. He went beyond appearing in 
Coca-Cola ads by placing the product on his piano during his con-
certs, pumping up sales in grocery stores. 

Kiss 

Who can forget KISS—four makeup-clad men who strutted around 
stage in tight costumes and 6-inch platform shoes, setting off fireworks 
and smashing guitars? If your memory needs a refresher, KISS was the 
scary-looking rock band that played during the closing ceremonies of 
the 2002 Olympic Games. The bandmates admittedly are not the best 
musicians to enter the world of rock and roll, but their success was not 
dumb luck—it was the result of strategic planning and marketing at its 
finest. The more KISS frightened parents and other “normal” people 
with its appearance and antics, the bigger its fan base became, and the 
more its fans adopted the band into their lifestyles. 

But KISS found itself in a dilemma early on in its career—on one 
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hand, it would sell out midsized arenas and venues, but on the other, 
it couldn’t sell records. In quasi–focus group fashion, fans told the 
band that they loved the experience of a KISS concert. They paid to 
experience the ultimate escape, not to sit idly and listen to KISS 
music. In an effort to package the KISS experience, the band decided 
to record and release a double live album, which many producers 
thought to be the kiss of death at the time. Breaking the record indus-
try’s traditional mind-set, the band decided to forgo high sound qual-
ity and go for concert-quality sound, which included pyrotechnics 
and fireworks. Chapter 4 discusses the strategies KISS used to amass 
fans and satisfy them, which are uncannily similar to those that have 
made Wal-Mart the world’s largest corporation and allowed home 
improvement retailer Lowe’s to take on and beat Home Depot’s urban 
store strategy. Gene Simmons and Sam Walton—birds of a feather? 
In some ways, yes—and some of those ways have led to sales of over 
75 million albums to date for KISS and revenue of a quarter-trillion 
dollars for Wal-Mart. 

The Rolling Stones 

Amid the British invasion of rock and roll in the 1960s, the Rolling 
Stones hit the United States with a vengeance. Armed with Keith 
Richard’s legendary guitar riffs and Mick Jagger’s unconventional sex 
appeal and throaty voice, the Stones took their place in American pop 
culture and haven’t relinquished it yet. In fact, “Satisfaction” has 
become the unofficial anthem for baby boomers, with dozens of other 
Stones songs comprising stereotypical baby-boomer life soundtracks. 
At 60, Jagger released a solo album, Goddess in the Doorway, to keep 
his creative juices flowing and to stay relevant among younger audi-
ences by pairing up with contemporary rock talents, from Rob 
Thomas of Matchbox 20 to Lenny Kravitz. 

Jagger is at his best, however, when piloting the Rolling Stones, 
with Richards flying right seat. The band’s 2002–2003 Forty Licks 
world tour is prototypical of what any firm seeking to keep a 40-year-
old brand dominant in the marketplace should do. From pricing, 
cobranding, and promotional strategies to enhancing emotional 
connections, Chapter 5 shows how the band imposes its corporate 
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goals and measures to manage a wildly creative process and create a 
unique experience that people will pay big bucks to see. With a 
reported net worth of over $500 million, Jagger is at the top of his 
game, both as rock star and “chairman of the board” of the corpora-
tion called the Rolling Stones. 

Aerosmith 

If American rock and roll had a poster child, it would most likely be 
Aerosmith. Perhaps best known for the hit “Walk This Way,” named 
as the fifth-best rock song of all time by MTV in 2000, Aerosmith hit 
rock bottom and broke up in the early 1980s. Years of drugs, alcohol, 
and excess had taken their toll. Aerosmith’s comeback would require 
a complete reinvention of the band and its image. Aerosmith sur-
prised the music world when it collaborated with the rappers of 
Run-DMC on their “Walk This Way” remake. Not only would the 
song and the video help rap music cross from the urban market into 
the mainstream, it would be the first rap song to break into the Bill-
board Top 10 chart. It would also launch Aerosmith’s rebirth—armed 
with a fresh image and new group of fans. 

Led by the consummate front man Steven Tyler, Aerosmith has 
redefined age, vitality, and sexiness in an industry in which good-
looking twenty-somethings are the norm. The band embodies energy 
and passion to connect with young music fans, capturing the Best 
Rock Song category for “Jaded” at the 2001 Teen Music Awards. In 
Chapter 6, you’ll learn how Aerosmith shows marketers the way to cul-
tivate angel fans, how to involve them in building a brand, and how to 
transform a dying brand into one stronger than its predecessor. 

Madonna 

Since she slithered onto the music scene in 1983 with her hit single 
“Holiday,” Madonna has proven that sex certainly does sell. Never 
afraid to offend the masses, Madonna understands shock value and 
rebellion, but most important, she understands her fans, to whom 
her antics and convictions are not offensive but expected and 
accepted. Her sexually charged (and often explicit) lyrics and videos 
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don’t turn off her female fans because Madonna is not about using 
sex to degrade women; her goal is to empower them by breaking 
down barriers and touting equality, spawning as many Madonna 
wannabes as male fans. She makes a conscious effort not to promote 
a particular lifestyle, but to present different ones in an open—albeit 
revealing—light and let people choose for themselves. 

Throughout her career, Madonna has remained true to one of her 
greatest strengths—a chameleon-like ability to change and stay one 
step ahead of the times. Madonna is a better “product” now than she 
was when she started, continually improving her voice, dancing, and 
stage productions and imposing quality control whenever and wher-
ever possible. Firms such as Abercrombie & Fitch, Calvin Klein, and 
other fashion brands use similar appeals in their communication 
and marketing strategies, but few do it better than Victoria’s Secret, 
as you’ll see in Chapter 7. 

Neil Diamond 

Neil Diamond is the anti-Madonna. Remembered for the rhinestone-
studded jumpsuits that defined entertainers of the 1970s, Diamond 
sells out concert venues in cities as large as Chicago and as small as 
Dayton, Ohio, without much publicity. Dancing, swaying, and singing 
to classics such as “Sweet Caroline,” you might feel more like you’re in 
a geriatric aerobics class than at a rock concert. The fans, nonetheless, 
are as avid as those attending any Pearl Jam concert. 

Diamond, who suffers to some degree from Barry Manilow syn-
drome, remains extremely popular outside his traditional fan base as 
well, even though these younger fans may not admit that they actu-
ally enjoy and listen to his music. For people who like the familiar 
and look for constants in their lives, Diamond is the answer, as you’ll 
also discover in Chapter 7. His music and concerts play to people’s 
unending hunger for nostalgia, appealing to their desire for security 
and memories of the good old days, shedding light on how to keep a 
mature product or brand popular in a changing consumer market. 
Neil is a diamond that still shines brightly, demonstrating how to be 
sexy more than sexual by maintaining rather than abandoning cul-
turally relevant values. 
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Branding in an Era of Impatience 

The formula for what it takes to get on the shelves of leading retailers 
has changed over the years to reflect more closely what it took for 
legendary bands to make it in the music business. 

Charley Lake, a promotions director for Infinity Broadcasting, has 
spent over 35 years in marketing and promotions in the music busi-
ness, observing firsthand what it takes to build long-term band loy-
alty. “In the 1960s and 1970s, the cream seemed to rise to the top 
more readily because of musical talent, performance ability, great 
song writing, and audience reaction.” Bands like the Eagles, Bon Jovi, 
and Aerosmith toured for years before selling a significant number of 
records, which not only let them develop their talent and build fan 
bases, but also let them build a repertoire of material and evolve their 
brand personalities. 

“By the time these artists got their first record deal, they’d often 
had six or seven years to write songs and try them out on audiences,” 
he adds. “They knew which ones would sell based on audience reac-
tions at concerts—revenue-generating test marketing at its finest. 
This then led to more touring and the release of a follow-up album.” 

The process today is similar, but the timeline, hype, and formula 
have changed to reflect corporate America’s stifling focus on prof-
its, continuous growth, and larger-than-life expectations. In the 
past, bands and record labels were more patient in selling records— 
cultivating fans rather than fabricating them with a lot of glitz. 
They were also more patient regarding sales growth and velocity, 
just as product companies were about product, brand, and innova-
tion acceptance timelines. Now, if the follow-up record doesn’t 
meet lofty sales goals, today’s golden child and star brand is not 
only forgotten but quickly flushed. 

Hootie & The Blowfish was arguably the band of the mid-1990s, 
selling 15 million copies of its first hit album, Cracked Rear View. For 
several years you couldn’t turn on the radio without hearing the deep, 
emotion-filled voice of front man Darius Rucker singing feel-good 
tunes that people couldn’t help but sing along to. With overnight suc-
cess came over-the-top expectations of record executives for the band’s 
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next album. When sales of Fairweather Johnson fell short of inflated 
expectations (selling only a few million copies), the band fell out of 
favor with Atlantic Records, which moved it from the “hot” to the 
“not” list. By previous standards, Hootie was still successful, even 
though the band suffered the marketing faux pas of brand overexpo-
sure and unrealistic sales expectations. 

The band fell victim to what Robert Summer, chairman of World 
Theater, Inc., and former executive vice president of Sony Music 
Entertainment, describes as the changing economics of the music 
industry. “The heightened pressure to make more money in less time 
has affected the view of longevity in the business,” he says. “The abil-
ity to invest the time and the funds required to nurture artists, help 
them mature, and build careers over time is eroded by the fact that 
the industry is owned by conglomerates with near-term financial 
pressures. That pressure can also be distorting to the artist and the 
artistic process.” This results in an industry laden with overnight suc-
cess stories that are overmarketed in the short term and underdevel-
oped for the long term. 

Part of the problem is that some marketers fail to identify which 
products or brands are flash-in-the-pan successes and which may 
start slowly but are likely to be adopted by a culture in the long run. 
In a market driven by quarterly results, long-term growth, market-
ing, and branding strategies that require intensive capital, labor, and 
resource investments have in many instances been sacrificed for 
short-term strategies that quickly impact the numbers. 

From Marketing Campaign to Brand Equity 

Today’s music world has become so marketing-driven and image-
focused that the formula for success almost mirrors an algebraic 
equation into which various artists can be inserted to represent the 
unknown variables. The formula seems heavy on PR, standout 
clothing, eye appeal, and dance talent, and short on songwriting 
and singing ability, which has changed the type of artists that have 
recently racked up commercially successful hits. 

“Today, the music industry is very song-driven,” says Lake. “People 
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may connect with a particular song, but they often don’t know who 
sings it, let alone the names of the front men of the group, which is 
different from bands of the past.” Rather than focus on which bands 
have the talent to impact the music world in the long run and build 
large fan bases into the future, the industry focuses on the songs that 
can hit number one today. If the artist behind the song can release 
several hits over a few years, that’s icing on the proverbial cake. 

What is missing from the formula is a focus on emotional connec-
tion and the long-term goal of cultural adoption. Since marketers 
hold tight rein on who will actually break into the music industry, 
they often market artists who fit the mold rather than break it. As a 
result, seemingly less than stellar artists achieve success, albeit con-
trived and most likely short-lived. In an effort to find the next hit and 
to sell the most records this year, music marketers sacrifice the long-
term investment in music brands that generate long-term revenue 
and profits, as has been the case for Elton John, U2, Dave Matthews, 
and Billy Joel. If today’s rock-and-roll darlings have disappointing 
sales on their second go-rounds, marketing and PR dollars disappear, 
new stars are created, and the process repeats itself. And after a 
decade of hits by flash-in-the-pan artists, who sang what becomes a 
blur—band loyalty as known in previous decades is rare, and so is 
the sense of relationship of music to personal life events. 

On the other hand, once bands and their music are adopted as 
part of a culture, the role of advertising, promotion, and other 
branding activities take on different dimensions and goals. Rather 
than selling the band or creating awareness, branding activities can 
focus on evolving the band to maintain its emotional and cognitive 
connections to the culture. For example, the Rolling Stones and Neil 
Diamond know that when they announce a tour, they can count on 
a large proportion of their fans to buy tickets and concert garb. And 
many of their fans are of the generation that still buys music, opting 
to pay for CDs rather than invest the time to learn how to download 
music and then actually do it. 

As long as the band remains relevant, it can count on a certain level 
of support from the culture that adopted it—much as Crest can count 
on a certain level of sales because it is the brand consumers grew up 
with and have little reason to abandon. Compare that to a band that 
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has had a few hit songs but has cycled in and out of popularity and 
relevance to its audience. With each appearance or new release, not 
only does the message need to promote the event, it needs to remind 
people of the band’s identity and why they should attend the concert 
or buy the album. Without an emotional connection to fans, the base-
line levels of sales and support are unknown and unpredictable. That 
is the value of creating brand equity in the market. 

Lessons from Rock-and-Roll Marketing 

The rock-and-roll bands featured in this book have spent their careers 
generating their own versions of tried-and-true branding strategies, 
from the brilliant to the bizarre. At times they needed to bolster recog-
nition among would-be fans; at other times, a complete reinvention 
or repositioning of the band was required after years of absence from 
the music scene. GM’s Cadillac division—a cultural icon of the 1950s 
and 1960s—could certainly learn from the brand-reinvention strate-
gies of Aerosmith, while Swiss Army knife maker Victorinox might 
very well benefit from the transgenerational marketing strategies of 
Elton John. Entrepreneurs looking to get onto retailers’ shelves can 
learn from fledgling icons, such as Madonna, while existing brands 
can learn about maintaining shelf space from the Rolling Stones. 

All of the bands and performers highlighted in Brands That Rock 
have stuck closely to their core sounds and strengths over the years, 
but they have evolved to stay fresh and viable in a dynamic market-
place. They have mastered the art of evolving at a rate that doesn’t 
alienate their current customers and attracts new fans. Rock artists 
understand the role that repetition, accessibility, entertainment, and 
emotion have in creating band loyalty. They use all of these strategies 
and a host of others to keep bonds with their fans strong. Among 
these lessons are: 

1.	 Create an emotional connection with your customers; nurture it 
over time. 

2.	 Build brand loyalty, one fan group at a time. 
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3.	 Stay fresh in the market but true to your core sound or strength. 

4.	 Evolve at a rate that doesn’t alienate current customers. 

5.	 Focus on the entire brand experience, not just the core product. 

6.	 Develop talent continuously; package it well; relate it through 
multiple mediums. 

7.	 Create realistic expectations that you can meet. 

8.	 Match your message with your mission and your audience. 

9.	 Exude energy and passion—they command respect and engage 
the audience. 

10. Define the brand by more than just the product; include the 
functional and emotional attributes of the brand. 

11. Monitor brand adoption and customer behavior to drive brand 
adaptation. 

12. Play for cultural adoption by focusing on relevance to, reflection 
of, and influence on the culture. 

13. Resist the temptation of overexposure. 

14. Empower your fans to help your brand become and stay success-
ful in the market. 

These strategies, employed by the most successful rock-and-roll 
bands in music history, can boost a brand’s acceptance, sales, and rel-
evance in the market and achieve the ultimate goal of every signifi-
cant brand—adoption by a culture, the focus of Chapter 2. In the 
words of Steven Tyler, Aerosmith’s flamboyant front man, the goal of 
his band is “to kick ass and leave a footprint”—to have a long-lasting 
effect on people’s emotions, experiences, and lives. 
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Rock and roll has done just that. It has become the global tongue— 
the common language now spoken throughout the world. As time 
goes on and rock and roll grows even deeper roots in society, it is 
beginning to write history, portraying in song what is happening in 
the world and also affecting history with its global reach. In fact, the 
adoption of rock and roll by modern culture is worth studying in and 
of itself, along with the acceptance of specific bands. 

It is our hope that you will read this book and be fascinated by the 
music, the stars, and their stories. But our goal is to be more than a 
fun read about the fascinating sounds and strategies of the music 
industry. By the time you have finished reading this book, you should 
gain a sound understanding of how to implement branding strate-
gies to achieve the position in consumers’ minds that will lead to cus-
tomer loyalty and market dominance. Brands That Rock looks at the 
concepts and principles that show firms how to build, maintain, and 
reinvigorate brands, ultimately helping their organizations survive, 
thrive, and rock on for many decades. 



c01.qxd  8/20/03  10:16 AM  Page 26



c02.qxd  8/20/03  10:16 AM  Page 27

2

Creating Culturally
/Relevant Brands 

Rock’s sheer pervasiveness makes it the most profound value-
shaper in existence today. Unless you are deaf, it is virtually guar-
anteed that rock music has affected your view of the world. 

—NATIONAL REVIEW, FEBRUARY 24, 1989 

B rands, like bands, can generate significant profits when everyone 
from salespeople to CEOs are focused on turning customers into 

fans and nurturing a robust fan base. This first, vital, step promotes 
cultural adoption of a brand, which can translate into brand loyalty 
and sales even during an economic slowdown. 

Emotional Branding 

Examine closely the rock-and-roll stars that span generations and an 
important principle of longevity emerges. The long-lasting successes 
of the Rolling Stones, Neil Diamond, U2, and other legendary bands 
are achieved through special relationships and connections with their 
fans, not just their own talent and competency. The lyrics, rhythms, 
and delivery of their music reverberate with the realities, desires, and 
aspirations of their listeners. It’s the total music experience that 
impresses fans, and, in most cases, the lifestyles and personalities of 
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the musicians as well. The response equals more than the sum of the 
individual attributes to create an extrasensory connection between 
band and fan. 

The reason for this emotional bond may not be apparent to the 
casual observer or completely understood by the bands and their fans, 
but it exists. Analyzed from a consumer behavior perspective, the rea-
sons for the emotional connection are apparent. First, bands and songs 
evoke emotions in people. Just as the B-52s’ monster hit “Love Shack” 
might make you bop around in your seat, Whitney Houston’s “I Will 
Always Love You” may reduce you to tears. Second, people often asso-
ciate the specific emotions evoked by life events (both good and bad) 
with the soundtracks of their lives. Whether it’s Led Zeppelin’s “Stair-
way to Heaven” (your first make-out song) or Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will 
Survive” (your first breakup song), these anthems become attached to 
strong emotions, which resurface when the songs are heard later. 

Emotional connections are not exclusive to the world of music. 
Some of the most profitable brands also create an extrasensory con-
nection with consumers, evoking emotions just as powerful as those 
associated with music. Remember the loyal Coca-Cola fans who rioted 
and filed lawsuits demanding a return to the original formula when 
the company made the executive decision to discontinue Classic Coke 
and replace it with New Coke? Beyond preferring the taste of Classic 
Coke, fans saw this as an attempt to eliminate an old and trusted friend 
(brand) that had for decades been a part of their lives. And what about 
Harley-Davidson loyalists and weekend warriors who shed their cor-
porate and professional titles on weekends to tour the country in 
leather-clad packs? Harley fans have been so vocal and influential that 
foreign governments have changed their environmental laws to allow 
the importation of “hogs”. 

When an emotional connection with a brand occurs across a large 
group of people, it becomes adopted by a culture, emblazoned in the 
minds and lifestyles of those consumers. That is what happened to 
rock and roll with the help of Elvis Presley. Though he made a real 
connection with Americans in his own right lasting into the twenty-
first Century, perhaps his greatest impact was being the conduit for 
the adoption of rock and roll by American culture. 

Legendary rock-and-roll bands are often conduits to the changing 
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culture of markets. Bob Dylan, for example, is considered by many to 
be the voice of the baby-boomer generation. Elvis embodies the late 
1950s and the end of an era of innocence; Bruce Springsteen repre-
sents the working people of America. These types of characteriza-
tions, from representing a generation or group of people to defining 
an era or time in history, are informal measures of the cultural adop-
tion and long-term success of a band, sometimes recognized on a 
more formal basis by induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 

Are You in the Hall of Fame? 

Marketers should ask themselves, “If there were a Hall of Fame for 
brands, would we be in it?” And if so, “Would our customers swoon 
with the same excitement and fervor as the fans of the music legends 
inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame?” Perhaps you are nod-
ding in affirmation, or maybe you’re hanging your head in shame. 
Or, perhaps, you’re wondering, “Does it really matter?” 

Especially in today’s competitive environment, where best-of-breed 
retailers and manufacturers have slashed operating expenses with 
leaner inventories and efficient logistics systems, branding is about 
seizing the increased profits that accompany greater share—from mar-
ket share and closet share to share of wallet, time, and attention. Ulti-
mately, it can also be viewed as share of heart, signifying the emotional 
connection between brand and fan that permits a premium price. 
Today, gaining share depends on more than just having a superior 
product. Contrary to popular belief, it also depends on more than 
marketing and advertising budgets that support short-lived promo-
tions or ad blitzes. Increasingly, it is the firm’s brand and its fans that 
helps the organization through tough times, carrying it into higher 
profitability during good times. 

Becoming Part of the Fabric of America 

When evaluating the cultural adoption of a brand, the brands that 
last, marketers should ask, “If we were painting a picture of American 
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life, would our brand be a part of it?” For example, a portrait of a 
typical American shopping scene would likely include a Wal-Mart 
greeter, while a holiday shopping scene would feature bustling shop-
pers toting Bloomingdale’s iconic big brown bags in New York or vis-
iting Marshall Field’s at Christmas in Chicago. An outdoor cookout 
scene would likely include a Weber grill, bottles of Heinz ketchup, 
Oscar Mayer hot dogs and French’s mustard (who, during the Iraq 
War, quickly explained that,“Our name may be French, but we’re not 
yellow”). Successful brands, like legendary bands, try to hear the 
“background music” that accompanies these scenes to determine 
whether they are part of the soundtrack of consumers’ lifestyles. 

How do your brands fare? How prevalent are they in the snap-
shots that define your customers’ lives and fit their consumption 
patterns? Your brand helps establish a relationship—an emotional 
connection—with consumers and society for your product or 
organization. 

One of the valuable lessons rock and roll offers people involved 
in marketing and branding is how it evolved from its ethnic roots to 
become part of mainstream America, spotlighting what it takes for 
innovations, products, and brands to become accepted by an entire 
culture. Analyzing this process in the most successful legendary 
bands discloses that to achieve cultural adoption, a band (or brand) 
should have relevance to people in a culture, represent a culture, and 
have influence on a culture. 

It’s Only Rock and Roll But I Like It 

If you think rock and roll burst onto the scene with the introduction 
of Bill Haley and the Comets, you are a few decades late and a few 
shades too white. Rock and roll evolved from what was known during 
the 1940s and 1950s as rhythm and blues (R&B). It had roots up and 
down the Mississippi River, starting from New Orleans and Memphis, 
traveling north to Chicago, and fanning out in both directions to 
clubs in cities such as Kansas City and Detroit. R&B was ingrained in 
the African-American culture, with songs reflecting the lifestyles and 
blues culture of that community. 

What was often described as “race music” by the predominantly 
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white, mainstream musical culture of the 1950s eventually became 
rock and roll, a well-understood slang term in the black culture for 
making love or simply having sex. Although Trixie Smith, a famous 
blues singer, had recorded the song “My Man Rocks Me (With One 
Steady Roll)” years earlier, the meaning of rock and roll remained rel-
atively unknown in the majority culture, except among a few progres-
sive white disc jockeys (DJs) and music fans. In an era when radio 
stations still received albums from record companies with such tracks 
as “Makin’ Whoopee” marked “Not for air play,” it was probably bet-
ter to keep the sexual meaning of the name from traditionalists— 
namely parents, advertisers, and station managers. 

Nonetheless, some artists, such as Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Little 
Richard, and Fats Domino, began attracting more and more white 
consumers as fans. Among them were small groups of DJs (today 
referred to as “on-air personalities”) who spun Patti Page, Frank Sina-
tra, and Pat Boone records in the daytime, but fiddled with their AM 
receivers at night, listening to music from WLAC and other Southern 
stations. Though they couldn’t yet broadcast this music, they under-
stood the impact its sound and messages would have on American 
culture. They became fans who would play an important role in the 
eventual migration of ethnic music to the mainstream culture, 
because at that time DJs were gatekeepers of the music world. 

As music styles began to blend, so did audiences. Although most 
country and bluegrass music enthusiasts were white, there were plenty 
of black listeners who didn’t have access to the few black-oriented sta-
tions in large cities. Some listened to Grand Ole Opry from Nashville 
and responded when black performers Chuck Berry and Bo Diddley 
incorporated a little bit of country or rockabilly into their songs. Like-
wise, many white GIs listened and danced to R&B and blues in the 
slightly more integrated environment of World War II. By the 1950s, 
many key market segments (mainly young people, often living in 
Southern or Midwestern regions) had developed—the appeal of the 
music was too universal to remain in the minority culture. In his 
speech at the 2003 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame induction ceremonies, 
Elton John acknowledged the contributions of these early R&B per-
formers. He said, “Every person owes their musical heritage to their 
influence; we owe our heritage to black artists because that was the best 
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music to listen to,” adding sentiments about the influence they had on 
his career. 

Young people embraced rock and roll, but older Americans hesi-
tated to accept the music; they saw it as a threat to the white-bread cul-
ture of the early 1950s. There was an all-too-familiar dissention among 
the generations about things that affect culture—appearance, sex, lan-
guage, music, and other contributors to the overall makeup of values 
and morals. But these 1950s teenagers, like most teens, rebelled and 
broke the rules. The music, the message, and eventually the lifestyle of 
rock and roll began to transcend racial, ethnic, and cultural lines, mov-
ing from the minority culture toward a mass market. The primary 
conduit for this transition would be none other than Elvis Presley. 

American Culture---B.E. and A.E. 

Elvis was born in 1936 in Tupelo, Mississippi, where he grew up in a 
modest, predominantly black neighborhood. He was raised in a reli-
gious home and loved attending church from the time he was a young 
boy. Though he belonged to a Pentecostal church in Tupelo, he report-
edly sneaked out frequently to the African-American church around 
the corner, where he absorbed the sounds of gospel choirs and singers. 
Gospel music became his first love as he sang with his black friends 
and their families, learning the rhythms and sounds of their music. 

Elvis went on to cut his first record in 1952, motivated primarily 
by his desire to make a recording for his mother. But the executives at 
Sun Records knew they were hearing—and watching—something 
special. The way he sang his particular style of rock and roll was 
unique; the way he moved was edgy; his looks were movie-star qual-
ity; and his connection with people who watched was intense. 

Elvis crossed many established lines. Just as Microsoft would dom-
inate the computer industry decades later by combining the best 
practices and innovations of other industry pioneers, Elvis rolled 
R&B, gospel, and country into a new form of music that would go on 
to rock the world for the rest of the century. He also pushed the enve-
lope of what society considered sexually appropriate. And finally, 
Elvis himself broke the race barrier by being white and singing black. 
Soul singer James Brown said it well: “Elvis taught white people how 
to get down.” 
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Not everyone was ready for Elvis and his provocative style; he 
encountered resistance from many traditional, suburban, middle-
income, family-oriented people. Appearing on Ed Sullivan’s Toast of 
the Town took Elvis from the fringe of society to the mainstream. Sul-
livan’s show dominated television ratings at that time, reflecting and 
influencing American culture with each act it presented. Initially re-
buffed as unsuitable for a family show, Elvis was later booked by Sulli-
van for three appearances, despite protests from segregationist leaders 
and parents concerned that his type of music would corrupt American 
youth. His hip, leg, and arm movements, many of which he adapted 
from what he had seen in black churches and in the performances of 
the Statesmen Quartet, the Blackwood Brothers, and other gospel 
groups, were so controversial that Sullivan decreed that Elvis was not 
to be shown below the waist. Elvis was also told not to perform gospel 
songs on the air, a directive he defied with his rendition of “Peace in the 
Valley,” reportedly because it was his mother’s favorite. 

Several significant things happened that night. Elvis touched the 
collective nerve of the nation with his voice, beauty, and stage pres-
ence, transcending traditional age and race divisions within the Amer-
ican culture of the 1950s. Audiences applauded his voice and singing 
talent, but they screamed for the way Elvis performed. He didn’t just 
sing a song on stage, he entertained people—gyrating, swaying, and 
flashing his little-boy smile. To many of his female fans, the songs he 
sang were secondary to his personality and the way he performed 
them, evoking an emotional response that made the girls swoon. As a 
result, the Sullivan show achieved an audience share of 82 percent, a 
record never equaled until the Beatles appeared years later. It was clear 
that Elvis was amassing fans; it was clear that people wanted to love 
him. And that night, Sullivan gave America permission to do so and to 
invite Elvis into their lives and their culture. Following Elvis’s per-
formance, Sullivan walked over to him, put his arm around his shoul-
der, and told America, with great sincerity, that Elvis was “a fine and 
decent boy.” 

From that point on, entertainment was never the same, dividing the 
history of twentieth-century music into before-Elvis (B.E.) and after-
Elvis (A.E.) timeframes. Many would argue that American culture was 
also forever changed. The young, white, and openly sexual performer 
created upheaval in many households, causing teens to butt heads with 
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their parents’ primarily Victorian values and embrace the statement 
Elvis made with his risqué on-stage movements. He unlocked the 
universal trait of teens that has today been accepted as the norm— 
rebellion. The allegiance fans felt toward Elvis was enhanced by the 
way they experienced him—through sound, touch, and sight. Teens 
could hear his music, feel the rhythm and beat, dance the way he did, 
and watch him on stage (and later in the movies). 

Eventually, in an almost “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” fashion, 
Elvis appealed to nearly everyone, drawing fans from all walks of life 
and from generations that initially were threatened by what his 
music and his style embodied. Why? Because he bonded with people 
at an extrasensory level through his personality as much as (if not 
more than) through his songs. His music had cultural relevance in 
sound and message; his lyrics, style, and delivery reflected his core 
market at the time; and he influenced how teens danced and dressed. 
Consequently, he was adopted by the culture, becoming an icon 
dubbed the King of Rock and Roll, and he ruled the music industry 
for decades. Today, over 25 years after his death, he is actually more 
successful than he was in the latter part of his career. 

Many rock-and-roll bands followed, striving for the impact and 
connection Elvis had with his fans. Some were successful; others 
weren’t. But all were aided by the King of Rock and Roll, who paved 
the way for the mainstream rockers of the 1960s—from Bob Dylan 
to the Beatles—and opened the door for the next wave—from the 
Rolling Stones to Led Zeppelin. 

Elvis’s passion never swayed far from his roots. He loved gospel 
music; it was his favorite to listen to and to sing. Though he gave a gen-
eration of fans a soundtrack of music to live by—“Love Me Tender” for 
romantic moments, “In the Ghetto” for reflective times, and “Jailhouse 
Rock,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” and “Hound Dog” for dancing—he would 
be most honored and recognized for his gospel works. During the span 
of his relatively short career, the King of Rock and Roll was nominated 
for 16 Grammy awards, but ironically never won one for rock and roll. 
He did, however win three Grammys for his gospel albums. He re-
minds us that sometimes our greatest successes can be derived from 
the skills and areas about which we are most passionate, investing in 
our greatest strengths and evolving without straying too far from our 
core competencies. Though a Grammy for rock and roll eluded him, 
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he was included in the first group honored by induction to the Rock 
and Roll Hall of Fame, in 1986. 

Achieving Cultural Adoption 

Marketers salivate at the prospect of achieving levels of brand recog-
nition and fan loyalty approaching those achieved by Elvis. He is one 
of America’s most recognizable icons. Even after his death, the loyalty 
of his fans has been unwavering, with thousands flocking to Grace-
land each year to pay homage to the King. Though we may laugh at 
Elvis impersonators and the velvet portraits of Elvis sold at flea mar-
kets throughout the country, no one can deny that fans adopted him 
into their families and lifestyles, and America adopted him as part of 
its culture. Figure 2.1 diagrams the process Elvis and other legendary 
rock bands have used to make this type of long-term connection 
with fans. Studying this process of acceptance by society reveals that 
a brand’s relevance to, representation of, and influence on culture are 
crucial to creating a long-term relationship and to eventual adoption 
by society. 

Culture refers to the values, ideas, artifacts, and symbols that help 
individuals communicate, interpret, and evaluate as members of soci-
ety. It is the “blueprint” of human activity, determining the coordi-
nates of social action and productive activity and reflecting influences 
from factors such as ethnicity, race, religion, and national or regional 

BRAND 

Figure 2.1 Culturally Relevant Brands 

Relevant 

Reflects 

Influence 

ADOPTION 

Relationship 

CULTURE 



c02.qxd  8/20/03  10:16 AM  Page 36

3 6  |  B  r  an ds  T hat  Ro ck  

identity. As these elements change within a society, so too does the cul-
ture change. And when changes occur in a culture, branding opportu-
nities emerge—just as the chance emerges for a band to carve out its 
own space in people’s life soundtracks. 

Just as the Grateful Dead has done with its legions of Deadheads, 
successful brands reach beyond the minds of consumers and into their 
hearts. Building a brand on the key values of its customers causes them 
to connect with the brand at an emotional level, much more than just 
a cognitive level, evoking strong responses and connections that differ-
entiate customers from fans. Fans feel, perhaps without knowing why, 
“This is my brand.” When this happens on an individual basis, an 
extrasensory connection is made; and when it happens en masse, cul-
tural adoption occurs. 

Attending a rock concert is a valuable way for marketers to experi-
ence firsthand the role that emotional connection plays in acceptance 
of a product—in this case a band or a particular song. Fans like the 
familiar—if they know a song, they often sing along or at least dance 
a bit more fervently than they otherwise might. Even during a Paul 
McCartney concert, fans will sing and dance to the Wings and Beatles 
songs they know, and head for the restrooms when he announces that 
the next five songs are from a new CD. Bands know this happens, but 
they continue to perform the new material for the obvious reason of 
selling new CDs. But they perform the new material for less obvious 
reasons as well—to give fans an emotional and memorable experi-
ence to connect to the new song, thereby reinforcing relationships 
with fans, increasing the likelihood of continued cultural adoption, 
and increasing their longevity in the market. Had Borden followed 
this strategy in the 1960s or 1970s when the association between 
Cracker Jack and baseball was ingrained in the American culture, it 
might have been able to extend the brand and build other Borden 
brands by piggybacking on the relationship of generations of con-
sumers to the Cracker Jack brand. 

It’s Got to Be Relevant 

The phenomena of long-lasting, successful bands and brands can 
often be explained by cultural relevance. If a brand isn’t relevant to the 
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people who are supposed to buy it, they don’t, at least not in the long 
run. When people say about a brand, “It makes sense; it fits into our 
lives and our lifestyles,” then they are on their way to describing a store 
or products as “my store” or “my brand,” assuming a sense of owner-
ship and pride. A relevant brand name often becomes a descriptive 
word, such as a “Wal-Mart kind of guy” or a “Tiffany’s kind of girl.” 

The musicians who become rock-and-roll legends are grippingly 
relevant to the cultural values of a specific group of people—their 
fans. Similarly, profitable businesses and brands are grippingly rele-
vant to key market segments—those that are currently profitable or 
possess potential for future growth. The best of the best expand the 
relationship from one segment to become core, mass-market brand-
ing successes. This is more likely to occur when the values and lifestyles 
linked to a brand are closely aligned with the behavior, whether actual 
or aspirational, of customers and their culture. 

Verizon’s recent advertising campaign resonates with American 
culture today. The slogan “Can you hear me now?” in Verizon’s clever 
television ads reflects the sentiments of people frustrated by poor 
cellular phone connections. You can hear people waiting in airport 
concourses or walking down the street uttering the phrase as they try 
to maintain communication with the person on the phone. It’s a slo-
gan adopted by the culture, as much as the phrase “Elvis has left the 
building.” 

Achieving cultural relevance is the first phase in marketplace 
acceptance, but legendary bands will tell you it’s also about staying rel-
evant to a culture, using core products to reinforce relationships with 
existing fans and attract new ones. Hence, the “greatest hits” albums. 
This is a lesson learned by legendary brands such as food marketer 
Heinz, which successfully introduced green ketchup, attracting new 
fans—children who probably enjoy playing with the ketchup as much 
as eating it. Green ketchup enlisted a new generation in the battle with 
salsa for market share, but Heinz didn’t abandon its classic hit—red 
ketchup. 

During 2002, Aerosmith toured the United States promoting Oh 
Yeah! and the Rolling Stones promoted Forty Licks, both “new” al-
bums that featured decades of their greatest hits with a few new songs 
thrown in to satisfy fans looking for something new. This is beyond 
repackaging old music and selling it to existing fans; it is really about 
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reestablishing a brand within a culture and creating a transgener-
ational fan base. From its latest greatest hits collection, Aerosmith 
released the “Girls of Summer” single and video, with airplay and cov-
erage on MTV and VH1. As new, younger fans became interested in 
the album for this new track, they were introduced to the band’s 
anthology and music ingrained in the culture for generations. 

Brands That Last 

Some bands remain relevant for decades, releasing albums that com-
bine new songs with classic hits and provide a reason for touring— 
the primary source of income for these artists. Touring also provides 
the vehicle for classic bands to stay established in the culture, relevant 
to fans, and on the top of fans’ minds. How are classic rock bands 
doing in this area? Table 2.1 shows the top-10 largest-grossing tours 
of 2002. Of the top-10 bands, 7 have been around 20 years or more, 
disclosing the demand for genres of music and artists built to last. 

Concerts allow fans to enjoy an experience, but they also establish 
a connection between performers and fans, spreading a belief among 
fans that they “know” the individuals in the bands. Corporate brand 
builders can do the same by participating in special events (such as 
many do with college students during spring break), distribution of 
branded products at concerts and festivals, and personal appearances 
of the CEO and other executives in the media and at public events. 

Attitudes toward bands and brands have three primary com-
ponents—affective (feelings), cognitive (knowledge), and behavioral 
(tendency to repeat past behavior). The good feelings (affection) of 
customers toward brands may be created by creative advertising and 
favorable word of mouth. These feelings are most resistant to change 
or competitors’ efforts when anchored in the knowledge (cognitive) 
component of attitude. The more times a consumer buys one brand 
over others (behavioral component) and is satisfied (rewarded), the 
greater the probability of buying that brand in the future. For bands, 
airplay and single sales may create the affective component of favor-
able attitude, but it is touring, logo merchandise, publicity, fan clubs, 
and web sites that build the cognitive component and long-term 
behavioral loyalty to the classic band winners in Table 2.1. 
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Technology has enhanced the possibilities for bands and brands to 
connect with customers both cognitively and affectively. In 1999, VH1 
took steps toward upgrading its web site and wound up revamping 
the old, standby format for expressing fan devotion—the fan club. 
“Technology brought a new dimension to the fan club,” says Darren 
Layne, interactive television analyst and former director of technol-
ogy for VH1.com. Light years ahead of the fan club of the 1950s, the 
online version enabled fans to register on the VH1 site and choose 
which bands they wanted to follow. They received exclusive access to 
concert ticket presales and discounts on CDs; they swapped tickets 
and stories about their favorite bands. “This new-age fan club gave 
fans the ultimate sense of community—instant, real-time, persistent 
access to other fans, which allowed the band to become even more 
ingrained culture and in the lifestyles of the fans.” 

First Mover Myth 

Achieving relevance within a culture is also a matter of timing. The 
first mover myth, described in our earlier book, Customers Rule! 
(Crown Business, 2001), shows that innovators are not usually the 
long-term winners in the market, whether in music or computers. 
People didn’t accept rock and roll from first movers Carl Perkins, Lit-
tle Richard, and Otis Redding because it was not relevant to their 
racial and cultural attitudes at the time. Elvis borrowed from first 
movers, however, and led the rock-and-roll revolution into mass cul-
ture. Similarly, Dell dominates the PC market today, even though the 
first movers in PCs during the 1980s were Commodore, Tandy, and 
Osborne (not to be confused with the Osbournes!). Word processing 
and spreadsheets were key applications that caused businesses to put 
computers on every desktop, but the pioneer brands were VisiWord 
and VisiCalc, not Windows or Excel. And neither Apple nor Microsoft 
invented the mouse-driven graphical interfaces that dominate our 
culture today; the first mover was Xerox. It is similar to the process of 
emergence and eventual predominance within the world of mass 
retailing. The Kresge and Woolworth dime stores were first movers, 
but neither survived to be part of one of today’s fastest-growing retail 
formats, dollar stores. 
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Gaining Cultural Acceptance for Innovative 
New Products 

Introducing a new brand or product can be tricky, especially if it is 
unconventional—different from what has been accepted by the cul-
ture to that point. It is difficult to get the attention of would-be buy-
ers anytime, but getting them to try something new usually leaves the 
best marketers perplexed. The failure to understand the rate of adop-
tion for new technology is one reason many telecom companies are 
bankrupt, leaving more unused fiber networks than abandoned gold 
mines. It’s the reason people scratch their heads trying to calculate 
how fast customers will adopt wireless communications, personal 
video recorders (PVRs, such as TiVo), XML (protocol for exchanging 
data), Olestra (for reducing fat intake in foods), high definition tele-
vision, and other innovations. The examples from first mover fail-
ures previously described are enough to make anyone pessimistic 
about how to get a culture to adopt innovative new products. 

Now imagine you are a brand-new band, writing and playing a 
genre of music that is not only obscure but virtually undefined 
among most audiences. Branding and marketing problems exist not 
just for the band’s brand but for the entire product category. Wel-
come to the world of new-wave punk music circa 1976. 

How the Talking Heads Got Fans to Listen 

The Talking Heads not only created a number-one hit with their 
record “Burnin’ Down the House,” they ignited the market for a new 
wave of rock and roll in the 1980s. Their story reveals how to get cus-
tomers to listen when they don’t even know they want the product. 

Three young musicians—Chris Frantz, Tina Weymouth, and David 
Byrne—bound together by the desire to write and play a unique form 
of music, moved to New York City to follow their dream. Armed with 
a five-year plan, they spent the first six months watching other bands 
perform at CBGB (a local, progressive club), writing material, learning 
how to play together, and developing their talents. Once they devel-
oped enough songs for a show, Hilly Kristal, owner of CBGB, put them 
on stage opposite the Ramones, a band to which they have been linked 
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ever since. “Kristal provided the incubator for bands much like Silicon 
Valley did for the technology boom a few decades later,” says Frantz. 

The Talking Heads’ music was different—it appealed to a specific 
type of audience that at the time was at the fringe of society rather than 
in the middle of it. Seen as smarties who had been to college, they were 
oddballs in the world of rock and roll, and knew they could attract a 
niche of cerebral, intellectual fans. Frantz explains, “We were always 
pretty good about target marketing. We looked for places that at-
tracted people like us and played anyplace we thought would-be fans 
would be, anyplace we could find a connection with who we thought 
our audience would be.” Their select venues included art galleries and 
performing arts theaters known for featuring avant garde acts. 

As each of the bands performing at CBGB got better, the genre of 
music they were playing became more popular. The bands of the time 
“schooled” together, deciding that the best way to become noticed, 
relevant, and accepted in the marketplace would be to band together 
with others like them and promote their music movement. “We all 
wanted our form of music to grow, and we were more powerful work-
ing toward that goal together than trying to outsell or outdo each 
other,” explains Weymouth. “Together we got more attention from the 
media and fans and became a part of something bigger than what any 
of us would have been individually.” 

When it came time to expand beyond New York City, they united 
with manager Gary Kurfrist, who understood how to organize, oper-
ate, and promote concerts, especially among college markets. He 
identified college towns in which he thought the Talking Heads, the 
Ramones, Blondie, and other bands would be accepted, and then 
found students to act as promoters for campus appearances, often 
simply finding a place on campus and getting some friends there. 
The Talking Heads would go in first, and then a few weeks later, 
another band would come through town. If the audience grew and 
the music created a buzz among the kids, the promoters would iden-
tify it as a hot market and start the next wave. Kurfrist helped them 
go to the next stage—identifying new acts to book, showing them 
how to find off-campus venues, and teaching them how to promote 
the bands and concerts. The process stimulated the entire genre of 
new wave, punk music. 
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For no more than $4, college kids could hear a live rock concert of 
original music—it was a way to encourage trial of a new musical 
experience and get kids to buy Talking Heads records. Low ticket 
prices became a motto for the Talking Heads, who even after releas-
ing hit records like “Burnin’ Down the House,” kept ticket prices low 
and venues small, opting to play several nights at Radio City Music 
Hall rather than one night at Madison Square Garden. “It’s all about 
commitment to the type of people that make up our fan base, keep-
ing in closer contact with them, and staying true to what we’re all 
about,” says Weymouth. 

In typical Talking Heads style, they brought down the house 
when they played together for the first time in 17 years at the cere-
mony inducting them to Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 2002, the 
year the Ramones were inducted as well. Though the Talking Heads 
disbanded in the late 1980s, you can still hear their music on radio 
stations today and buy Frantz and Weymouth’s music under the 
TomTom Club name. The Talking Heads not only participated in a 
movement, they helped diffuse it from opinion leaders to a wider 
audience. They also smoothed the way for the success of other intel-
lectual but nerdy superstars such as Elvis Costello, a 2003 inductee 
to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame (who even dresses like a nerd). 
The Talking Heads strategy is a case example of how to move inno-
vative products from obscurity to mass acceptance without mass-
marketing resources. 

Revenge of the Nerds: Getting Googled 

The Talking Heads’ approach to building brands by starting in the 
intellectual underground is much like the strategy followed by Google, 
started in 1998 by two doctoral students at Stanford University, Sergey 
Brin and Larry Page. Although most computer users were content with 
well-known search engines like Yahoo! and AOL in the late 1990s, a few 
users, usually quite computer-savvy, learned the quiet secret about 
Google, a search engine dedicated to the brand promise of faster and 
better. And when these nerds discovered Google’s ability to deliver 
pages more relevant to a query, usually much faster, they told other 
nerds—much as in the new-wave music network of the 1980s. 
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Unlike most initial public offering (IPO)–oriented strategies and 
instant-wealth motivations of Internet companies of that time, 
Google was dedicated to the customer. Google’s Rule 1 is “Put the user 
in charge.” And that’s what it does, even to the extent of granting 
access to its code for other developers to manipulate however they 
want, limited only by a cap of 1,000 queries a day to prevent server 
meltdown. With its relentless objective of perfection, Google cuts the 
time needed for a search by using information from past searches, 
saving download time on customers’ computers, increasing relevance 
and ease of use. As a result, Google continuously improves on its 
brand promise of giving users a better experience than its competi-
tors. The open approach to its system and code appeals to nerdy users, 
who not only develop their own customized approaches, thereby 
guaranteeing customer loyalty, but also tell others—becoming evan-
gelists for Google. 

The strength of the Google brand is not skin-deep; it starts in the 
heads and hearts of the firm’s employees—called “Googlers.” The 
firm attracts the best—it gets 1,500 resumes a day from Googler 
wannabes—but can hire only a few, spending 87 person-hours per 
successful candidate to screen down to the 300 or so Googlers it 
hired in 2002. Google looks for two types of new Googlers. One 
type is the brilliant, but sometimes a little weird, risk taker. The sec-
ond type is the certified PhD nerd. When hiring the first category, 
Google’s chief engineer, Wayne Rosing, says, “We look for smart. 
Smart as in, do they do something weird outside of work, something 
off the beaten path? That translates into people who have no fear of 
trying difficult projects and going outside the bounds of what they 
know.” Google also scours the top computer science programs and 
research labs in the world to hire PhDs who reportedly give the com-
pany 90 percent of the best search-engine people in the world. These 
are the people who can shoot holes in the wild ideas of the weird 
people. Mix it all up, let people do their own thing in an environment 
where managers have as many as 160 direct reports, and you get a 
culture in which people manage themselves. They take lots of risks 
and create plenty of failures along the way, but all in a culture dedi-
cated to the relentless drive to deliver on the brand promise of faster 
and better. Google does it better than perhaps any other computer 
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firm in the world, something nerds understood about the brand 
from the beginning. 

Its systems may be open, but its financial books are not. Private, 
secretive, but apparently highly profitable, the company is estimated 
by some analysts to be reaping several hundred million dollars a year, 
accounting for three-quarters of all web searches. When Fast Com-
pany featured Google in its April 2003 issue, it concluded, “The car-
dinal rule at Google is, if you can do something that will improve the 
user’s experience, do it. Because it’s not perfect, being dominant isn’t 
good enough. And the maniacal attack on imperfection reflects a 
genuine belief in the primacy of the customer.” 

Similar to the sense you get in talking to Weymooth and Frantz 
about the Talking Heads, there’s something about the Google brand 
that makes it feel pure—less of a commercial sellout than many Inter-
net inhabitants, even though it now partners with Internet giants 
such as AOL. Without the ballyhoo of an IPO or expensive advertis-
ing, Google lets its customers do the evangelizing for it. First, win the 
nerds; then let them win the rest of the world. It worked for the Talk-
ing Heads, and it’s working for Google. 

Reflecting Society to Make an Emotional Connection 

Businesses, not-for-profit organizations, and government leaders, to 
name just a few types of marketers, are wise to study popular music 
for a very important reason. Popular music often predicts changes in 
mainstream culture well before mainstream culture recognizes the 
change. In the 1960s, when mainstream America and the political 
leadership were still supportive of the Vietnam War, they could have 
detected the winds of change by paying attention to the music of 
Peter, Paul, and Mary; the Kingston Trio; Bob Dylan; and others. 
Madonna was a leading indicator and reflector of changing sexual 
mores in the 1980s and continues to be on the cutting edge today 
(see Chapter 7). From Cat Stevens to rapper Jay Z, music changes as 
society changes—reflecting changes in people’s lifestyles and moods. 

Winning marketers monitor changes in the culture and its music 
and reflect them in their brands. Why? Because problems arise from 
life, and firms that address top-of-the mind issues by developing 
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solutions to perceived problems—and do it well—are rewarded with 
robust sales, brand loyalty, and willingness to pay premium prices 
even in difficult markets. 

Lifestyle trends affect a myriad of marketing strategies and tactics, 
including product design, positioning, packaging, advertising, and 
distribution. Witness Campbell’s recent introduction of soups that 
come in heat-and-drink cups, designed specifically for people who 
don’t have time to eat anything requiring a table or utensils. Similarly, 
a recent ad for Tide laundry detergent focuses on a single mother get-
ting ready for a date, dressed in a freshly washed sweater and armed 
with dating advice from her teenage daughter—a far cry from June 
Cleaver themes of the past. Typically, brands are analyzed from the 
perspective of products—either consumer or industrial—and ser-
vices ranging from financial institutions to health care systems. Most 
books on branding, including this one, reflect this emphasis. The 
nature of brands and winning strategies that make them culturally 
relevant is more comprehensive, however, recognizing an increasing 
importance to develop culturally relevant brands for retail organiza-
tions, for professional persons, and ultimately, for the most important 
brand of all—the brand called You. 

Retailers as Brands 

Major retailers of the past were usually sellers of other firm’s brands. 
Grocery chains sold brands of products from Procter & Gamble and 
Kraft. Department stores sold fashion brands ranging from Levi’s to 
Tommy Hilfiger. Hardware stores sold Stanley tools and Kohler 
plumbing fixtures. That’s changing. To be culturally relevant today, 
the goal for retailers is to be not just a seller of branded products, 
but to be the brand in the minds of consumers. This is fueled partly 
by the fact that an increasing proportion of sales and margins is 
derived from store brands (“private brands”) at most retail chains. 
More important, in an era of too many retailers chasing too few 
consumers, it’s fueled by the need to be positioned in consumers’ 
minds as the place that delivers the satisfaction of a Stones or KISS 
concert. It may not matter to consumers whether that satisfaction is 
derived from manufacturers’ brands, the store’s brands, or the right 
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combination of both. In consumers’ minds, it’s the total experience 
that creates a retailer’s brand. Are the right products in stock? Are 
prices in the expected range? Are personnel knowledgeable and 
friendly? Do the location, atmospherics, and in-store logistics invite 
consumers to the store, delighting them so well that they return and 
tell their friends? 

Some retail brands are succeeding, none so well as Wal-Mart, as 
you’ll see in Chapter 4. No retailer has had faster growth in sales 
recently than Florida-based Chico’s, the boomer-oriented retailing 
champion in ability to relate to consumer lifestyles. Kohl’s, Container 
Store, and 99 cent stores are other big winners in understanding 
changing lifestyles and relating to them. 

Probably no type of retailer is more challenged in adapting to 
changing lifestyles than department stores such as Dillard’s, May, and 
Federated. Caught in the vise of price competition from mass mer-
chants and the segmented appeal of specialty stores, some retail ana-
lysts see the future for department stores about as bright as that of 
prehistoric dinosaurs. 

Federated Department Stores is attempting to reinvent its future, 
however, by becoming a lifestyle brand. Its Lazarus store in Easton 
Town Center in Columbus, Ohio, captured the National Retail Fed-
eration’s 2000 Store of the Year award for implementing a host of 
“Reinvent Strategies” based on its customers’ changing shopping 
preferences. With Federated’s global sourcing capability, the store’s 
brand represents not so much a place to buy products as a purchas-
ing agent for the customer—finding the best mix of brands, prod-
ucts, and styles that the customer wants to buy. Included in the brand 
is the ability to stretch beyond what customers say they want now to 
something they might not know is available or possible. That’s where 
the surprise element, the unexpected, comes into play, leading to a 
moment when the customer may say, “I didn’t know about that style 
or that look, but I like it.” 

Federated’s energetic CEO Terry Lundgren explains, “Our ‘Re-
invent Strategies’ focus on how to make both the buying and shop-
ping experiences better for our customers. There are times that our 
customer is going to enter the store, know what she’s looking for, and 
want to get in and out as quickly and efficiently as possible. For those 
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times we simplify her shopping experience, easing her movement 
through the store with shopping carts, clear signage that looks some-
what like street signs, and scanners that show her exactly what the 
price and savings are on the product she wants buy. But we also want 
to improve on the social and emotional aspect of shopping that we 
believe our customers still want to experience. When she wants to 
spend more time in our stores, we’ve added things like cafes that 
serve Starbucks coffee, soothing lighting, different types of music in 
different departments, flat-screen TVs, and nuances to put some 
wow back into the shopping experience.” 

The most successful retailers and brands, like legendary rock bands, 
reflect changes in consumer mood, affecting not only what people 
relate to and connect with, but also what they buy and consume. Dur-
ing times of war, the lyrics and mood of popular songs reflect senti-
ments different from those during high-flying times of economic 
booms. Songs by Peter, Paul, and Mary and Bob Dylan provided unof-
ficial anthems during the 1960s, while Cyndi Lauper’s “Girls Just 
Wanna Have Fun” reflected the sentiment of society in the carefree 
1980s. 

Few things affect mood more than music. Just as some bands 
strike a chord with fans when they reflect the societal mood, some 
find success by creating music to change the mood, providing an 
escape from the pressures of the real world. Retailers may be victims 
of consumer mood during times of global conflict and stock melt-
down, but they can also be change agents of consumer mood, creat-
ing havens to which consumers want to flock. Engaging consumers 
through all of their senses—from colors that convey happiness and 
security and scents that are inviting—makes them want to spend 
more time in the store. Certainly price counts, but so do friendly 
faces, helpful associates, and security measures, inviting consumers 
to turn off the depressing news on the television and spend time in 
retailers’ stores. 

Retailers might not be able to change dramatically the number of 
shopping bags leaving the store during periods of depressed consumer 
mood, but they can create places people want to be. Ultimately, con-
sumer mood changes, and the stores that invest in an emotional rela-
tionship with their customers, even when customers aren’t buying, are 
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poised to reap the rewards when mood and financial circumstances 
turn upward. Like the success of the tours of legendary bands, today’s 
emotional connection often turns into tomorrow’s financial transac-
tion. Look at the popularity and success of Paul McCartney’s 2002 tour 
in Table 2.1, built primarily on the emotional connection he has with 
fans from his time with the Beatles and Wings. Just because his fans 
may not continuously buy all his music, they are willing to invest time 
with him when he tours. 

People as Brands 

In addition to retailers being brands, so too are people. In fact, one 
type of brand that is extremely relevant and just as connected to cus-
tomers as the traditional kinds of brands (products, retailers, and 
organizations) is the brand of professionals—physicians, attorneys, 
insurance agents, architects, or even funeral directors. These brands 
are as important to consumers at critical moments of their lives as 
many of their personal relationships, yet few professionals receive 
training during their academic studies or from their professional 
societies on how to build a brand that delights their clients. And 
most professionals appear to give little thought to how to create a 
brand that turns clients into fans who refer friends to their favorite 
doctors or professional practices. 

One professional person who works hard at correcting this 
omission is Gary Kinman, an award-winning landscape architect 
and founder of Kinman & Associates. Kinman’s client approach is 
marketing-driven, which makes him a unique brand among the 
others in his field, most of whom see themselves as sellers and 
installers of horticultural products. Rather, Kinman defines his 
brand promise as shaping the earth to enhance the life of his 
clients. “The first thing I do is understand the psychology of the 
customer,” he says. “How do I connect with my customers and what 
is relevant to their lifestyles? People buy because of emotion. If I 
can find the motive or emotion they connect to, I can create a prod-
uct that will create value way beyond the cost of physical materials.” 

Another dimension of Kinman’s brand is his commitment to 
teaching others and elevating the entire industry. He founded the 
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Kinman Institute, where he trains other architects and professionals 
on everything from business operations to branding. He teaches 
attendees, who already know most of the functional basics of bal-
ance, scale, proportion, materials, and so forth, a great truth of 
branding: “You can’t understand how to do what your clients want 
you to do unless you understand them and what constitutes value for 
them.” Whether it is a minor change in a modest home or a million-
dollar landscape project for a suburban estate, Kinman shows his 
students how to create value by connecting with customers and how 
they have to take on marketing roles themselves. 

As professionals such as Kinman demonstrate, the term marketing 
should no longer be considered taboo, regardless of your industry, 
even in the world of medicine. Physicians who take time to help their 
patients, show them care and concern, and connect with them are 
the ones people want to visit—they are the ones with thriving prac-
tices and the ones that receive the most referrals. And while taking a 
lot of time with patients isn’t always feasible, it speaks volumes about 
the brand of the person and the healthcare organization. 

Ultimately, the most important brand developed by any person is 
the brand called You. Whether you have to promote yourself to win 
clients or get a job, customers will make choices about you based on 
your personal brand. What makes some rock-and-roll stars more 
successful than others often stems from what they are like as people 
and how that translates into their brands. The musicians featured in 
this book offer lessons on how to handle controversy, how your per-
sonal brand connects to the brand of your professional practice, how 
personal values can affect people’s perceptions of your brand, and 
how you will most likely be your own best marketer. In addition, the 
CEOs described in this book such as David Neeleman (JetBlue), 
Leslie Wexner (Limited Brands), and Betsy Holden (Kraft) provide 
lessons on how personal brands intertwine with their professional or 
corporate brands. 

The Influence of Brands on Society 

Music not only reflects societal values; it can significantly influence 
the values of individuals. Unlike animals, whose behavior is more 
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instinctive, humans are not born with norms of behavior. Instead, they 
learn through imitation or by observing the process of reward and 
punishment in a society whose members adhere to or deviate from the 
group’s norms. When highly rewarded rock stars—or sports heroes 
and politicians, for that matter—adhere to or deviate from social 
norms in dress, food and beverage preferences, and social behavior, 
millions of fans learn what is rewarded and follow suit. The key to cre-
ating a cool brand is often to associate it with the people and behavior 
admired by the market segment to which the brand is targeted. 

A majority of the rock stars discussed in Brands That Rock have 
one thing in common—they didn’t fit in with the other kids in 
school. They were different, delightfully odd in their own sense of the 
word.“They all came from outside of society and became the inside,” 
says Bruce Springsteen in a film featured at the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame. 

Although they did not fit in the mainstream, they were able to 
channel their creativity, energies, talents, and idiosyncrasies into the 
world of music, which is still known for accepting individuals who 
are misunderstood by society. The irony is that their talents and cre-
ativity were most likely ignored by traditionalists—retailers, manu-
facturers, and the like—who probably thought they had nothing to 
offer to the world of commerce. But these people were able to cata-
pult their status from outcast to megastar, from those who were out-
side the culture to those who help define it. 

Legendary bands influence the culture, and the best allow the cul-
ture to influence them as well. Just as Madonna influences fashion 
and even exercise trends, Gene Simmons and KISS listened to their 
fans and figured out how to sell more records by packaging the KISS 
experience (a key lesson examined in detail in Chapter 6). Bands 
have even influenced people’s definition of good music, creating 
acceptance of a style or quality level that might have been unaccept-
able previously. 

“It’s not always about how well you sing, especially in the traditional 
sense of the word, because standards of what is good or bad change,” 
says Chris Frantz. “Bob Dylan, for example, proves that the message 
can overcome a lot of other things that we think are important in being 
accepted. There are a lot of breakthroughs that occur because of things 
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beyond traditional product quality that center more on message and 
[emotional] connection that eventually change the standard.” 

Though its hamburgers may not win as many taste tests as gour-
met burgers, McDonald’s created a new standard in food retailing 
based on convenience, speed, consistency, and emotions that influ-
enced what was acceptable and even desired by many Americans in 
terms of their food choices. Similarly, Starbucks has set a new stan-
dard for good coffee, and Wal-Mart has set a new standard of what 
people expect to pay for products. 

Elvis brought ethnic music to the mainstream, helping part of a 
minority culture become part of the majority culture, a lesson of mas-
sive importance for brand managers and marketers. Until then, fash-
ion, product, and consumer trends were assumed to trickle down from 
the upper classes to the lower classes. Rock and roll changed the soci-
ology of marketing to a new model of product innovation and brand 
acceptance—the trickle-up process of brand development. In today’s 
world of branding, everything from urban styles to slang words are 
trickling up to mainstream culture, following in the footsteps of their 
musical predecessor—rhythm and blues. 

Today’s most relevant example is Eminem, the foul-mouthed, white 
rapper who says things in his songs that most of us would never admit 
to thinking. The 30-year-old prodigal son of Dr. Dre (one of the 
founding fathers of rap music) spews out sentiments of hate, homo-
phobia, murder, gay sex, rape, and hating his mother. (If there are any 
additional disparaging topics you can name, he’s probably sung about 
them.) But ask critics and fans alike, and they’ll tell you his lyrics are a 
bit tongue-in-cheek, and if you really look behind the façade of hate, 
you’ll see the humor in his words. Okay. The only person he seems to 
care for is his daughter, to whom he declares his devotion and love. 
These sentiments touch a nerve with many of the kids who make up 
his fan base—kids who don’t have fathers and wish someone would 
love them as much as Eminem professes to love his daughter. His asso-
ciation with Dr. Dre has given him credibility in the hip-hop commu-
nity and has helped him craft a strong beat and musical sound, and his 
whiteness has let him connect with suburban kids—and, believe it or 
not, some of their parents. 

Eminem’s major debut album in 1999, The Slim Shady LP, hit an 
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emotional chord with a variety of fans—some loved it and some hated 
it. Its popularity fueled the 2000 release of The Marshall Mathers LP, 
which poked fun at celebrity and controversy in Eminem’s typical hip-
hop mockery fashion. His most recent album, The Eminem Show, is a 
tamer, simpler version of his first releases, which built his rebel image 
and brand among urbanites and suburbanites alike. By the summer of 
2002, you could find urban kids, mostly white suburban kids, and soc-
cer moms rapping and bopping to “Without Me,” a hit single. Critics, 
who prefer the harsher, “more pure” version of Eminem, cite his new, 
tamer music as a way to grow his brand based on the formula that has 
worked for him in the past. Jon Pareles, of the New York Times, writes, 
“Eminem has now decided what his brand image is; he’s the spokes-
man for suburban adolescent rebellion coupled with self-pity, for ‘so 
much anger aimed in no particular direction.’ ”1 

Using Music to Create a Relationship with Culture 

The common characteristic tying iconic brands together is the rela-
tionship to fans. Elvis definitely has that deep emotional connection 
with his fans, as do other bands described in this book. Retailers and 
product marketers continue to search for new ways to break the ice 
with customers and reward their loyalty, whether by frequent shop-
per discounts and loyalty cards or special sales and events held only 
for top customers, all designs to create connections with customers, 
capturing their loyalty and dollars. Customer relationship manage-
ment (CRM) software, all the rage among marketers, helps identify 
behaviors of the most profitable customers and encourage those 
behaviors among other segments of the customer base. It helps mar-
keters cross-sell other products to loyal customers and increase the 
productivity of marketing resources. However, CRM can only guide 
strategies and tactics to develop profitable customer relationships. 
The human, emotional side of relationship building and connection 
goes beyond even the best computer software. 

Scott Elias, founder of New York’s Elias Associates, a firm heavily 
involved in music-partnered commercials, explains,“Classic rock has 
been effective because it’s nostalgia, something people know and 
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love.”2 His analysis indicates that about 75 to 80 percent of national 
television ads now add music to the ads, compared to only 25 percent 
just a few years ago. Compared to words in the content of an ad, Elias 
states, “Music is more primal, and is the most effective emotional 
communicator. You can communicate with smells, words, and pic-
tures, but the most direct and powerful is music and that’s why it’s 
the universal language.” 

Making Connections with Music 

Central and peripheral processing of messages, the focus of much 
research in consumer behavior, explain how music affects the per-
sonality of a brand. When direct claims are made about a product 
and its attributes—the brand promise—they are processed cogni-
tively by the consumer. Consumers understand what the brand 
claims to be and evaluate it using their reasoning abilities. Peripheral 
processing involves cues that the consumer doesn’t usually think 
about—things such as background music, the color of the ad, feel-
ings toward the actors, and other elements that pass into the brain 
without thinking about them, passing into the consumer’s memory 
without the filter of conscious thought. Music is one of the most 
powerful of the peripheral cues, going directly into the brain, and 
hopefully resonating in the mind at the time the consumer drives by 
a store or searches among brands on a shelf. It doesn’t pass through 
the cognitive filter that evaluates the more direct, or central, mes-
sages contained in the ad claims and copy. 

When consumers carefully consider the message’s content, then 
the presence of compelling claims about the advertised brand is 
essential to develop favorable attitudes toward the brand. However, 
when consumers do not think carefully about the message claims— 
probably the reality with many products ranging from colas and beers 
to personal care and household items—the strength of the ad claims 
becomes less important. Instead, the ad’s persuasive impact depends 
on whether it contains positive peripheral cues. This is why back-
ground music by the Rolling Stones or Elton John may affect attitudes 
toward the brand even without much conscious awareness of the 
music. Ad practitioner Elias explains, “I’m not sure that the consumer 
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listens as much to the copy as the advertiser might think. I think the 
personality of the product is shaped by the type of music chosen.” 

Music and promotional tie-ins to music help marketers position a 
brand as up-to-date and reflective of current culture, as well as 
develop stronger relationships. Macy’s teamed up with GQ magazine 
and designers ranging from Kenneth Cole and Geoffrey Beene to 
Perry Ellis and Tommy Hilfiger to create a promotional campaign 
blending retailing, fashion, and music. In an eight-page 2002 holiday 
ad, Macy’s created an up-to-date men’s collection featuring musical 
artists clad in designer duds, with a description of the apparel, the 
artists, and their upcoming releases. Each designer brand was con-
nected with a music brand, connecting to an established fan base and 
reflecting a lifestyle segment. Macy’s customers who spent $75 or 
more on any of the fashions featured in the ad could send in a copy 
of the receipt to GQ Promotions and receive a free CD by the fea-
tured artists. Macy’s rewards its customers with free music (and 
shopping suggestions), promotes its vendors’ labels, creates aware-
ness for the bands’ upcoming releases, and connects its own brand as 
well as those of the designers and artists with customers. It’s a quad-
win proposition for building relationships at multiple levels. 

Consumer research indicates that credible sources usually enhance 
persuasion. Physically attractive sources are more persuasive, espe-
cially for sources that are likeable, hold celebrity status, or are similar 
to the target audience. The surrounding content of television pro-
grams, radio music, or magazine content also may enhance an ad’s 
credibility. 

Celebrity endorsers, whether rock musicians or Michael Jordan, 
shape consumers’ interpretation of the ad and the product through 
meaning transfer—the process by which the meaning of one object (a 
rock song, for example) is transferred to another object, the product 
being advertised. Products take on some of the characteristics con-
sumers associate with the endorsers or the music they hear in the ads. 
When the endorser is trusted by consumers, they are more accepting 
of the ad claims, depending on how well the product and the endorser 
fit together. That’s one reason the Elton John ads endorsing Diet Coke 
work so well—he obviously needs the product and appears to really 
like it. 
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Everything Goes Better with Coke 

One of the most memorable television commercials of all time featured 
Elton John promoting Diet Coke. In the ad, Elton John plays a piano in 
a nightclub, joined by famous celebrities from the past. Using high-tech 
recreation, Louis Armstrong blows a trumpet riff from a Diet Coke jin-
gle as he stands next to John’s piano. Humphrey Bogart walks into the 
nightclub as though he is Rick Blaine, walking into his own club in 
Casablanca. James Cagney orders drinks and appears to smile at his 
modern lady companion as she rests her elbow on his shoulder. The 
shots of Bogart came from All Through the Night (1942), Armstrong 
was lifted from High Society (1956), and Cagney was heisted from The 
Roaring Twenties (1939) and Public Enemy (1931). Computers black 
out the background of the old movies frame by frame, keeping only the 
images of the stars, all now appearing to be in a contemporary setting. 

This transgenerational ad not only spans the ages of film, it spans 
the ages of cola markets, and John delivers the punch line with a truly 
inspired slogan—“Drink Diet Coke—Just for the Taste of It.” 

Advertising experts for many years have understood the power of 
a USP—a unique selling proposition. “Just for the Taste of It” is a 
short, memorable statement of the principal benefit desired by cus-
tomers. Elton John and his famous pals from the past deliver it in a 
manner guaranteed to attract the attention of television audiences 
and download the message into their long-term memories. That’s 
what a great commercial should do, allowing consumers to retrieve 
the USP when they’re ready to purchase. 

Elton John also relates to his fans beyond the television commercial. 
At his concerts, an ice bucket is always nearby, and the seemingly bot-
tomless Diet Coke can is in his hand between songs and by the piano 
during the performance. But it doesn’t stop there. We’ve watched his 
performance, admiring his marketing flair as he makes sure the Diet 
Coke logo is displayed to the audience, usually in a position that the 
I-Mag projection cameras can’t miss. Add to the campaign his credi-
bility as an endorser because of his lifelong struggle with weight, and 
it’s easy to understand why the relationship between Diet Coke and 
Elton John is one of the classic success stories in the role of sponsor-
ship in brand building. 
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Understand, Emulate, Infiltrate 

Unless management acts, the more successful a firm has been in the 
past, the more likely it is to fall in the future. Sound counterintuitive? 
Actually, this statement is dead on, because many strategies that are 
successful in the marketplace are effective only so long as the envi-
ronment is held constant. And especially in today’s rapidly evolving 
consumer environment, that isn’t very long. 

Legendary rock-and-roll bands achieve their status because they 
stay connected with fans and remain relevant to the culture. For 
many, this includes evolving the total band experience over time, 
from how, where, and when fans hear and experience the band to the 
look, sound, and overall image of the artists and their music. In addi-
tion to creating new music, legendary bands reinvent themselves and 
avoid becoming outdated and irrelevant by: 

S	 Touring—to spark renewed interest in the band and bring it into 
a new point in time for fans 

S	 Collaborating with new artists—to associate themselves with 
new and contemporary sounds, introduce them to new fans, and 
accompany new memories 

S	 Promoting and aligning with products and brands that are rele-
vant to fans 

S	 Releasing greatest hits albums—to rekindle loyalty, stir memo-
ries and emotions, and introduce new fans to already adopted 
music 

S	 Embracing new media outlets—to reach audiences through new 
but accepted technology, from videos and DVDs to the Internet 

S	 Repackaging (of music and personalities)—to reflect changes in 
accepted visual imagery, language, and topics and desired physi-
cal appearance 

Although these strategies focus on change, they demonstrate that 
an important key is to evolve without abandoning what has made the 
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bands successful in the past. As long as people listen to the music of 
Bob Seger, the Rolling Stones, and Elton John, these performers will 
remain an active part of their fans’ lives and part of our culture. If 
they continue to relate to their fans and stay in tune with their fans’ 
lifestyles, these legendary bands will continue to build long-term loy-
alty. As a result, they command a major share of fans’ entertainment 
dollars and increase their value to the marketers of consumer prod-
ucts looking for ways to connect with certain segments of the cul-
ture. And, perhaps more important to the artists themselves, they 
will capture a position in music history. 

Anyone with the responsibility for managing an organization’s 
brand needs to start by understanding the culture of its core cus-
tomers. Brand management should always be focused on evaluating, 
emulating, and, if the market segment is sufficiently attractive, infil-
trating the culture of the largest and fastest-growing groups of its 
market. 

Brand evolution is not reserved for just legendary rock bands or 
consumer products companies. The National Football League has 
undergone a significant transformation over the past several years to 
gain a strong foothold in American culture. 

“The NFL is an established brand, with 80 years of equity, but a 
few years ago there was a sense among ownership and senior man-
agement that it had become more of a licensing company,” explains 
John Collins, NFL’s senior vice president of marketing and entertain-
ment. “In order to redefine the NFL, we stepped back and thought 
about our place in the world of brands—what we stood for and how 
we could evolve. When we talk about ourselves today, we talk about 
being premier entertainment.” 

Rock and roll has played a key role in the NFL’s brand transfor-
mation. Fans who religiously fill stadiums on Sunday afternoons 
and Monday nights are treated to mini–music fests, as music blares 
between plays and quarters. And then there are the much-awaited 
Super Bowl halftime shows, which have featured superstars from 
Michael Jackson to Aerosmith (with Britney Spears and ’N Sync) 
to U2. 

To celebrate its first-ever season kickoff in 2002, the NFL turned 
to Bon Jovi to headline what was being billed as the world’s largest 
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tailgate party. Known for its classic rock sound and the movie-star 
good looks of its lead singer Jon Bon Jovi and lead guitarist Richie 
Sambora, the band connected with fans as it played a string of hits 
and an emotional rendition of “America the Beautiful.” Bon Jovi’s 
popularity among guys who like good old rock and roll and women 
who like great-looking sexy guys appeal to NFL fans of either gender. 
The ultimate tailgate party attracted over 500,000 fans to Times 
Square and millions more in 226 countries with 13 live broadcasts of 
the event. In fact, more people watched the kickoff than voted in the 
prior presidential election. 

Although music has become an important dimension of the NFL 
brand, Collins points out, “We’re not trying to be in the music busi-
ness, but we are trying to be in the fabric of the American culture and 
be ubiquitous in terms of where that shows up. It’s all part of trying 
to be where people are and becoming part of their culture.” 

The tricky part is that culture changes. If it didn’t, we’d all still be 
swinging to Glenn Miller or waltzing to Mozart. Instead, legions of 
fans rock to the Rolling Stones, Aerosmith, and KISS, sing along with 
Elton John and Neil Diamond, and dance to Madonna. They have 
been adopted by the culture as fervently as Coca-Cola, Starbucks, 
and Wal-Mart have, with even more emotion and devotion from 
their fans. The remaining chapters reveal the strategies that these 
artists have used to win fans and create profits. 
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Elton John:
/

Music Man, Marketing Man, 

Architect of a Brand 

Rock and roll, man, it changed my life. It was like the Voice of 
America, the real America, coming to your home. 

—BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN 

E lton John has had at least one top-40 hit every year for 30 straight 
years; not even Elvis, with 23 years, matched John’s record! From 

behind his piano, John has reached the hearts and souls of millions 
of people with a music montage ranging from romantic ballads to 
toe-tapping rock and roll. “Your Song.” “Rocket Man.” “The One.” 
Chances are you and your teenage kids can name at least three Elton 
John songs without too much effort. While you may remember his 
hits from the 1970s, the names of songs from Disney’s films The Lion 
King or The Road to El Dorado may roll more readily from your chil-
dren’s tongues. 

Elton John’s appeal has spanned generations as few entertainers’ 
have; studying his career quickly reveals that there is more to creat-
ing hits than just making good music. Fans have watched him trans-
form from what might be described as the Liberace of rock and 
roll—clad in wild sunglasses, outrageously sequined outfits, and 
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flamboyant hats—to respected artist, statesman, and AIDS activist. 
They’ve seen him appear on magazine covers, television shows, tel-
evision advertisements, and alongside some of the hottest entertain-
ers of the moment. They’ve followed his personal life in the media, 
including his struggles with substance abuse, weight gain, sexual 
preference, and personal finances. They’ve also watched him push 
the envelope of artistry with his Disney movie soundtracks and his 
Broadway triumphs with The Lion King and Aida. 

As a result, John achieved unprecedented success with his tribute 
to Princess Diana set to “Candle In The Wind,” which he performed 
only at her funeral. “I was singing on behalf of all those people who 
had stood for 13, 14 hours to pay tribute to someone they obviously 
thought a lot of,” he says. He donated the proceeds of the record 
sales—$32 million—to Princess Diana’s favorite charities. This song 
became the number-one-selling song of all time, eclipsing sales of the 
previous record holder, “White Christmas” by Bing Crosby. John’s 
fans have propelled him to sales of over 200 million albums world-
wide, with 10 multiplatinum, 24 platinum, and 33 gold records in the 
United States alone. Along the way he accumulated an Academy 
Award for Can You Feel the Love Tonight in 1995, five Grammys, a Peo-
ple’s Choice Award in 1999, and a Tony Award for his musical Aida 
in 2000. He’s been honored with fashion, music video, and social 
responsibility awards as well. 

Elton John’s ability to amass critical acclaim, fans, and profits 
stems from his two primary strengths—his artistic talent and his 
marketing prowess. He recognized early that one without the other 
usually leads to moderate success at best, and the brand that is Elton 
John certainly doesn’t stand for moderation. 

Music Man 

Reginald Kenneth Dwight was born in 1947 to a musical family in 
Pinner, a London suburb, where his father played trumpet in both 
the Royal Air Force and in an American-style big band. Young Reggie 
grew up with records by singers like Rosemary Clooney, Frank Sina-
tra, and Frankie Laine and pianists such as Nat “King” Cole, George 
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Shearing, and Winifred Atwell, who played both popular and classi-
cal music and quickly became one of his favorites. After listening to 
her classic recording of “The Skater’s Waltz,” he sat down at the fam-
ily piano and played it perfectly by ear. He was three years old. By the 
age of four, Reggie was “on stage” for family gatherings, and he per-
formed at his cousin’s wedding at age seven, when the band was late. 

Piano lessons and an ability to listen to and then play classical 
recordings to near perfection won him a scholarship at the Royal 
Academy of Music in London at the age of 11. At the academy, he 
excelled in mastering the music of Handel, Chopin, and Bach and 
sang in the school’s choir. As busy as he was with his studies, he found 
time for a part-time job as a newspaper carrier. 

Although a model student in many ways—polite and highly 
capable—he was less than diligent in his studies, perhaps because he 
didn’t find them challenging. He could mimic the classical masters 
without much effort, and after five years, he left the venerable Royal 
Academy. He did return, however, in July 2002, when he became the 
second person in the school’s 180-year history to receive an hon-
orary doctorate degree. What happened between his departure from 
the academy and his return would make music history, deserving of 
an honorary degree in marketing as well. 

Marketing Man 

As a young boy, Elton John’s mastery of the classics gave way to his 
love for rock and roll, fueled by the likes of Elvis Presley, Bill Haley, 
Little Richard, and Jerry Lee Lewis. He worked hard to go from 
standing in front of a mirror, pounding out songs on the piano and 
pretending to be Lewis, to performing live at Dodger stadium in 
1975 to a sellout crowd of 55,000. 

John isn’t just a music man; he is a marketing man—that’s what 
has propelled him to phenomenal heights of success and made him a 
household name. When we study John’s career, we begin to realize 
that marketing may be one of the most misunderstood words in the 
common business vernacular. It’s often equated with selling or adver-
tising when actually it’s about creating, changing, or evolving a product 
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into something that people will buy. Simply put—selling is getting 
people to buy what you produce, but marketing is about producing 
what people will want to buy. Sometimes marketers are accused of 
manipulating people by trying to persuade them in some way. John 
would probably agree, but with one caveat—recognition of precisely 
who is being manipulated in the marketing process. Marketing is not 
about a marketer manipulating consumers; it’s about understanding 
consumers well enough to let them manipulate the marketer to pro-
duce what will sell more easily. 

Walking the fine line of what “more pure” artists would consider 
selling out, Elton John is a great example of what it takes to create a 
complete brand, as you’ll see in this chapter. His career has flourished 
because of his understanding of what consumers want, his ability to 
create what his fans will buy, and his willingness to compromise 
between artistic purity and commercial appeal. As you see John’s 
branding story unfold, you’ll see how his success provides lessons on: 

S	 Adopting a marketing rather than a sales orientation 

S	 Developing transgenerational brand appeal 

S	 Developing both the functional and emotional elements of the 
brand to create a unified message and image in the market 

S	 Understanding how brand attributes work together to drive 
positioning and “heart share” 

S	 Creating brand personality and promise that connect with fans 

S	 Changing a brand image when it becomes irrelevant to fans or 
no longer represents the promise 

S	 Understanding how the image of the CEO or spokesperson 
affects the image of the brand of the product and the company. 

John probably could have been very successful as a classical pianist. 
He had the natural talent and the training for it, but he chose a career 
in rock and roll, which is perhaps one of his most revealing marketing 
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lessons. He understood that being successful in the classical record-
ings arena probably meant sales of a few hundred thousand records, 
while success in the pop music market meant larger, mass audiences, 
more market impact, and bigger bucks—over $200 million and rising 
for his recordings alone. It was also where his passion resided, cer-
tainly not an insignificant factor in his success, and a key lesson for 
marketers of any service, product, or brand. 

Music Meets Marketing 

In order to appreciate fully the name Elton John made for himself, it 
is helpful to understand the foundation of the brand he created. 
Reggie Dwight, as he was still known in the early 1960s, banded with 
a local group of boys to form Bluesology, in which he played the 
organ (primarily because of its aggressive, intimidating qualities). 
The group added a trumpet player and a saxophone player who were 
older, experienced jazz musicians with contacts in the industry. Not 
only did they help get bookings in better venues, they helped put 
together a demo tape in 1965 of a song Dwight had written, called 
“Come Back Baby.” The key was too high for the band’s lead singer, 
so Dwight stepped in, and because it was a ballad, he swapped his 
organ for the piano. In a sweet, clear voice he sang the song that beck-
oned his love to come back to him, as his fingers danced along the 
ivories—a combination that would separate him from many other 
rockers and eventually lead him to superstardom. Few people, how-
ever, would hear his breakthrough piece. 

Success was far from instant, as Bluesology worked for several 
years as a backup band for touring soul groups such as Patti LaBelle 
and the Blue Bells, the Ink Spots, and as an opening act for his boy-
hood hero, Little Richard. Years later, John recalled, “When I saw Lit-
tle Richard standing on top of the piano, all lights, sequins, and 
energy, I decided there and then that I was going to be a rock-and-
roll piano player!”1 

Bluesology also backed up a blues singer named Long John 
Baldry, who had a number-one hit in England, “Let the Heartaches 
Begin.” Not only did Baldry stand nearly a foot taller than the short 
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and generally overweight Dwight, he became Dwight’s hero musi-
cally and in other ways. Soon thereafter, in 1967, Reggie Dwight 
made some changes. “Being called Reggie was kind of like a night-
mare when I was young. I couldn’t wait to be somebody else,” he 
stated in a 1988 radio interview.2 He took the name “Elton” from 
Bluesology’s sax player, Elton Dean, and “John” from Baldry. Armed 
with solid experience ranging from the classics to the blues, plenty of 
ambition, and a new name, the stage was set for him to move from 
backup to big time. All he needed was a special spark to light the fire 
within him. That spark was Bernie Taupin. 

Upside-Down Creative Process 

Elton John’s career as a pianist and as a singer was stalled; he even 
flunked a voice audition in 1967 at Liberty Records. He did, however, 
get work as a studio musician at Liberty, where Ray Williams, the 
head of A&R, handed him a bunch of lyrics written by a “fellow from 
Lincolnshire” who couldn’t compose music, named Bernie Taupin. 
By the autumn of 1967, John (although he was still called Reggie 
Dwight then) had put music to several of Taupin’s lyrics including 
“Scarecrow” and “A Dandelion Dies in the Wind” and mailed them to 
him. Both were folk songs reflecting Taupin’s life growing up on a 
farm. Eventually Williams brought Taupin to the recording studio 
where John was doing session work and with the simple words “meet 
Bernie” ignited one of the longest-lasting and most commercially 
successful partnerships in the music industry. 

Perhaps an unconventional pairing, the synergy between John, 
trained in classical music, and Taupin, a farm boy who nevertheless 
loved classical poetry by Coleridge and Tennyson, birthed some of the 
most emotion-evoking songs in music history. Taupin was impressed 
with how much John knew about music; John recognized that 
Taupin’s lyrics, though sometimes cryptic, had an intriguing, mystical, 
earthy quality that connected at a deeper emotional level than any-
thing he had written himself. It wasn’t long before Taupin (who soon 
became the brother John never had) moved into the home where John 
and his mother still lived. Their brotherhood would provide the foun-
dation for a lifelong collaboration and help them survive strains that 
might sever other, less personal partnerships. 
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The team tackled the creative process just as they had on their first 
collaboration, which would become a hallmark difference between 
their collaborative team and others in the business. Taupin wrote the 
lyrics first, then handed them off to John, who wrote the music 
around them, abandoning the traditional process in which lyrics are 
written after the music. As a result, the music is lyric-driven rather 
than music-driven, and to this day, that is how the team works. “I’m 
a musical mouthpiece for his lyrics, which I love,” John explained on 
VH1’s Behind the Music. 

Although confetti didn’t fly with the release of the team’s initial 
recordings, some songs did catch the attention of other artists. For 
example, Three Dog Night included “Lady Samantha,” written and 
composed by the duo, on its Suitable for Framing album in 1969—a 
form of flattery if not success for John and Taupin at that point in 
their careers. Empty Sky, released in 1969, was the team’s first album 
featuring Elton John. Overall, it was far from a perfect product, sell-
ing only 4,000 copies, but it demonstrates that everyone—whether 
entrepreneur or musical group—has to start somewhere, even with 
little initial success. 

Your Song---Giving Fans What They Want 

Up to that point, John and Taupin had been trying to sell—generally 
unsuccessfully—what they had created, relying only on their own 
ideas and creative talents. But sometimes those most involved in the 
creative side of business are those least likely to have a connection to 
what customers really want to buy because of an all-too-common 
disconnection from mass-market audiences. 

The shift to a marketing orientation started with changing their 
product. Taupin and John continued to do what each did best, but 
they added producer Gus Dudgeon, an industry veteran with the 
experience needed to elevate the music quality, and an arranger, Paul 
Buckmaster, who offered up elegant string arrangements, complete 
with a studio orchestra. The result was a product with substantially 
more depth than the compositions and performances they had tried 
to sell by themselves. 

The result was Elton John, their second album, released in the 
summer of 1970. It could serve as a textbook on consumer behavior, 
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demonstrating how to reach consumers by appealing to basic human 
emotions. Just as companies with high sales and brand loyalty often 
design products that appeal to the needs, drives, problems and feel-
ings of consumers,3 so too did the album Elton John appeal to basic 
human needs and motivations. It encompassed a wide range of 
demographic and cultural segments, and served as a blueprint for 
the brand that John would build over the next three decades. 

The featured track, “Your Song,”which became his first number one 
hit, spoke about giving the beautiful gift of a song to a lover—a simple 
sentiment but one that connects with anyone who is in love or wants 
to be, which is just about everyone. This song’s significance would only 
increase throughout John’s career, becoming one of the most re-
quested by fans among the string of hits that would span the next 35 
years. And while it is about a lover’s gift, it symbolizes the gift of song 
from John to his fans—the ultimate marketing gesture. Giving back to 
fans—rewarding them with something they feel has been created for 
them—helps move the relationship to a more intimate level. 

The album also contained other culturally relevant songs, connect-
ing with people of all ages.“Sixty Years On” related to the loneliness of 
old age, telling with words, harpsichord, and broken piano chords the 
poignant story of a veteran returning after the war to the isolation of 
old age. “First Episode at Hienton” spoke directly to the feelings of 
every teenager, telling the story of a young man’s first sexual experi-
ence with a girl named Valerie. On “Take Me to the Pilot,” the mean-
ing of the words was more cryptic (“I haven’t a clue”, says Taupin) 
apparently explained only by Taupin’s interest in science fiction at the 
time. And while the meaning might have been foggy, the emotional 
charge of the music was clear, grabbing the psyche of listeners, taking 
them to a crescendo of synthesizer-enhanced, full-orchestral climax. 
“The Greatest Discovery,” in contrast, was a piano lullaby describing 
one of life’s most emotional experiences, the birth of a baby. 

Other songs spoke of the cultural gaps associated with poverty 
(“No Shoestrings on Louise”) in a country melody, similar to what 
the Rolling Stones were recording at the time. Race relations and the 
consequences of bigotry were encompassed in “Border Song,” with 
soul themes so profound that Aretha Franklin recorded a cover of the 
song the next year—the first major star to do so. The final song,“The 
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King Must Die,” was interpreted in the culture of the time to be about 
the death of Martin Luther King, although Taupin actually wrote it 
about assassination plots through the ages. 

A Transgenerational Appeal 

This album, and subsequent others, connected at the deepest level 
with people of all ages, genders, and cultural groups. It laid the 
foundation for Elton John’s transgenerational marketing strategy— 
creating a product that may be designed for a specific segment but 
whose appeal transcends a variety of age groups rather than just 
teens or just boomers. Other artists have had success with a similar 
approach, although few are really able to create a music product that 
appeals to multigenerational audiences. The fact that the classic 
rock bands highlighted in this book have been around for so long 
helps to explain why they are more likely to attract varied audiences 
today, but it isn’t often that new artists can attract the same mix. 

One breakout example of late is Norah Jones, whose fairytale suc-
cess story began with the release of her album Come Away With Me in 
February 2002, culminating in eight Grammy awards, ranging from 
Best New Artist to Album of the Year. But this Cinderella’s night at the 
ball was not the result of an invitation by the prince, rather because 
the townspeople drove her to the palace and pushed her inside. Her 
voice is sultry, her look exotic, her sound lush, her talent enormous 
and genuine. With low expectations for the commercial success of the 
album, critics and fans alike were surprised by the runaway accept-
ance of her style of music, and no one was more stunned than Jones 
herself. 

“If anyone says there was a formula for predicting the success of 
this album, they’re lying,” says Ray Gmeiner, vice president of pro-
motions for Virgin Records. “She’s sold 6 million records so far sim-
ply because her sound hits a chord with people.” The key is that the 
chord belongs to people from 16 to 66, who enjoy her voice, the 
mood she creates, and the emotions she stirs. Younger fans are in fact 
a little surprised that they like the album as much as they do, because 
it’s a collection of songs closer to what their grandparents might have 
lying around than to what they’ve listened to in the past. 
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Jones’s rise to stardom may have been unexpected by most, but 
what isn’t surprising is that her approach works, similar to the way 
Elton John’s has. At a time in our culture when unity and family are 
top-of-mind concerns to people of all ages, Jones’s music, like John’s, is 
something that children, parents, and grandparents can enjoy to-
gether. And because her album features more than just one hit, it has 
overcome the download mentality rampant among young consumers 
who don’t perceive enough value in an album to part with $15. 

Her hit album is reminiscent of the sentiment and appeal of Elton 
John’s works. Elton John, in a sense, was a prototypical product with 
lyrical and melodic themes connecting at the deepest emotional lev-
els to multiple market segments—a prototype that helps explain the 
appeal of Harry Potter books. 

Creating Brand Elton 

The album Elton John, if not perfect, was excellent. It delivered both 
lyrics and musical qualities a cut above everything else on the mar-
ket, displaying John’s foundation in classical music and Taupin’s clas-
sic poetic content layered onto his country roots. However, a great 
product is not enough to attain a legendary position in the industry; 
it takes a great brand to create star qualities and legions of loyal fans. 

A brand, whether it is Elton John, Krispy Kreme, or JetBlue, is a 
product or a service with an identifiable set of benefits wrapped in 
a recognizable personality. It creates an image and an identity for a 
product, line of products, or a company, and makes a promise to 
others (customers, vendors, regulators, shareholders, and everyone 
else), telling them what they can expect and whether they can trust 
the product to fulfill those expectations. Successful brands start 
with a blueprint that describes the needed building blocks, where 
they are to be placed, and how they should fit together to create a 
profitable venture. 

A brand strategy needs to consider both the functional and emo-
tional elements of a brand, as seen in Figure 3.1. Functional elements 
may include the quality of the product or the service experience, for 
example. In the case of JetBlue, described later in this chapter, the 
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BRAND 

Figure 3.1 Brand Functional and Emotional Elements 

FUNCTIONAL 
ELEMENTS 

EMOTIONAL 
ELEMENTS 

functional attributes of the brand include all of the interactions cus-
tomers have with the JetBlue experience, from ease of check-in and 
comfort of the seats to price and safety. The emotional attributes, on 
the other hand, include the brand image, personality, and promise that 
help create a connection with customers. Some functional elements, 
such as the design of the Volkswagen Beetle, create emotional connec-
tions with consumers, while some emotional elements, such as the Pez 
candy dispenser, have functional qualities that attract customers. 

The process of creating one unified identity that encompasses 
attributes in both of the categories comprises the architecture of a 
brand, and Elton John provides an amazing case study in this area. 
John demonstrates how the functional and emotional elements 
relate to create an overriding brand image and position. It is clear 
how he has worked over the years to develop his musical talents and 
performance skills to perfect the functional attributes of the Elton 
John brand. While those attributes seem difficult to master, honing 
the emotional elements of his brand proved to be challenging as well. 

Developing Elton’s Emotional Side 

Before the success of Elton John, John’s career was progressing mod-
estly. But to become a star, a master of music marketing, he needed to 
continue the transformation of his brand personality. John needed 
to look and act more like what he aspired to be—a rock star. 
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His first challenge was changing his look, otherwise known as 
design and packaging in the world of consumer products. The fact of 
the matter is that there aren’t many fat rock stars, and at times he was 
as rotund as the spectacles he wore as a child. He needed to lose weight, 
and did, although it has been a lifelong battle that has haunted him 
with bouts of bulimia. 

His second challenge was developing a commanding stage pres-
ence. During his early live performances, John stood on stage or at 
the piano, awkwardly holding the microphone, devoid of any real 
personality. Clean-shaven with short bangs across his forehead, this 
shy guy exuded anything but confidence to his audience—in fact, he 
appeared somewhat embarrassed to be on stage. He hadn’t mastered 
what superstars know—winning over audiences is easier when enter-
tainers project self-confidence. Addressing the limitations of his shy 
nature, John changed his appearance and his personality, with a 
vengeance, to become one of the best rock-and-roll entertainers of 
our time. 

The turning point for John’s career came on August 25, 1970, when 
he appeared at the Troubadour Club in Los Angeles amid much antic-
ipation and hype. Promoters put up billboards and posters, bought 
radio time, and arranged for John to arrive in a British-style double-
decker bus. The attention and fanfare made him a little uncomfort-
able, especially when he found out that people like Gordon Lightfoot 
and Henry Mancini would be in the audience and that Neil Diamond 
was going to introduce him. These were his heroes, not his audience. 
He was nervous. 

Instead of conservative dress, which would have matched the 
dark, staid cover of the Elton John album, the promoters talked him 
into wearing light-colored bell-bottoms with a huge belt of stars 
and moons, and a long-sleeved shirt with large letters spelling out 
“Rock ’n’ Roll.” Elton’s transformation occurred on stage that night 
when he grabbed a tambourine, involved the audience in a sing-
along, and brought down the house with a rousing rendition of 
“Burn Down the Mission.” His new persona connected with the 
audience in a way he had never experienced before. The experience 
fueled a further transformation that would later include a wide 
array of costumes, from jumpsuits and bib overalls to white boots 
and star-spangled T-shirts. 
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And then there were the sunglasses—hundreds of pairs, for which 
he is now legendary. These were no ordinary sunglasses. Oversized, 
covered in stars and sequins—to this day fans still comment on the 
wild sunglass designs, referring to them as “Elton John glasses.” Be-
yond their flash, they symbolized something very revealing about his 
real personality. “I’d always been very shy and the dark glasses were 
really a shield,” John says. “I could hide behind them.” 

Elton John’s brand personality evolved as his music and his 
career escalated to new levels. It wasn’t long before songs such as 
“Take Me to the Pilot,” “Your Song,” and “Border Song” were all over 
the radio dial, making the once-awkward British teen the darling of 
the American media; Reggie Dwight, geeky teenager, had trans-
formed into Elton John, rock star. The press and the critics alike 
were unusually kind to John—unlike the reception his rock-and-
roll contemporaries received—with magazines such as Time and 
Life describing him as an “emerging superman.” Critics focused on 
his underlying musical talent, rather than extracurricular antics as 
with other rockers. 

What once was a weakness for John would become one of his 
strengths. He recognized early on that gigs on the road were more 
important than being at the top of the pops, because concerts were 
where people would find out what he could really do and what he 
was all about. On the road, he could meld the functional and emo-
tional elements of his brand to turn customers into fans. 

John was at a disadvantage compared to guitar players and other 
front people, however. They could jump up and down and dance 
around the stage and even more into the audience. It’s a little difficult 
to carry a piano around the stage, so instead, he jumped up and 
down and around the piano. Today, he still plays some songs from 
underneath his bench, bringing fans to their feet. It’s a great example 
of transforming a plain functional element into an emotional con-
nection with fans. He didn’t have a guitar’s natural advantage of 
high-voltage amplification either, so he made up for that with sheer, 
unrestrained energy—pounding the keys so hard that his fingers 
sometimes bled by the end of a concert. With his piano, he capital-
ized on what others might have considered a restraint and created a 
differential advantage, introducing a sound different from that of 
other rock-and-roll musicians of this era. 
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The Promise of the Elton John Brand 

Brands are shorthand for the promises a company makes to con-
sumers and supply-chain members about the products it is selling. If 
there were a pledge companies made to consumers through their 
brands it would contain commitments about product and service 
quality, satisfaction with the product experience, fixing problems if 
they occur, trying to meet customer expectations, and living up to 
the hype created by advertising. This pledge conveys a brand’s supe-
riority over and differentiation from competitive offerings. 

Brand promise is a principle that works for people as well as for 
products. How individuals behave, speak, dress, and make others feel 
determines how people perceive them, which can affect anything 
from attracting new clients, in the case of an attorney, or landing a 
new job, in the case of a student. Just as in the case of any other well-
developed brand, the Elton John brand came to symbolize a promise 
to its fans of quality music, evocative lyrics, and variety of sound— 
from orchestral ballads to heavy-beat rock songs. John’s brand prom-
ise also became focused on the concert experience, which included 
great music, performed with high energy and accuracy, and an array 
of flamboyant costumes and accessories. 

Fans came to expect glitz, glamour, and flash when they saw Elton 
John perform, and their expectations escalated from one perform-
ance to the next. He seemed to operate under the philosophy that 
consumer satisfaction is not enough to build brand loyalty; rather, it 
is exceeding expectations that creates delighted customers and fans. 
Sometimes, as in the case of John, trying to exceed expectations be-
gins a vicious cycle that can frustrate marketers as companies search 
for ways to one-up themselves. 

For marketers, increasing expectations in an economy of hyper-
competition creates constant pressure to evolve the brand. Retailers, 
for example, face the pressure of positive comps (increased sales at the 
same stores compared to the previous year), constantly refreshed 
product offerings, and ultimately expectations to make better earn-
ings every year than the year before. Rock stars deal with a lot of the 
same pressures, heaped on them by their fans, their managers, and 
themselves. As John’s personal life embraced excess—in terms of 
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food, alcohol, drugs, and fame—so too did his on-stage persona. 
Nonetheless, concerts remained the primary way for John to showcase 
his musical talents, project his personality, and connect with his fans. 

Elton John, the personality, became the center of the Elton John 
concert experience to the point that it overshadowed the music. “In 
the end,” admits John, “it (the costumes) got too much.” Many critics 
would agree that the feathers and sequins ultimately became more of 
a distraction than an enhancer to the core of the Elton John brand. It 
would be something that he would adjust in the latter part of his 
career. 

Rocket Man 

Following the release of Elton John, John and his band embarked on 
their first world tour in the spring of 1971. This would mark the 
beginning of a five-year period, which John today refers to as the years 
in which he could do no wrong. By the end of the tour, the band 
would have four albums in the top 40. The 1972 album Honky 
Chateau was a sales breakthrough, with hits such as “Honky Cat” and 
“Rocket Man.” It was followed with more chart toppers including 
“Crocodile Rock,” “Daniel,” “Bennie and the Jets,” “The Bitch Is Back,” 
and “Yellow Brick Road.” Tumbleweed Connection contained rich 
acoustic sound on tracks such as “Love Song” (a duet with its writer, 
Leslie Duncan) along with some of John’s most expressive songs. He 
enjoyed the high of having a string of seven number-one hits. 

There seemed to be no stopping Elton John’s success in the 1970s. 
In 1975, Captain Fantastic & the Brown Dirt Cowboy, his twelfth album 
in five years, became the first album ever to enter the Billboard charts 
at number one. It included the smash hit “Philadelphia Freedom.” 
Bernie Taupin recalls, “As soon as that happened we went, oh we’re in 
trouble now because where do you go from number one? Then the 
next album we had out was Rock of the Westies, and that went in at 
number one too, and we thought now we’re really in trouble.” 

As the hits kept coming, John’s confidence skyrocketed and his 
public persona became more outrageous. “It got to the point where 
everything was coming in at number one, and the only dangerous 
thing about that is that you assume that everything else should come 
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in at number one,” he recalls. But what was happening to him pro-
fessionally, for all the world to see, was worlds apart from what was 
happening to him personally. He had been in a solid, romantic rela-
tionship with his manager, John Reed, for several years, which 
brought him great comfort. But hiding it from the world became 
more difficult, as his life mirrored the words in “Rocket Man”—“I’m 
not the man you think I am at home.” As with many relationships, 
this one ended, which was difficult for John, but he tried to mask his 
grief and maintain his wild persona in public. 

The next stage in his brand evolution would focus on the effect his 
personal life had on the image of his brand among his fans. It was 
similar to the impact that changes in the personal lives of company 
owners, CEOs, and spokespersons have on the image and public per-
ception of the companies and brands they represent. 

Intertwining the Personal Man and the Professional Brand 

In an all-too-common story in the music industry, money, fame, and 
power made indulging in alcohol and drugs easy. A self-proclaimed 
“goody two-shoes,” it wasn’t until a few years into his career that 
Elton John tried drugs, although he knew that his band members had 
been using for a while. As he says, the blow made it easier for him 
to overcome his shyness, talk to people, and break out of his shell. 
Drugs and alcohol also allowed him a temporary escape from other 
issues in his personal life. 

Rumors about his sexuality hovered, but it wasn’t until Cliff Jar of 
Rolling Stone magazine asked the bisexuality question during an 
interview that it became public. John explains, “I thought it was okay 
to say yeah.” He just didn’t care anymore who knew; it was the begin-
ning of the process of recapturing himself. But it was the 1970s, and 
many of his fans were shocked by the headlines that screamed of his 
proclaimed bisexuality. It hurt his brand because mainstream culture 
wasn’t ready to deal with sexual preference publicly. Blue Moves, the 
album following his announcement, didn’t come in at number one. 
In fact, it peaked at only number three—which although disappoint-
ing after a string of chart-topping albums, proved that the news had 
damaged his career but hadn’t killed it. 

His personal highs and lows affected his career to a certain degree, 
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but even in the early 1980s he was able to release a whole new string 
of hits despite the minor differences he had had with Taupin along 
the way. This period brought hits such as “I’m Still Standing,” “I 
Guess That’s Why They Call It the Blues,” “Sad Songs,” and “Nikita.” 
But his surprise marriage to sound engineer Renate Blauel in 1984 
and full-blown drug addiction distracted from the professional suc-
cess he still managed to create. 

The straw that almost broke the proverbial camel’s back was a 
series of articles printed in a British tabloid, the Sun, accusing the 
superstar of participating in wild sex orgies with young male prosti-
tutes. To that point, he had faced adversity, but never an all-out 
assault on his character. The Elton John brand, what it and he stood 
for among fans, was under attack. The performer was devastated. He 
recalls, “For a time I wouldn’t go out of the house.” 

In October 1988, the Sun settled out of court for £1 million and a 
front-page apology. Despite those difficult times, he turned to work 
as his salvation and released Reg Strikes Back in 1988; the album 
spent five months on the charts. “It wasn’t one of my best albums,” he 
admits. “But it got me doing something.” After its release, he auc-
tioned off his glitter-rock costumes and returned to the core of the 
Elton John brand. 

This chapter in John’s life provides a valuable lesson in personal 
branding. When controversy rears its ugly head in the form of scandal 
or bad press, you have to remain active, try to function in a business-
as-usual mode, and fix whatever is broken. This difficult time in 
John’s life shows that negative publicity can damage careers and lives 
but won’t kill you; in fact, it can change lives for the better. 

Elton John’s image rebirth was in its embryonic stage, sparked by 
his connection to a young boy, Ryan White, who had been a loyal fan, 
and the friendship he formed with Ryan’s mother after the boy’s tragic 
AIDS-related death. The emotional experience he went through over 
the child’s death gave him new perspectives and led to a lasting bond 
between John and AIDS activism. The experience forced him to take a 
long look at his life. By the age of 43, he’d become a white-haired, over-
weight addict hiding behind a Steinway. “I looked like a 70-year-old 
man playing the piano.” The time had come to save himself from 
bulimia, alcohol, and drugs. 

He spent most of 1991 out of the public eye, then reemerged sober, 
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fit, and filled with a new lust for life, on George Michael’s remake of 
“Don’t Let the Sun Go Down on Me.” Taupin summed it up best in a 
VH1 Behind the Music interview: “He made mistakes, he got into a 
rut, he got himself out, case closed.” 

The 1990s brought another string of hits, among them “The One,” 
which became his first number-one hit in 16 years. It struck an emo-
tional chord with old fans from the 1970s and 1980s and new ones 
from the 1990s. Perhaps the greatest impact on what the Elton John 
brand stands for today began with an announcement he made dur-
ing a press conference in 1992. John told the media, “Every single I 
release in America from this point . . . all my proceeds will go to  
AIDS research and AIDS charities.” To date, John has raised well over 
$20 million for the cause, making him a hero in the eyes of fans and 
critics alike and giving fans another reason to remain devoted to him. 

During this brand reformulation, John traded in his feathers for 
designer Versace duds (although sequins still appear from time to 
time as part of the image). But he got back to the core of his brand— 
great piano-based rock and roll, entrenched in his understanding of 
the musical masters. “I stress (to young musicians) to listen to the 
great masters who came before us,” he said at the 2003 Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame induction ceremonies. He did just that, and in the 
process figured out how to manipulate the peripheral cues (from 
personality to staging and dress) to present his core strengths best, 
rather than use them to cover up and distract from what really makes 
him great—his music. 

Reaching Multiple Segments with One Underlying Theme 

One secret behind Elton John’s abundant success and mass appeal is 
good old market segmentation strategy. Over the years, he has reached 
a number of audience types, spanning beyond traditional age, in-
come, and gender boundaries. In the past decade, he has attracted 
kindergarten-age fans and their grandparents with “Can You Feel the 
Love Tonight” and “Circle of Life” from Disney’s megahit, The Lion 
King. After conquering Hollywood by winning an Academy Award for 
his work on The Lion King, he took on Broadway, collaborating with 
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Tim Rice on Aida. “I was scared to do Aida because I hadn’t done any-
thing like that before,” recalls John, “but the scary things are the most 
enjoyable, and you need the scary; you can’t be complacent.” 

He has been anything but complacent over the years. He has 
stayed fresh and relevant to numerous market segments with intense 
cobranding efforts. Not only did he tour with Billy Joel to offer audi-
ences around the globe a piano recital like none had ever seen; he 
released duets with LeAnn Rimes (hitting country audiences), Moby 
(reaching dance-music audiences), Miss Piggy (connecting with the 
kid in all of us), Janet Jackson (hitting R&B audiences), and Luciano 
Pavarotti (finding classical music lovers), to name a few. His Duets 
album teamed him up with everyone from k.d. lang and Little 
Richard to Bonnie Raitt and Don Henley. 

Perhaps the most controversial pairing occurred at the 2001 
Grammy Awards, when John performed live with Eminem, the white 
rap superstar, known for songs that outrage a majority of people at 
any given time. The announced duet shocked fans and outraged sev-
eral of the gay-rights groups that had heralded John as one of their 
celebrity supporters. In a press release, John said, “I’m a big fan of his 
music, and I said I would be delighted to [sing with him].” John, who 
dismisses some of the seriousness of the lyrics and chooses to see the 
humor that Eminem says is the core of his music, adds, “If I thought 
for one minute that he was [hateful], I wouldn’t do it.” 

So why would he perform with Eminem, knowing that many fans 
would protest? Perhaps it was his admiration for a young artist will-
ing to go against the grain of acceptability to impact the culture. Per-
haps it was to help create dialog about topics that still divide society. 
Perhaps it was showing tolerance for differing opinions. Or perhaps 
it was a little bit of all of these plus the enormous publicity value 
from everything that goes along with a professional alliance with the 
hottest music act to hit young audiences in the past decade. This type 
of cobranding strategy has also worked well for Carlos Santana; he 
has teamed up with Rob Thomas, lead singer of Matchbox Twenty, 
and most recently with Vanessa Carlton, the 2002 newcomer who 
was up for her first Grammy in 2003. 

Another motivator for John may be the positioning that goes 
along with recognizing new talent and appreciating where a new 
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artist is destined to go in the next few years. If fans see Elton John as 
a visionary in discovering and performing with groundbreaking tal-
ent, doesn’t that position his brand as cool, relevant, and ground-
breaking as well—an approach that has worked well for Quincy 
Jones and Prince. Regardless of why he performed with Eminem, rest 
assured that the effect on the Elton John brand was considered before 
he agreed to do it. 

Elton John’s brand architecture stands as a grand example for how 
to establish a brand in the marketplace. Developing both the func-
tional and emotional elements of the brand, creating a distinct per-
sonality to which customers can relate, formulating a brand promise, 
and promoting a unique brand position and message to customers are 
all part of establishing a powerful brand among a host of also-rans. 

Neeleman in the Sky with Diamonds 

The Elton John brand is different from many others in that Elton, the 
man, is Elton, the brand. But entertainers aren’t alone in this arena. 
Companies that hire spokespeople—or, even more important, use 
their CEOs as front people—also have to figure out how to handle 
this intricate intertwining of personalities. Enter David Neeleman, 
CEO of JetBlue, who plays a vital role in the growth, popularity, and 
profitability of his unconventional airline. 

Take Me to the Pilot 

Amid headlines proclaiming financial woes among almost all major 
airlines, JetBlue Airways has emerged as a darling of the air-travel 
industry. Armed with a fleet of new planes (equipped with leather 
seats and DirecTV programming), low fares, friendly service, state-
of-the-art check-in technology, and a healthy dose of entrepreneurial 
spirit, JetBlue is connecting at the deepest level with travelers who are 
fed up with the business-as-usual service of the major airlines. Jet-
Blue’s brand encompasses a unique combination of product, person-
ality, and promise that is changing customer expectations about 
travel. 
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In the company’s pilot seat is David Neeleman, who set out to cre-
ate a successful low-fare airline based in New York City. His goal was 
to “bring humanity back to travel and to make flying more enjoyable.” 
Sound challenging? Critics thought so. They scoffed at the notion of 
developing a unique product in the less-than-creative airline indus-
try, not to mention finding quality employees able to carryout the rig-
orous standards that the JetBlue team envisioned. 

Neeleman began developing the functional attributes of the Jet-
Blue brand years prior to the official birthdate of the business. As 
president of Salt Lake City–based Morris Air, the first airline Neele-
man founded, he began creating a formula of innovative, high-
quality airline service coupled with low fares to attract a strong and 
loyal market. After selling Morris Air in 1993 to Southwest Airlines, 
he helped launch WestJet, a successful Canadian low-fare carrier, and 
further developed the e-ticketing system he first instituted at Morris 
Air. Called Open Skies, it was positioned as the world’s simplest air-
line reservation system and was sold to Hewlett-Packard in 1999. 

With three successful aviation businesses under his belt, Neele-
man decided the time was right to bring his airline formula to the 
world’s largest aviation market, New York City. In July 1999 he gath-
ered a hand-picked management team and $130 million in capital 
funding, and on February 11, 2000, JetBlue Airways took to the sky. 
It hasn’t looked back, expanding from its inaugural service between 
New York City’s John F. Kennedy International Airport and Fort 
Lauderdale, Florida, to over 20 cities around the country. 

Creating the JetBlue Brand 

With the operating strategies and corporate structure in place, it 
came time to develop and maintain the JetBlue brand, supported in 
part by Magnet ID. Though JetBlue is not Magnet’s largest client, the 
account is a huge source of pride for the agency. Except for advertis-
ing, it has been involved in every part of the branding process, focus-
ing on every visual component and every instance in which a 
customer encounters the brand. 

“Magnet often acts as JetBlue’s identity conscience; we have worked 
with them from the eary days before my firm Christopher Johnson & 
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Associates was acquired by Havas and transformed into Magnet,” says 
Christopher Johnson, head of Magnet’s brand identity group. “Collec-
tively, we helped to build a brand that is visually interesting but far 
from over the top. It’s not trying to be hip or trying to be edgy. It’s 
clean; it’s current. The other airlines are constantly rebranding, and 
they look and feel like big corporations. JetBlue doesn’t; instead, you 
feel like you’re flying with your family when you fly JetBlue.” 

Johnson recalls having some of his first meetings with the JetBlue 
team on its planes, which at times had just finished flying a leg and 
hadn’t been cleaned yet. “When we got on the planes, you can imag-
ine what everyone in the meeting did, including the president—they 
cleaned the plane, and we helped do it too because we were a team. 
From the beginning it’s been this ‘roll up your sleeves, we’re gonna 
build this thing together’ type attitude,” he explains. 

Neeleman and his team designed JetBlue’s brand promise and 
have stayed true to that through its growth. “The brand is all about 
having fun when you fly, which from a product standpoint includes 
new planes, low fares, and television at every seat,” says Neeleman. 
“From a company standpoint, it means that employees are nice to 
customers, being both lighthearted and friendly but also responsible 
and professional.” The functional attributes are carried out so effi-
ciently that they become emotional brand elements as well. DirectTV 
at every seat is like Elton John pounding the keys from below his 
piano. 

“The JetBlue brand promise dictates how employees execute at 
the various stages of the customer experience, from the time cus-
tomers checkin at the gate to the time they land and claim their lug-
gage. And consistency in the experience is key, or else the brand 
suffers,” explains Neeleman. “The brand is so much deeper than 
any ad could convey; it’s about how to treat customers and how to 
treat employees, understanding that how you treat one affects the 
other.” 

If JetBlue employees are the purveyors of the brand, then Neele-
man is the steward of it. “We believe that the brand’s personality 
and promise has to come from the top for it to become ingrained 
throughout the rest of the organization,” says Johnson, “and at Jet-
Blue, the CEO believes it; he walks the walk and talks the talk, and 
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his commitment to the brand filters down to all 4,000 employees 
and millions of customers.” 

Fly with Personality 

The human characteristics of the JetBlue brand come from David 
Neeleman and his personality; he’s likeable and charismatic, both of 
which are traits of the JetBlue brand. Although he didn’t start that 
way, today he is the leader of the brand—JetBlue’s front man—which 
comes naturally to the customer-oriented CEO. He likes to engage 
the public and gather information that he can use to improve his 
company. He rides the planes once a week, talks to customers, and 
asks them questions. Approachable, friendly, concerned, and inter-
ested in what people have to say—that’s part of the personality he 
brings to the brand. 

JetBlue’s personality can also be described as cool, a travel alter-
native for people looking for a different experience. “In building the 
JetBlue brand and personality, we realized that there really wasn’t 
anyone in the airline industry that was cool,” says Johnson. “Being 
different, being cool became important to the universal message of 
the brand.” 

One challenge is that cool means different things at different times 
to different people. Some JetBlue fans like the humor; some like the 
efficiency; some like the value. It is the combination that gives the 
brand its unique position in the minds of customers. For example, in 
the tough economic climate of 2003, frugality was in; rather than 
being embarrassed about looking for deals, people saw it as a way to 
show their shopping savvy and prowess. And companies that can 
appeal to that need and attitude in such times without making con-
sumers feel like they are buying something cheap may capture their 
loyalty. JetBlue does this with leather seats, DirecTV, and top-notch 
service for low prices, showing customers that they don’t have to sac-
rifice quality when they fly with JetBlue. 

Just as Elton John has chosen to cobrand with other performers to 
remain relevant but also cool in the marketplace, JetBlue has chosen 
to partner with Crunch gym to develop a series of yoga exercises de-
signed to help passengers relax, loosen up, and feel invigorated. The 
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significance of partnering with Crunch may escape some customers, 
but those with an affinity for coolness know that though Crunch 
doesn’t necessarily try to be cool, it is. The two brands have very sim-
ilar messages and core values, which focus on fun and not taking 
things too seriously. 

But ask any rock star and he or she will tell you that being cool is 
tough to attain and even tougher to maintain, because the minute 
someone claims to be cool, they begin that slide toward uncoolness. 
“Being cool stems from that lack of self-consciousness and a trueness 
to the brand promise,” explains Johnson. “JetBlue simply followed 
the notion of making an airline that people would want to fly. And 
they instituted an attitude that flew in the face of traditional airlines, 
and inherently that honesty of the brand came forward, and it 
remains there. It is not a contrived coolness; it is one that stems from 
the honest intent of the company to be different and appeal to peo-
ple’s emotions.” 

Like Elton John’s music, the JetBlue brand appeals to a transgen-
erational group of customers. Its universal brand message and prod-
uct appeal to people who are hip and style-conscious and who think 
of JetBlue along those lines. Yet 65-year-olds like the company and 
appreciate the friendly service. A common thread among a majority 
of JetBlue fans is that they write and call the company with ideas for 
how to paint the jets and improve the product. They also send fan 
mail to Neeleman and his company. And most important, they love 
to spread the word about the airline. A high proportion of JetBlue 
customers become avid fans because of the strong emotional content 
of the brand. They appreciate the humor that JetBlue tries to inter-
ject into the increasingly stressful activity of travel. They relate well 
to Neeleman, who has given the brand a very human touch. Ulti-
mately, they end up smiling when they think of the brand—it creates 
an emotional response before many of them formulate the words to 
express their feelings. 

So, is JetBlue catching on? You bet. As Neeleman explains, “You 
can begin to hear people say, ‘I took JetBlue to Florida’ instead of ‘I 
flew to Florida,’ which indicates to us that they have a sense of own-
ership and affinity for the brand.” And that is one of the ultimate 
indicators of when a brand has become a part of culture, when its 
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name enters the everyday vernacular—such as Kleenex, Vaseline, or 
Elton John sunglasses. 

Success attracts competitors, however, making it more important 
than ever that JetBlue hone both the functional and emotional ele-
ments of its brand. And as Delta and United eye the low-fare market, 
one thing they can’t duplicate is the DirecTV offering. In 2002, Jet-
Blue bought the technology that enables satellite transmission to air-
craft, because it saw that as a key advantage of its product and wanted 
to protect the brand. 

Critics wonder if large corporate structures such as United and 
Delta will be able to replicate the JetBlue formula of expense control 
and customer orientation. Just as there existed many pianists with as 
much talent as Elton John, not many were able to make it big in the 
market. Elton John and JetBlue demonstrate that success in the mar-
ket requires both mastering the functional attributes of a product 
and conveying the emotional elements. 

Recognizing that the JetBlue brand is one of its greatest assets, Jet-
Blue and Magnet continue to work together on a process they define 
as brand collaboration, in which they share ideas and creative thoughts 
on furthering the emotional attributes of the brand. The team refuses 
to adopt the philosophy of continually throwing money at problems; 
rather, they try to do the opposite and figure out ways to address 
issues without investing much, if any, new money. One of these ideas, 
designed to connect with frustrated travelers, was to install punching 
bags with humorous thoughts about travel written on them. With 
phrases like “I left the coffee maker on at home,” passengers can read 
them or hit them—either way releasing a little tension and often end-
ing up laughing. 

The beauty of something so simple is that in the case of JetBlue, it 
doesn’t seem contrived, because of the history of the brand person-
ality. The company’s strong financial performance causes its name to 
be trumpeted in the first paragraphs of many business articles writ-
ten about the airline industry—and now the world of branding. But 
all of the attention does bring the danger of overexposure. “JetBlue 
continuously walks the fine line of how much exposure it wants for 
the JetBlue story because they don’t want it to become a trite brand 
image,” explains Johnson. 
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A real challenge for brand managers is to understand how to 
keep telling a story to get into new markets, without becoming so 
ubiquitous that people tune out a brand’s nuances. This is one rea-
son that most bands don’t tour every year—they wouldn’t be new 
or novel enough and often are too expensive to attract fans that 
often. The challenge also becomes how to replicate both the func-
tional and emotional aspects of the brand in new and different 
markets. Spreading corporate culture, which is an important part 
of the most successful company brands—especially Wal-Mart—is a 
task that can trip up even stellar firms. Sam Walton was the most 
important ingredient in spreading the Wal-Mart culture within his 
company because he lived, breathed, and embodied the brand. 
After his death, the company focused on ways to keep his vision 
and passion throughout the organization and instill it in new hires 
who had never met him. Videos of him and old-fashioned tradi-
tions became paramount in keeping as much of the original Wal-
Mart culture alive as possible. 

Neeleman finds himself in a similar position as he becomes the 
evangelist of the JetBlue brand within the organization, to the financial 
community, and to its fans. By the end of 2002, JetBlue found itself 
4,000 employees strong. JetBlue has stayed true to its core strengths, 
not allowing image to detract from its real value in the market. As with 
Elton John, the total customer experience will keep JetBlue focused on 
delivering the right combination of functional and emotional brand 
attributes to see the organization through expansion with its reputa-
tion intact. 

Still Standing 

Learning from the case of Elton John, in which he eventually became 
more about personality (costumes, wigs, and stage antics) than just 
about music, JetBlue’s commitment lies in a healthy combination of 
improving the functional aspects of its brands as well as its emotional 
components. 

At a time when branding seems to be all the rage, there are those 
who caution against becoming too branding oriented just for the 
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sake of creating a name in the marketplace. Ron Frasch, CEO of 
Bergdorf Goodman, explains that in the world of retailing, branding 
will get you only so far, for so long. “For us, it still comes down to the 
quality of product and service that we provide to our customers, 
whether we use the term branding or not. The danger for some of our 
vendors is that if they see their brand as ‘designer jeans’ and have 
built their primary message to consumers on that limited platform, 
they often don’t change when the market doesn’t want jeans.” 

He hits on a problem that has permeated the marketing world in 
the past few years. Brand has become the go-to buzzword among 
marketers, advertisers, publicists, and executives to describe every-
thing from advertising to the product itself. A multitude of meanings 
of the world float on the surface of the vast sea of marketing. In cases 
like the one Frasch describes, a principle rule of branding has been 
broken—great brands evolve both to reflect changes among people 
and to influence them just enough so as not to be rejected by their 
current fans. It is an overall marketing philosophy that has to drive 
the branding process; otherwise, a brand becomes nothing more 
than a picture of an aluminum can or a photograph of a beautiful 
model wearing a pair of jeans. And in an age when technology allows 
a lot of competitors to flood the market with similar-quality prod-
ucts, everyone is looking to capture that special something that will 
make a connection with customers. 

Frasch adds, “With everyone talking about creating better brands, 
I’ve seen a lot of sameness out there, perhaps because the messages or 
images seem to be more contrived rather than naturally emanating 
from the real creative core of the product.” The evolution of Elton 
John’s personality did cross that line of manufactured versus natural 
that Frasch points out, and it demonstrates the disconnection that 
can occur because of overexposure, going over the top, and being too 
concerned with image and not enough with substance and product. 
The success that followed John’s return to his core strengths and the 
way JetBlue is changing air travel prove that great brands must mas-
ter both the functional and emotional elements in order to develop 
and grow a fan base. 

To paraphrase his hit song of the early 1980s, Elton John is still 
standing. In fact, he continues to stand tall among a host of newer 
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and younger musicians and entertainers for several reasons. Para-
mount to his continued success is his musical talent, but also impor-
tant is the person he has become in the past decade. The Elton John 
brand has evolved to stand for much more than loud costumes and 
excess; it stands for human rights, AIDS activism, charity, and good 
music. Some critics might say it also stands for commerciality, which 
he joked about while inducting Elvis Costello to the Rock and Roll 
Hall of Fame in 2003, cracking, “I’ve gone the commercial route, but 
hey, someone’s gotta pay for this hair.” We prefer to think of Elton 
John as simply a savvy marketer. 
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KISS:
/
Keep it Simple, Stupid 

We would be KISS, or we would be nothing. —GENE SIMMONS 

It’s hard to believe that four guys who look like they just ascended 
from hell—clad in outrageous makeup, black spandex costumes, 

and platform shoes—could become an endearing thread in the fab-
ric of American music. KISS invaded the music scene in the 1970s 
with hard-hitting rock-and-roll tunes and shows that broke the rules 
of the concert experience of that day. It wasn’t long before legions of 
kids sang the band’s songs and sported its makeup, much to the dis-
may of parents who wished they would behave more like those nice 
Brady kids on television. 

But following KISS became a lifestyle for a lot of fans. Much like 
the Grateful Dead’s Deadheads, the KISS Army, as its most dedicated 
fans were known, followed the band from city to city in full makeup 
and dress and communed with other zealots. 

Unlike the other bands featured in this book, however, KISS’s rise 
to stardom didn’t bring with it a number-one record or great critical 
acclaim. Nor did the band go on to win a coveted Grammy award, or 
many other major awards, for that matter. KISS did, however, win 
over fans and score big at the cash register, generating hefty profits 
for the band. 
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Fast-forward 30 years and picture yourself in a meeting with a 
group of millionaires, and you probably wouldn’t envision yourself 
walking away thinking, “All I ever really needed to know about how 
to build a brand, I learned from KISS.” But underneath all of the 
makeup, spandex, and hair is a group of intelligent people who care-
fully crafted the evolution of the KISS brand. At the helm of the 
organization are Gene Simmons—the long-tongued, fire-breathing, 
marketer extraordinaire—and Paul Stanley—cofounder, visionary, 
and philosopher. Perhaps the greatest business lessons they offer lie 
beyond the marketing and branding tactics the band employed; 
rather, they lie in the area of strategy. KISS is living proof that you 
have to get the strategy right before you can get the brand right. 

Sound complex? Au contraire. The beauty of the KISS equation 
for mass acceptance and financial success is in its foundation of sim-
plicity. Have vision; define an image; talk to people; give them what 
they want; package it with a dose of fantasy; and make them a part of 
something bigger and more exotic than they could be on their own. 
But simplicity doesn’t mean absence of strategy, nor does it mean 
anything less than precise execution. 

“We always envisioned ourselves playing to huge audiences,” ex-
plains Simmons in an interview on VH1’s KISS: Beyond the Makeup. 
Stanley adds, “We wanted to look like the band we never saw, sound 
like the band we never heard. We wanted to be the ultimate combi-
nation of all the things we loved.” KISS’s simple strategy was executed 
with such distinction that since 1972 it has sold more than 80 million 
records and is the music industry’s all-time merchandising and 
licensing leader with over a billion dollars in revenue—half of that 
generated in the past five years. Its merchandise portfolio includes 
2,500 licensed products sold around the world. 

Never conclude that the strategy you are about to see unfold is just 
about the brand power of a winning rock band. KISS made the tran-
sition from fledgling to icon with the aid of a host of strategies from 
which entrepreneurs, marketing managers, and retailers looking to 
enhance the shopping experience in their stores can learn. The KISS 
saga focuses on: 

S	 Building a fan base by capturing markets competitors deem 
secondary 
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S	 Capturing a unique position in the market by developing the 
entertainment value of your product experience 

S	 Developing a two-way relationship with customers that not only 
lets you connect to fans but lets fans connect to you 

S	 Creating a vehicle for your customers to participate in and live 
your brand 

S	 Creating and licensing a brand to expand global reach and adop-
tion. 

In fact, KISS flourished with strategies similar to those employed 
by many great organizations, including the largest corporation in the 
world. Both KISS and Wal-Mart demonstrate that sound marketing, 
product, and customer satisfaction strategies build market share and 
that brilliant execution of those strategies throughout the channel 
maintains it. While the execution—and perhaps the values of the 
organization—may be different from those of other businesses, the 
strategic nature of KISS branding remains the same for dominant 
firms of any kind. 

It Starts with a KISS 

For most of us, the thought of a kiss conjures up a refrain of pleasant 
emotions. Perhaps it’s a quick kiss on the cheek by a beautiful young 
woman that captures a man’s heart, or a passionate exchange on a 
starry night in a horse-drawn carriage that marks the beginning of a 
life together. A kiss symbolizes emotion, electricity, excitement, and 
anticipation for something more in a way that the anatomical de-
scription (the tightening of lip muscles held against each other) fails 
to capture. 

For the KISS Army, the word conjures the same emotions, but a 
very different visual. The sometimes raucous and always passionate 
entertainers stirred emotions, generated energy, and sparked enthu-
siasm with their unorthodox concerts, which they held in small 
towns and cities that had never been exposed to such an out-of-mind 
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emotional experience. Not only did KISS elevate the concert stan-
dard in venues where other larger acts didn’t bother to play, it 
affected the standard throughout the rock-and-roll industry. 

Today, KISS is credited with leading the way for performers like 
Britney Spears and ’N Sync, and those who take animals on stage (as 
Britney did in her 2002 tour) or use pyrotechnics (as Kid Rock does) 
to create multisensory experiences. But it is safe to say that the impact 
of KISS on fans and the industry would not have happened were it 
not for Gene Simmons. His is a story of ambition, vision, ego, and 
business savvy, and just like those of other great entrepreneurs stud-
ied in MBA programs, it deserves close examination to uncover the 
influences that shaped his career and success. 

Immigration, Fascination, and Infatuation 

Chaim Witz was born in 1949 in Israel and came to America with his 
mother at age eight. Changing his name to Gene (it was more Amer-
ican than Chaim) Klein (his mother’s maiden name), he assimilated 
into his new neighborhood—the Williamsburg area of Brooklyn— 
and overcame the challenges of living in a single-parent household 
and having only limited English skills. Gene attended yeshiva, where 
the first half of the day was devoted to the Old Testament, Torah 
studies, and Bible stories, followed by an afternoon of traditional 
academics, then Bible study until 9:30 P.M., and plenty of homework 
after that. This was young Gene’s routine, six days a week, and it fos-
tered a disciplined lifestyle of hard work that was to characterize 
much of his later success. 

America represented many things to Gene, especially vast eco-
nomic opportunity, but above all it meant entertainment. In his auto-
biography, KISS and Makeup (Crown, 2001), Simmons explains, “So 
here I come, fresh off the plane, and there’s a close-up of a man’s face 
on the screen reading the news. I actually went around behind the fur-
niture to see where the guy was. That was my first impression of tele-
vision, which later bloomed into a full-fledged love affair.”1 

His life, and the future of rock and roll, would be forever changed 
on a Sunday night in 1964, when Gene and his mother sat together for 
their Sunday night ritual of eating dinner and watching Ed Sullivan. 
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When Sullivan announced that “tonight on our show, we have the 
Beatles,” Simmons explains that for all he knew, it was going to be 
one of those novelty acts like a flea circus featuring bugs or cock-
roaches. Then the Fab Four took the stage. His initial reaction was 
that they looked silly and dressed like girls, but when his mother ex-
pressed her disapproval, he changed his tune, saying “No, Mom, I 
think they look cool.” He recalls that as a moment of rebellion; a pro-
found insight. At a time when a sense of rebellion was on the rise 
among American youth, he discovered and understood the cultural 
relevance of rock and roll and how it would capture and form a long-
lasting grip on a new generation. It would be an insight that he would 
use to capture his band’s place among music fans and in rock-and-
roll history. 

At a far less cerebral level, something else would catch Gene’s 
attention that night—the hoards of screaming girls, hanging desper-
ately on every note the Beatles sang. Simmons explains, “My first 
thoughts about pop music were born that night, and they were sim-
ple thoughts: If I go and start a band, maybe the girls will scream for 
me. Don’t let anyone tell you any different—that same impulse 
launched a thousand bands.”2 

Inspired by the impulse almost universal among teenage boys, 
Gene Klein started a band with two friends. He also learned that 
being in a band brought him friends that he never previously had— 
including, yes, some girls. It was these girls who asked him during 
class, “Hey Gene, will you show us that weird thing you do with your 
tongue?” Of course, being an obliging kind of guy, he did, and it 
landed him in the principal’s office because it was interpreted as a 
sexual act. From that time on, regardless of the voice or guitar skills 
he would develop, it would be his unusually long tongue that would 
bring him the most recognition. It also eventually became the most 
recognizable symbol of Gene Simmons,* although it never was 

*We have chosen not to explain the entire story behind Gene Simmons’s 
famous tongue, nor of the pictures of the 4,600 girls who serve as references for 
its significance. If you don’t want to leave this story to your own imagination, 
you can read about it in Simmons’s autobiography, KISS and Makeup (New 
York: Crown, 2001). 
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introduced as a part of the official KISS logo. The Rolling Stones had 
already done that. 

As much attention as he was getting from being in a band, Sim-
mons says that it never occured to him that he could make a living 
with a band, so he worked at whatever jobs were available. Delivering 
newspapers, he learned the need for responsibility and hard work as 
ingredients of success, but his ability to sing and his unusual tongue 
got him places that most paper carriers never go—in the long run. 
Beyond earning money, he was a disciplined saver, the importance of 
which he learned from his mother, who urged him to save and to go 
to college. Her approval was so important, Simmons states, that he 
never smoked or drank or got high as a teenager, a value he continues 
even now—and as the old adage states, “Two out of three ain’t bad.” 

Gene Klein entered Sullivan County Community College in South 
Fallsberg, New York, and majored in theology. After getting his asso-
ciate bachelor’s degree, he moved back to New York City, lived with 
his mother, and went to school at Richmond College in Staten Island, 
where he completed his bachelor’s degree and taught eighth grade 
briefly. All the time, he played on weekends with his band, Bullfrog 
Beer, eventually recognizing that he really wanted to make it in a rock-
and-roll band. He had taught himself to play the bass, mainly because 
everyone else played guitar. His instinct was to set himself apart from 
most others, noting that “me too” brands in mass markets are far less 
likely to succeed than brands that appeal to clearly defined though 
smaller segments. And let’s face it, competition among bass players 
wasn’t as great as that among guitarists. This type of bigger-fish-in-a-
smaller-pond mentality would serve as a key strategy in the KISS in-
vasion of rock-and-roll music. 

Setting Themselves Apart 

By 1970, Gene Klein had hooked up with Paul Stanley (born Stanley 
Eizen), a guitarist and songwriter who responded to a newspaper ad 
Kline placed. They concentrated on songwriting and performing, 
both of which would ultimately fuel their eventual success in the 
industry. Even at this point in their careers, their stage antics were 
more important from a branding and positioning standpoint than 
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their original tunes. Like Elvis and Aerosmith, Klein and Stanley per-
formed music—not only playing and singing, but jumping up and 
down while they did it. This was in sharp contrast to most musicians 
of the time, who sat on a stool strumming a guitar or simply stood on 
stage in blue jeans, singing songs, reminiscent of Simon and Garfun-
kle and James Taylor. They made a commotion with showmanship, 
costumes, and a more theatrical model of rock and roll that pushed 
the visual aspects of music. The duo understood the importance of 
entertainment, and decidedly evolved their style of multisensory 
performance. They also knew they had to develop their music. 

Many changes occured in 1972—Klein changed his last name to 
Simmons (because he liked it better), he and Stanley branched out 
on their own, and they found a drummer, Peter Criss (born Peter 
Criscuola), who was willing to dress and act as wildly as they did. 
Finally, Paul Frehley, who changed his name to Ace to avoid having 
two Pauls in the band, joined the group as lead guitarist. 

The new union needed a new name. Simmons explains that the 
word kiss seemed to sum up a lot about the glamour of rock and roll. 
It was also perfect for international marketing because it was under-
stood all over the world—it was short and simple, easy to say and 
remember, it translated into many cultures, and evoked simple emo-
tional responses. And, bottom line, Simmons and Stanley liked the 
word. 

Creating a successful organization of any kind takes a lot more 
than a good product and a good name. It requires equity, which for 
cash-poor KISS meant sweat equity. To make ends meet, Simmons, 
who could type 90 words per minute as a result of his college days, 
took a job with Kelly Girls (later the Kelly Agency) as a temporary 
typist. As he relates in Kiss and Makeup (Crown, 2001), the pay was 
good, and because very few men were secretaries, it was a good place 
to meet women. He also learned to fix office machines, which got 
him plenty of work, including a six-month position at Glamour and 
Vogue as an assistant to the editor. He also worked as a cashier in a 
deli until 9 or 10 at night, which confined practice time with the 
band from then until the wee hours of the morning. Stanley drove a 
cab. His taxi stand was right outside the door of the building where 
the band rehearsed, so when he took a break, he would run upstairs, 
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practice, and then go on to continue his shift. Both Simmons and 
Stanley had passion and were willing to work for their dreams, living 
the old adage, “Don’t give up your day job.” 

Simmons portrays an underlying principle especially relevant to 
start-ups of either the musical or entrepreneurial breed. It’s the dif-
ference between firms such as Hewlett-Packard, the archetype of the 
garage start-ups, and the myriad of dot-coms of the 1990s, which 
began with millions of IPO dollars available to fund a lot of unnec-
essary and frivolous expenses. The same principle applies when 
building brands. Sometimes rich marketing campaigns and product 
launches make for lazy, unfocused strategy execution. Often the 
results attained from sweat equity are much more effective than 
those arising from deep pockets because of the attention to every 
detail and the heightened sensitivity to expenses and utilization of 
time and human resources. 

Creating a Kick-Ass Experience 

Just as it would be wrong to describe Southwest as just another brand 
of airline, it would be wrong to call the KISS product just another 
rock-and-roll brand. Admittedly, KISS never set out to be the best 
musicians the world has ever known. Nor did it set out to change the 
world with deep social messages and complex lyrics. KISS did set out, 
however, to give people the best damn show they’d ever seen. And it 
did set out to change the standard for concerts—focusing on the 
entire entertainment value of the event the band commandeered 
each night. The band also set out to connect with fans and make gobs 
of money along the way. 

Band members would make a connection to audiences from the 
stage, giving the fans something to talk about for weeks and remem-
ber for years. Unlike other bands before them, KISS brought fire-
works to the stage, along with fire-breathing tricks, simulated blood, 
and unleashed craziness—tactics that focused more attention on the 
musicians and the overall concert experience rather than the music 
itself. Simmons explains in the VH1 interview, “I started spitting fire 
during [the song] ‘Firehouse.’ I would come stalking from stage right 
holding a metallic sword on fire at the handle. My mouth was full of 
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kerosene. At center stage I would pause and hold the sword still. 
Then I’d rush it within six inches of my face and spray the kerosene 
at the flame. When the flame met the kerosene it would ignite. The 
fans saw what looked like a huge fireball shooting out of my mouth.” 

After all of the pyrotechnics, the stage would be ablaze with fire, 
smoke, and sometimes brimstone, conjuring up images of another 
world, especially since band members described themselves as “evil 
incarnate.” Add black costumes and eight-inch platform shoes to 
already tall band members, and the effect was intimidating—as it 
was intended to be. You can imagine that not too many bands were 
keen on having KISS be their warm-up band—literally because the 
group might set the place on fire and figuratively because it got the 
crowd so riled up that it was a hard act to follow. 

Even more than the fire antics, KISS made its mark with its 
pseudo-Kabuki makeup. The black-and-white face paint was new to 
rock and roll and served to set KISS apart from any other band. “The 
KISS image really was born out of our philosophy that a band should 
be more than just a bunch of guys who looked like they just rolled 
out of bed who got on stage and were gonna jam for an hour,” 
explains Stanley. Previously a few bands, like Alice Cooper, which 
KISS emulated, and the Dolls used makeup to make a statement on 
stage. But dramatic, consistent makeup was different and became 
central to the identity of KISS. “We had to find something that truly 
was ours. The idea of us being a second-rate Dolls was not what we 
wanted; we wanted to be a first-rate KISS,” says Stanley. 

“At the end of the day,” Simmons adds in the VH1 interview, “we 
decided that everyone in the band should be his own personality, his 
own star.” Each band member developed his own on-stage persona: 
Simmons was the Demon and Stanley was Star Child, while Frehley 
was Space Man and Criss was the Cat. It took each one hours to apply 
his makeup before a show, but it was a transformation process that 
prepared the band for showtime. 

In the product world, packaging plays an important emotional role 
as well. It’s been said that the package makes the present; it certainly 
adds personality to even everyday products. Just think of those little 
Hershey’s Kisses. In reality they are just big milk-chocolate versions of 
the semisweet chocolate morsels our mothers used to bake fresh 
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chocolate-chip cookies. But Kisses are individually wrapped in foil— 
which in recent years has extended way beyond the traditional silver 
to include a palette of colors from red and green to pink and blue, 
released at special times of the year. The packaging has also added 
personality to the chocolate treat, and created attention around it, 
prompting the purchase of special colors at Easter, Valentine’s Day, or 
Christmas. 

KISS’s makeup became an important part of the aura of its brand. 
The fans started writing the band, believing that the group wore the 
makeup all the time. They wanted to believe in the fantasy, and out of 
respect to what fans wanted, explains Simmons, the band decided to 
keep the makeup on in public—at all times. It became central to the 
mystique of the brand. The makeup also provided an important rela-
tional component to the KISS brand. Not only did it communicate 
an image from the band to its fans, it gave fans a way to communicate 
back to the band, participate in the brand, and complete the two-way 
communication cycle. 

“Something definitely was going on between the fans and the 
band, a kind of you-are-us we-are-you; without you, we are nothing,” 
says Simmons. 

Fans loved living the brand; they showed up at concerts in KISS 
makeup and costumes and conjured up the type of fanatical frenzy 
reserved for NFL and college football games. For the first time, con-
certgoers weren’t just listening to music; they were seeing it, feeling it, 
smelling it, and living it. With all senses stimulated, their emotions 
were heightened as never before, and afterward, they were often left in 
that awkward state of complete excitement, exhaustion, and shock. 
After an experience like that, word of mouth and repeat patronage 
was not a problem. 

What KISS brought back to the stage was an element of surprise— 
a sensory overload kind of surprise. To this day, KISS combines cre-
ativity, escapism, and surprise into one action-packed event. The 
combination leaves audiences temporarily deaf and dumbfounded, 
but permanently delighted. Creativity and surprise are what some 
industry insiders say is missing from many musical acts today. Com-
pany executives take note—that is also what some corporate insiders 
say is missing from many shopping and service experiences today. 
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Pushing the envelope of creativity and generating the unexpected 
can be risky and may not always work. In the case of KISS, it did. Tina 
Weymouth, of the Talking Heads points out, “Today, the pressure is 
to be mainstream—or commercially safe. Celine Dion has a great 
voice; before her was Barbra Streisand, and there will be someone 
after her as well. But there isn’t a lot of surprise there, something that 
will stop you and make you say wow.” KISS audiences said wow— 
and still do. 

In corporate terms, the element of surprise can help to exceed 
customer expectations, which impacts fan creation and brand loy-
alty. For example, Westin Hotels recently developed its new Heavenly 
Bed, hoping to give customers something more than just a restful 
night’s sleep—an above average sleeping experience. Travelers, espe-
cially seasoned ones, expect a nice bed to sleep in, but don’t expect a 
bed befitting a five-star resort. But the Heavenly Bed delivers; hotel 
guests are treated to a lush bed outfitted with all-white down com-
forters, extra pillows, and crisp linens on a high-quality padded mat-
tress. Guests are surprised when they see and sleep in the bed—they 
are left remembering the experience, telling their friends about it, 
and often inquiring how to buy the beds for their homes. 

Adding makeup as a central part of KISS’s identity may, in hind-
sight, seem a simple tactic to create an image, an experience, and fan 
interactivity. But hindsight is 20/20. What turned out to be a brilliant 
marketing move could have been an all-out blunder because of how 
foreign the band’s look was. Being too far over the edge can alienate 
even the most forward-thinking people—even those on the fringes of 
society. When is something different and intriguing versus just plain 
weird? Innovators must gauge the risk of alienating customers when 
they step out of the safety zone of acceptance and into the danger zone 
of unconventionality. Think of what happened when famed musician 
Prince changed his name to a symbol. Because no one could speak a 
symbol, they could only refer to him as “the artist formerly known as 
Prince.” For many people, that transcends the borderline of bizarre. 
Perhaps the most vivid example is Michael Jackson, whose obsession 
with plastic surgery, odd social behavior, and childlike existence in a 
mansion turned amusement park took him from singing genius to all-
out weirdo in most people’s minds. Not only can few fans relate to him 
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as a person anymore; he has crossed the line of normality to the point 
that many people don’t want to admit they still like some of his new 
music—and even fewer will admit to still being fans. 

The Art of KISSing: Rolling Out the Strategy 

Creating a vast fan base requires more than having the right product 
and promotional campaign in place; it also requires strategies to 
induce trial of the product in the right markets. Having released 
three records in just over one year and with image, concert experi-
ence, and brand strategies in place, it was time to roll out the KISS 
brand—take it to the people. 

With all four members living in the back of a station wagon and in 
cheap motels, they took the KISS experience to rural North America. 
Their first stop would be South Edmonton in Alberta, Canada, where 
they appeared as a replacement for another group. 

KISS toured and played anyplace someone would listen; however, 
the members were strategic in choosing the cities they visited. In his 
book, Kiss and Sell (Billboard Books, 1997), Chris Lendt explains the 
rollout strategy that established KISS’s brand. “Performing in out-of-
the-way places was a key ingredients to KISS’s success. KISS would 
appear anywhere and take with them their legendary stage show with 
all of its trappings—the full arsenal of explosions, fire, smoke, flash 
pots, flame shooters, bombs, props, lights, and sound. No town was 
too small for KISS to appear at local hall.” 

From Ashville, Columbia, and Wyandotte to Lethbridge, Kitch-
ener, and Regina, small towns were central to KISS’s fan-building 
strategy. Why? Because KISS could roll in and be the biggest thing to 
hit Wyandotte—perhaps ever—leaving a lasting impression in its 
wake. While the band might not make as big a splash or have as great 
an impact in Los Angeles or Chicago, where concerts by famous per-
formers were commonplace, it could be the most exciting event of 
the year in towns that big-name bands ignored. This was grassroots 
marketing, rock-and-roll style. 

To build momentum and publicity, KISS courted the press every-
where it went. Frankly, most people found the group so strange that 
it wasn’t hard to get media coverage—though granted, it was often 
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less than flattering. Nevertheless, KISS focused on its impact on its 
fans. “From the time we started in New York City, our belief was 
always that we can love other bands. But all’s fair in love and rock and 
roll,” says Stanley. “When we hit the stage, our purpose and our mis-
sion is to destroy any other band these people have heard before us or 
will hear after us.” 

Consequently, announcing a KISS concert in a small, rural Amer-
ican town was like throwing raw meat to hungry dogs. Kids living in 
these conservative towns were even more drawn to the drama of 
KISS because the rest of the townspeople were so against what they 
thought the band stood for. Concertgoers packed fairgrounds and 
skating rinks to live the KISS experience they’d heard about. Never 
rude and never turning away kids seeking autographs, KISS built its 
brand at the grassroots level. Farmers, blue-collar workers, and mid-
dle America appreciated KISS coming to their usually neglected 
towns, where the band stirred up a media frenzy and a whirlwind of 
buying activity. In addition to traditional advertising, contests, and 
television and radio interviews, KISS promoted its brand through 
aggressive merchandising, placing order forms in their albums and 
selling T-shirts, belt buckles, posters and anything else they could 
brand KISS at concerts. KISS was a leader in generating merchandise 
revenue, capitalizing early on what brands like Ralph Lauren, Aber-
crombie & Fitch, and Hard Rock Café have discovered—the best 
advertising possible occurs when your fans pay you to wear and to 
promote your brand. 

However, even after a series of sold-out concerts and with legions 
of fans living the KISS brand, album sales fell dreadfully short of the 
potential the band and its manager expected. 

KISS Listens to Its Boss 

In many respects, KISS had become one of the most successful rock-
and-roll bands in the United States, selling out concert venues wher-
ever it went, but the music industry measured a band’s success by the 
number of records it sold. With poor album sales, expensive shows, 
and a nearly bankrupted record label, doom loomed dangerously 
near. But KISS would tackle the problem with two brilliant branding 
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strategies, both of which drew upon the band’s intense relationship 
with its fans. 

From a technical perspective, KISS’s first three albums were quality 
productions, following conventional wisdom of laying down tracks in 
the studio, getting the perfect sound, and mixing the product to the 
highest quality. Yet their records didn’t hit the charts, received little 
airplay, and failed to create much excitement in the market. The band 
was baffled. 

In what researchers today would call focus groups, the band talked 
to its fans. “People would come to see us in droves,” says Stanley. “And 
when people would tell us about their feelings about the albums, 
they would always say, ‘it doesn’t really sound like you guys.’ I think 
the problem with the first three albums was that they didn’t capture 
what KISS basically was and is—and that’s a live experience.” 

Whereas fans of other bands wanted their heroes to perform songs 
the way they sounded on the albums, KISS fans wanted their idols to 
perform the songs on the album the way they sounded on stage. The 
challenge was capturing the concert experience—energy, explosions, 
excitement, and all—on a flat piece of vinyl, foregoing the studio-
perfect sound of most albums for the raw sound of a live performance. 

The only way they thought they could do this would be to record 
a live album, which producers and label execs insisted never sold 
well. They didn’t understand KISS fans and how they were different 
from fans of other rock-and-roll bands. KISS’s management fought 
for what the fans wanted, and the result was Alive, not a single disc 
but a double-album compilation of live recordings of concerts in 
Iowa, New Jersey, and Michigan, where the band’s connection with 
its audiences and fan appeal were strongest. Released in September 
1975, immediate success ensued, with the album selling over 4 mil-
lion copies. “After Alive came out, we became the biggest band in the 
country,” says Simmons. 

The album featured a song that would forever synonymous with 
the band. “Rock and Roll All Night,” which had been recorded on 
a previous album, was the brainchild of Neil Bogart, Casablanca 
Records’ president and a staunch believer in the KISS brand. He 
went to the band with the idea that it needed an anthem (a jingle, if 
you will) that would represent what its fans believed and what the 
band stood for. The world of music was devoid of rock-and-roll 
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anthems at that time, and Bogart thought it would become impor-
tant to the positioning, image, and fan appeal of the band. As Paul 
Stanley explains, “To me, the essence of rock and roll is celebrating 
life.” The rest of the band and its fans would agree. “Rock and Roll 
All Night” was not deep, but it was concise and it represented what 
the band stood for at that point—having a good time. 

The live version of “Rock and Roll All Night” got the attention of lis-
teners. The song would go on to become one of the top-500 influential 
songs in rock-and-roll history, according to the Rock and Roll Hall of 
Fame. Though it climbed only as high as number 68 on Billboard’s pop 
chart, it emerged as the theme song for a whole generation of kids and 
young adults who wanted to forget about the pressures of life and the 
deeper meanings hidden in the lyrics of other songs and just have fun. 

Creating a Dynasty 

Alive established KISS as national superstars. After that, the music 
industry took notice of live-performance recordings and began to 
understand their connection with fans. Soon live albums would 
become commonplace among other musical superstars’ recordings. 
Great commercial success ensued—a hit single “Beth” (a ballad about 
a girl and the stresses of being part of a rock band on the road, a 
lifestyle that many of KISS’s male fans no doubt fantasized about); an 
album, Rock and Roll Over, which went platinum before it even hit the 
stores; recognition as the number-one band in America in a 1977 
Gallup poll; and the hit single “I Was Made for Lovin’You.” The recog-
nition was momentous because KISS had always considered itself to 
be of the people, by the people, and for the people. 

The industry also took notice of KISS because of the power of its 
brand, which transcended the borders of music to a whole new world 
merchandising. Soon the market was flooded with KISS lunchboxes, 
action figures, games, and makeup kits. Fans could also buy pinball 
machines and KISS comic books. Many of these products are collec-
tors’ items today and remind fans from that era of the position KISS 
achieved in American culture. Responding to criticism for selling 
out, Gene Simmons poignantly says, “There are no rules, and the 
idea of selling out, you’re damn straight we sell out . . . every night  
we play.” 
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But too much of a good thing can be bad, especially when it con-
flicts with the core of the brand and its strategic intent. By the late 
1970s, KISS had become too much about the makeup and not 
enough about the music, going from rock-and-roll band to family 
entertainment. With children in the audience, the group was com-
pelled to tone things down, leaving a watered-down version of the 
edginess that once defined the band and the brand. Peter Criss left 
the band in 1979, followed by Ace Frehley in 1982. 

In a bold move and with a big vat of cold cream, the band took off 
its makeup, appearing on a 1983 MTV special in the flesh. The group 
played through the 1980s and early 1990s as a plain rock band, re-
leasing a host of albums and videos and maintaining its famed high-
energy concerts. The band produced several hits throughout the next 
decade—“Crazy, Crazy Nights,” which reached number four in 1987; 
“Reason to Love,” which broke the top 40; and “Forever,” which hit 
number eight in 1990—surviving a string of lineup changes and 
changing music preferences. Eventually, Bruce Kulick (guitar) and 
Eric Singer (drums) seemed to settle into their posts, bringing stabil-
ity and continuity to the band. 

In June 1995, the first official KISS convention was held, giving 
fans a chance to get up-close and personal with the band. Fans looked 
at vintage costumes, traded and bought merchandise, performed in 
copycat bands, and gathered for a KISS performance. Fans still loved 
the brand. this led to a performance on MTV’s Unplugged series 
where KISS played a few songs and then, as a surprise to the crowd, 
Ace Frehley and Peter Criss joined the other band members and per-
formed with the current lineup. That’s when the audience really went 
crazy, and it was clear that together, the four original members were a 
special force. 

In pure KISS fashion, the band would show up, unannounced and 
uninvited, at the 1996 Grammy Awards—in full makeup. No one 
asked them for a ticket; no one stopped them from going anywhere; 
everyone took their pictures. “It was like the Red Sea parting because 
Moses had hit the rock,” recalls Simmons. The question was, did the 
people get it? Were they ready? Did they want KISS with makeup and 
with the original guys? 

Unexpectedly, during the live telecast, KISS was brought up on 



c04.qxd  8/20/03  10:17 AM  Page 105

k i s  s :  kee p  it  si  m ple,  st  u p id  |  1 0 5  

stage as surprise guests. The audience stood. The fans answered the 
questions—what they saw on stage that night was what they wanted. 
The reunion tour was announced shortly thereafter, selling out De-
troit’s Tiger Stadium in 47 minutes. The group’s new album, Psycho 
Circus, debuted at number one around the world. Fans were ready to 
have their band back, and KISS was ready to be back—makeup, 
flames, platforms, and all. 

Today, KISS is everywhere, in nearly every nation and in nearly 
every medium. Chances are you’ve seen the group either in the 
movies, gracing magazine covers, or on The Simpsons, and if you 
watched the closing ceremonies of the 2002 Winter Olympics, you 
saw the band perform live while famed figure skaters pirouetted 
around the stage (an odd combination, to say the least). 

KISS’s formula for establishing its brand is simple. Work hard to 
create the best product you can; understand your limitations and have 
realistic expectations; emphasize the entertainment value of your 
product experience; perform when others in the industry just execute; 
develop a way to let your fans participate in and live the brand. And, 
when possible, add a little magic—the surprise factor will bolster 
word of mouth and loyalty. From examining the success of the KISS 
brand, we see that every component of the brand builds an image that 
is unique, dominating, and greater than the sum of its parts. 

KISS’s strategy allowed it to win its battle for brand dominance 
before competitors even knew they had been engaged. Wal-Mart ap-
proached dominance in much the same manner. 

Building the Most Successful Brand in the World 

KISS and Wal-Mart—similar creatures? Sounds surprising, but it’s 
true. Granted, their values and appearances may be quite different, 
but many of their success strategies are similar. Both brought a new 
experience to the heart of America; both penetrated the market 
through secondary and tertiary markets while remaining relatively 
unnoticed on competitors’ radar screens; both changed the yardstick 
by which success in their industries was measured; and both sell 
more merchandise than anyone in their respective industries. And 
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finally, in addition to starting in the same era and appealing to a wide 
range of age groups, ethnic identities, and geographic regions, Wal-
Mart and KISS both deliver their product with attention to detail and 
a constant eye on their fans. 

The most striking similarity between KISS and Wal-Mart, however, 
is their segmentation-to-mass-market growth strategy—bringing 
new, exciting, emotional experiences to rural and small-town North 
America and building on that structure to conquer cities around the 
world. It is one of the most important foundational strategies Wal-
Mart used to confront and beat larger, established competitors at the 
game of global retail dominance. 

Giant among Us 

Wal-Mart is the most successful brand in the world today, getting its 
start just one year before Gene Simmons watched the Beatles on the 
Ed Sullivan show that fateful night in 1964. Consider these stagger-
ing facts: 

S	 Approximately 1.3 million people work for Wal-Mart, which 
equates to 1 in 123 Americans and 1 in 20 retail employees. 

S	 It is the largest private employer in the world, with roughly twice 
the number of employees of the U.S. Postal Service. 

S	 With sales already over a quarter-trillion dollars, analysts project 
it will be a trillion-dollar company within a decade. 

S	 Wal-Mart operates 4,300 stores in nine countries and averages 
100 million customers per week. 

S	 Wal-Mart’s computer network, an important part of its produc-
tivity, profitability, and overall success, rivals that of the Pentagon. 

S	 Two of its private label brands—Old Roy dog food and Equate 
vitamins—are the top-selling U.S. brands in their categories. 

S	 Wal-Mart boasts the largest fleet of corporate airplanes, the 
largest training program of any corporation, the biggest and 



c04.qxd  8/20/03  10:17 AM  Page 107

k i s s :  kee p  it  si m ple,  st u p id  |  1 0 7  

most sophisticated logistics and global supply chain in the world, 
the largest data warehouse of any corporation, and the largest 
fleet of trucks of any retailer. 

S Wal-Mart is now the largest grocery retailer in the world, the 
largest apparel retailer in the world, and the largest jeweler in the 
world. 

These facts, especially when coupled with the company’s sales, prof-
its, and growth figures, are impressive, but you might still ask whether 
a company this large and dominant can really have fans. Though some 
skeptics might believe that emotional bonds are reserved for smaller, 
less mainstream brands, we found in a series of focus groups con-
ducted for the International Mass Retail Association (IMRA), that the 
answer is a robust yes. Some people told us they visit their local Wal-
Mart as many as three times a day to see and talk to friends they’ve 
made in the store. Many customers talked about the excitement they 
feel when they find a good deal. Many college students told us it was 
the number-one store they shopped or wished they could shop be-
cause it had everything they could possibly want at reasonable prices. 
But talk is cheap, as they say. Measuring consumers’ behavior to deter-
mine their loyalty to a brand is even more important than their words, 
and Wal-Mart’s phenomenal sales can attest to consumers’ follow-
through on their said devotion to the stores. 

Creating fans for a fledgling company is challenging, but retaining 
their connection as the company becomes the largest corporation in 
the world boils down to maintaining total dedication to the cus-
tomer, just as KISS did with its fans. Wal-Mart’s founder, its culture 
and values, and its locations support the corporate charge of staying 
close to the customer. Some might chuckle at the small-town roots of 
Wal-Mart and the fact that it remains headquartered in Bentonville, 
Arkansas, but life in this small town is more representative of life in 
the vast majority of America. Potential disconnections between cus-
tomer and company culture are minimized because life in Ben-
tonville mirrors more closely the lifestyle of the target Wal-Mart 
customer than life in New York City. No one represented the Wal-
Mart customer better than company founder Sam Walton; he 
walked, talked, and lived the brand. Analyzing Wal-Mart’s success 
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strategies is impossible without first talking about Mr. Sam—the 
Elvis of retail. 

The Man from Missouri 

Sam Walton grew up modestly in Columbia, Missouri, where he, like 
Gene Simmons, was a paper carrier and learned quickly the value of 
hard work. He would go on to graduate from the University of Mis-
souri, which gave him a solid education, but one devoid of the in-
stant status of a diploma from a prestigious Ivy League institution. 

Walton pursued his career working in none other than a Ben 
Franklin store. Although he was effective as a small-town retail man-
ager, he had ideas for innovating and improving the firm. When 
management rejected his ideas, he took the entrepreneurial plunge, 
opening his own store in 1963, in Rogers, Arkansas, at the ripe age of 
45. Armed with minimal capital but loads of energy, an array of retail 
ideas, and a definite vision, Walton opened his first store around the 
same time that Kmart and Target were launched. Kmart, backed by 
billions of dollars from Kresge, and Target, backed by the fashion 
experience and resources of Dayton Hudson, had the resources, 
experienced managers, and locations that Walton didn’t have. But 
the unpretentious man from Missouri would soon dispel the popu-
lar notion that small firms can’t compete successfully against large 
ones. His organization would go on to influence the ultimate bank-
ruptcy of Kmart and to limit the growth of Target by executing, with 
precision, simple strategies reminiscent to those KISS used to build 
its dominant brand: 

S	 Gain a foothold in markets others don’t serve and attack big 
markets later. 

S	 Create a culture and a message to explain to fans and employees 
who you are and what you stand for. 

S	 Create a product and an experience that customers value and 
prefer over others. 

S	 Add a little magic to the value of your product experience. 
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S Listen to and observe customers and change accordingly. 

S Change your system to fit the wants and needs of customers. 

From Rural Roots to Urban Expansion 

Wal-Mart’s strategy, stated simply, was to enter neglected markets 
with a store that gave customers a better retail experience than cur-
rently existed in those towns. Those who understand the military 
concept of flanking strategy realize that it’s usually fatal to launch a 
frontal attack at the core of a superior force. Marketers often make 
this mistake when crafting new branding strategies—they overlook 
niches and go for the masses in an attempt to attract large numbers 
of consumers faster. Like KISS, which had decided that starting out 
as a whale in a pond was better than starting out as a minnow in an 
ocean, Wal-Mart chose to build its brand and fan base in rural Amer-
ica, segment by segment, foregoing mass markets where it had rela-
tively few differential advantages. By staying away from cities and 
suburbs, Wal-Mart avoided head-to-head competition with giants 
Sears and Montgomery Ward, which were entrenched in American 
culture in the 1960s and 1970s. Rather than compete with Sears, Sam 
Walton took on the “Harry’s Hardwares” of America, winning fans 
town by town for several decades, gradually amassing scale. 

Walton’s strategy sounds simple enough, but the key to his success 
over time was in execution—giving customers better value and bet-
ter in-store experiences. When Wal-Mart entered a small town in the 
Midwest or rural South, it brought with it the electricity of a KISS 
concert. In contrast to the sleepy marketing and inexperienced man-
agement that characterized so many of the small stores in these areas, 
Wal-Mart offered a consistent experience of clean stores, friendly 
personnel, and a wide array of hard goods and apparel at reasonable 
prices. 

Though Wal-Mart might not have been the most sleek, sophisti-
cated retailer in America, it was the hottest, biggest retail deal to roll 
into these small towns. And though Wal-Mart didn’t set off fireworks 
and employees didn’t march around in strange makeup, Wal-Mart 
did generate as much buzz and fervor among its fans with its everyday 
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low prices (EDLP) strategy, offering consumers consistent, low prices 
every day, every time they shopped. Competitors usually employed 
high-low pricing, in which a particular item acts as a loss leader one 
day (to entice customers into the store to pay full price for everything 
else) and is full price the following day. Customers began seeing Wal-
Mart as their friend in an environment where most other stores faced 
rising expenses and tried to pass them on to customers in the form of 
higher prices. Low prices and value remain an important brand 
proposition for Wal-Mart, which today uses the phrase “Always Low 
Prices” in its tagline. 

The ultimate goal, however, was to enter larger suburban mar-
kets. First circling cities with a ring of stores in surrounding small 
towns, Wal-Mart would then gradually build newer locations closer 
and closer to the target city. Incrementally, Wal-Mart grew both in 
size and in operating efficiency, and by the early 1990s, its total 
sales were greater than those of the Goliaths who had previously 
ignored the little David from Bentonville and the markets they 
deemed too small. 

Wal-Mart continues to penetrate further into target markets, 
marching from conquered suburbs into larger cities. This type of ex-
pansion is forcing a new twist—going from stores so large that some 
customers have requested benches so they can rest during shopping 
sprees to a smaller, neighborhood market concept with less space and 
stock-keeping units (SKUs) than in rural and urban locations. 

Perfecting the Wal-Mart Experience 

When Wal-Mart finally went public in 1970, most of Wall Street 
didn’t get it—and perhaps still doesn’t. Not all analysts would see 
that, town by town, customers were voting with their dollars and 
their loyalty on which stores and strategies they liked best and that, 
more often than not, Wal-Mart was winning the retail election. But 
could a combination of relatively simple strategies really guide the 
company to become the biggest, most powerful brand in the world? 
In their desire to figure out what set Wal-Mart apart, few analysts 
recognized that the Wal-Mart difference was in its sameness. Like 
McDonald’s in its early years, consistency played a key role both in 
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Wal-Mart’s international success and in its adoption into the Ameri-
can culture. 

If a trip to Wal-Mart is like going to a KISS concert, then the mix of 
having what customers want at the price they want to pay is the 
makeup and the Wal-Mart greeter is the magic. From day one, Sam 
Walton’s vision was to give customers a consistent shopping experi-
ence and the best possible prices. In the early days, the combination of 
friendly service, casual conversation with other customers, and low 
prices left customers smiling and delighted. Although achieving that 
personal emotional connection became more difficult as the retail 
chain morphed to megasize, the basics of creating a positive in-store 
experience remained the same. Overall customer satisfaction depends 
on how well the store performs on a host of simple tactics, from clean 
restrooms and organized stores to signage that is simple and easy to 
understand. Wal-Mart’s success stems from mastering the mundane, 
the importance of which many stores still underestimate. 

Beyond the mundane, however, is the magic of Wal-Mart—its 
people. As Sam Walton used to say, “Customers are more important 
than stock.” The company understands that every interaction with a 
customer affects his or her satisfaction with the overall shopping 
experience. Therefore, management preaches friendly, competent 
service—to provide accurate answers to customers’ questions, find 
additional help if necessary, and make the in-store experience posi-
tive for the customer. Wal-Mart implemented the “10-foot rule,” 
which prompts employees to greet each customer within 10 feet, 
offer to help them, and take them to the products for which they are 
looking. 

And then there’s the Wal-Mart greeter—the likable person sta-
tioned inside the front door who gives you a cart, a smile, a friendly 
word, and occasionally a hug (at least that’s what happens on the 
commercials). Held over from the earliest days of Wal-Mart, the 
greeter is an ambassador of the Wal-Mart philosophy and culture 
and a little bit of magic in a sea of hectic moments. As the company 
continues to expand, hiring the best people and training them in the 
Wal-Mart way is challenging. And while failures in the employee-
training system may be inevitable, speed in correcting problems is 
part of the culture at Wal-Mart. 
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The hallmark of the Wal-Mart shopping experience is the organi-
zation’s ability to offer customers what they want to buy at a price 
they want to pay. Wal-Mart defines one-stop shopping—customers 
can buy everything from steak to tires under one roof, and know 
they’re getting quality products at great prices. In fact, Doug Degn, 
executive vice president of food merchandising at Wal-Mart, says, as 
others have said before him, “At Wal-Mart, we don’t consider our-
selves as selling products to customers; we consider ourselves buying 
agents for our customers.” 

Ask most vendors, and they would have to agree. Today, the power 
of Wal-Mart plays a big role in what manufacturers make. For exam-
ple, Procter & Gamble sold its Crisco shortening and Jif peanut but-
ter brands because it wanted to focus more on Tide and other brands 
that were more favored by Wal-Mart. Similarly, video-game maker 
Planet Moon Studios made changes to its game Giants in order to 
receive a teen rating, which is a requirement for products to be sold 
in Wal-Mart. Lack of distribution by Wal-Mart was too much of a 
financial risk. 

Because Wal-Mart has delivered on its low-price promise so well 
over the years, it has contributed to the elevation of customers’ expec-
tations in regard to product assortment, quality, availability, and price. 
This in turn means working even closer with vendors to cut expenses 
out of their product and delivery costs. 

Wal-Mart’s guiding strategies remain simple, but the execution 
has become complex, requiring the most advanced logistics, technol-
ogy, and supply-chain systems the company could develop. Retail 
Link (Wal-Mart’s electronic data interchange [EDI] technology) and 
Wal-Mart’s satellite communications network (the largest private 
one in the United States) have revolutionized retail logistics systems 
and supply-chain strategies. Not only are stores connected to Ben-
tonville via voice, data, or video, but over 30,000 suppliers are linked 
to dozens of warehouses and can monitor daily sales figures. Wal-
Mart’s systems help vendors improve inventory positions and reduce 
costs, thereby making competitors’ systems seem hopelessly out of 
date. The company’s investment in technology to analyze inventory, 
assortment, costs, transportation, and delivery continues to fuel its 
gains in productivity, profits, and customer satisfaction. 



c04.qxd  8/20/03  10:17 AM  Page 113

ki s s :  kee p  it  si m ple,  st u p id  |  1 1 3  

We Can All Be Fired 

Perhaps even more important than the logistics and operations sys-
tems Wal-Mart developed to provide value to its customers are the 
corporate culture and values system that Sam Walton instilled. From 
the founding of the company, Walton held Saturday morning meet-
ings in which store managers and company executives met at head-
quarters to talk about sales performance, marketing and product 
ideas, and observations about other retailers and about customers. 
The tradition continues today. The meeting always starts with the 
Wal-Mart cheer—yes, they have one. In pure high school, rah-rah 
fashion, the leader yells “Gimme a W!” and the room answers, all the 
way through the name, to the final question of “Who’s number one?” 
You might consider this an obvious question, but the answer is “The 
customer!” That is the guiding philosophy of Wal-Mart—it is the 
company’s anthem, as much as “Rock and Roll All Night” is for KISS. 
It succinctly states what the company is about and represents the 
interests and sentiments of its fans. 

Central to the Wal-Mart culture is an intimate understanding of 
the customer, which requires talking one-on-one to customers and 
employees in the stores. Walton was famous for listening to them talk 
about what they liked and disliked about their Wal-Mart experience 
and what his competitors were doing better than he was. On the 
quest for improvement, Walton frequently challenged his employees 
with two questions: 

S	 What are our competitors doing better than we are? Walton 
knew that even the worst competitor probably did something 
better than he did. Think of the power of that principle in build-
ing a brand. If you have examined all of your competitors’ 
strengths, adopted them, and improved on them, your brand 
can become best of the breed on nearly every attribute in the 
brand promise. 

S	 What books have you read lately that would help our firm be better 
managed than our competitors? Walton knew the need to get 
the best ideas in the world from the best thinkers in the world. 
Those ideas are usually found in books, not magazines, and not 
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in the restricted environment that makes up the experience of 
even the best managers. 

Wal-Mart World 

Though some may not like to admit it, Wal-Mart is part of contem-
porary American culture because it represents middle America’s 
desire for value in an environment that is nonthreatening and easy to 
navigate. Its strategies remain entrenched in the simple—it’s all about 
giving customers what they want to buy for the best prices possible 
and creating a shopping experience that keeps them coming back— 
but what it takes to execute that strategy continues to intensify. As 
Wal-Mart fights for the lowest prices possible for consumers, its rela-
tionships with vendors become even more important. Wal-Mart is 
now the biggest customer for many leading companies, including 
Kraft, Gillette, and Procter & Gamble. For these and 450 other suppli-
ers, the relationship to Wal-Mart is so vital that they have offices in or 
near Bentonville, with another 800 such branch offices planned to 
open in the next five years. 

Wal-Mart’s reach is still expanding. Even though it has already 
captured 8 percent of all U.S. retail sales (excluding auto dealers and 
restaurants), it has set its sights on banking, used car sales, travel, and 
Internet access, and there is no reason to believe its effect in these 
industries will be any less staggering than in those in which it already 
operates. In order to support its expected growth, Wal-Mart plans to 
hire an additional 800,000 workers over the next five years, which in 
any economy, especially a stalled one, is a positive brand attribute in 
and of itself. 

The Value of KISSing 

The successes of Wal-Mart and KISS demonstrate that the most 
effective strategies are often simple, but involve brilliant approaches 
for relating to consumers. When implemented with excellence, win-
ning strategies give advantages competitors cannot readily replicate, 
and often they succeed before the competitors even know they have 
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been engaged. When a strategy is brilliantly conceived and executed 
with precision, an organization—whether a musical group or any 
other organization—dominates with a differential advantage that is 
difficult to duplicate. 

Jerry Garcia, late leader of the Grateful Dead, was once asked how 
the group became known as the best at what they do. He replied, 
“Our goal is never to be considered the best at what we do; our goal 
is to be considered the only one that does what we do.” Sam Walton 
and Gene Simmons would have to agree. 
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The Rolling Stones:
/

Branding Strategies beyond 

Satisfaction 

We were very conscious we were in a totally new era. Rock and 
roll changed the world. It reshaped the way people think. It was 
like A.D. and  B.C. —KEITH RICHARDS 

S itting in a meeting with phrases like return on investment, P&L 
statement, business models, and product pricing flying around the 

room might make you think you’ve entered a board meeting for the 
Fortune 500 company of your choice. Now add to that scene a 
short whisper of a guy, dressed undoubtedly in tight trousers and 
an anything-but-conservative shirt, who can dance around a stage 
even better than any CFO can dance around his or her numbers, and 
you might conjure up an image of a Rolling Stones business meet-
ing. The Rolling Stones organization is a well-oiled, money-making 
machine, and to say it resembles anything less than a Fortune 500 
firm would be unjust. In the world of rock and roll, not only would 
the Rolling Stones likely top the list of legendary bands; they would 
most likely top the list of rock businesses, as well. 

At the helm is CEO Mick Jagger, who attended the London School 
of Economics, but professes never to have really studied business per 
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se. He does, however, have 40 years of industry acumen under his 
tiny belt, along with a keen intellect, a deep understanding of busi-
ness models, and a knack for turning a profit. 

Fans think of a lot of things when they think of the Rolling Stones. 
There’s the music of course, spanning hits from the 1960s (“Satisfac-
tion” and “Let’s Spend the Night Together” jump to mind), 1970s (such 
as “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” and “Honky Tonk Woman”), and 1980s (per-
haps “Emotional Rescue” and “She’s So Cold”). Generation Xers might 
think of “Start Me Up,” which was used to launch Microsoft’s Windows 
95—the most successful product introduction of all time—for which 
the Stones reportedly were paid somewhere between $4 million and 
$12 million (secrecy in numbers). Twenty-somethings may think of 
Ford Motor’s recent attempt to rev up its car sales with ads featuring 
“Start Me Up,” which appeared during television programs such as the 
Fiesta Bowl, The Practice, The Tonight Show, 60 Minutes, and The Simp-
sons. Some fans may also think of the infamous lips-and-tongue logo 
that adorns T-shirts and biceps around the world. And all fans think of 
the energetic, ever-gaunt Mick Jagger and his seemingly sleepy, some-
what chemically preserved counterpart Keith Richards. 

Baby boomers who have found themselves inside corporate Amer-
ica, however, may choose to deem the Rolling Stones their business, 
branding, and marketing heroes. Just as the nation’s nerds worship 
Bill Gates, so too do some business managers worship Mick, Keith, 
Charlie Watts, and Ronnie Wood. When it comes to brand loyalty and 
profits, the Rolling Stones can match wits and records with even the 
best entrepreneurs. Ray Gmeiner, vice president of promotions at Vir-
gin Records, explains, “The Rolling Stones are a unique brand because 
they’ve taken the business side of rock and roll to the level that few if 
any other bands have.” 

The Rolling Stones, the business, operates like many other large 
corporations—as a financially driven, global operation based in the 
Netherlands (because of its more favorable tax laws). The business 
model focuses on three core revenue-generating areas—album sales, 
royalties, and touring, each led by a team of competent executives. 
The corporate executives hold regular meetings to examine the effec-
tiveness of the managers for each product line in generating revenue 
and controlling expenses. Although the organization is private and 



c05.qxd  8/20/03  10:17 AM  Page 119

t he  rollin g  sto nes :  be yo n d  s at i sfact io n  |  1 1 9  

secretive, Fortune magazine estimates that the Stones’ revenue since 
1989 totals $1.5 billion (see Table 5.1), eclipsing competitors such as 
U2, Bruce Springsteen, and Michael Jackson. Keith Richards claims, 
“It’s a mom-and-pop operation. Mick is the mom, and I’m the pop, 
and then we have these offspring that need feeding.”1 

It’s a well run mom-and-pop operation nonetheless, guided by 
business manager Joe Rascoff and Prince Rupert Zu Lowenstein, a 
London banker and trusted business advisor for over 30 years. 
Gmeiner adds, “A lot of the direction of the band comes from Jag-
ger who is not only the front man of the band but the front man of 
the business. He has been instrumental in adding some of his ideas 
to the promotions side of the band, from the integration of tech-
nology to corporate sponsorships.” 

Together, management and band work closely to create the Rolling 
Stones brand, which combines the image of the band, the personali-
ties of its members, and a diverse array of products, including logo 
merchandise, concert tours, royalties, recordings, videos, books, and 
corporate endorsements. The band is also a master at delivering a 
consistently satisfying blend of old and new music (more old than 
new) in an evolving musical experience. This intense combination 
helps the Rolling Stones brand infiltrate the culture at many levels 
and keep fans engaged and wanting more. 

The strategies that have created legendary success for Jagger and 
company can be implemented in any firm looking to build market 

Table 5.1 Rolling Stones Income


ACTIVITY REVENUE 
Royalties $ 56.0 million 
Album sales 466.4 million 
Tour revenue: 

Ticket sales 865.3 million 
Merchandise 135.9 million 
Sponsorships 21.5 million 

TOTAL $1, 545.1 million 
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share, maintain customer loyalty, and remain relevant in the culture 
and among its fans. The Rolling Stones illustrate how to: 

S	 Evolve a product over time at a rate that doesn’t alienate current 
fans yet keeps it fresh in the market. 

S	 Build product familiarity and cultural acceptance with repeti-
tion, repackaging, and recycling. 

S	 Harness the buying power of baby boomers to grow profits. 

S	 Explore new marketing avenues from corporate alliances to 
alternative product delivery to maximize market impact and 
profitability. 

S	 Relate to the changing attitudes and lifestyles of customers. 

S	 Keep a talented team together for the long run. 

The Rolling Stones didn’t start out as the slick performers or busi-
nesspeople they are today, but the band also didn’t fall into the trap 
that squelches the success of many corporate start-ups—waiting for 
the perfect product before going to market. It often takes experimen-
tation, mistakes, and some outright flops to perfect a product, and 
few would claim that the Stones started with a perfect product. Their 
earliest recordings were mostly hits of others, surrounded by some 
blues riffs, because they had little original material at that time. They 
certainly weren’t anyone’s definition of beautiful (far less cute than 
the Beatles); in fact, they appeared dark and dangerous to the general 
public. They prove, however, that just because early prototypes may 
not be perfect or stunning in appeal, doesn’t mean an entrepreneur 
can’t make modifications and improvements while in search of the 
perfect product. 

It’s Only Rock and Roll, But Boomers Like It 

Few bands exceed the staying power and commercial success of the 
Rolling Stones. In part, it’s talent (quality in the world of commerce), 
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hard work, vision, planning, and execution, a basic formula that keeps 
the band rocking decade after decade, similar to the way brands like 
Coke and Cadillac keep rolling through the generations. And, in part, 
it’s timing. The Rolling Stones happened to hit the music scene and 
become part of the collective life soundtrack of the largest demo-
graphic segment of our time—the baby boomers. Teenagers of the 
1960s listened, made out, danced, smoked, rebelled, and fantasized to 
Stones music. It was their puberty music, and it was good enough that 
the kids continued to sing it, and the band evolved enough that the 
kids continued to follow it for decades. 

“When bands connect with fans during their growing-up years, 
during emotional times, they will feel emotions when they think about 
them in the future,” explains Stephen Swid, founder of Spin magazine. 
“We want to listen to favorites over and over again because they help us 
remember.” The fact that the band and its music are ingrained in the 
memories of what many marketers consider to be the most important 
market segment of the twenty-first century helps explain why the 
Rolling Stones are a relevant American cultural icon today. 

But not all in the Stones’ formula for success is corporate babble— 
this is, after all, rock and roll, and therefore sex and excess beg to be 
mentioned. But, bottom line, after 40 years this group continues to 
perform the kick-ass, take-no-prisoners brand of music that has 
earned it the title of “Greatest Rock-and-Roll Brand Ever” in the 
minds of music fans. 

Start Them Up 

Music history took an interesting turn one fateful day in 1960 when 
two teenagers met by chance in a railway station in Dartford, En-
gland. Mick Jagger was carrying a few old blues albums under his 
arm, which may well have sparked recognition in Keith Richards that 
they had known each other in childhood and shared a mutual love of 
American blues music. It wasn’t long before they were playing in a 
band called Little Boy Blue and the Blue Boys. Jagger went off to the 
London School of Economics and Richards to Sidcup Art College. 
Blues guitarist Brian Jones joined the band, and the trio moved into 
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a dilapidated apartment in Chelsea, playing whatever gigs they could 
get around London, performing covers of their heroes—blues greats 
Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. It was Jones who suggested they 
call themselves the Rolling Stones, after the Muddy Waters tune, 
“Rollin’ Stone Blues,” starting what was to become the world’s most 
successful rock-and-roll corporation. 

On January 14, 1963, the Rolling Stones (with the addition of Ian 
Stewart, Bill Wyman, and drummer Charlie Watts) first played to-
gether as a group at the Flamingo Club in Soho. With the help of a 
19-year-old aspiring business manager named Andrew Oldham, the 
group signed a contract that June with Decca Records and released its 
first single, a cover of Chuck Berry’s “Come On.” It was a hit on British 
radio stations, as were their next two singles, covers of the Beatles’ “I 
Want to Be Your Man” and Buddy Holly’s “Not Fade Away.” 

After “test marketing” their music, the Stones began an aggressive 
product rollout, expanding from a limited sales area to wider geo-
graphic areas. The band quickly merged its successful singles into an 
LP—The Rolling Stones—released in the United Kingdom on April 
16, 1964. It included blues-oriented versions of songs people already 
knew, such as Bobby Troop’s “I Get My Kicks on Route 66” and Sam 
Cooke’s “Honest I Do.” That year marked many milestones for the 
Stones. They recorded a second album, 12 × 5, and began their first 
U.S. tour, allowing them to tap the largest market in the world (much 
the same way as successful European and Japanese firms do). Ed Sul-
livan debuted the Stones on his show on October 25, 1964, experi-
encing some of the same audience reaction as when he debuted Elvis 
and the Beatles. On a roll, the Stones hit it hard in 1965 and released 
four albums, Rolling Stones No. 2, The Rolling Stones Now, Out of Our 
Heads, and December Children. 

The Rolling Stones’ early days would not be without trouble, how-
ever. In fact, they could be described as “Good Times, Bad Times,” 
the name of one of the songs on the band’s second album. The good 
came from the fans—they were buying records and attending con-
certs. The bad, however, came from the critics and columnists who 
described them as “five, shaggy-as-Shetland-pony lads,” “long and 
scruffy.” One critic would go so far as to say “one of them looks as if 
he had a feather duster in his head.” Although it didn’t inspire a new 
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hair fashion, fans apparently didn’t mind the feather-duster look. 
Also in the bad column were the newspaper accounts of the mayhem 
the Stones created everywhere they went—riots, the tearing off of 
teenage girls’ clothing, enough booing to sometimes drive the Stones 
from the stage, and police barricades being attacked by thousands of 
teenagers. There were reports of fire hoses turned on fans at concerts, 
fines for “insulting behavior,” and questions from the establishment 
about whether the Stones made music or noise. 

Though fraught with controversy, the Rolling Stones concert tours 
evoked strong emotions and created an experience no fan was likely to 
forget. There were giant lotus-flower-shaped stages, a giant, inflatable 
phallus ridden by Mick Jagger that sometimes would rise from the 
stage, and unofficial protection from a swarm of Hell’s Angels. Their 
stages became combinations of futuristic technology blended with 
ancient superstition and inflatable figures so large that the Federal Avi-
ation Administration required installation of aircraft warning lights. 

Newspapers all over the world ran front-page stories about the 
chaos that occurred at Stones’ concerts. Some critics even wrote about 
disappointing vocals and poor sound quality, which did push the 
band to work harder on its product. Though the news was negative, it 
meant global exposure for the band. Parents were shocked. Teens were 
intrigued. Worship ensued. The band proved that an intense relation-
ship with fans can outweigh the impact of critics and bad press on 
overall success. 

Product Strategy: One Good Song Deserves Another 

In the 1970s, the Boston Consulting Group published research show-
ing that firms that expand capacity so fast that competitors fall 
behind often end up dominating an industry. The Rolling Stones’ 
masterful and aggressive approach to creating product follows this 
principle. Throughout the 1970s, the Stones released an album every 
year until 1979. Some years it was one album, often two, sometimes 
three, and occasionally four. Many went to number one on the U.S. 
or U.K. sales charts, and often on both. 

Acting on the idea that one good turn deserves another, the Stones 
put some of their best songs on multiple albums. The albums they 
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released in 1965, for example, contained some songs from the past, 
such as “Route 66” from their 1964 album and the classic blues song 
“Little Red Rooster,” which they recorded during their first stop in 
the United States. With this recycling and repackaging approach, the 
Stones could release four new albums of new and existing material 
instead of just two albums of all new material. They continued this 
practice on album after album. For example, “Time Is on My Side” 
first appeared on The Rolling Stones 12 × 5 in 1964. That song would 
go on to appear on Rolling Stones No. 2 in 1965 and High Tide & 
Green Grass and Got Live If You Want It in 1966. 

Repeating songs on multiple albums has helped ingrain Rolling 
Stones music in the minds and hearts of baby boomers across socio-
economic and geographic segments. In addition to the publicity and 
promotion that accompanies the release of a record, each product 
introduction gives the band a chance to strengthen the relationship 
with current fans and creates an opportunity to reach new fans. Cre-
ating and releasing albums at such a rapid rate also generates an aura 
of demand, popularity, and success with which people want to asso-
ciate. An aggressive product release implies that the previous prod-
ucts are hits and that the band must be hot or it wouldn’t be releasing 
another album. For new customers, the fact that a song has already 
appeared on a previous album may go all but unnoticed. Among 
devoted fans, a song they already know just makes the new material 
more familiar, an important principle in the theory of how people 
learn to like something. 

Slow Change 

One of the secrets to the Rolling Stones’ long-term success has been 
the band’s ability to change and evolve at a rate that doesn’t alienate 
its greatest fans yet keeps the band relevant in the market. How have 
they done it? With a strategy built upon the psychological theory of 
generalization and discrimination, which illustrates that the more 
similar something is to the past, the more likely people are to learn it. 

The Rolling Stones practiced the theory of generalization, in the 
context that the more a new song sounds like one from the past, the 
more likely people are to learn it, accept it, and like it. But if something 
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is perceived as being the same as something else, it usually doesn’t war-
rant purchase or adoption. Therefore, marketers must build some-
thing new into a product for it to be perceived as different and worth 
buying. The Rolling Stones could repeat songs on albums because the 
old songs were surrounded by new ones, making the albums quite dif-
ferent from one another. However, throughout the years, the band 
didn’t really change its music very much, choosing to stick with the 
blues roots and overall sound that brought it to the forefront of rock 
and roll. 

Gradual evolution has served all of the legendary bands featured 
in this book well; in fact, some of the problematic times for star 
brands occur when they stray too far from what their fans expect and 
have rewarded with loyalty in the past. Success in the market can 
usually be attributed to specific brand strengths, and completely 
abandoning those traits rarely results in greater acceptance or sales. 
Whereas U2, Bruce Springsteen, and Sting have improved and em-
bellished on their musical strengths to increase their popularity over 
the years, Garth Brooks almost brought his career to an abrupt halt 
with a bizarre twist on total reinvention. 

Brooks almost single-handedly led the migration of country music 
into mainstream culture. Wearing a cowboy hat, western jeans, and a 
country-boy grin, he combined the electricity of a KISS concert with 
the beat of the Rolling Stones’ or AC/DC’s music to create a new genre 
of music that struck a deep, rousing chord with Americans from a vast 
array of socioeconomic and demographic backgrounds. Some called 
it crossover, some called it country rock, but nearly everyone called it 
sensational. It crossed the wide chasm that had traditionally divided 
rock and country audiences. But even beloved stars can go too far in 
pushing the envelope of originality. 

After several platinum albums, numerous Grammy awards, and a 
string of sold-out stadium concerts, Brooks assumed the identity of 
Chris Gaines, a fictitious character he created to allow himself to 
explore different artistic channels without alienating or diminishing 
the Garth Brooks band. Then people were told that Gaines was really 
Brooks. Try as he might to explain to his fans and the media why he 
suddenly looked like someone in the witness protection program, 
many thought he had lost his marbles and didn’t buy the new album. 
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It wasn’t long before the blonde, hard-rock version of Brooks disap-
peared and the good old country boy reemerged. Since then, how-
ever, Brooks has failed to hit the level of popularity he claimed in the 
early to mid-1990s. 

Marketers sometimes underestimate the time required for innova-
tive new products to diffuse through the population because of failure 
to understand generalization. Products that require a substantial 
change in behavior are classified as discontinuous innovations; they 
take more time to diffuse and be accepted than products that con-
sumers perceive as similar to what they’ve used in the past. Microsoft 
Windows dominates the market in part because of the evolutionary 
nature of its product. Rather than create a new system every few years 
that requires that consumers abandon what they know and learn 
something new. Windows offers upgrades that consumers can adopt 
quickly, easily, and voluntarily—or they can choose to pass and wait 
until the difference is great enough to warrant a change. 

Just as Microsoft Windows had the focus to become the operating 
system of the masses (not just the opinion leaders as in the case of 
Apple), the Rolling Stones did whatever it took to grow their fan base 
and be adopted by the masses. The Ed Sullivan show was important 
enough in reaching the U.S. mass market that the Stones modified 
their product to fit the culture in which they found themselves— 
accepting the cultural boundaries of America. When they appeared 
on Sullivan’s show in 1967, Jagger changed the words of “Let’s Spend 
the Night Together” to “Let’s Spend Some Time Together.” Foregoing 
a purist view of their art form, the Stones were realistic and pragmatic 
about how to get the product out and accepted by potential fans. 

The psychological theory of generalization and discrimination 
also applies to the success of the Rolling Stones’ string of record-
breaking concert tours. Though he knows that a majority of the fans 
come to hear a retrospective of Rolling Stones’ classic hits, Jagger is 
dedicated to updating the concerts, not just to make them new, excit-
ing, and relevant to fans, but to reflect changes in society and in fans’ 
expectation levels. This prompted the Stones to perform the first live 
rock-and-roll concert on the Internet back in 1994. 

Ray Gmeiner explains, “Jagger interjected his own personal inter-
est in the high-tech side of things into their 1997–1998 world tour. 
During opening night at Soldiers Field, they projected up on a screen 
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a giant main page and cursor. They tried to tie into what was at that 
time an emerging interest in the Internet and interactivity by letting 
their fans decide which songs would be played on tour. Fans were 
able to select, via the Web site, the songs that the band would play— 
a.k.a., go to www.whatever and submit your song choices.” 

In the early stages of the tour, Jagger would actually stop the show, 
project onto the screen the number of votes for a particular song, 
and explain that that was why they were playing “Jumpin’ Jack Flash,” 
for example, that night. The problem was that it slowed down the 
momentum of the show too much, so the concept was abandoned. 
“It was a good attempt, however, to stay up-to-date and relevant in a 
changing society—perhaps a little ahead of what people were ready 
to do,” adds Gmeiner. “In the end, the Rolling Stones weren’t willing 
to sacrifice quality of the show—the number-one product and con-
cern of the band.” 

The technology theme did, however, get press, and whether some 
fans experienced it on stage or not, they were aware of the efforts of 
the band to be timely and creative. The Stones tried to take the new 
Web-based, interactive world people were beginning to explore at 
that time to a rock-and-roll audience, reaching out to a younger 
crowed or a with-it boomer crowd. It didn’t go unnoticed. 

Neither did the unprecedented success of the Forty Licks tour, which 
coincided with the release of the greatest hits album of the same name. 
Although the Rolling Stones adopted a heavy product focus, it was 
never at the peril of failing to focus on the audience. The Forty Licks 
tour provides a masterful lesson in product development, band loyalty, 
merchandising, and marketing. A closer look reveals insights for brand 
managers about how to develop and manage a complex integrated 
marketing communication (IMC) campaign. Mind-boggling in scale 
and market dominance, this world tour conveyed the Stones’ primary 
brand message with a comprehensive, multimedia attack on several 
market segments. 

Forty Years, Forty Licks 

After a 40-year run of hard-hitting rock-and-roll hits, you might 
expect the Rolling Stones’ “senior executives” to trade in their T-shirts 
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and leather for wool cardigans, collect Social Security, and spend their 
days on the golf course and their nights in front of the telly. But Jag-
ger, Richards, Wood, and Watts are not your stereotypical AARP 
members. They haven’t settled for the passive life; they are still creat-
ing, performing, and innovating. Mick Jagger’s sixtieth birthday did 
not bring retirement; instead, it brought the Forty Licks 2002–2003 
world tour, the band’s most ambitious to date, which would go on to 
reach 1 million fans (willing to shell out over $200 million), as it 
played 32 dates throughout the United States, Canada, Europe and 
the Far East. 

Touring has always been good for the Stones, selling out arenas 
since their 1972 Through the Past Brightly appearances, which attracted 
everyone from screaming fans to celebrities such as Truman Capote. 
During the past decade, their concerts grossed over $750 million, with 
their stadium tours becoming the three largest selling concert tours of 
all time. VooDoo Lounge (1994) remains the top-grossing North Amer-
ican tour, raking in $121.2 million; No Security (1998–1999) made 
$337 million, attracting 5.6 million people worldwide. That works out 
to a hefty chunk of change per performance—an average of $2.3 mil-
lion for a night’s work in the case of the No Security tour. 

The Rolling Stones are able to create sellout megaconcert tours 
because of who they are—because of the brand they have created 
over time and all of the hoopla that goes along with it. They will 
attract fans who go to at least one performance of each tour, friends 
who attend a few concerts over time, and customers who just want to 
see the legendary band once while it is still performing. These groups 
of concertgoers vary in the degree of relationship they have and want 
to maintain with the band. Whereas customers want to engage in a 
piece of music history, fans want to add to their repertoire of personal 
experiences with the band. 

Regardless of the degree of fanaticism, audience members are 
attracted to the core Rolling Stones product, which is Mick Jagger on 
vocals, Keith Richards on guitar, Charlie Watts on drums, and Ron-
nie Wood on guitar. The classic product is augmented on tour with 
the dazzling keyboards of Chuck Leavell and bass playing of Darryl 
Jones. While the fans appreciate variation between tours and perhaps 
even in how the songs are performed, they want the original Stones 
performing Stones music. 
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They also want the trademark energy of Jagger, who trains for 
months to prepare to go out on tour. In a 60 Minutes interview, Ed 
Bradley asked Keith Richards how he prepares for a tour. The weath-
ered Richards just looked at him and laughed. “Oh Ed, I just turn 
up . . . there’s no secret.  People ask me if I work out and I say, are you 
kidding, I play guitar with the Rolling Stones. You try that. That’s 
enough of a workout for anybody.”2 

The Single: From Product to Marketing Tool 

In gearing up for the Forty Licks tour, the Rolling Stones looked to a 
combination of marketing and promotion methods to announce the 
concerts and generate buzz. The key would be to hit traditional fans 
and a newer generation of fans through channels and with partners 
that were relevant to them. 

The presale of Forty Licks tickets received an overwhelming re-
sponse from fans. It provided the perfect platform to launch Clear 
Channel Entertainment’s (CCE’s) new membership program, called 
GetAccess. It teamed up with album retail chain Sam Goody for the 
Stones’ promotional program, which granted people who bought a 
$60 GetAccess membership the right to buy two tickets to the concert 
of their choice. Because demand for tickets was expected to be very 
high, the urgency to secure them was high among fans, many of 
whom would have paid even more than $60 to get tickets to the con-
cert of their choice. Sam Goody promoted the GetAccess program 
throughout its 900 stores with in-store signage, bag stuffers, and 
radio and online advertising, and the program was also marketed to 
nearly 2 million members of Replay, Musicland’s customer-loyalty 
rewards program. 

CCE’s Access Group has seen the number of its customers buying 
tickets online skyrocket from about 10 percent to almost half in the 
past several years. Combine that with the fact that it marketed 28,000 
shows and sold 68 million tickets last year, and marketers understand 
the GetAccess potential. The Stones presale was the perfect way to 
generate buzz for both GetAccess and the Forty Licks tour. 

Just as they and most bands have done in the past, the Stones pre-
pared to release the new Forty Licks single, “Don’t Stop,” to jump-
start the tour’s campaign. However, the release would push beyond 
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the traditional release of a single to radio stations, by including part-
nerships in new media, technology, and advertising. Together they 
created the desired blitz in the market. 

The first partner was AOL. “Leading up to the Forty Licks tour, the 
Rolling Stones gave AOL an exclusive of the first single, “Don’t Stop,” 
before we [Virgin] were allowed to give it to radio. AOL had a five-
day advance before it hit the traditional airwaves,” explains Gmeiner. 
Fans could log on and hear the song before it hit radio stations and 
music stores. “It was an attempt to reach out to the masses, to the 
larger audience than the current fan base with a newer technology 
and to go beyond the traditional ways to promoting a record.” 

The Internet release strategy attracted a lot of attention, which got 
the word out about the song and, more important, about the tour. It 
also positioned the band as current and forward-thinking among a 
new generation of fans. In addition to partnering with AOL, the 
Stones partnered with the NBA to increase exposure of the single 
“Don’t Stop,” which was used in television spots to kick off and pro-
mote the NBA’s 2002–2003 season. This came right after the release 
of the single to radio stations, in the early stages of album release to 
retail, and before the tour promotions started. The goal of this 
release strategy was to increase visibility for albums in stores and for 
the tour and to increase ticket sales. 

Using a new song in advertising and in commercial tie-ins is a 
trend that has recently taken off. It can create word of mouth and vis-
ibility for the song as well as position the product being advertised as 
up-to-date. It can increase familiarity with the product among those 
who know the song and increase familiarity with the new song 
among those who know the product. That’s what happened with the 
collaboration between Nissan Pathfinder and singer Lenny Kravitz. 

“ ‘Fly Away’ had already been established on the radio, but using 
the song in the ad was a huge help in increasing popularity of the 
song by making it more familiar with people who heard it on the 
radio and those who didn’t,” says Gmeiner. “That strategy played an 
important part in making that song bigger than it already was, and 
perhaps bigger than it otherwise would have been.” 

The Rolling Stones used the release of “Don’t Stop” in an interest-
ing way. In the past, promotion of the single would focus on pushing 
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the record—the success of which was determined by sales of the sin-
gle. But if you examine the role of “Don’t Stop” in the overall pro-
motion of Forty Licks, the sales and performance of the single on the 
charts seems quite secondary compared to the marketing value of its 
release. What used to be the “product” of a band may now very well 
have become the give-away promotional item that helps build brand 
equity for the band and generate awareness for what really makes 
the money—concerts and merchandise. Granted, no band wants its 
album to flop; a hit enhances credibility and perceived relevance 
while a miss can damage the image of the band. However, does it 
really matter if it doesn’t hit the top 10? Not really—especially if your 
focus is more oriented toward selling merchandise than albums. 

Attend a Rolling Stones concert and you’ll notice that the band 
does not sell CDs at the venue as other bands do. Rather than use the 
concert to peddle CDs, the Stones use it to push other merchandise 
that carries significantly higher profit margins. Other artists usually 
bring in Sound Scan to capture sales data that will be given credit 
toward official sales figures. At this point in their careers, however, 
the Stones don’t need to push albums. Fans will buy them online or 
in stores if they want them, and many of them do. The Stones would 
prefer that fans spend the limited funds they bring to a concert on 
T-shirts, hats, and other higher-profit items. 

In the grand scheme of the Rolling Stones organization, the album 
really serves as a marketing tool. But the Stones have never really been 
about record-breaking album sales. “The Rolling Stones never had 
huge sales of an individual album at the time of its release,” explains 
Gmeiner. “Look at Peter Frampton, who sold 60 million albums at 
one time, and compare that to the Rolling Stones, whose biggest sales 
in current lifespan of an album is 2.5 million copies, which I think 
Forty Licks will surpass.” 

You Can Sometimes Get What You Want 

The Rolling Stones understand the complexities and opportunities 
that arise from having a fan base that encompasses both ends of the 
socioeconomic spectrum. In the vein of classic product differentia-
tion and discriminatory pricing strategies, the Forty Licks world tour 
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played in three different types of venues—stadiums, arenas, and 
select small-venue theatres—with the goal of selling out each concert 
regardless of venue size. Marketing research identified which cities 
had fan support strong enough to warrant large stadium appear-
ances and which were more likely to sell out midsized arenas. Some 
cities were better suited for smaller, more intimate theatres and ball-
rooms, which not only gave the most dedicated Stones fans a special 
experience but added to the aura of the brand. Seven cities, however, 
proved to contain enough demand that the band played all three 
types of venues with multiple appearance dates. 

The geographic market and retail outlet selections for Forty Licks 
comprised only half of the strategy required to reach all types of Stones 
fans; executing the strategy successfully meant offering unique experi-
ences to different types of fans willing and able to fork over varying 
amounts of cash. Therefore, Jagger and company would create three 
different shows, with three different musical and physical sets. Michael 
Cohl, the Stones’ longtime tour promoter, said, “Only the Rolling 
Stones would dare to come up with a concept so ambitious—three 
dramatically different shows in three different venues . . . a spectacular 
musical event.”3 This also of course, permits a variety of prices—from 
mass-market tickets at $75 to $90 to some “Gold Circle” tickets at up to 
$350. This is where those economic concepts—such as maximizing the 
revenue under the demand curve, with multiple price points attracting 
multiple segments of the market—taught at the London School of 
Economics come in handy. 

People’s perceptions of value, however, play an important role in 
the overall perception of the brand. Performing in a select number of 
small venues (at much higher ticket prices) adds to the aura of the 
Rolling Stones brand among those who can’t see them in intimate 
settings, and the rarity of such performances enhances the value to 
those paying top ticket prices because they are buying an experience 
few others will have. Similarly, Nike does sell $170 shoes to a select 
number of customers willing and able to pay the price. While mar-
keting strategy contributes to the sale of the high-priced shoes, Nike 
sells far more shoes in $70 range. From a branding standpoint, the 
expensive shoes give an overall perceived lift to the Nike brand and 
add to its aura in the marketplace. 
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Corporate Sponsorship 

Mick Jagger and the Rolling Stones have never been shy about cor-
porate sponsorships. In the early years, the band made little money 
from its touring activities because there really was no proven model 
of how to generate profits. The structure consisted of a hired tour 
manager, who would contact local promoters in each tour city to 
plan each show, then collect varying amounts of money from them 
afterward. Jagger got firsthand experience with this side of the busi-
ness, personally negotiating with some of the local promoters in spe-
cific markets and countries. 

Canadian rock promoter Michael Cohl began managing the band’s 
shows with Steel Wheels and created the structure that would allow the 
band to recognize the real money-making potential of this side of the 
business. The Rolling Stone’s tour model would consist of Cohl work-
ing directly with local venues and booking the entire tour without the 
use of local promoters. He generated additional revenue with sky-
boxes, bus tours, television appearances, and expanded merchandising 
efforts. Corporate sponsors—from Volkswagen and Tommy Hilfiger 
to Anheuser-Busch and E*Trade—were added to the formula along 
with a heavy dose of cross-promotion between all of the elements to 
integrate all of the marketing activities. The Steel Wheels tour earned 
$260 million worldwide, which was a record at the time for any rock 
concert tour. 

Since Steel Wheels, the band has grossed over $1 billion on the 
road with the same basic formula—although it continues to tweak 
the operations side of the equation. It is the biggest revenue genera-
tor of the Rolling Stones organization. 

Key to the success of Forty Licks was e-commerce financial giant 
E*Trade, which sponsored and promoted the tour on its web site. 
From the band’s perspective, this let Jagger further his continued 
personal interest in and support of technology—similar to the giant 
home-page screen in the No Security tour—and made the band rele-
vant among a variety of consumers. E*Trade grabbed the attention of 
a substantial portion of the Stones’ target audience, which varied by 
age but had common financial and net-worth characteristics. Not 
only do E*Trade customers have enough money to be stock market 
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investors, they have enough income to be concert ticket buyers. 
Sponsoring Forty Licks gave E*Trade the opportunity to connect with 
current and would-be customers at an emotional level and in an 
entertaining way, telling them “We understand who you are and what 
you like, and if you like the Rolling Stones, E*Trade is for you.” It also 
allowed the company to position itself by aligning itself with the 
Rolling Stones image—classic yet contemporary, cool but not trendy, 
relevant to twenty- to sixty-somethings (a far cry from the fly-by-
night images associated with Internet companies of the past). The 
Forty Licks sponsorship matched companies and market targets 
extremely well. For E*Trade, the synergy was great enough to with-
draw from advertising during the Super Bowl, which had delivered 
good market demographics but probably not as much bang for the 
buck as the Stones alignment. 

The end result of the Forty Licks tour can be measured in quan-
tifiable means—from ticket sales and albums sold, not to mention 
the millions of dollars of merchandise that was sold. Just as impor-
tant, however, might be the success achieved in nonquantifiable 
terms. These include strengthening the bond between the band and 
its fans, creating new generations of fans, and reestablishing the 
Rolling Stones brand in the market. Not only does this translate into 
more merchandise and album sales and greater demand for the next 
tour, it also increases the value of the band’s music to advertisers and 
sponsors looking to create an emotional connection with baby 
boomers by riding on the coattails of the music they love. 

Under the Thumb of the Baby-Boomer Market 

At the heart of the Rolling Stones’ entrenchment in our society is the 
band’s deep connection with baby boomers. In the early years, author-
ities accused the Stones of decadence, undue influence on teenagers, 
and anarchy. Whereas sociologists called that cultural conflict, it could 
also be described as creating a relationship with emerging elements of 
a new culture. The Beatles had made a significant connection with 
baby boomers, but they opened the door for the Stones to capture 
an important part of the baby-boomer life soundtrack when they 
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stopped touring and split. Once inside the door, the Stones spent the 
next four decades creating and nurturing an extrasensory connection 
with the largest demographic segment of the population. 

Branding, when done well, generates profits from consumers’ will-
ingness to buy the brand (often at premium prices) and increased 
repeat purchases. Therefore, from a branding perspective, the signifi-
cance lies in the sheer size of the market—76 million people, with 
varying needs, wants, and problems and differing degrees of ability, 
willingness, and authority to buy. Yet psychographic similarities— 
shared interests, opinions, and activities—tie these segments together 
to form the largest base of purchasing power in the U.S. market. One 
commonality among the group’s members is that they grew up on a 
diet of classic rock; it is part of them. Understanding the significance of 
this market helps explain why legendary rock bands are, for the most 
part, satisfied with staying relevant to their core market and don’t feel 
the need to position themselves too heavily to today’s teens. Their 
focus is on remaining a part of the cultural fabric of baby boomers 
everywhere, a sentiment shared by many great brands, from Coca-
Cola to Cadillac. 

The Rolling Stones have remained relevant to the baby-boomer 
market by adapting to changes within it. This begins with a thorough 
understanding of the boomers—their market power, lifestyles, at-
titudes, fears, realities, and dreams—which for many classic rock 
bands is made easier because they are of that generation themselves. 
Just as retail executives need to put themselves into the shoes of their 
customers by mystery-shopping their stores, brand managers need to 
study baby boomers’ childhoods and life dilemmas. Demographics 
determine about two-thirds of everything—what problems people 
face, what products they buy, and frequently how and where they 
buy. Understanding demographics thoroughly increases the likeli-
hood of creating successful brands and crafting strategies to connect 
with them. 

Show Me the People! 

The year 1957 was a good year for babies; an unprecedented 4.3 mil-
lion of them were born in the United States, a peak not attained since. 
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After the war, beginning in 1946, the nation went on a re-creation 
spree, resulting in over 4 million births per year until 1965, when the 
number dropped to 3.7 million. The baby-boom fertility rates would 
give birth to the most significant generation marketers would have to 
appease for the next 80-plus years. 

Baby boomers get attention because of their concentration, at 
one time 40 percent of the total U.S. population. As a result, the 
smaller number of consumers born later, about 41 million between 
1968 and 1979, were to some degree forgotten—labeled Generation 
X. Those born in the 1980s and 1990s followed suit and were called 
Generation Y. 

The baby-boomer population explosion moves through markets 
like a pig that’s been swallowed by a python, inviting marketers to 
satisfy the needs, wants, and fantasies of 76 million people. Add to 
that the fact that many of them are still the primary purchasers, or at 
least primary payers, for a lot of children and grandchildren, and you 
begin to understand the need to connect with them. They not only 
affect the economy; they are the economy, representing the greatest 
share of the workforce, the greatest share of income, and the greatest 
share of voting power and political influence. 

For public corporations, it’s not just profits that are important, but 
growth in revenues and profits. According to U.S. Census projections, 
the number of boomers age 45 to 54 is projected to increase 14 per-
cent between 2001 and 2010, while the number of 55- to 64-year-olds 
will grow by a whopping 44 percent. During the same decade, the 
number of consumers in the 25- to 34- and 35- to 44-year-old groups 
are projected to decline. Public corporations faced with analysts who 
determine their P/E ratios by forecasting their growth potential can 
point to the baby-boomer market for opportunities if they have the 
right mix of brands, services, and prices. The problem is that compet-
itive firms have figured this out as well—hence the race to find some-
thing to connect with this vital market. Brands that evoke emotion 
(from nostalgia to sheer exuberance) may hold the key to customer 
loyalty in this market, assuming they deliver in the areas of quality, 
functionality, design, and value. Using classic rock in commercials 
aimed at boomers makes sense, as does using musical acts from the 
1970s and 1980s to entertain at corporate events. 
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Show Me the Money! 

Baby boomers have discretionary income that vastly exceeds that of 
any other cohort of customers, explaining the popularity of Forty 
Licks and other classic rock bands and tours, including the Eagles and 
Chicago. Marketers have followed the baby boomers and their money 
for decades—from their turbulent teens and twenties, in which they 
were dubbed hippies, to their thirties and forties, in which they settled 
into good-paying careers and had families. At this juncture they were 
considered yuppies—young urban professionals—and they bought 
homes (and everything for them), clothing, food, and cars at record 
levels, and spurred cultural changes reflected in everything from 
television programming (remember thirtysomething?) to fashion and 
beauty products. Today, those baby boomers have become muppies— 
middle-aged urban professionals—whose changing needs today and 
over the next several decades will create dramatic effects on the sales 
and profit levels of the brands they’ve supported in the past. As they 
move through different stages in their lives, they will continue to sup-
port the brands with which they have an emotional connection, and 
their sheer volume will be a moving driver of consumer product sales. 

Baby boomers delayed getting married and having children longer 
than any previous generation, but eventually they entered the trap 
and brought with them a permanent propensity to consume. They 
earned a lot of income during the 1980s and 1990s but they spent 
more than they made, buying products that past generations consid-
ered luxuries, such as consumer electronics, cable TV, cellular phones, 
second homes, and household services. They drove the minivan mar-
ket in the 1980s and the SUV market in the 1990s, and they will drive 
the resurrection of the sporty convertible in the 2000s. They will also 
drive overall spending rates. Understanding the spending trends of 
boomers helps explain which sponsorships make sense for concert 
tours—such as E*Trade and VISA’s alliance with Elton John in the 
1990s. 

Branding to Boomers 

Brands are gaining importance among boomers’ product choices. If 
you examine boomers’ spending patterns, you can begin to predict 
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demand for various consumer and industrial goods. For example, 
when people are between the ages of 25 and 44, nearly everything they 
buy classifies as a necessity, because they need everything to build and 
run a household. In these markets, brands guide the choice between 
which food, cars, clothing, and household options will be bought, 
not whether the products should be bought. Although younger baby 
boomers and Generation Xers have definite brand preferences, their 
purchases are driven by such strong immediate need that they may 
not have the opportunity to exercise much brand insistence. If the 
household is empty, it needs to be supplied with furniture, food, and 
a car suited for commuting and carting kids to soccer practice; price 
often plays a more important role than brand during this life stage. 

The baby-boom buying frenzy of the 1980s and 1990s, character-
ized as the Need Economy, put retailers on Easy Street to growth and 
profits. Today, however, the Need Economy is giving way to the Want 
Economy, which ticks upward every seven or eight seconds, as 
another baby boomer someplace in the United States turns 50! 
Often, these peers of Mick Jagger are at the height of their careers and 
earning power, have low or no mortgages to pay, and have generally 
reduced family responsibilities.* Yet, as they reach age 50, their need 
to buy things to build a household is decreased, unless they have to 
furnish a second home due to divorce. For the most part, as they 
become empty nesters—with children out of the house and later out 
of college—they find themselves with too much stuff. They are in the 
unique position of having the ability to buy what they want but 
without the immediate need. 

Boomers have freedom both to spend and withhold spending. 
Because they already have enough housing, cars, and clothing, they 
not only have the freedom to spend on what they want; they have the 
freedom to withhold until they find exactly what they want, whether 
that’s a Jaguar, a Hummer, or a Cadillac. This elevates the importance 
of brands in reaching growing, profitable market segments. If brand 
managers can create fans among aging baby boomers, the likelihood 
of converting interest into a sale is greater, because the boomers can 

*However, Mick Jagger himself seems each year to discover another new family 
responsibility, if you follow the paternity suits filed in various places. 
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probably afford to buy it. That’s a major difference in their lifestyle 
compared to a decade ago. 

Aging baby boomers become fans of brands that fulfill certain 
expectations—quality products that are aesthetically pleasing, per-
sonally satisfying, natural, convenient, easy to use, and, if possible, 
noncaloric. Expect empty-nester boomers to indulge in luxury travel, 
restaurants, and the theater, which often means they need more fash-
ionable clothing, jewelry, and the designer brands found in depart-
ment and specialty stores. They watch their waistlines and diets and 
are good prospects for spas, health clubs, skin care products and cos-
metics, beauty parlors, and healthier foods. As they approach retire-
ment, they purchase condominiums and begin to take more frequent 
but perhaps value-oriented vacations, often purchased online. They 
need financial planners with financial products oriented toward asset 
accumulation and retirement income—perhaps even stocks that pay 
dividends. 

Baby boomers also want to buy experiences, youth, and memo-
ries, and they look for ways to remind the rest of the world that they 
are not your stereotypical 50-year-olds. They are younger in mind, 
body, and spirit than generations before them, and the picture of 
rocking back and forth in a rocking chair is something they reserve 
for people in their eighties. These midlifers remember Woodstock 
(or at least have some evidence that they were there) and have kept 
classic rock as part of their lives. It explains why the Rolling Stones, 
Elton John, and Neil Diamond thrive on tour. 

Connecting with Boomers 

Nothing establishes an extrasensory connection with baby boomers 
more effectively than the songs and bands they loved during puberty 
and early adulthood. “Music defines a generation, and who could 
better represent or influence boomers than rock stars who are mostly 
baby boomers themselves, like the Rolling Stones and the Eagles,” 
says Stephen Swid. Some people still get the urge to gulp a Coke 
when they hear “I’d Like to Teach the World to Sing.” What defines 
them as a generation defines them as a market to advertising, mar-
keting, and brand managers. 
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Sheer size, spending power, and accessibility make the baby-
boomer market extremely attractive to all kinds of marketers, even 
those who previously sold products to a different generation of con-
sumers. Penetrating a new market, however, means brand rejuvena-
tion and repositioning, even if the brand is, arguably, one of the best 
known of the previous century. We refer, of course, to Cadillac, the 
brand that went from status symbol to age identifier—becoming 
known as the wheels of choice for oldsters around the country. Sim-
ilar to the Rolling Stones, Cadillac faces the challenges of: 

S	 Evolving its product at a rate that doesn’t alienate current fans 
but positions it as fresh among baby-boomer markets 

S	 Creating an emotional connection with and harnessing the buy-
ing power of baby boomers to grow profits 

S	 Relating to the changing attitudes and lifestyles of its customers 

Since the inception of the Cadillac brand, culture and mass-
market values have changed, due in part to the likes of Elvis and the 
Rolling Stones. Conventional behaviors, attitudes, and style of sixty-
somethings indicate that Jagger, Richards, Watts, and Wood should 
be sporting cardigans and taking quiet walks with grandchildren. 
Whereas the Rolling Stones shattered the traditional image of what it 
means to be 60, Cadillac’s brand only furthered it. The more people 
adopted a youthful mind-set, the greater the disconnection between 
Cadillac and the baby-boomer market became. To bolster sales, create 
a new generation of fans, and increase profits, Cadillac would have to 
position itself as a lot more Rolling Stones and a lot less rocking chair. 

Reinvigorating Culturally Relevant Brands 

Few brands represent American culture as well as those created, 
owned, and marketed by General Motors. Under famed chairman 
Alfred Sloan, GM not only pioneered many management processes 
for large, centralized corporations; it built powerful consumer brands, 
such as Chevrolet and Cadillac, and industrial brands, such as Delco 
and Detroit Diesel. Today, however, GM faces the same challenges as 
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other firms—the need to represent, relate to, and influence the culture 
in which it operates. 

Years ago, brand managers at Chevrolet evaluated America’s core 
culture to guide marketing and advertising themes. They determined 
that hot dogs and apple pie were the culture’s comfort foods, and 
baseball its national pastime. The resulting musical slogan—hot 
dogs, baseball, apple pie, and Chevrolet—connected brilliantly with 
Americans in the post–World War II era, as did the boat-sized cars 
GM produced. Chevy represented and connected with the culture, 
eventually influencing the mass-market psyche of an entire genera-
tion. Rather than focus on smaller customer segments, Chevy and 
most GM divisions targeted the mass market. The jingles, products, 
and images weren’t cutting edge or fashion forward—but then, nei-
ther were most of the division’s customers. 

As America emerged into more segmented markets, so did Chev-
rolet. One constant in the past decade has been its “Like a Rock” 
campaign, which uses the Bob Seger classic hit to represent and com-
municate with customers and drive home the brand promise that 
Chevy trucks are built rock-tough. The theme and the music are 
highly relevant to both the work and leisure values of a core market 
segment, whose members are often young or rural, or both. More 
recently, Chevrolet commercials have included the music of Smash 
Mouth reaching for newer, younger market targets. But music has its 
limitations. Though it makes the brand memorable, cultural rele-
vance makes the brand enduring. To reinvigorate some of its brands, 
GM would have to enter reinvent mode, starting at the top of the line. 

The Cadillac of Brands 

During the latter half of the twentieth century, firms strived to be 
called the Cadillacs of their industries and people strived to own a 
Cadillac Fleetwood, the status symbol of the 1960s and 1970s.* Hol-
lywood and the glitz and glamour it represents furthered Cadillac’s 

*Not to be confused with legendary rock band Fleetwood Mac, which didn’t 
have a formal connection to the car, but may have benefited from name associ-
ation with the brand. The band was actually named for drummer Mick Fleet-
wood and bassist John McVie, members of a band dating back to 1967. 
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crème de la crème positioning. Each time a movie star, ambassador, 
or other famous person arrived at an important event in a Cadillac, 
the brand made a greater foothold in American culture. Similar to 
the Rolling Stones, Cadillac had a knack for being at the center of the 
action, always surrounded by onlookers. The Elvis connection also 
helped—he bought Cadillacs as frequently as he did jelly doughnuts, 
gave them away to adoring fans (both of him and the car), and went 
to his final resting place in a funeral procession lead by 12 white 
Cadillac limousines.* At the height of its popularity, GM’s nameplate 
icon accounted for 8 out of 10 luxury car sales in the United States, 
helping GM become the most profitable and valuable firm on the 
planet. 

As with many successful brands, Cadillac gave in to the tempta-
tions of laziness and status quo mentality. The Cadillac brand fell 
from its lofty position to playing second fiddle to Mercedes, Lexus, 
Jaguar, and even Lincoln. For years, Cadillac survived, but it failed to 
represent changes in the market and failed to evolve. By 2000, Cadil-
lac’s market share had fallen from nearly 80 percent in the 1950s to 
about 10 percent. However, while market share plummeted, the aver-
age age of its new customers soared to 66 by 2001, nearly 10 years 
older than those of competitors such as Lexus, BMW, and Audi.4 

Cadillac still had fans, but unfortunately, the number of future pur-
chases they would make was no doubt limited. 

The company recognized that without change, a slow death was 
likely. The challenge became how to change the product and posi-
tioning enough to attract new, younger consumers without alienating 
loyal, older ones. The Rolling Stones turned to their affinity for tech-
nology to update their relevance and connection to the baby-boomer 
market. Cadillac did something similar with its rebranding efforts by 
reengineering the car itself to reflect better the changing attitudes and 
lifestyles of its desired customers. 

Cadillac introduced the CTS, a sleeker, entry-level luxury sedan 
designed to appeal to baby boomers in their late forties and fifties 

*Yes, we acknowledge that many fans do not accept that Elvis has yet gone to his 
final resting place and that some even report he has been spotted locally only 
recently. 
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currently driving a BMW or a Lexus. Its introduction resembled the 
release of a new Rolling Stones album, combining the best of the old 
with new features likely to entice target customers, such as cuphold-
ers and a standard Bose 200-watt, seven-speaker system with CD 
player. The right mix of design and function resulted in an edgier 
look—influenced by stealth fighters and Bang & Olufsen electronics 
products—and higher performance, with a 220-horsepower Twin 
Cam V6 engine that lets it do 0 to 60 in 6.9 seconds with a five-speed 
manual transmission. Although some 60-year-olds might still prefer 
the more traditional Cadillac style, their choice wasn’t removed from 
the line, just updated a bit as well. 

It’s Been a Long Time Since I Rocked and Rolled 

The key for Cadillac would be grabbing the attention of these baby 
boomers long enough to get them to even consider a Cadillac, let alone 
take a test drive. In order to cut through the clutter of contemporary 
advertising, reinvent the brand’s personality, and form an emotional 
connection with potential customers, Cadillac turned to rock and 
roll—the conduit to puberty, family, love, and other emotion-evoking 
times and moments for its target market. 

Its 2002 Super Bowl ads featured anything but the refined and 
hushed voices that traditionally characterized Cadillac television ads 
during Sunday golf tournaments. Instead, viewers heard Robert 
Plant’s screamy voice singing the Led Zeppelin classic, “Been a Long 
Time.” 

Cadillac General Manager Mark LaNeve explains, “Cadillac’s re-
surgence in the luxury marketplace is the result of incredible new 
products, combined with a new contemporary, pop culture attitude. 
The ‘Break Through’ advertising campaign, with the use of legendary 
music from an iconic band, has certainly helped to change Cadillac’s 
image with a new generation of luxury car enthusiasts.” 

The Escalade is everywhere cool people and cultural influencers are 
and everywhere people who aspire to be cool want to be. At the 2003 
Super Bowl, an event in which classic rock-and-roll songs dominated 
every time-out on the field, Escalades—usually black—were every-
where, along with the CTS and other Cadillac models. The brand is 
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recapturing the position Cadillac occupied with the Hollywood set of 
the 1950s and 1960s. Today, the Escalade dominates product place-
ment in music videos and is the new vehicle of choice for rap and rock 
musicians. In an urban school in a large Midwestern city, teenagers 
were asked by their teacher what car they would choose as their dream 
car. The answer was unanimous—the Escalade. 

The new Cadillac brands scream vitality to potential buyers. Their 
electricity borders on that felt at an AC/DC concert, while their energy 
is reminiscent of what Mick Jagger exudes during one of his marathon 
concerts. And while the Stones update themselves, they never do it at 
the peril of alienating current fans; Cadillac has also done this well. 
Neither organization can afford to ignore some of its fans, even if they 
don’t represent a majority of future potential growth, as they do repre-
sent significant current sales, and both Cadillac and the Stones have 
made a commitment to continue to keep them engaged. For Cadillac, 
fulfilling its brand promise will ultimately determine how successful 
the company’s efforts to reinvigorate its classic brand will be. As of 
today, Cadillac is rolling again. 

Rockers of the Centuries 

The Rolling Stones exemplify how to change your brand to stay rele-
vant in the market without abandoning core strengths. Their efforts 
to update themselves are not so much about attracting new fans as 
about staying relevant to the baby-boomer market. Being of the 
boomer generation themselves, they embody the market they are 
vying for; rather than follow the lead of many product marketers 
today, who embark on the continual search for youth, keeping their 
collective eyes mostly on what’s new, what’s novel, and the hottest 
new trend, the Stones have focused on the significant buying power 
and evolving nature of their loyal fans. There’s nothing wrong with 
focusing on the young and their innovative interests as an indicator 
of the changing culture, of course, unless it causes marketers to focus 
on the minutia of the market instead of the mass. 

In 1989, the band’s drive toward the perfect product was recog-
nized as the Stones themselves were inducted into the Rock and Roll 
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Hall of Fame, with Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, Ron Wood, and Mick 
Taylor present at the ceremony at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel in New 
York. Pete Townshend of the Who helped induct the Stones, telling 
them, “Guys, whatever you do, don’t try to grow old gracefully. It 
wouldn’t suit you.” Jagger responded, “After a lifetime of bad behav-
ior, it’s slightly ironic that tonight you see us on our best behavior.” 

Best or worst behavior aside, the Rolling Stones have changed the 
way people look at rock and roll, from the strategy and business 
savvy that goes into keeping a brand relevant to a culture to how peo-
ple think of age, how they dress, and what they sing. They’ve forged 
the way for corporate sponsorships and bands as multimillion dollar 
corporations. They set the standard for longevity and vitality in the 
market and for live entertainment value. They represent continual 
product improvement and quality control. They are masters of fan 
creation and fan loyalty. They are, in short, the one and only Rolling 
Stones. 
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Aerosmith:
/

Reinventing a 

Rock-and-Roll Brand 

All the big bands started as little bands with a vision. 
—STEVEN TYLER 

I t’s the spring of 2001, and DJs around the country are previewing the 
hottest summer concerts scheduled to visit their respective cities. In 

the majority of the top markets, an old familiar group is coming to 
town, selling out venues from Cincinnati to Sin City (Las Vegas, of 
course). Aerosmith’s Just Push Play tour is going into full bloom. 

When fans arrive at the concert, they immediately fit in with the 
crowd. Every possible socioeconomic, demographic, and psycho-
graphic profile is in attendance—from the scantly clad, surgically 
enhanced twenty-something girls to the black-T-shirt-wearing 60-
year-old guys who might recently have either fixed your plumbing or 
given your car a lube job. Look closer and you might see your boss or 
coworker, decked out in Dockers and button-down shirt. 

Suddenly the speakers rumble, an eerily sexual pulse coming from 
an unidentified instrument somewhere on the darkened stage. Bim-
bos, aged hippies, kids, grandparents, and yuppies alike unite in one 
enthusiastic cheer as Steven Tyler, the stick-insect-like lead singer, 
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traverses the stage. From that moment on, and for the next three 
hours, the band and the crowd become one ball of rock-and-rolling 
energy, as each feeds off of the other’s passion. 

Expect lots of high-pitched screaming when guitarist Joe Perry and 
Tyler pair off together on stage during instrumental interludes, flex-
ing their muscles and showing off physiques that should only be 
found on men half their age. But looking beyond their chiseled bod-
ies, even former critics and skeptics have to admit that their sound is 
top-shelf. Tyler hits every note and infamous scream with perfection; 
Perry’s guitars are slave to his magical touch; Tom Hamilton and Brad 
Whitford flawlessly conjure up all of the intense sound the other two 
don’t make; and Joey Kramer beats the drums like nobody’s business. 

As with other classic rock bands, Aerosmith blasts audiences with 
its repertoire of 30-plus years of hits. “Sweet Emotion,”“Dream On,” 
and “Toys in the Attic” feed the nostalgic side of the older crowd, 
while “Crazy,” “Livin’ on the Edge,” and “I Don’t Want to Miss a 
Thing” satisfy those who were in high school in the 1990s. Sprinkled 
in between are the new songs of 2001—“Jaded,” “Fly Away,” and 
“Sunshine.” What makes this classic rock concert different is that the 
band has the current number-one rock song in the country. In fact, 
“Jaded” even grabbed the Teen Choice Award honors for best rock 
song that summer, beating out much younger bands to define cool 
among American teens. 

By the end of the night, fans feel emotionally charged and physi-
cally exhausted—from dancing around and watching the band exude 
a level of energy most of us lost sometime during puberty. As they 
leave the theater, many will rehash the evening’s events with respect 
and devotion in their voices. 

Ask die-hard fans who have followed the band since 1970, and 
they’ll tell you that Aerosmith has earned that respect. Most rock-and-
roll bands have roller-coaster careers. Oftentimes the band splits either 
for good or until enough time for a reunion tour has passed. But 
sometimes, though rarely, the band reunites—for the better. What 
makes the reunion of this megaband so unique is that the reformed 
version of Aerosmith became stronger and more successful than the 
original version. On its horizon would be the ups and downs that 
plague bands—and brands—that achieve popularity, cope with fame, 
and struggle to stay on top. It gives great insights into: 
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S	 How to court fans and involve them in the creation of a success-
ful brand 

S	 The role of reflecting your market to increase cultural adoption 

S	 How to reenter the marketplace after brand failure 

S	 How to reinvent a brand with quality improvement, evolvement, 
and fan involvement 

S	 How to create reverse customer intimacy 

S	 The role of energy and passion in branding 

One of Aerosmith’s primary brand strategies is evolution. Some 
brands are holdover brands, labeled as popular with a specific group 
of customer or a specific generation. Neil Diamond falls into this cat-
egory. Oldsmobile even tried to fight that categorization with the 
“This is not your father’s Oldsmobile” campaign. Other brands are 
crossover brands, making a connection generation after generation 
because of how they evolve. Sony has done this well over the years, 
making a splash with the Walkman and then moving on to the Disc-
man and now plasma-screen television sets. Aerosmith has used new 
technology, physical fitness, cutting-edge fashion trends, and new 
sounds to court new generations of fans, making the Aerosmith saga 
a cross-branding story that’s part epic drama and part business plan. 

What It Takes 

Unlikely as it might seem, Sunapee, New Hampshire, was fertile 
breeding ground for musical talent in the 1960s and early 1970s. 
Families from nearby cities would descend upon the town to spend 
the summer away from the hustle and bustle of regular life. Among 
them were Steven Tallarico and his family. 

Steven’s ambition and knack for making an impression began early, 
before you could classify his musical muses as a true career. A chroni-
cally skinny kid with large lips that begged for banter from other kids, 
Steven went against the grain from day one. When students in school 
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wore baggy pants, his were tailored and pegged. He befriended the kids 
others made fun of, grew his hair long, was hated by teachers, and 
joined a “club” (the 1950s version of a gang) to stop others from beat-
ing him up. This club would go on to become his first band and first set 
of real friends. 

By the age of 12, the kid who mostly kept to himself became pas-
sionate about listening to, learning, and performing music. He came 
by his love for music honestly—his father was a classical pianist, and 
he would go on to play the drums for his father’s band, Vic Tallarico’s 
Orchestra, a few years later. Steven’s attuned musical ear, work ethic, 
and obsession with perfection made him the likely leader and soul of 
any group with which he would play, attributes that should not go 
unnoticed by entrepreneurs hoping to be CEOs of industry-changing 
businesses. 

Tyler would invest much time and energy in developing many 
music skills that would make him a real asset to any band. His first 
group, the Strangeurs, a clean-cut, Beatles-like band, played gigs from 
proms to birthday parties, giving Tyler experience as a drummer; 
but his showmanship made stepping out from behind the drums 
inevitable.“The truth was I had to get out front,” admits Tyler in Walk 
This Way: The Autobiography of Aerosmith (Avon, 1999). “I was after 
total immortality. I couldn’t sleep nights, thinking about how famous 
I could be. I was terrified I would die before I made my mark on the 
world.” 

Ignoring Rules 

In March 1966, the Strangeurs got the job of opening for the Byrds at 
Westchester County Center. At the time the Byrds had the hit record 
“Eight Miles High,” making them one of the hottest bands in the 
country. But ticket sales were slow in White Plains, and Peter Agosta, 
a Shopwell supermarket manager turned Strangeurs manager, prom-
ised the promoter a sellout if he put the Strangeurs on the bill. 
Within a few days of the posters going up around town, the follow-
ing the band had cultivated came through, and the concert sold out. 

The group salted the front rows with some girls they knew and 
told them to start screaming when the Strangeurs began playing—it 
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would be the first time Tyler would involve his fans in his band’s step 
up to the next level. The band had been instructed not to play any 
Byrds songs—so, of course, Steven took the stage and opened with 
“Eight Miles High.”And the girls started screaming, but the shills had 
been joined by hundreds of other screaming girls. Although they 
were supposed to do only two songs, Tyler and crew did six numbers 
because the kids kept yelling for more. Jim McGuinn and David 
Crosby were so impressed, they hired the Strangeurs to open for 
them in Asbury Park the next night. Another lesson learned: Break-
ing the rules is sometimes okay, especially when executed well. When 
the result is positive, forgiveness is often granted. 

Even with such early successes, Tyler would return to Sunapee for 
the summer, each year with a greater following, creating a bigger 
ruckus. Kids packed the now-infamous bring-your-own-bottle dance 
club, the Barn, to watch Tyler. His on-stage persona was derivative of 
his natural personality traits—constant energy, quirky coolness, and 
all around “notice me” attitude. He signaled early on that he would set 
the tone and personality of any band he would eventually lead. 

Tyler attended a performance by another local group, the Jam 
Band, and saw Joe Perry create magic with his guitar on stage. He 
sensed that if they got together they could find their place in rock-
and-roll history. Fast-forward to 1970. Tyler, without a band, and 
Perry, looking to build his dream team, joined forces and created a 
union that would go on to span four decades. Fresh out of high 
school, Tom Hamilton would play bass, and Ray Tabano would play 
guitar. After the band moved to Boston, Joey Kramer was recruited to 
play drums, and Brad Whitford replaced Tabano on guitar. 

Do-It-Yourself Marketing 

It wasn’t long before Aerosmith’s members became grassroots mar-
keters, personally promoting and selling their shows, renting local 
town halls, and dropping posters around town. They played high 
schools, colleges, and anywhere there were people who would listen. 
Though they didn’t care where they played, they obsessed about what 
they played. While other bands were making $1,000 per week playing 
popular songs penned by various artists, Aerosmith played for $300, 
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passing up instant gratification for what the bandmates believed 
would be an eventual greater reward from writing its own songs. They 
felt that anything less would trap them into a life of chasing gigs, 
devoid of fame and brand identity. So, the band existed on little more 
than ambition and passion in those early years, sharing cramped 
quarters, driving to and from gigs in Tyler’s black Volkswagen Beetle, 
struggling to save enough money to eat, and occasionally swiping 
when they couldn’t buy food. But they had vision. 

After a few years of solidifying its sound, creating music, and play-
ing lots of concerts, the band signed with Columbia Records in 1972. 
Aerosmith was released in January 1973 to little fanfare. In fact, other 
than a few company executives and the band’s inner circle, no one 
really noticed that the music world had just published the first record 
from what would become one of America’s top rock-and-roll bands 
ever. There were no interviews, no reviews, no airplay, no parties— 
nothing more than the physical record the group could hold up as a 
testament to its art. 

Until that point, Columbia really hadn’t had much success with a 
hard rock band, and after listening to the album, managers felt it 
contained no single. No single meant a slim chance of airplay; no air-
play meant no distribution; and no distribution meant no sales. 
Instead, Columbia seemed to be very excited about the release of a 
first album by a new singer from New Jersey named Bruce Spring-
steen. “For every dollar they put into Aerosmith, they put a hundred 
into Springsteen because he fit into the folksier CBS essence,” says 
David Krebs, Aerosmith’s manager at that time, in Walk This Way. 
“So Aerosmith was a band that, in the early stages, happened despite 
Columbia.” 

Aerosmith recognized quickly the difficulty of getting the attention 
of the people inside Columbia, let alone the DJs and fans who gener-
ated demand and sales. And while the band was elated to have its first 
record out, it was equally frustrated by having to sell a product that 
couldn’t be found in stores. Without the marketing machine that sup-
ports many of today’s new artists, the band had to make it happen the 
good old-fashioned way—blood, sweat, tears, and do-it-yourself mar-
keting. Entrepreneurs understand the frustration of trying to get a 
product on retailers’ shelves—it usually doesn’t happen just because 
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the new product is so obviously better than existing ones or because of 
a PR agency’s efforts. Successful products usually succeed through the 
entrepreneur’s or CEO’s personal marketing efforts. Aerosmith’s solu-
tion was to create groundswell by touring from city to city. The key was 
getting the fans involved, motivating them to call radio stations, 
request songs, and go to stores looking for the album, all designed to 
pull the album through the system. The strategy was simple in design, 
but exhausting in implementation. 

“Aerosmith became like the Marines, having to challenge every 
city, beachhead by beachhead, play live, command respect, play live 
again, create word of mouth, play live, get people to buy the record 
and turn the radio on. It was Aerosmith going in and creating excite-
ment as a brilliant, magic live entity,” says Krebs.1 

After a spree of hitting clubs and colleges around the Northeast, 
WBCN in Boston began to play some Aerosmith songs, thanks to 
Maxanne Sartori, a rebel DJ at WVBF in Framingham, who played 
music other on-air personalities wouldn’t. She saw Aerosmith as the 
band that would represent the next generation of high school kids 
and began playing “Dream On” and “Mama Kin,” much to the 
delight of the kids, who lit up the station’s phone lines. This led to 
the appearance of Aerosmith at the station’s Battle of the Bands. The 
group’s opponent was the J. Geils Band. Aerosmith entered the ring 
in tip-top fighting condition, reinforced by legions of fans the band 
had mobilized. The fans would go on to cheer the band to a big upset. 

That night, Aerosmith discovered the power of its fans. 
The band continued to carry out its touring formula—hit a town, 

make a splash, and return three weeks later to do it again. Aerosmith 
blanketed the Midwest, cultivating fans who would bombard radio 
stations with requests, and finally got airplay, city by city. 

Although Aerosmith cultivated fans superbly, it found another 
route for growing its fan base en masse—fan inheritance. The band 
became more strategic about with whom it shared the stage. After 
opening for acts that had very different audiences from the hard-
rocking, working-class fans Aerosmith easily attracted, Krebs began to 
tie Aerosmith to bands that were just beyond its pinnacle of success— 
bands that might be heading downward and whose audience its 
wanted to inherit. Targeting bands that could still draw a significant 
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audience—but ones that Aerosmith could outperform—led to a bait-
and-switch type of fan inheritance. Aerosmith counted on the big-
name band to bring fans to the concert, then played to inherit their 
loyalty. 

After months of generating pull through the channel, “Dream On” 
went on the Cashbox singles chart in October 1973, reaching number 
43 during an 11-week run. The album finally got on the charts 10 
months after its release, but it only climbed to number 166. Though 
disappointing for the ambitious Tyler and Perry, it was a moral vic-
tory for the group—one which would tell Columbia and the industry 
that Aerosmith had created brand recognition and band loyalty with 
its rock-and-roll genre of grassroots marketing. 

Courting Angel Fans 

Even though the early days were tough for the group, Aerosmith began 
developing one of its most important assets—angel fans, a term we use 
to describe fans who discover bands and brands before they become 
stars. Similar to angel investors who discover fledgling entrepreneurial 
ventures and swoop in with funds to help them grow and become 
viable market players, angel fans invest time and money by following a 
band from venue to venue, forging an emotional bond with the group. 
Ultimately, they have an altruistic interest in its success, recognizing 
that although they may not be able to become rock stars, they can be 
involved with someone who can. 

Angel fans enthusiastically cheer on their favorite bands from ob-
scurity to fame, giving them the chance to tell their once-skeptical 
friends “I told you so” and boast, “I first saw them when they couldn’t 
sell out Ben’s Bar and Bowl-O-Rama.” It is similar to how people like 
to talk about the stock they bought for $2 and sold for $65, giving 
them bragging rights on picking a winner early in the game. It’s the 
equivalent of following a high school star through the ranks of pro-
fessional ball in sports. For consumers, it may be discovering a little-
known brand, buying from a store before others even know it exists, 
or pioneering a new way of shopping. The rewards for the faithful 
include being the first to experience or own something and captur-
ing a reputation for being ahead of their time. 
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Aerosmith’s angel fans have followed the group since its Sunapee 
days—spreading the word about the band, attending every show 
they could, and hounding record stores until they stocked Aerosmith 
records. In return, they got bragging rights and accumulated an 
interesting scrapbook of great stories. To this day, they take pride in 
the success of their band. Many of them talk in chat rooms about the 
concerts they attend and tattoo Aerosmith logos on their bodies. 

An Affinity for Angel Fans 

The loyalty showered on Aerosmith is due in part to its understand-
ing its fans in a way that CRM programs can’t duplicate and perhaps 
only corporate culture can. From the time they united, Aerosmith’s 
members well represented the collective voice of the kids of their 
generation, which made them different from most of the rock groups 
around during their early years and fostered a better connection to 
the wants of the market. They had an inherent marketing orientation 
and affinity for their angel fans. 

Aerosmith’s members always dressed in funky clothes they found in 
little boutiques: hippie garb with an attitude—a little granola, a lot of 
cool. They all wore their hair too long; Tyler painted his nails; Perry 
dyed a blonde streak in his black mane. The group created a look that 
was difficult for others to emulate, let alone carry off without setting 
off a tidal wave of snickering. While they were different enough to get 
noticed, they were so representative of their audience that it made 
adoption of the band into their fans’ lives easy. The kids got it—and at 
a certain level, they were Aerosmith, and Aerosmith was them. 

Stu Werbin was an associate editor at Rolling Stone’s New York 
office when he was asked to write liner notes for Aerosmith’s first 
album. He saw the group perform at Boston University, where he was 
treated to a passionate display of vintage street-band rock and roll. 
The students danced, the band jammed, and the cynical critic was 
won over. He’d found a band of young punks that the music estab-
lishment would initially hate but would eventually have to accept 
because Aerosmith was its own audience. 

Aerosmith became the voice of the mills and the malls—working 
class suburban kids who had grown up on English rock.2 The 
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bandmates resembled the English musicians enough in sound and 
appearance to appeal to the fans of the Rolling Stones, yet they 
understood American kids and their way of life. Today, their music 
continues to reach the mills and the malls and well beyond, appeal-
ing to America’s working class as well as the hoards of white-collar 
types who grew up on classic rock. They have fans spanning the 
ages of 12 to 70—from the teens who support their latest musical 
endeavors to the grandparents who include “Dream On” and “Sweet 
Emotion” on their personal favorites lists. 

As Aerosmith demonstrates, brands are more likely to capture 
angel fans when they well represent the audience they are targeting. 
This was true for Apple computer. Positioned as the computer of 
choice among antiestablishment, nonconformist types, Apple coun-
tered the traditional suit and white shirt image of the market leader, 
IBM. Even its most famous television ad, which aired during the 
Super Bowl, showed a woman heaving a javelin at large-screen images 
of Big Brother, literally shattering the traditional image of computing. 
Apple’s angel fans were quirky by nature. So was Apple, in its interface 
and attitude. Many of these fans became graphic designers, creative 
directors, and advertising executives, and Apple retained their loyalty 
with an evolved positioning that stayed connected to that group. Both 
were still quirky, just more grown up. Apple continued its off-the-
beaten-path positioning by bringing out a line of brightly colored 
computers in 1998, which delighted its fans and allowed them to 
express their individuality and pride in being different. 

eBay Angels 

Both Aerosmith’s and Apple’s angel fans invested time and energy in 
supporting their passion, and in turn, claimed partial responsibility 
for its success—and that’s what happened at eBay, as well. Call them 
fanatical, innovative, or just plain weird, eBay’s angel fans, known as 
the eBay Army, are a faithful bunch who live and breathe eBay, so 
much so that 5,500 of them showed up at the first company conven-
tion, held in June 2002.3 There they met people they had traded with 
online, got autographs from CEO and idol Meg Whitman, and com-
muned with other devoted eBay fans, telling stories of their virgin 
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eBay trades and staking their own claims on the overall success of the 
company. 

But not all was sweetness and light at the convention. As the com-
pany pushed to increase large corporate sales, courting giants such as 
Sears and IBM to sell their wares through the eBay channel, some 
mom-and-pop sellers felt a bit betrayed. eBay’s angel fans—the early 
collectors and traders who helped build the company from day 
one—wanted their role in the early success of the company to be rec-
ognized and valued. They not only watched the company go from 
$7.1 million net income in 1997 to $90.4 million in 2001, they traded 
on, talked about, and cheered for the company along the way. In this 
instance, the first-mover advantage belongs not only to the unique 
company, but to the avid fans who were there from the beginning 
and have enjoyed the ride to corporate stardom. 

However, as eBay expands beyond a community of collectors and 
small traders, some angel fans are beginning to develop a love/hate 
relationship with the company, similar to the way some music fans 
feel if their bands create songs designed to be commercially success-
ful rather than artistically superior. Often this is labeled selling out. 

Aerosmith and eBay alike feel the solution to keeping fans happy 
is showing loyalty toward them; they’ve come to learn that faithful 
fans expect loyalty in return for their zealous support. Just as the 
band allows fan club members to buy tickets before they go on pub-
lic sale and makes great seats available to them, eBay shows its appre-
ciation to its angel fans by offering special perks. Most recently, the 
company began offering its Powersellers—those who sell more than 
$1,000 per month on the site—group health insurance. 

Overall, the eBay Army continues its support of the company and 
its leader wholeheartedly, preaching the eBay gospel and acting as an 
unofficial sales arm of the company. With every convention and new 
transaction that occurs, eBay fans continue to add new chapters to 
their eBay storybooks, just as Aerosmith fans do with the release of 
each new album or announcement of a new tour. Though the Aero-
smith hit “Angel” wouldn’t come until 1987, its lyrics and tone could 
easily be dedicated to the fans who have made the band the superstar 
that it is today. It is a declaration of needing someone who holds your 
happiness in his or her hands—the ultimate definition of a fan. 
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Livin’ on the Edge and Fallin’ Off 

After years of writing, recording, touring and selling, the band had 
reached what to most would be the pinnacle of success. In a 1979 
article, Rolling Stone had this to say about Aerosmith: 

Aerosmith is a dinosaur among bands, the last of a generation 
of rock ’n’ rollers being edged out by more streamlined compe-
tition like Boston, Foreigner, and Fleetwood Mac. What keeps 
Aerosmith rocking is their ability to relate to their loyal, largely 
male audience. Night after night, the band’s success or failure 
hinges on something that’s hard to package; they have to tap 
into a little of the teenage insanity that lures you to rock ’n’ roll 
in the first place.”4 

Aerosmith had completed a grueling tour schedule in 1978—selling 
out 50,000- to 60,000-seat stadium venues and playing with other 
giants such as Ted Nugent, Cheap Trick, Santana, and Heart. But the 
union of the band was worse for its wear. Drug abuse led to fights, infi-
delity, and physical problems (no matter how good you are, it’s diffi-
cult to perform when you’re passed out backstage). 

Tyler and Perry, known as the Toxic Twins because they would do 
any drug put in front of them, had an intense love-hate relationship; 
it was a kindred-spirit, brotherly thing one minute and an ego-trip 
personality clash the next. For years the band did whatever it took to 
put on a good show for the fans, but the fighting between Tyler and 
Perry eventually found its way on stage at the sacrifice of great per-
formances. 

After the release of Night in the Ruts in November 1979, Joe Perry 
officially left Aerosmith and formed the Joe Perry Project. By mid-
December the band was selling out smaller venues and getting rave 
reviews from the media. About the time the Joe Perry Project had 
been declared hot, Aerosmith was declared not, and its Nights in the 
Rut arena tour was cancelled. 

For a few years, Perry worked on his band, and Whitford even 
backed him up on occasion. Aerosmith continued, filling the gaps in 
the band with other talented musicians. But neither the Project nor 
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Aerosmith had the power, dazzle, or impact that the five bad boys 
from Boston had when they were together. The power came from 
their union—that magical something that happens when bodies, 
souls, minds, and energies meld to form an entity that is much 
stronger than the mere sum of its parts. 

Rising from the ashes of burned bridges, bruised egos, and thou-
sands of shared joints came the new Aerosmith, one that would expe-
rience more success—both financial and personal—than the original 
band. Getting clean and sober was key in restructuring the band, 
especially since all of the original members were back on board. 
Today, as the band approaches 15 years of sobriety, each member is 
quick to say that life is more rewarding and focused than ever before. 

Not the Same Old Song and Dance: 
Reintroducing the Aerosmith Brand 

Reentering the rock arena meant reintroducing the Aerosmith brand 
to a market that had changed during its absence. Hard rock had given 
way to the hair bands* and new-wave punk sounds of the 1980s, and 
music had taken on a new visual dimension with the invasion of 
MTV. To complicate things further, Aerosmith hadn’t left the music 
scene with a good reputation because the band’s performances had 
suffered fiercely due to the members’ abuse of drugs. Many labeled 
them washed-up has-beens—victims of the excesses of success. 

Reinvention with Brand Discipline 

Formulating Aerosmith’s comeback was challenging at best. What 
would be the right combination of newness that would make the band 
relevant in the music scene and familiarity that would enhance the 

*Not to be confused with hairballs, hair bands consisted of well-coiffed, long-
haired young men who belted out rock songs that were big on sound and small 
on substance. Some bands, such as Bon Jovi, proved later that they were about 
more than their teased ’dos and snazzy outfits, but many remain permanently 
entombed in the video archives of the 1980s. 
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loyalty of its current fans? Brand managers advising Aerosmith might 
have counseled the group on the importance of brand discipline— 
remaining true to a brand’s personality and image. Did that mean 
changing the look and dress of the band, its sound or genre of music, 
or the personalities of its members? Did it mean adapting to the new 
medium or playing to Aerosmith’s strengths of the past? Did it mean 
collaborating with a hot new band to grab attention in the new music 
arena? 

Brand discipline dictated that Aerosmith examine the changes 
occurring in the music landscape, many of which were due primarily 
to a disruptive innovation, the music video. MTV forced rock and 
rollers from Christopher Cross and Bruce Springsteen to the Kinks 
and Foreigner to explore the visual side of their music. Some stars 
would rise to the occasion while others faded into oblivion—not 
because their music wasn’t good, but because they didn’t look the 
part of the 1980s rock-and-roll star—proving all’s fair in love and 
marketing. 

Once MTV fans made it clear that music videos were not a pass-
ing fad, rock and rollers like Aerosmith hoping to stay popular in the 
market would have to adapt or die. It was a scary thought for an 
aging band. Reinvention could bring success or failure—or, even 
worse, indifference. The potential benefits that music videos brought 
to the Aerosmith equation were enormous because of Steven Tyler’s 
sex appeal, Joe Perry’s flare for the dramatic, and the nature of their 
music. Aerosmith embraced technology, which it continues to do 
today, and used it to make a big splash during its rebirth. 

Rap This Way 

In addition to examining changes in the environment, brand disci-
pline meant identifying projects that could build rather than under-
mine the brand equity Aerosmith had built over the years. One 
potential avenue for reintroducing Aerosmith was collaborating on a 
remake of “Walk This Way.” 

As Aerosmith prepared its reinvention, rap music was beginning 
to emerge from its confined urban market. One group that was get-
ting a lot of attention was Run-DMC, comprised of Joseph “Run” 
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Simmons, Darryl “D.M.C.” McDaniels, and DJ Jason “Jam Master 
Jay” Mizell. They became the first rap act to have an album go gold in 
1984 and built further on their status in this growing market with 
ferocious touring. Run-DMC and Aerosmith explored the possibility 
of making a rap version of “Walk This Way,” singing together on the 
record and performing together on the video. Why “Walk This Way?” 
One could argue it was the first rap song to ever hit the charts. Listen 
to the style and you’ll recognize that Tyler rapped those lyrics in the 
original 1970s version, before Run, D.M.C., and Jay could spell rap or 
hip-hop. And the lyrics, to this day, are classics.* 

The remake defines diversity—part urban rap, part rock and roll; 
young emerging artists, older stalled stars; black and white. Strategic 
questions over the potential pairing ensued: Would the danger of 
alienating angel fans be worth the temporary flash of attention? 
Would it position Aerosmith as up to date or out of place? Would it 
muddy the group’s rock-and-roll image? Depending on how it was 
executed, the union could be either the most brilliant or the most 
stupid move the band had ever made. 

At first glance, one might think that a step toward rap would be a 
step away from the traditional Aerosmith brand. Fans had come to 
expect several things from Aerosmith—rock and roll and an attitude 
that celebrated the unexpected. Fan’s expectations were grounded in 
the band’s personality as much as in its music. They expected Aero-
smith to evolve and push the envelope of musical creativity without 
abandoning the basic sounds and familiar tones they’d come to love. 

Aerosmith and its management decided that the urban rap version 
of “Walk This Way” made sense. It had the potential of attracting new 
fans—in terms of age, ethnicity, and musical preference—while strik-
ing a chord of familiarity with angel fans, who had been singing the 
song for over a decade. But Aerosmith would have to hold up its end 
of the creative and musical bargain to avoid coming off as the oldsters 

*Most people have admitted, however, to reading the album liner notes to fig-
ure out what Tyler is chanting throughout the song. Even reading along with 
the song doesn’t necessarily explain exactly what the words mean. The authors 
feel that sometimes it is best not to know all of the sordid details; for you, this 
might be one of those times. 
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who originally sang the song but now rode on the coattails of a newer, 
hipper group. It would be brand reinvention at its finest. 

In May 1986 the Aerosmith/Run-DMC collaboration hit televi-
sion and radio, and climbed to number four on the charts. The video 
depicts Aerosmith in one room with Run-DMC in another, divided 
only by a wall. Aerosmith is trying to sing and play its music, but the 
noise coming from the adjacent room is so loud that the band can’t 
perform. So, Tyler and crew break down the wall and sing the chorus 
of “Walk This Way” through the shattered plaster and into the world 
of rap. The video continues with the unified band performing and 
prancing Tyler-style across the stage together. 

Trends That Trickle Up Similar to the way Elvis helped R&B 
trickle upward from black culture to mainstream culture, Aerosmith 
acted as a conduit for the passage of rap music from the urban mar-
ket to suburban America. Dr. Dre, who played a vital role in rap’s 
evolution, explains, “They [Aerosmith] were responsible for getting 
hip-hop played on MTV.” 

Aerosmith wagered its comeback on the future acceptance of rap 
and hip-hop by mainstream markets and the impact rap would have 
on the music industry. It was a smart bet with a big payoff. Rap has 
captured a huge part of the market for contemporary music, with 
rappers and urban artists from Eminem to Nelly becoming favorites 
among wide portions of the population. 

Is the trickle-up theory of cultural adoption at work in the market-
place today? Just look at what happened to the Tommy Hilfiger brand 
during the 1990s. The label, which at one time consisted primarily of 
conservative clothing, began taking its fashion cues from urban neigh-
borhoods. Enter the superbaggy, waistline-below-the-underwear look. 
Teens thought they looked hot, and parents of the suburban kids who 
wanted to sport this look paid big bucks for designer versions of urban 
clothing donned by gangs. 

The Tommy logo was everywhere as it pushed the urban look up-
ward to suburban markets. The brand and its dominant red, white, 
and blue Tommy logo were even big inside urban neighborhoods, the 
realities of which had inspired the fashions themselves. In the ’hood, 
one way a young male gains manhood is to do time—once he is out, 
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he is a man. But what is one of the first things that happens to a man 
when he goes to prison? The police take his belt, and his pants droop 
below his waist, a look that became popular back on the street. 

However, after helping urban fashions trickle up to mainstream 
markets and profiting from them, Tommy is being passed over by ur-
ban constituencies for labels they see as more authentic, such as Fubu, 
Phat Farm, and Sean John. Today, Tommy Hilfiger is changing its 
branding tune, going back to some of the more conservative styles of 
its past—where perhaps more of its authenticity resides. 

Because of trickle-up consumer trends, marketers that scour urban 
settings to monitor changes in fashion, language, behavior, and atti-
tudes can identify some trends that will eventually hit the suburbs. 
Hilfiger is just one example of a label that took an urban look to the 
masses with great market acceptance. The Cliffs Notes version of 
monitoring trends in real urban markets is monitoring trends in pop-
ular music. Successful artists portray well what is happening in urban 
settings and what is likely to take off in mainstream markets. 

Fixing the Machine To this day, the “Walk This Way” video is 
included in the top 10 on both the VH1 and MTV most influential 
video lists, primarily because of the effect the video had on breaking 
down the real barriers between rap and rock, between black and 
white kids, and between generations. Aerosmith broke into music 
television the day the video aired and hasn’t looked back, reinforcing 
the personality of the band and the strength of the brand. It also 
crushed any notion that this middle-aged rock band couldn’t be 
accepted by a new generation of fans. 

For Aerosmith, the rebirth of the band was the relaunch of its 
brand, but it would have to prove it wasn’t just a reincarnated one-hit 
wonder. Pressure mounted for the band to release a stellar album, but 
it couldn’t afford to generate attention, start a tour, or release an 
album without being ready physically, professionally, and personally. 
The band members entered rehab, got themselves clean, and rededi-
cated their lives to their families, their art, and eventually themselves. 
The new version of Aerosmith was healthy and energetic, and would 
go on to write and perform its most critically acclaimed music to 
date on its comeback album, Permanent Vacation. 
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Just as a major band can fall from the pinnacle of success to the 
floor of despair and then reincarnate itself to rise to top the charts 
again, so too can a firm willing to change more than its marketing 
message and image. The reinvention of the Kmart brand in the 
1990s started out with a bang, in part because it put most of its mar-
keting eggs in the Martha Stewart basket. Unlike Aerosmith, how-
ever, Kmart failed to fix the problems in its operations, stores, and 
personnel as the band did when its members entered rehab and 
rededicated themselves to personal and artistic discipline as well as 
physical fitness. Wanting to be better is not enough; a firm has to fix 
its operations if it expects to reinvent a once-great but currently 
downtrodden brand. 

Successful brand reinvention is uncommon, business history 
reveals, but there is one case in particular that reads almost like a 
modern-day application of Aerosmith’s principles. Like most rock-
and-roll bands, few brands recover. One that did was Volkswagen. 

Drive This Way 

Admit it. When you see one, you smile. It calls to you, with its bulging 
eyes and defiant little grin, making the kid in all of us want to run up 
and hug it. If you drive one down the street, people smile at you and 
occasionally wave. It attracts attention with an approachable tone, 
soliciting Aww!s and Oh!s that until its introduction were reserved 
only for puppies and cooing babies. 

Ah yes, the VW Bug—the icon of teens and young adults of the 
1960s and 1970s. The flower-power generation adopted the Volks-
wagen Beetle (also known as the Bug) as part of its culture, inviting the 
car into its garages, families, and lifestyles and plastering its image on 
notebooks, lunch boxes, and T-shirts. Beetle fan clubs formed around 
the country, giving owners a chance to meet, exchange maintenance 
advice, and create a special kinship through a soiree of Bug lovefests. 

The Beetle filled a specific transportation need in the U.S. car mar-
ket that the typical large American car didn’t meet in the late 1950s 
and 1960s. In addition to being countercultural in its appeal and, to 
some, simply adorable, the car was known for its low price, reliability, 
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unique design, and good gas mileage. Volkswagen intentionally kept 
the car design the same for many years, changing the car only under 
the skin so that parts remained readily available and fix-ups were 

5easy. The car appealed to independent-minded people, often cen-
tered in university-oriented locales, who frequently found themselves 
explaining why they bought a VW. But devotees rather enjoyed talk-
ing about their cars—as fans usually do—taking pride in their ability 
to pay less without sacrificing quality. 

The U.S. car market changed in the 1970s, when Japanese auto-
makers entered the market during the energy crunch with several 
low-priced, efficient, compact cars. Volkswagen was left going head-
to-head against a new array of formidable competitors who seemed 
to steal the spotlight from the familiar Bug. 

Although VW kept upgrading the car, it was the collective foot-
steps of its new competitors and its parent company that would 
eventually squash the Bug. Volkswagen decided to phase out the Bee-
tle and replaced it with the Rabbit in 1975. The Rabbit was Beet-
lesque in its quirky looks, fun colors, and great gas mileage, but the 
similarities basically stopped there. The Rabbit had many quality 
issues—from cold-start problems and noisiness to faulty electrical 
systems and high oil consumption—which would tarnish the repu-
tation of the company. Quality problems, a lackluster array of cars 
(remember the Scirocco, the Dasher, and the Thing?), increased 
competition, and dissension within the company about strategic 
direction created a sales and image meltdown for VW. Management’s 
slowness to correct the problems that plagued its U.S. operations 
became the “drug” that poisoned the brand in the minds of industry 
insiders, consumers, and even devotees, just as surely as chemical 
drugs had poisoned the members of Aerosmith. 

The proverbial sink-or-swim moment had arrived for Volkswagen. 
The company had some success with Passats, GTIs, and Cabrios 
imported from Germany, but reliability problems were rampant with 
the Golf and the Jetta—the entry-point cars for VW’s customers. The 
company was down to “selling only to die-hard VW fans, the ones who 
would buy the cars if they came in boxes and had to be assembled in 
their driveways.”6 Without a complete revival of its manufacturing, 
operations, and marketing, it couldn’t survive in the U.S. market. 
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Assuming it could fix these problems, the big question loomed—how 
to regain trust and revive the emotional connection with its lost or dis-
heartened customers. 

The make-or-break moment for Volkswagen in the U.S. market 
had arrived. After years of living as an endangered species, VW was 
reborn with the reintroduction of the Bug in 1997. To the delight of 
VW, the Bug had never really died in the hearts of its fans, many of 
whom had kept and restored their 1960s or 1970s models for nostal-
gic reasons. 

The new Bug was VW’s “Walk This Way” remake—the car and the 
song were just the opening paragraphs of the rest of the story for 
each entity’s branding saga. Just as Aerosmith had to fix the addic-
tion and relationship problems of the band’s members before releas-
ing its next album and attracting new fans, so did VW have to fix its 
brand before unleashing a new advertising campaign and attracting 
new customers. Fixing the brand meant solving product quality and 
reliability issues that had alienated customers in the late 1970s and 
1980s. If there is something wrong with the brand or the product, the 
worst thing a marketer can do is create a great advertising campaign 
that attracts customers. Why? Because their trust is tough to gain the 
first time, let alone the second time, after they’ve been disappointed. 
Good advertising only accelerates the demise of poor products, 
brands, or companies. Volkswagen had been there, done that, and, 
frankly, didn’t want to do it again. 

Instead, it got support from the dealerships and delivered quality 
standards consumers expected, understanding that a fundamental 
principle of taking brands from good to great is exceeding, not just 
meeting, customer expectations. All in all, the rebirth of Volkswagen 
was a triumph in marketing, branding, and engineering. 

Reverse Customer Intimacy 

Customer relationship management (CRM) has received much atten-
tion from marketing and branding executives in recent years, with the 
goal being to learn more about customers in order to connect better 
with them and at a deeper level. This in turn allows firms to tailor 
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offerings to specific customers or stock items certain customers prefer, 
all in the name of building brand loyalty. 

In the CRM vein, Aerosmith monitors its fans’ behaviors during 
concerts, understanding that the right balance between classics, con-
temporary favorites, and new releases is important in keeping fans 
engaged during a three-hour show.* Legendary bands do that better 
than most fledgling bands because of the depth of material they can 
play. In notes published on the web site of AeroForce One (Aero-
smith’s official fan club), talking about their experiences on the road, 
Tom Hamilton admits to watching audiences from the stage, espe-
cially when performing new songs. When the crowd starts singing 
songs from a new album, they know they have been adopted by fans, 
giving the band guidance as to which songs to keep performing dur-
ing the tour, which ones to add to the next tour, and perhaps when to 
add another new track to the set list. On that web page, fans are 
encouraged to learn the words to new songs, so they can sing along at 
the concert and participate in the experience. 

Aerosmith, however, puts an interesting spin on the concept of 
customer intimacy. Whereas much of corporate America focuses on 
strategies for knowing and understanding customers better, Aero-
smith focuses on ways for fans to get to know the band better. Fans 
may be more likely to connect emotionally with a brand after having 
a personal experience with it, especially one that allows them to get 
to know the brand or company better than others do. 

Aerosmith allows customers to get to know the band more inti-
mately with remote staging, special tours, travel packages, and good 
old-fashioned meet-and-greets. As a result, fans feel that they have a 
special relationship with the band, becoming more emotionally tied 
to the band and its success. 

*It is known among concertgoers that the worst time to get food or a drink is 
during a song from the new album the band is promoting—unless of course it 
is in fact a big hit single—because that is when the lines are longest. When a leg-
endary rock band plays one of its classics, however, no one leaves their seats. 
Not even Elton John is immune from this phenomenon—when he announced 
during his recent concert tour that the next few songs would be from his new 
album, customers and friends alike headed for the john, en masse. 
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How to Treat Your Fans 

At the heart of bands’ interaction with fans is Steven Tyler’s under-
standing of what it means to be a fan. In the early days, Tyler spent as 
much time and money as he could going to rock shows. He was, 
admittedly, starstruck, and reveled in being close to stars. An inter-
esting exercise for brand managers charged with creating brands 
with fan appeal is to become one yourself. 

Tyler recalls how he worshipped the Rolling Stones during the 
mid-1960s. People kept telling him that he looked like Mick Jagger 
(with his big lips), and Keith Richards was the music he loved the 
most. When the Stones came to play a concert in New York in May 
1965, Tyler and his friends schemed to get close to the band, waiting 
outside the hotel for the limo to pull up. When it did, Bill Jones, Mick 
Jagger, and Bill Wyman emerged. A friend aimed his Polaroid camera 
as Tyler tried to get close to Jagger. Girls started screaming and peo-
ple started shoving, but the Rolling Stones stopped to sign a few 
autographs in the midst of the chaos. Tyler recalls in Aerosmith’s 
autobiography, “We hung around for a while, buzzing, like crazy just 
because we got to touch them!” 

Today, the members of Aerosmith are the ones dealing with scream-
ing fans when they pull up to their hotels. Tyler remembers what it was 
like to be a fan and treats his fans accordingly, signing autographs 
when asked and taking the time to talk to people he meets. 

Letting Customers Get Close to You 

Aerosmith values its relationship with fans and looks for ways to let 
them get closer to the band. But that’s easier said than sung. In addi-
tion to making the web site sing with stories from the concert road, 
insights on band members, photos that can be downloaded, and 
fan-club-only information, Aerosmith finds ways to get close to fans 
physically. When fans make contact, they spread stories like wildfire 
and generate even more interest in the band. 

Lyndon Johnson may have made pressing the flesh—meeting 
people and shaking hands—commonplace, but in the rock-and-roll 
world, Aerosmith is one of the bands that has perfected it. When 
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other bands of its stature choose not to deal with fans one-on-one, 
Aerosmith still does old-fashioned meet-and-greets. The fans who 
are lucky enough to get backstage, usually by winning a radio con-
test, get their pictures taken with the band and have the chance to get 
something autographed, from album covers to various body parts. 
But the band members don’t sit stoically behind desks as fans parade 
by with posters and Sharpies; they mingle in an open room with 
dozens of fans. Tyler takes time with his fans, looking each one in the 
eye as he speaks to them, making them feel as if they were the only 
person in the room at that moment. Fans realize quickly that the 
awkwardly sexy Tyler is even more attracting once they’ve met him; 
he is someone fans want to be with. Fans leave the experience more 
exuberant than before because of the willingness of the band mem-
bers to acknowledge and be nice to them. 

During its Just Push Play tour, the band devised another way to get 
close to its fans—a second stage positioned among the lawn seats of 
outdoor venues. In the middle of the concert, Tyler announces from 
the stage, “Okay, we’re coming out to you.” On cue, someone begins a 
deep-thumping drum march, and the band leaves the stage and moves 
through the crowd, flanked by security. But even a tightly constructed 
caravan can’t prevent the gropefest the band must endure to get to its 
hard-core fans. The band then takes to the B-stage, giving fans in the 
cheap seats, from which the band usually looks like a bunch of ants, a 
chance to be in the front row for four or five songs. The fans appreci-
ate the gesture; they feel important, valued, and connected. 

But the band’s attunement to fan relationships doesn’t stop there. 
Aerosmith began offering special backstage experiences to fan club 
members. For about $595, AeroForce One members can buy the Vel-
vet Rope package that includes concert tickets in the first five rows, 
Aerosmith garb, and a guided backstage tour that explains the inner 
workings of the stage and crew. While management can’t guarantee 
that groups of fans will get to meet the band, they often do. Finally, 
Velvet Ropers often get to stand at stage edge during the concert, 
poised perfectly for Tyler to sing to and for the cameras to capture 
and project onto the Jumbotron to the rest of the crowd. 

What Aerosmith demonstrates is the power of intimacy in creating 
loyalty. But it also shows that band loyalty is not just about the band 
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knowing its fans (the focus of most literature on customer loyalty); 
it’s about the fans knowing the band on a different level of intimacy 
than casual listeners. That’s where the emotional connection—the 
feeling that “I can relate to these guys”—comes into play, and every 
marketer knows that emotions last longer than slogans. 

Reverse customer intimacy is at work in corporate America as well. 
Some firms achieve it by putting a personal face on the company or 
the brand, as Wendy’s did with founder Dave Thomas. For 12 years, 
he starred in a series of television ads that showed him doing every-
thing from gardening to driving a motorcycle. Customers developed 
such a liking for the genuine, everyday guy, they felt that they knew 
him, and through him they got to know the brand better. When 
Thomas died in 2002, restaurant managers reported that fans all over 
the country stopped that day to have a Wendy’s—in honor of Dave. 

Reverse customer intimacy is also at work at Starbucks when cus-
tomers get to know the people who take their orders. While the rela-
tionship is initially formed by the employee who recognizes customers 
and remembers their orders, it is internalized when the customer feels 
comfortable enough to initiate conversation with the employee. Regu-
lars feel that they know the brand better than other customers because 
they have closer personal ties to it. 

Crate & Barrel accomplishes reverse customer intimacy with out-
standing product signage in its stores. Customers attracted to a dis-
play of glass vases can read about them in detail—where they are 
made, how they were discovered, whether they are handmade, and 
the like. The information acts as a mechanism to further the cus-
tomer’s relationship to the brand. 

Oh Yeah! 

After three decades of making music, Aerosmith has become a cultural 
icon—adopted by and welcomed into the lives of millions around the 
globe. It has evolved the Aerosmith brand and built band loyalty by 
reflecting changes in society and remaining relevant in today’s culture. 
Its story is one of brand reinvention and what it takes to create a brand 
that is better than the original version. 
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One of its key success factors has been achieving and maintaining 
sobriety—fixing the machine. The band members are as dedicated to 
staying drug and alcohol free as they are to creating great music, per-
haps more so now than ever. Their addictive tendencies are still 
present; they just channel them into working out, eating healthy, and 
working hard. Tyler, the group elder, turned 55 in 2003, but to see 
him perform you’d never guess his age. The sheer energy and elec-
tricity he, Joe Perry, and the rest of the group exude during a concert 
are impressive at any age, let alone an age our parents told us meant 
retirement, arthritis, and comfortable shoes. But vitality takes hard 
work. There are the grueling workouts and hours on the treadmill. 
Tyler, especially, is also known for his strict diet—opting for carrot 
juice rather than the beer he used to chug. How ironic it is that peo-
ple who used to abuse their bodies can now serve as poster children 
for physical fitness; that is total brand reinvention. 

Another key to Aerosmith’s success has been fan involvement. Its 
angel fans supported the band during its early days, followed its 
members during their ascent up the ladder of rock-and-roll success, 
stuck by them as they tumbled back down, and cheered their band’s 
reinvention and rise back to the top. The key for brands and bands is 
to keep the attention and loyalty of those initial fans who might have 
been attracted to the newness of their discoveries by involving them 
in the process and maintaining intimacy. For Aerosmith fans who 
have held on and enjoyed the somewhat stereotypical rock-and-
roller-coaster ride, their reward lies in the atypical, surprise ending 
that the band continues to craft. 

The greatest testament to Aerosmith’s reformulation strategies is 
the fact that its greatest accomplishments have come postreinven-
tion. Mass popularity followed a string of hit songs and award-
winning videos, including “Dude Looks Like a Lady,” “Love in an 
Elevator,” “Angel,” “Crazy,” “Livin’ on the Edge,” “What it Takes,” and 
“Sunshine.” It wasn’t until 1997 that Aerosmith would have a Bill-
board number-one hit. “I Don’t Want to Miss A Thing,” the theme 
song for the movie Armaggedon, which starred Liv Tyler (Steven’s 
daughter), finally gave Aerosmith the spot it so rightly deserved. 

Since its reinvention, the group has also won fashion awards, teen 
music awards, and Grammys, proving that some new, improved 
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products are actually new and improved. In 2001 alone, the band 
headlined the Super Bowl halftime show, played the American Music 
Awards, hit number one with “Jaded,” won an award for best teen 
rock song, and was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 
The band was everywhere, making fans salivate at the chance to see 
them live, which fueled ticket sales for the Just Push Play tour. 

In Walk This Way, the band’s autobiography, Tom Hamilton ex-
plains, “We know we’re not the new groovy cool band that’s coming 
out. We have to really give people a reason to keep listening to us.” 
The Aerosmith concert experience is reason enough for many. It cre-
ates an emotional connection with the audience that makes the fans 
feel that they know the band better than they did a few hours earlier 
and much better than those who weren’t there. 

Aerosmith continues to connect with new and old fans alike. The 
year 2002 brought about Aerosmith’s two-CD set of greatest hits, Oh 
Yeah! Its release prompted another concert tour—and the wheel of 
marketing and music required to keep a legendary band at the top of 
its game continues spinning. At the axis is the vision, zealous pursuit 
of perfection, and dedication of Steven Tyler, which started when he 
was a boy. 

“Immortality. It’s not much to ask for, is it?” says Tyler. “I wanted 
to sing on a record so after I died I’d still be singing. That way I could 
live forever.” And live on, Aerosmith will. In fact, when asked how 
long they planned to keep on rocking the house, Tyler replied, “Until 
we have to rename the song ‘Walkers This Way.’ ” Oh yeah. 
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Madonna and 
/Neil Diamond: 

The Relevance of Sex 

in Branding 

Soul is a constant. It’s cultural. It’s always going to be there, in 
different flavors and degrees. —ARETHA FRANKLIN 

I f it’s true that sex sells, Madonna should be a multibillionaire. Born 
on August 16, 1958, in Rochester, Michigan, Madonna Louise Veron-

ica Ciccone is sexy, sexual, sensual, stylish, energetic, sometimes outra-
geous, always provocative, and usually controversial. Even though 
these descriptors apply to hoards of rock-and-roll stars, Madonna 
stands out among them as someone who can command fan, media, 
and general interest like few others in the world. More than Tina 
Turner, Aretha Franklin, Cher, or any of rock’s female superstars, 
Madonna was the first female pop star to take complete control of her 
music and her image, in a way that redefines shaking up the status quo. 

Madonna is a musical superstar—one whose personality usually 
overshadows her musical product. Whether by design or by happen-
stance (and it’s hard to believe that anything she does isn’t by design), 
Madonna’s product is as much about Madonna as it is about her 
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music. In her video Truth or Dare, she says, “I know I’m not the best 
singer, and I know I’m not the best dancer. But I’m not interested in 
that. I’m interested in pushing people’s buttons, in being provocative.” 
And push buttons she has, managing to capture mass attention from 
fans and the media based on how she lives even more than on how she 
sings. Even people who didn’t like her during her bubble-gum pop 
days of the early 1980s and have been asking themselves when she will 
go away? have come to realize that she’s not going to. She has eclipsed 
the commercial accomplishments of many other more talented musi-
cians because of the overall package she has created—one that focuses 
on experiences, events, and extravaganzas, and one that reaps the re-
wards of the publicity they create. 

Two recent biographies—Madonna, by Andrew Morton (St. Mar-
tin’s Press, 2001) and Goddess, by Barbara Victor (HarperCollins, 
2001)—chronicle the lifestyle that grabs headlines and entices peo-
ple to engage in her performances in a wide variety of media. Both 
books, Ann Oldenburg wrote in USA Today, “portray a driven, ambi-
tious woman who had star quality from childhood and a sassy, brassy 
star who falls in love easily, only to become insecure and needy in her 
relationships. Both books paint a picture of a disciplined creature 
who prizes organization and being in control and who has put her 
quest for stardom before just about anything else.” 

Stardom doesn’t come easy for anyone, including Madonna, who 
has thrived primarily due to her raw ambition rather than raw talent. 
Her discipline serves as a reminder to even the most experienced mar-
keters that laziness can lead to obsolescence, diminished awareness, 
and a tarnished position among competitive brands. Competitiveness, 
diligence, and brilliant execution, on the other hand, lead to staying 
power. And Madonna definitely has proven that she has that. 

One of Madonna’s most lethal weapons in the war to remain rele-
vant has been continual brand reinvention. The changes she under-
takes to redefine herself every five years or so go beyond the gradual 
evolution many other bands undergo. Madonna’s brand sustenance is 
complicated by the fact that one of her brand promises is to be on the 
cutting edge of newness in the areas of fashion, expression, exercise, 
and other lifestyle trends. Because of this positioning, a gradual evolu-
tionary approach to change, which fans of many other bands prefer, 
would disappoint Madonna’s fans; they expect her to change the way 
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she looks, sounds, and lives. Joel Denver, founder of AllAccess.com, 
one of the industry’s leading sources on music trends and informa-
tion, has watched performers rise to and fall from stardom for decades. 
Madonna, he says, is a master at reinvention. “She zigs when you 
expect her to zag,” he says.“She taps the direction of society and relects 
that in her music, concerts, visuals, and appearance—in her overall 
brand.” 

Madonna has mastered a chameleon-like approach to staying true 
to the foundation of her brand. She doesn’t walk away from a brand 
promise based on sex and sexuality; she just redefines sexy according 
to her current life stage. In her words, “I’ve grown. I’ve discovered 
things I had no idea of when I was in my twenties.” Among them is 
the value of inner peace, and the fact that fashion trend setting is best 
left to those with more youthful blonde ambition, according to a 
2003 People description of Madonna.1 Her experiences as a master 
marketer reveal insights and lessons on: 

S	 Harnessing the power of controversy 

S	 The power of sex, sexuality, and sexiness in gaining consumer 
attention 

S	 The role of brand authenticity—being the real thing—in con-
necting with fans 

S	 The risks of going too far in sexual branding and alienating cus-
tomers 

S	 How to evolve and remake brands over time 

Madonna is the shining example that sex sells. Even after years of 
hard work by women’s organizations to further women’s rights and 
squelch the degradation of women, society can’t deny that sex still 
intrigues customers. Initially, one might see using sex to sell a brand 
as easy and by some standards a cop-out to formulating a more sub-
stantive branding strategy. 

Achieving significant long-term sales and keeping fans interested 
in a brand with a sex-oriented sales pitch is not easy, however. First off, 
maintaining a sexy image becomes more difficult as a brand ages— 
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especially if that brand is a person. But even for products, what is sexy 
and cool one moment becomes average and humdrum the next. Sec-
ond, sex can sell on a limited basis, but product and experience qual-
ity build loyalty over time. The classic example of the sizzle selling the 
steak is true—but there needs to be a steak, and it has to taste good in 
order for someone to order it a second time. As Denver points out, 
“Something has to connect with fans to move a record from passive, 
where fans enjoy listening to the song on the radio, to active, where 
they go buy the CD or attend the concert. It takes more than just siz-
zle to do that, but Madonna’s image and positioning over the years 
has been pretty good sizzle.” 

A brand message that features a sex angle needs to fit the natural 
characteristics of the brand. After revamping its line of shampoo and 
conditioners, Herbal Essences was unleashed on the market in the late 
1990s. The sexually charged television ads grabbed peoples’ attention. 
The series featured a woman washing her hair and becoming excited 
by the scent and feeling of the Herbal Essence experience to the point 
that she moans and groans the words “Yes, yes, yes.” A final sigh and 
shake of the head leads to the tagline, “Herbal Essences, a totally or-
ganic experience.” 

Calvin Klein, fashion brand extraordinaire, has attracted attention 
and fans over the years with its sexy positioning. Who can forget the 
steamy Obsession television ads that heated up many a living room or 
the Calvin Klein underwear ads featuring chiseled young men that 
grace billboards around the United States? They got as much word of 
mouth as they did paid display time. Tom Murry, president of Calvin 
Klein, explains, “Creating a sexy campaign that’s successful requires a 
balance of risk-taking, good judgment, and genuine connection to 
the product. You can’t do sexy for the sake of being sexy. That usually 
falls flat—fast. For a sexy campaign to be effective it has to feel real to 
the consumer; it has to emote authenticity.” 

Authentic Sex 

Brands are judged by their authenticity—how real they are in terms of 
their promises, attributes, and positioning in the eyes of consumers. If 
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the positioning and image are too contrived, the brand often fails to 
connect with fans, who chalk up a fabricated image as a blatant mar-
keting scheme to sell them something. This is very apparent in urban 
markets, where rappers are judged based on their real-world experi-
ences with urban strife and violence. Just as the new in-your-face 
gangsta rap artist 50 Cent has been deemed an authentic brand, par-
tially because the lead singer is a former crack dealer who has been 
shot nine times, so too can Madonna be judged as highly authentic 
regarding the sexual attributes of her product. 

According to her biographies, Madonna lost her virginity at age 15, 
has had hundreds of affairs (some with women), and has posed for 
erotic magazines, released an over-the-top book of erotica, and shot a 
video which bordered on pornographic. Once married to actor Sean 
Penn, she admits that she tried to seduce Michael Jackson after they 
appeared together at the Oscars in 1991, but failed to arouse his inter-
est. She’s also reported to have told friends that John F. Kennedy Jr. 
was “interested” in her but too nervous to click with her sexually. 
Then there were the jocks in her life, preferring men who dribble bas-
ketballs for a profession, with the most controversial of them being 
Dennis Rodman. 

But sexuality evolves, even for Madonna, who at the age of 45 now 
appears to have been matured by marriage to current husband Guy 
Ritchie and motherhood of her two children. Although they may be 
like any other married couple—she criticizes the way he chews his 
food and he makes fun of her hairpieces—no one could dispute that 
Madonna exhibits authenticity as a sexual goddess. In fact, in talking 
to people about the pop diva, many find her sexier at forty-something 
than at twenty-something because of her confidence and authenticity. 

Madonna has been revered as a trend guru. If Madonna jogs, so 
do her fans, and when she takes up yoga, so do those looking to have 
a body like hers. Her ability to set trends in fashion, exercise, beauty, 
expression, dance, spirituality, and lifestyle stems from identifying 
something occurring on the fringe of society that is likely to catch on 
in mainstream culture—and she becomes the conduit for its intro-
duction and acceptance. She is an authentic brand that takes the lead 
and invites others to follow her, not a fabricated brand that adopts 
the latest look and says “Can I join you?” 



c07.qxd  8/20/03  10:18 AM  Page 178

1 7 8  |  B r an ds  T hat  Ro ck  

Material Girl 

Madonna was a cheerleader and good student during her high school 
days in Detroit. Her father rewarded her with 25 cents for every A she 
received, so she focused and did well academically as well as in dance 
and theater. Though she describes herself as an outcast, her classmates 
describe her as popular, funny, and a bit of a show-off. She received a 
scholarship for dance and attended the University of Michigan for a 
few semesters but left for the allure of New York City and the fame 
and fortune that it offered. Her intellect served her well throughout 
her career, giving her a foundation to formulate her own image and 
her own future. Like many starving artists before her and after, she did 
whatever it took to get noticed and get a break. 

That break came when star DJ Mark Kamins created a hit on the 
club scene with one of her demo singles, “Everybody,” in 1982, fol-
lowed by “Physical Attraction” in 1983. Many of Madonna’s subse-
quent hits would encompass the sounds, rhythm, and beat of her 
dance club heritage, which kept her earliest fans connected to her 
music through the next several decades. Her first album, titled sim-
ply Madonna, was released in 1983, and its first single, “Holiday,” 
reached the top 40 within one month, eventually reaching the top 20 
in the United States and the top 10 in Europe. Madonna’s second sin-
gle release, “Borderline,” spurred a string of 17 consecutive top-10 
hits, including “Papa Don’t Preach,” “Like a Prayer,” “Dress You Up,” 
“Justify My Love,” “Rescue Me,” “Express Yourself,” “Like a Virgin,” 
and “Material Girl.” 

These singles were released in the MTV heyday—if any medium 
had ever been created for a performer, the music video was created 
for Madonna. Fueled by the visuals in her videos, Madonna quickly 
became a household name, not just because teens, college students, 
and twenty-somethings were singing her songs, but because they 
dressed, looked, and danced like her. Soon, girls were ripping their 
sweatshirts to hang over one shoulder, tying big bows on top of their 
heads, and wearing stacks of rubber bracelets and big earrings. The 
hair was fairly long and big, as were the layered skirts that were worn 
over tights. The makeup was bright and noticeable. The girls were 
labeled “Madonna wannabes,” and some continue to dress in vintage 
Madonna to this day (after work, of course). 
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Madonna’s second album, Like a Virgin (1984), propelled her 
popularity to even greater heights, with the single of the same name 
becoming her first number-one hit. Who can forget the “Like A Vir-
gin” music video or footage of Madonna performing the song during 
a concert? Rolling around seductively on stage in a wedding gown, 
she embodied the juxtaposition of virginity and sluttiness—the fan-
tasy of what every girl wanted to be and what every boy wanted to 
find. While “Material Girl” and “Crazy for You” sat at the top of the 
charts, Playboy and Penthouse magazines containing the nude photos 
Madonna posed for in 1977 resided under the beds of lots of teenage 
boys and curious men. 

Those who couldn’t get enough Madonna on radio, album, or 
MTV could see her in several aweless movies, from Shanghai Surprise 
to Body of Evidence. Critics panned her performances and branded 
her a less-than-stellar actress; however, they were only watching her 
performances on the big screen. Her greatest acting accomplish-
ments, in retrospect, have been in playing Madonna—cultural icon 
and superbrand. Her comfort in the role stems from total involve-
ment with her brand image, personality, and promise, all of which she 
controls and changes as she sees fit. This may be why her first movie, 
Desperately Seeking Susan, in which she plays a sharp-tongued char-
acter similar to the Madonna persona of that time, remains a stand-
out performance. It even did fairly well at the box office. 

Madonna had established her brand: It stood for self-expression; 
it begged for breaking the rules; it screamed sex. She established her-
self as a trendsetter who kept one pace ahead of what her fans would 
adopt shortly after she debuted it. Fans expected her to push the 
envelope of acceptability, sexuality, and creative freedom, and they 
expected her to keep evolving and guiding them on fashion and 
lifestyle trends. She might be controversial and criticized by many, 
but she sparked a flame not only among the boys, but also thousands 
of teenage girls who adopted her sexy styles. 

Like a Prayer 

The defining musical product for Madonna was her 1989 album 
Like a Prayer, with four tracks hitting number one and setting up 
her 1990 year-long Blonde Ambition tour. In this album she bared 
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her soul emotionally as much as she had bared her body elsewhere, 
with songs appealing to human feelings and emotions about family, 
death, and divorce, much as the album Elton John had done nearly 
two decades earlier. “Promise to Try” reflected Madonna’s reactions 
to her mother’s death at age six, and “Oh Father” focused on her dif-
ficult relationship with her father, while “Till Death Do Us Part” 
reflected her own failed marriage with Sean Penn. It was “Express 
Yourself,” however, that would become an anthem for personal em-
powerment among women and establish Madonna as a premier role 
model for women looking to take control of their circumstances and 
relationships. This song revealed Madonna’s true position on sex; 
while critics saw her blatant sexuality as something that degraded 
women and set the women’s movement back 20 years, she saw it as 
something that could empower them in a male-oriented world. 

It was the title song “Like a Prayer,” however, that created the great-
est buzz among fans, marketers, and casual observers alike. In a bold 
step toward marketing and branding innovation, Pepsi-Cola became 
the first company to debut a hit song and video on a television com-
mercial. It signed a one-year $5 million contract with Madonna to use 
the song in its commercial and sponsor the Blonde Ambition tour. 
This new formula of corporate sponsorship and pop music seemed to 
be a natural win-win marketing strategy. Pepsi could ride on the coat-
tails of the emotional connection Madonna had with her fans; Ma-
donna could debut her music and reach a larger base of fans—the 
Pepsi Generation. 

The two-minute commercial aired on March 2, 1989, amid a buzz 
of hype and anticipation as viewers turned on their sets just to see the 
commercial. It opened with Madonna innocently watching a child-
hood birthday party, drinking Pepsi, and remembering it as the same 
Pepsi she drank at birthday parties when she was a child. The gospel-
infused song and the production served up just the right music-
picture image and positioning for Pepsi’s core market. The song and 
the ad were the topic around office watercoolers and high school 
water fountains the next morning. 

Unfortunately for Pepsi, MTV released Madonna’s “Like a Prayer” 
video the next day, and all hell broke loose. The visual extravaganza 
slapped the face of conventional acceptability, featuring scenes of her 
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witnessing the murder of a white girl, defending a black man wrong-
fully accused, kissing a black saint in church, and dancing in front of 
a burning cross. It had a happy ending, which brought the actors 
together as if it had all been a theater production. It appeased her 
fans, who cheered on her ability and willingness to go where others 
wouldn’t, and it attracted so much attention that both the song and 
the video were catapulted to number one. It was nominated for Best 
Video of the Year and captured the Viewer’s Choice Award at the 
1989 MTV Video Music Awards. 

Pepsi, on the other hand, didn’t fare so well with its fans. The pos-
itive energy Madonna created with the song was completely zapped 
by the negative reaction mainstream America had to her video. The 
Catholic Church was outraged—offended by Madonna using signs of 
stigmata (her bleeding hands) and “having an orgasm on the altar.” 
Pepsi drinkers protested and organized boycotts, and Pepsi cancelled 
the commercial after only two showings. 

Pepsi did go on to collaborate with other, less controversial rock 
stars, including Michael Jackson (whose hair caught on fire during 
filming) and Britney Spears (a young woman of controversy in and 
of herself). And other firms have gone on to debut new songs in their 
commercials, such as Mitsubishi with “Days Go By” by the new 
group Dirty Vegas, which went on to top the pop charts. The rewards 
to marketers when they cobrand with the right musical artists can be 
huge, from massive publicity and awareness to making extrasensory 
connections with fans via the band’s musical conduit to memories 
and emotions. However, as the Pepsi–Madonna marriage demon-
strates, huge risks stand silently in the wings for marketers who fail to 
consider completely and control the activities likely to accompany 
celebrity endorsements. But Pepsi didn’t control Madonna; Ma-
donna controlled Madonna. 

Marketers looking to partner with other entities—be they celebri-
ties, spokespersons, other companies, or even nonprofit organiza-
tions—for promotional collaborations need to understand that 
entity’s real brand, including image, promise, and reputation. Partner-
ing with a nonprofit organization often provides many opportunities 
for goodwill among consumers, but if the organization becomes con-
troversial (such as People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 
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[PETA]), then the partnership can tarnish a brand’s reputation as well. 
In terms of a musical endorser, there are more attributes to weigh than 
just the type of music he or she creates. Madonna’s brand is not just 
about a visual image or a type of music; it is about the promise to 
shock and fly in the face of conventional thinking and conventional 
values, which was probably not the best match for the Pepsi brand. 
Marketers also need to understand the band’s fan base and how their 
customer base overlaps it in terms of lifestyle characteristics and val-
ues. A musical corporate sponsorship needs to be classified as a 
cobranding strategy, with residual effects on both brands from the 
association with each other. 

Courting Controversy 

After her Pepsi episode, it was business as usual for Madonna, which 
meant sex, advancing countercultural thinking, and more sex. In 
1992, she advanced the Madonna brand with a multichannel PR and 
marketing assault on mainstream music. She released her most 
provocative album, Erotica, which contained an ultrasexual S&M 
title song, as well as “When Life Begins,” about oral sex, and “In This 
Life,” a tribute to a friend who died of AIDS. With Erotica, Madonna 
broke the barriers of what could be said and sung in mass-market 
music, unusual for a female performer at that time. For example, she 
dealt with homosexuality so explicitly in the album that she even 
offended many gay fans. In one of her rare cover songs, she also sang 
“Fever,” raising the temperature a little from Peggy Lee’s 1950s ver-
sion, but enlarging the demographic age base. 

The sexual web Madonna had woven with Erotica was reinforced by 
the movie Body of Evidence and the book entitled Sex, a soft-core porn 
publication that transformed the term coffee table book to bedside table 
book. Expensively packaged in an aluminum cover with a steel-core 
binding, it sold over 500,000 copies at $50 and hit the cover of Time 
magazine. Today, expect to pay $100 or more for it on eBay. It featured 
hundreds of erotic photographs of Madonna and a host of celebrities 
including Isabella Rossellini, Big Daddy Kane, Naomi Campbell, and 
Vanilla Ice. Sex received enormous amounts of publicity—most of it 
negative—and scathing reviews from critics, but it helped sell over 
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2 million copies of the Erotica album. Though that multiplatinum 
number may sound impressive, it was actually one of her worst-selling 
albums, capturing only a fraction of the sales of her other best-selling 
albums, such as Like a Virgin. 

These three products thrust Madonna’s image from racy and on the 
edge of acceptability to raunchy and over the edge. Hard-core fans 
loved the album and probably the book; they remained loyal because 
they expected her to challenge the status quo. But she pushed beyond 
mass-market appeal and turned off a lot of friends, which can be dan-
gerous territory for even well-established brands like Calvin Klein. 
Tom Murry explains,“There’s a fine line between being sexy and going 
too far. You have to sense where your target audience is at a given 
moment—and how far you can take them without turning them off; 
without losing them.” 

And Madonna did lose some fans. In many instances, however, 
fans saw her expression of sexual fantasies as a step toward equal 
rights for men and women, taking on the double standard that it was 
okay for men to produce erotica but not women. However, Madonna 
did change the standards for what is acceptable in the media with her 
innovative approach to positioning, opening the way for artists of 
the future to take off their clothes to sell records. 

Chameleon Character 

From dancing to yoga, trampy rags to haute couture, material girl to 
mystic mom, Madonna changes her image nearly as often as she 
changes her hair color, which has gone from dirty blonde to platinum 
to black to whatever it is today. Just when fans think they’ve figured 
her out, she transforms again, keeping them intrigued, involved, and 
guessing what could possibly be next. That is her greatest brand 
promise—reinvention. 

By 1995, Madonna began a new era in her career and personal life. 
Her theatrical aspirations had found outlets before as a dramatic 
actress on Broadway in Speed the Plow, on the London stage, and in a 
costarring role with Warren Beatty in the movie Dick Tracy. In 1996, 
Madonna went on to star in the movie version of Evita, for which she 
won a Golden Globe for Best Actress. The soundtrack sold well, with 
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“Don’t Cry for Me Argentina” and “You Must Love Me” topping 
radio station play lists. More important, the movie aided her evolu-
tion from sexual being to upscale sophisticate, reaching mature, 
more upscale segments of the market. It also coincided with the birth 
of her daughter Lourdes, in 1996, fostering her new image of modern 
mother, and confirming it with the birth of her son Rocco, in 2000. 

Madonna remains sexy—she has just redefined sexiness according 
to her life stage. Today, Madonna’s image boasts shades of June 
Cleaver or someone that Mr. Rogers, if he were still alive, might ask to 
serve milk and cookies to kids in the neighborhood. She even ap-
peared on CNN’s Larry King Live with her husband, answering ques-
tions on parenting and expressing fairly traditional views on the 
differences between boys (they love cars) and girls (they love dolls and 
dressing up with makeup) and the need for children to have disci-
plined, organized lives. She doesn’t let her children watch television— 
books are better. In fact, she recently completed a deal to write five 
children’s books for Penguin. 

Although raised as a Catholic, even her spirituality has evolved. 
Now she is a proponent of Kabbalah, a form of Jewish mysticism 
incorporating the Old Testament and the foundational concepts of 
Jesus, the rabbi. When King asked her about her spiritual evolution, 
Madonna explained, “I was looking for something. I mean, I’d begun 
practicing yoga and, you know, I was looking for the answers to life. 
Why am I here? What am I doing here? What is my purpose? How do 
I fit into the big picture? I know there’s more to life than making lots 
of money and being successful and even getting married and having a 
family. . . .  What is the point of my journey and everybody else’s jour-
ney . . . what does it all  mean?”2 Many observers of current cultural 
trends see spirituality as a mainstream event occurring in American 
and other cultures. And, as usual, Madonna is on top of that trend, 
evolving from material girl to spiritual girl. 

Diamonds Are for Everyone 

Although a sexual positioning similar to Madonna’s might be appeal-
ing to some fans and work for brands such as Victoria’s Secret, Calvin 
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Klein, and Herbal Essences, others shy away from explicit sexiness. 
Not everyone chose to follow Madonna as she took the lead in pop 
music in the early 1980s—some because they didn’t like her music 
and others because they didn’t agree with the values she represented. 
Consumer product brands can suffer the same rejection and even 
consumer backlash when they cross the line of moral acceptability. 
Marketers sometimes point to the passion and emotion that using sex 
to sell can create among consumers. Others demonstrate the effec-
tiveness of brand personalities and positioning strategies that pro-
duce the same passion and emotional connection, but in a way that 
appeals to the values of the masses. Enter Neil Diamond. 

Diamonds Are Forever 

If Madonna is about sexual explicitness, continual reinvention, and 
shaking up the status quo, Neil Diamond is the anti-Madonna. Occa-
sionally sporting simple black outfits but eternally radiating a 1970s 
look and feel, Diamond has captured a place in the heart of America 
by peddling nostalgia. Singing an array of his 60-plus hits during his 
concert performances, Diamond lets his audiences relive a time in 
which things were a little less hectic, a bit more patriotic, and much 
more innocent. This combination of crooner and rock star excites 
fans from ages 18 to 80—with more of them representing the 55-plus 
crowd. In fact, you might be a Neil Diamond fan, having to suppress 
humming and toe tapping when you recall “Sweet Caroline,”“I Am I 
Said,” and “Cherry, Cherry.” But you might also choose not to scream 
your adoration from the rooftops, because he doesn’t represent the 
kind of cool other rock stars do. 

The music industry may not get very excited about Diamond, but 
his fans do. When it comes to concerts, fans snatch up tickets with 
lightning speed; consequently, he outpaces and outsells many of his 
younger, hipper, and sexier counterparts. Some industry trade publi-
cations report that Diamond was the biggest solo touring act of the 
1990s, due in part to an appeal that cuts a wide demographic swath 
of ages and musical tastes. His 2002 tour generated $52 million in 68 
cities, making it the fourth-largest tour of the year. From his first hit, 
“Cherry, Cherry,” in the 1960s to his most recent, “Three Chord 
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Opera,” fans have rewarded him with 60 hits, 38 of them in the top 
40. He even inspires Neil Diamond imitators—both black and white 
versions—in numbers that rival those of Elvis. Tribute bands, the 
musical equivalent of supermarket private labels, are found across 
the country, playing and singing Diamond songs in venues including 
Las Vegas, Nevada, and Branson, Missouri. 

Attend a Neil Diamond concert and you may think you’ve walked 
into an aerobics class for 60-year-olds. But amid a sea of gray hair are 
plenty of young people, often a bevy of young ladies in the first row, 
singing along and shouting their adoration. Don’t tell these women 
Diamond isn’t sexy—to them he’s very sexy, but in a conservative, 
wholesome, safe, non-Madonna-like way. Men and women alike 
enjoy singing the songs they’ve come to love, swaying to romantic 
ballads, clapping to patriotic tunes, and gyrating to 1970s-style pop 
classics. From the stage, the 62-year-old songster holds his fans in his 
hands, getting the respect that a career spanning four decades de-
serves. Though he may be far less sexual than Madonna, his stage 
presence, talent, and values make him just as sexy to masses of con-
sumers. One could argue that Madonna and Diamond are two sides 
of the same coin. 

Examining the brilliance of Diamond’s career uncovers some of 
the same values and marketing strategies that some of the world’s 
most enduring brands have used to stay profitable for decades. Those 
lessons include: 

S	 Connecting with a market segment and moving with it 

S	 Creating and maintaining emotional connections based on nos-
talgia and the comfort of familiarity 

S	 Understanding how values affect product, marketing, and man-
agement decisions. 

The Neil Diamond product and marketing approach creates a 
musical brand that mirrors several successful consumer product 
brands. One in particular comes to mind—Neil Diamond is the 
Velveeta cheese of the world of rock and roll. And before all of you 
Diamond fans get your feathers too ruffled, let us explain. Upon 
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announcing a tour, Diamond doesn’t need to rely on mass advertis-
ing to get the word out and sell tickets; word of mouth among fans 
does the trick. When you attend one of his concerts, you know what 
to expect; unlike KISS, there won’t be a lot of surprises, pyrotech-
nics, or fire-breathing. There’s only one Neil Diamond, and people 
know his brand well. His new albums are likely to sound like those 
of the past, which is pleasing to most of his fans, yet he does release 
new material occasionally to keep in touch with them and keep 
them engaged. While we know legions of devotees exist, you might 
be hard-pressed to find many who’ll fess up to being die-hard Dia-
mond fans. For most of the 50-and-under group, such admittance 
seems a bit too schmaltzy, classifying Diamond more as someone 
their parents should like. Yet, when his tour hits their vicinity, these 
boomers will go—and, more important, they’ll love every minute 
they are there. 

Now, compare that to Velveeta. Kraft certainly doesn’t have to do 
a lot of advertising for this product. It has its place in Americana, and 
it coasts merrily along on that sea of repeat purchases. When it comes 
time to replenish the Velveeta supply, what do consumers write on 
their shopping lists—processed cheese loaf or Velveeta? There really 
is no substitute. Its popularity is partially about consistency, but oc-
casionally Kraft will shake it up a bit with innovations like Picante 
Velveeta, which, like Diamond’s new releases, is the same basic prod-
uct consumers love but with a little kick. It’s a fact that Kraft sells tons 
of Velveeta, but Velveeta fans tend to be of the closet variety rather 
than an in-your-face breed. 

Closet fans can be challenging to marketers. Their tendency is to 
be loyal but not to evangelize—a major benefit to companies that 
create fans. Hormel’s blockbuster brand, Spam, had a similar posi-
tioning. Thousands of people ate it, but not many wanted to admit it. 
But with a tongue-in-cheek approach, the company launched a mar-
keting and branding campaign that let people laugh at the product 
and the fact that they liked it. In essence, the company made Spam 
cool—or at least as cool as canned, processed meat can be. Now there 
are Spam cook-offs, Spam recipes, Spam hats and T-shirts, and Spam 
fans, who not only are out of the closet but are proud to shout their 
adoration for the stuff in the blue can. 

Diamond established himself as part of the mainstream. Like 
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Velveeta, he has capitalized on his place in American culture, reaping 
the financial rewards of doing something well and sticking with it. 

Creating the Sparkle 

Neil Leslie Diamond (yes, that’s his real name) was born on a cold 
Brooklyn night on January 24, 1941. His cultural roots stemmed 
from Russia and Poland, birthplaces of his maternal and paternal 
grandparents. Young Neil grew up with American core values and the 
discipline of a father who served in the U.S. Army. A New Yorker 
through and through, he moved to Cheyenne, Wyoming, in 1945, 
where his father was stationed in the Army, exposing him to the rest 
of America. After military service, the family opened a dry goods 
store in Flatbush, eventually moving the business and the family 
home to Brooklyn’s Brighton Beach. Diamond learned in his early 
years about patriotism, a disciplined approach to delivering a quality 
product, family values, and a practical understanding of business, all 
of which he arguably brings to his music career. 

His musical journey began with the guitar he got for his sixteenth 
birthday and continued through singing with his high school’s choral 
group. In 1958 he wrote his first song, “Hear Them Bells,” as a tribute 
to the girl he later married in 1963. Perhaps his discipline and stage 
presence were affected by his acumen in the sport of fencing, which 
earned him a fencing scholarship at New York University, where he 
enrolled as a premed student. But his love for songwriting, and his 
lack of love for organic chemistry, lured him to leave college 10 cred-
its short of graduation to take a job as a songwriter with a publishing 
company. Diamond says he never regretted that decision. 

Like many singer-songwriters, he struggled in the early years. He 
first appeared in 1960, while still attending NYU, at the Little Neck 
Country Club on Long Island, but it took until 1965 for Diamond’s 
reign in rock and roll to begin. The string of hits that ensued read like 
a modern-day musical timeline (feel free to whistle along as we recap 
just a few). In 1965, Diamond the songwriter penned the hit “I’m a 
Believer” for the Monkees, and Diamond the performer released his 
own top-10 hit, “Cherry, Cherry.” Incorporating gospel and country 
sounds to give his music more emotional content, he overwhelmed 
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his fans, and in turn they gave Diamond two million-selling records, 
“Sweet Caroline” and “Holly, Holy.” “Cracklin’ Rosie” was his first 
number-one hit, followed in 1972 by another number-one smash, 
“Song Sung Blue.” In 1973, he signed with Columbia Records, releas-
ing Jonathan Livingston Seagull, which became his number-two all-
time best seller and earned him Grammy and Golden Globe awards. 
Toward the latter part of the decade, he wrote and recorded “You 
Don’t Bring Me Flowers,” which Barbra Streisand recorded sepa-
rately. A bold DJ spliced the two records together and listeners loved 
it, prompting Diamond and Streisand to rerecord the song as a duet, 
which became an all-time best seller for both stars. 

Diamond expanded his reach in 1980, starring alongside Sir Lau-
rence Olivier in the film The Jazz Singer. (He also appeared in another 
movie in 2001, Saving Silverman.) While Diamond’s thespian abilities 
didn’t threaten the careers of other actors, his musical career was rein-
forced by the soundtrack’s massive sales and appeal. He released 
numerous hits throughout the 1970s and 1980s, from “Forever in Blue 
Jeans” to “Heartlight,” which was inspired by the blockbuster movie 
E.T., but he occasionally disappeared from the recording scene. He 
explained to reporters, “I wanted to spend time with my family.”While 
of late this has become a euphemism in the business world for “I feel 
I’ve failed,” or “I’m completely burned out,” in the case of Neil Dia-
mond, it’s actually very believable. 

The Tour Master 

Diamond’s continued success stems from his brilliance in the touring 
game. Clad in sequins and black slacks while his fans are “Forever in 
Blue Jeans,” his concerts have evolved to deliver what his fans expect— 
a blast-from-the-past sense of nostalgia, great quality music, and 
a string of sing-along songs packaged in a Vegas-like production. 
Though many members of his band have been with him over 25 years, 
the digital equipment and technology used to deliver the high-quality 
staging and sound are state-of-the-art. 

As at an Elvis show, you can’t be in a bad mood while jamming at 
a Neil Diamond concert. There’s the innocence of his music, his 
infectious passion and energy, and the communal emotional ride 
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taken with thousands of fans. Emotions ran high during his Three 
Chord Opera world tour, which began on September 28, 2001, in 
Columbus, Ohio, soon after the September 11 attacks, and traveled 
to 90 cities in 16 months. Following the tragedy, many performers 
canceled performances out of respect for the victims and their fami-
lies. Some bands, however, decided to continue their tours, recogniz-
ing that many people felt the need to bond together, explaining in 
part the popularity of this Diamond tour. The Irish rock band U2 in 
fact, decided not only to keep its Elevation tour on track, it actually 
added nine shows to its lineup. Ask fans today, and they’ll tell you 
that U2’s decision to play to heal the nation made them even greater 
fans of the band. 

Neil Diamond took a similar approach. His values are American 
values personified, evidenced in particular by a special tribute to 
New York City firefighters and police (with a moving rendition of 
“He Ain’t Heavy, He’s My Brother”) and the unfurling of an Ameri-
can flag to the rousing refrain of his hit “America.” He captured the 
mood of the country, and audiences responded with tears of patriot-
ism, sorrow, and pride. In Canada, he added two Canadian flags to 
the stage and talked about “neighbors joined at the border.” Dia-
mond tells reporters that people want to get out and away from the 
television set and the dire news that constantly confronts them. 
“That’s why I’m still on tour,” he says. “It’s more than playing music 
for people and having a good time. There’s an emptiness out there, 
and I believe I can do something about easing that pain.” 

The Anti-Madonna 

Diamond and Madonna address branding in very different ways. 
Whereas Madonna focuses on constant evolution and change, Dia-
mond’s brand promise is not to change. Not one to follow the latest 
trend, instead he defines what Time magazine calls the “Bandmaster 
of the Mainstream.” Chalk it up to the familiarity of his voice and 
music and the simplicity of his lyrics and style, he provides an emo-
tional safe haven for many generations of fans, especially in times of 
uncertainty and unrest. 

Simplicity is a key concept in understanding Diamond’s mass 
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appeal; it also is a primary reason some products are propelled to 
mass acceptance and others are not. Research indicates that the more 
complicated a new product or marketing message, the less likely 
consumers are to adopt it. Complexity intimidates customers, often 
keeping them from trying something new. In addition to fearing that 
they will not understand it and will therefore feel stupid, they also 
don’t want to invest the time they perceive it will take to understand 
and use the product. In a nation in which half of the VCR clocks still 
flash 12:00, simplicity rules have affected the acceptance of technol-
ogy options from microwave ovens to quadraphonic sound. The 
same holds true for branding and marketing messages. Ease or diffi-
culty in understanding the basic benefit of a product and its relative 
advantage over competing options is the single most important de-
terminant of new product success. Add complexity, research indi-
cates, and the probability of failure increases dramatically. Simplicity 
sells to mass markets, whether the brand is a musician or a cheese. 

Diamond and Madonna each sing to a generation, connecting the 
values of their fans with their own values. Both sing about love and 
relationships (don’t they all), but they approach them from different 
perspectives—Madonna sings from a contemporary, tough, female-
powered, “I’m in charge” point of view, and Diamond in a sensitive, 
old-fashioned, “I’m in love” tone. Their values appear in the lyrics 
and mood of their songs. Listen to Diamond’s hit single “America” 
and you can feel the emotion with which he sings about immigrants, 
like his grandparents, arriving on our shores via boats and planes to 
find “freedom’s light, burning warm.” Madonna’s Life in America 
album is anything but patriotic, causing fans and audiences to protest 
the original version of the video, in which a grenade blows up a 
George W. Bush look-alike. Whereas Madonna seems to seek out 
controversy, Diamond shuns it, living and performing in ways that 
spotlight mainstream values. 

Believe it or not, the underlying commonality between these two 
performers is sex—more specifically, their sex appeal among fans. 
Though you hear more people use the words sex and Madonna in the 
same sentence, watch the reactions of the women at Diamond con-
certs, and you’ll find that sexiness or sexuality is at the top of their 
collective minds. Diamond’s sex appeal is different from Madonna’s, 
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but it exists nonetheless, and just as passionately for the women who 
share his definition of sexiness. Both performers demonstrate that 
sex sells, at any age. Just ask the folks who regularly bring sex to your 
mailbox—Victoria’s Secret. 

The World’s Worst-Kept Secret 

If Madonna and Neil Diamond were to spawn a business, it might 
very well resemble lingerie superstar Victoria’s Secret. Combining 
the brand DNAs of Madonna (sexiness, shock value, controversy, 
and brand evolution) and Diamond (consistency, simplicity, holistic 
values, and perfecting what you do well) could result in a product 
brand similar to Victoria’s Secret and a corporate brand and values 
system mirroring Limited Brands, Inc. 

Victoria’s Secret peddles sexiness to consumers around the globe 
to the tune of about $2.5 billion a year. With 900 lingerie stores and 
nearly 500 beauty stores in America, Victoria’s Secret also reaches 
customers 24/7 with the 350 million catalogues it sends out annually 
and on its fast-growing web site. Famed for its tastefully risqué cata-
log, Victoria’s Secret is one of the most powerful, sexy brands in the 
world, ranking as high as the ninth most recognized brand world-
wide, even though it has no stores outside the United States. 

Just as Madonna’s fans expect her to challenge conventional defini-
tions of acceptability, sexuality, and creative freedom, so its fans have 
come to expect the same from Victoria’s Secret, looking for guidance 
on fashion and lifestyle trends. In addition to bras, panties, and ted-
dies, Victoria’s Secret products include swimsuits, loungewear, hosiery, 
and footwear. Whether it’s underwear or underwater, Victoria’s Secret 
(barely) covers American women with a brand that probably leaves 
Madonna saying, “Why didn’t I think of creating that company?” 

Yet among a sea of fans exists a pool of critics, who look at the 
skimpy panties and see-through teddies and snipe at what they per-
ceive as attempts to exploit women. But Victoria’s Secret is not about 
setting the women’s movement back 30 years; it is about empowering 
women, giving them the choice to feel sexy, look great, and express 
their sexuality, not just to please others, but to please themselves. It 
reminds women that their bodies are beautiful and they have the 
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freedom to express their beauty, similar to the message Madonna has 
sent fans through her music, lyrics, and actions. 

Limited Brands 

Victoria’s Secret is just one piece of the corporate pie called Limited 
Brands, formerly known as The Limited, Inc. In a move to demon-
strate its fervent belief in the importance of brands, the company 
changed its name and fortified its mission to develop each of the 
brands within its portfolio of companies, which includes Victoria’s 
Secret, The Limited, Bath and Body Works, Express, Express for Men, 
Lerner New York/New York & Company, White Barn Candle Com-
pany, Aura Science, and Henri Bendel. 

Few brands, even Madonna and Aerosmith, provide a better blue-
print for brand evolution than Limited Brands. Front man and 
leader of the Limited Brands band is Leslie Wexner, who opened the 
first Limited store in 1963 with a $5,000 loan from his aunt. His 
strategy was based on segmentation—pick a segment of customers, 
understand those customers, and give them what they want. Don’t 
try to be everything to everyone; be vital and relevant to a select few. 
As Limited’s target market matured, so did its offerings, leaving the 
need for a second concept to appeal to emerging younger markets. 
That brand was Express. By 1993, the company had 13 businesses 
including Abercrombie & Fitch, Lane Bryant, Structure, Galyans, and 
Limited Too, all of which were grown and spun off. 

With an uncanny ability to buy minuscule chains consisting of 
only a few stores (like Victoria’s Secret and Abercrombie & Fitch) and 
build them into billion-dollar businesses, Wexner reinvents himself 
and Limited Brands every decade or so based on changes in his cus-
tomers’ wants and lifestyles. New additions to Limited Brands’ port-
folio include Victoria’s Secret Direct and Victoria’s Secret Beauty, a 
sister division of Victoria’s Secret stores, which develops and markets 
fragrances, color cosmetics, skin-care products, and personal acces-
sories. It’s a concept that exploded from a corner of Victoria’s Secret 
stores into separate stores dedicated to beauty products. Two of its 
fragrances are among the ten best-selling fragrances in the United 
States, earning four prestigious FiFi awards for new fragrances. 

Observing Wexner as he leads the $8-billion business is kind of 
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like watching Neil Diamond perform. The direction is clear, the exe-
cution precise, the performance consistent, the business strategies 
sound and proven, and the values noncontroversial. But a Madonna-
like sense of control and evolution lingers throughout the corpora-
tion, keeping Limited Brands fresh and sexy in its quest for increased 
profits and market share. Examining Victoria’s Secret, arguably its 
most recognized brand, reveals insights into: 

S	 The use of controversy in capitalizing on a brand 

S	 The use of sexuality and sexiness in selling positioning, and pro-
moting brands 

S	 The role of brand authenticity in connecting with fans 

S	 The role of logistics and operations in executing a brand promise 

Wexner changed the nature of retail branding by creating stores 
that are brands, instead of stores of brands that are controlled by 
manufacturers. Victoria’s Secret is the store; Victoria’s Secret is the 
brand; Victoria’s Secret is the experience. 

This Ain’t Your Grandma’s Underwear 

The Victoria’s Secret brand embodies sex. Its catalog has achieved 
iconic status in American culture, constantly mentioned on televi-
sion sitcoms and by Hollywood stars. It draws megadoses of media 
attention. It causes chaos when it arrives in households, as brothers 
duke it out for first viewing rights. Reactions from raving fans have 
made the catalog and the brand the standard of sexiness in main-
stream America. 

Taking underwear from the “unmentionables” category to the 
“talked-about” category and thereby redefining the lingerie market, 
Victoria’s Secret represents true brand authenticity among its fans. Its 
authenticity is bolstered by a diverse portfolio of models from Clau-
dia Schiffer (the German classic blonde) and Tyra Banks (African-
American) to Yasmeen Ghari (Canadian, Pakistani, and German all in 
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one) and Karolina Kurkova (the latest tall, blonde Czech). Individu-
ally, they represent many personalities and definitions of beauty. Col-
lectively, they give the Victoria’s Secret brand a culturally diverse but 
global personality of sexiness, sophistication, and beauty. 

Victoria’s Secret’s brand authenticity allows it to evolve without 
alienating its fans. Similar to the challenges Madonna faces in main-
taining a sexy image, Victoria’s Secret battles against consumers’ 
changing tastes and perceptions of what is cool or sexy. New colors, 
fabrics, styles, scents, and visuals need to continually redefine sexi-
ness, because what is hot today may be humdrum tomorrow. Sexi-
ness can also mean cotton briefs, boxers, flannel nighties, and boxy 
pajamas, all of which have been incorporated into the line in recent 
years. Victoria’s Secret knows that selling sex works only on a limited 
basis; it may intrigue customers enough to try a product once, but if 
the product isn’t world class or falls below expectations, chances are 
repeat purchases and loyalty won’t ensue. Therefore, its products 
need to feel good, look great, pleasure the wearer, and hold up to 
wear, tear, and washing. In the stores, customers need to feel com-
fortable selecting and buying intimate apparel, an uncomfortable 
experience for many people. 

The steward of the Victoria’s Secret brand is Victoria herself. 
This fictitious creature wanders the halls and collective minds of 
the Victoria’s Secret home office, representing the guiding force of 
what the brand needs to be to connect with customers. Victoria 
represents the lifestyles, dreams, and aspirations of her customers. 
And she is ever present among associates as they design lingerie, 
buy products throughout the world, and plan stores in locations 
where she would want to shop. Everyone involved in brand man-
agement can always return to the question, “What would Victoria 
do? What would she like?” 

Touching Fans with the Brand 

The Victoria’s Secret brand is a 360-degree experience, creating an 
extrasensory connection with customers at many levels. Under the 
leadership of Ed Razek, president of marketing and creative services, 
Victoria’s Secret has fashioned an “octopus” approach to branding, in 
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which it sends the same brand message to customers through its cat-
alog, web site, and stores. The tentacles of the octopus include exten-
sive television advertising, online fashion shows and information, 
television appearances for the supermodels, stylish in-store signage 
and high-impact visuals, and dramatic catalog layouts, all coordi-
nated to consummate in-store and online sales. 

A few years ago, in a bold move, the intimate images of the Victo-
ria’s Secret catalog leapt from its pages to the small screen, where the 
supermodels appeared in television ads featuring skin, an occasional 
hint of satin and lace, and more skin. A throaty female voice with a 
British accent spoke over the soft music, inviting one and all to the 
Victoria’s Secret bra and panty sale. Most would say the ads rocked; 
they surely have come a long way since Jane Russell modeled the 
18-hour bra outside her sweater. In a slight advertising twist, the 
2003 ads used the Bob Dylan tune “Love Sick” from his 1997 album 
Time Out of Mind, proving that classic rock musicians have even 
invaded the lingerie business. 

An unusually strong tentacle of the Victoria’s Secret brand is Vic-
toria’s Secret Direct—its web site is the premier example of a retail 
firm adding e-commerce to its multichannel arsenal for reaching 
and serving customers. VictoriasSecret.com allows browsers to see 
the models in action, create a wish list, view runway shows, and, of 
course, buy the products. While Bloomingdale’s and other retailers 
are retreating from their disappointing e-commerce ventures, Vic-
toria’s Secret grows with an achievement few can match—profitabil-
ity from the start. Even though Victoria’s Secret’s online venture 
performs head-and-shoulders above other retail sites, its stores still 
generate a majority of corporate sales and profits. It’s analogous to 
album releases for the Rolling Stones and Neil Diamond: Albums 
generate awareness and some profits, but their primary role is to 
generate buzz and support concerts—the real money-makers. 

Total customer experience drives the Victoria’s Secret retail for-
mula. Not only does management want the store atmosphere to 
make people feel welcome, comfortable, and eager; it wants the 
clothing to make women feel sexy, desirable, and good about them-
selves. Nowhere is Victoria’s Secret’s brand better executed than at its 
new, two-story flagship store in New York City’s Herald Square, a 
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25,000-square-foot stage of sexy images of silky lingerie and enticing 
colors, luscious fragrances and scents, and romantic music that 
courts fans and titillates media. 

As with Madonna and Neil Diamond, Victoria’s Secret’s brand is as 
much about how it makes others feel about themselves as it is about 
itself. Fans leave a Diamond concert uplifted and thrilled with what 
they’ve experienced. Getting this reaction from customers shopping 
for something that could make even the most macho of men blush is 
not always easy. This is painfully evident around Valentine’s Day (the 
firm’s second-biggest holiday), when gaggles of men enter Victoria’s 
Secret stores wearing a collective deer-in-the-headlights look of panic. 
That’s when the associates enter the theatre’s stage. At that moment the 
brand experience rests completely in their hands. How they interact 
with customers is guided by Limited Brands’ Diamond-like values of 
honesty, integrity, openness, respect, fairness, and inclusion. The abil-
ity of associates to exude passion for the product, make customers feel 
comfortable, and create a glamorous, intimate, and indulgent experi-
ence for customers determines overall satisfaction with the total Victo-
ria’s Secret brand. Never discount the value of the associates, because 
they execute the look, feel, and image that marketing and branding 
strategies create among customers. 

The Victoria’s Secret brand is about more than sexy images and 
supermodels, however. The functional component of the brand is 
paramount in creating and maintaining fans. Just as Neil Diamond’s 
concerts depend on high-end equipment, competent crew, and expe-
rienced band members, Victoria’s Secret depends on the Product 
Quality group at corporate headquarters to execute the brand experi-
ence seamlessly, from new product development through sourcing to 
production. Supply-chain issues, from inventory control to delivery, 
fall under the realm of Limited Logistics Service (LLS), which makes 
sure that the right products are delivered at the right time, in the right 
condition, in the right quantities, at the right price, when consumers 
want them. Rather than relying on vendors to deliver quality goods 
on time to stores as most department stores do, Victoria’s Secret exer-
cises Madonna-like control of its own logistics systems. 

Unlike many other firms that view logistics as little more than an 
operations function, Limited Brands incorporates logistics excellence 
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into its brand strategy and strength. Nick LaHowchic, president and 
CEO of LLS, explains the role of logistics to a brand. “We’re always 
asking ourselves, ‘How do we add value to our brand initiatives? How 
do we use the supply chain as a competitive weapon? How can we take 
cycle time out of the process? How can we become more agile?’ ” 
These considerations determine how well the brand promise is deliv-
ered at the customer level. If products are out of stock, or if size and 
color assortments don’t match consumer demand, or product quality 
falls below expectations, the entire brand is tarnished—and even ar-
dent fans retreat. 

Angels in the Architecture 

Victoria’s Secret has arguably created the fashion show to stop all 
fashion shows. A standard in fashion circles, the runway show tradi-
tionally was primarily directed toward industry insiders who gathered 
to look at upcoming styles and lines. As the retail industry changed, 
the runway show evolved from its roots in the buying arena to focus 
on media and consumer attention. The bigger the brand personality, 
the more celebrities attend (and vice versa), and the greater the media 
coverage and brand exposure. 

Victoria’s Secret, however, one-ups all other fashion shows, hands 
down. Rather than turning the heads of industry insiders, it shame-
lessly courts fans by broadcasting an hour-long skinfest that highlights 
the hottest, barely there fashions of the season. Originally developed 
as a live Internet event, the 2000 show in Cannes, France, broke all 
records for attracting eyeballs, to the point that volume eclipsed capac-
ity and the webcast shut down. The subsequent publicity buzzed about 
the show itself, its high consumer draw, and the Web crash, eventually 
reaching an estimated 1.5 billion people worldwide. From a revenue 
standpoint, it stimulated sales in May—a typically slow period for 
retail sales. 

In 2002, the Victoria’s Secret fashion show jumped from computer 
screen to prime-time television screen, reaching an even broader audi-
ence than the Internet alone could deliver. Broadcast in November, it 
also connected with people primed to shop for the holidays. Victoria’s 
Secret Fashion Show was hosted by supermodel Heidi Klum and singer 
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Mark McGrath and featured the runway show in addition to backstage 
sneak peeks at the models and the chaos of a fashion show. Add to that 
performances by pop-salsa superstar Marc Anthony, Destiny’s Child 
(one of the best-selling female groups in the world), and singer-
songwriter Phil Collins (who has sold over 100 million solo albums 
worldwide), and the hour-long event was more variety show enter-
tainment than fashion show. The event culminated with the “Dream 
Angels” runway pass, in which the Angels float in the air above the run-
way and one supermodel—who has literally competed for the right to 
wear the Angel wings—struts her stuff and stops the show. 

Caressing Controversy 

Any company that is perceived to sell sex should expect plenty of 
critics waiting in the wings to attack any marketing move that can be 
perceived as risqué. Complaints that used to focus on the images 
within the catalog now revolve around Victoria’s Secret’s advertising 
and most recently its fashion shows. The $7-million production cre-
ated many times that investment in publicity for the brand—some of 
it bad, all of it good. 

With the right spin and among fans, even controversial events 
can cast positive shadows. For example, activists with PETA inter-
rupted the 2002 Victoria’s Secret fashion show as Gisele Bundchen 
strutted down the runway. The protesters were taken away, the lights 
went down, and the segment was redone, with a composed Bund-
chen who strode out the second time to thunderous applause. In the 
end, most of the mainstream culture thought of PETA as unethical 
and Bundchen as the hero. Similarly, Concerned Women for Amer-
ica, the National Organization for Women, and the Parents Televi-
sion Council asked CBS not to air the show, calling it degrading to 
women. CBS spokesperson Chris Ender responded, describing it as 
a one-hour fashion show mixed with musical performances and 
comedy segments. “Does it push the envelope?” Ender said. “Sure, 
but everyone knows what the Victoria’s Secret fashion show is. With 
the advance publicity and the content advisory, every viewer will 
be armed with information to make their own choice.” Like head-
lines about the off-stage activities of rock stars, headlines about the 
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controversies around the fashion show attract audiences and extend 
awareness of the brand. 

Much of the controversy surrounding the Victoria’s Secret brand 
has to do with the influence people feel it has on culture—pushing the 
envelope of what is acceptable in the areas of sexuality, exposure, and 
even body image. What the average person doesn’t see and the media 
chooses to ignore is Limited Brands’ commitment to influencing the 
culture in which it operates in a very different way. One of the values at 
Limited Brands focuses on giving back to the community. Following 
in the personal footsteps of Wexner, Limited Brands topped the list of 
specialty retailers in Fortune magazine’s list of 2003 World’s Most Ad-
mired Companies, due in part to its intense focus on social responsi-
bility. One such initiative is an outgrowth of Governor Taft’s Ohio 
Reads initiative. Hundreds of company associates volunteer one hour 
per week in a classroom for one school year, teaching on company 
time, with the company underwriting all program expenses. Each 
associate tutors two children for half an hour each week, with another 
associate duplicating that with the same two students on another day. 
It’s a practical example of how to manage a Madonna-type brand with 
Diamond-type values. 

Orchestrating the Perfect Brand Concert 

Victoria’s Secret boasts a growing base of fans that evangelizes others; 
it embodies an image like no other; it exemplifies functional excel-
lence to execute brand promises. It’s a brand that rocks, generating as 
much buzz among its shareholders as the supermodels do among fans 
and media. The lesson for everyone is that brand strength, market 
share, and profitability arise from Limited Brands’ strict commitment 
to three major initiatives: 

S	 Maintaining its brand dominance through constant innovation 
in products with integrated brand marketing in a wide variety of 
media. 

S	 Increasing the presence of its brands through stores, catalogues, 
e-commerce, and international supply chain excellence, and the 
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delivery of consistently superior in-store and e-commerce expe-
riences. 

S	 Constantly focusing its business units on dominant brands. This 
includes growing some brands (as with Limited Stores, Express, 
and more recently Victoria’s Secret) and spinning off others (as 
with Lane Bryant and Limited Too) to maintain a portfolio that 
is relevant and attracts fans. 

Leslie Wexner is a brand leader who not only understands innova-
tion and how to reinvent brands; he knows how to communicate his 
vision to others and assemble teams to coordinate and execute brand 
strategy. He expresses succinctly the strengths of the firm he founded 
over 40 years ago; “Clearly, brands win and we have some of the most 
compelling brands in retailing. Well planned. Well bought. Well coor-
dinated. Well displayed. Well marketed. Well done.” Well said, Mr. 
Wexner; well said. 

Die Another Day 

Many attributes unite Madonna, Neil Diamond, and Victoria’s Secret, 
and many attributes distinguish them from one another. Eminem 
sings in his song “This looks like a job for me, so everybody just follow 
me, ’cause we need a little controversy, ’cause it feels so empty without 
me.” As his lyrics reflect, doomsday certainly doesn’t always precede 
controversy. Madonna and Victoria’s Secret have proven that. And 
while Eminem might believe the cultural scene would be empty with-
out him, so might it be barren without the likes of Madonna and Vic-
toria’s Secret. 

Not everyone, however, wants to follow brands that challenge the 
status quo. Neil Diamond’s sustained popularity and degree of 
impact prove that controversy isn’t necessary to achieve cultlike fame; 
in fact, there are legions of fans looking to worship someone with tra-
ditional values. One need just look to the popularity of Christian 
singer Bill Gather, who sells out arenas wherever he performs, and 
to the phenomenal growth of Branson, Missouri—a mecca of good, 
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old-fashioned, family-oriented entertainment (including the revival 
of The Lawrence Welk Show).* 

Madonna is innovation, change, and evolution personified. But 
not all of her moves are smooth, like her appearance in the movie 
fiasco Swept Away (directed by husband Guy Ritchie), which even 
her kindest critics and audience members panned. Robert Summer, 
former president of Sony Music International, says, “The challenge 
she faces now in terms of finding another cat’s life is exponentially 
greater than anything she’s faced previously. She handles the matter 
of relevance masterfully, but more immediate is the issue of Swept 
Away. When you hit the floor that hard, it’s really tough to bounce 
back.” 

Madonna presents a tantalizing study of how to craft a brand that 
interprets, relates to, and influences the values of its fans. The next 
episode in her saga will be how she rebounds from her most recent 
setback—her controversial album American Life, with an antipatri-
otic video, causing even some fan backlash. But that was last week. 
Her spin control is already repairing damage. Anticipating her next 
move keeps us on the edge of our seats to see what she’s going to do 
next and, in times of adversity, how she’s going to get herself out of 
another fine mess. Stay tuned! 

The similarities between and juxtaposition of Madonna and Neil 
Diamond give insight on how two brands can take different ap-
proaches to positioning based on the same attribute. Each brand 
authenticity in the area of sex is real, though very different based on 
their life stages, values, and fans. And as different as they are, they 
share fans, who work out or dance to “Ray of Light” and other peppy 
Madonna tunes and listen to old Diamond favorites over a candle-
light dinner. Of different generations, different styles, and different 
values, they are different sides of the same coin. 

*If you are child of the 1960s, we know you’ve seen at least one episode of the 
original television show. For a real study in how television and culture have 
changed, try to catch a rebroadcast on your local PBS station. Most likely, you’ll 
recognize some of the music and some of the songsters—at the very least you’ll 
remember sitting around the television with your family, trying to imitate 
Welk’s accent. 
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Lessons from the
/
Legends of Rock 
and Roll 

I can explain everything better through music. You hypnotize 
people to where they go right back to their natural state and when 
you get people at their weakest point, you can preach into their 
subconscious what we want to say. —JIMI HENDRIX 

A book on music and branding wouldn’t seem complete, some-
how, without a mention of Old Blue Eyes himself. Frank Sina-

tra’s music has touched millions of fans over the years, with classics 
like “Fly Me to the Moon,”“Luck Be a Lady,” and “My Way.” During his 
legendary concerts, audience members would take a collective trip 
down memory lane with each song he belted out, reminiscing about 
good times and tough times, taking solace in the tunes they heard. 
Some evoked tears; some promoted smiles; all drew applause. But few 
songs inspired fans to sing along as much as “New York, New York” 
with its famous lyrics, “If I can make it there, I’ll make it anywhere.” 

That’s the world of rock and roll—the New York City of competi-
tive marketplaces. It is hard to imagine a more fickle industry; 
one minute a song is hot, the next it’s passé. A rock star can go from 
in to out in the time it takes many corporations to agree on which 
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advertising agency to hire to promote a new product. What it takes to 
make it in this rapidly evolving, fan-driven industry applies to most 
any fledgling brand or company trying to establish itself. 

As you’ve seen throughout this book, the stereotypical rock-and-
roll rags-to-riches story begins with a group of social oddballs join-
ing forces, working hard to create their sound, touring an endless 
array of dive bars, and selling their souls to the managers and record 
label executives who “discover” them. Those who survive the music 
industry’s brutal initiation with body, mind, and soul somewhat 
intact go on to promote the albums they sweat to create inside 
cramped recording studios. Promoting means touring—usually 
small venues a few steps up from the dives of earlier days—which 
means many months on the road, devoid of home life and stability 
but filled with excess, attention, and temptations that few are strong 
enough to ignore. 

If people like the fledgling band, tell others about it, buy tickets to 
concerts, and purchase albums, the record labels take a chance on 
them hitting pay dirt. If the band is a flop, the labels just tell them to 
hit the dirt. 

That’s the world or rock-and-roll bands. That’s also the world of 
money-making brands. 

Fanfare 

In today’s competitive arena, retailers, manufacturers, and service 
organizations alike strategize for new ways to attract and retain cus-
tomers. Frequent buyer programs, special service offerings, improved 
customer service centers, and product reiterations sometimes lead to 
success for the many firms vying for customers’ attention and spend-
ing. And while a consistent combination of these and other programs 
may make significant strides in the race for long-term loyalty, few 
firms achieve an emotional connection with their customers. 

As KISS, the Rolling Stones, and Elton John reveal, emotional con-
nections foster devotion among customers. In the music world, these 
customers are known as fans—a group of zealots that bands can count 
on to buy their latest albums, attend their concerts, and demand that 
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their music stay on the radio. They also represent a baseline of sales for 
new records, concerts, merchandise, or projects the band produces. 
For bands, a strong fan base represents a major step toward longevity, 
sustained relevance, and a place in culture. Though this category of 
customer is not exclusive to the world of rock and roll, it is far more 
prevalent there than in the world of commerce. 

So what does creating fans mean for businesses? At Starbucks, it 
means people willing to pay top dollar for a cup of coffee nearly 
every morning—and a decade of 20 percent annual growth rates, 
even in 2002 when the rest of the economy was sputtering. At eBay, it 
translates into people who have developed side businesses of buying 
and selling online, somewhat addicted to the thrill of a treasure hunt. 
At Victoria’s Secret, it results in intense public interest fueling free 
television coverage of its fashion shows on Entertainment Tonight 
and other programs. In all of these instances, fans evangelize for the 
brands they love, help recruit other customers, give little regard to 
special promotions of competitive brands, and ultimately provide 
higher profit margins for the companies they follow. 

Though fans sometimes exist in the corporate branding world, 
they run rampant in the world of classic rock. Why? Primarily 
because of the emotional connection that binds fan to band. The 
ability to evoke an emotional response—“Wow, that’s the brand for 
me!”—is critically important for marketers looking to create loyalty 
among customers. Studying legendary rock bands reveals tactical les-
sons on how to create lasting brands, including: 

S	 Forge and foster an emotional connection with fans. 

S	 Develop ways for your fans to incorporate the brand into their 
lifestyles. 

S	 Develop what your brand communicates to fans in terms of 
information and emotion. 

S	 Retain fans by continually improving the brand at a rate that 
doesn’t distract from the overall positioning of the brand. 

S	 Stay fresh in the market, but true to your core sound or strength. 



c08.qxd  8/20/03  10:18 AM  Page 206

2 0 6  |  B r  an ds  T hat  Ro ck  

S	 Create realistic expectations among customers and understand 
that their expectations will increase over time. 

S	 Reposition and update the brand by cobranding with brands 
that have appeal in the markets you are targeting. 

S	 Develop talent continuously, package it well, and relate it through 
multiple mediums. 

S	 Monitor brand adoption and customer behavior to drive brand 
adaptation. 

S	 Resist the temptation of overexposure—fans like to feel like they 
are part of something special. 

S	 Empower your fans to help your brand become and stay success-
ful in the market. 

If the stereotypical classic rock band were reincarnated as a port-
folio of consumer brands, it would be Kraft Foods—an enduring 
example of how lessons described throughout this book apply to 
product brands. A little bit Rolling Stones and a whole lot of Neil 
Diamond, Kraft’s brand umbrella embodies what it takes to get onto 
retail shelves and stay there for decades. Its string of number-one hits 
rivals that of Elton John, just as the qualities and personality of its 
products rival his professional persona. 

Kraft is perhaps less hip than many of the brands cast in the mar-
keting media spotlight, but it is sexy because of the profits it gener-
ates. Not as glamorous as Victoria’s Secret or as funky as JetBlue, 
Kraft’s success results from masterful marketing of the mundane. It 
proves, however, that the principles pulled from the world of rock 
and roll apply to just about any product, including cheese, lunch 
meat, and frozen dessert topping. 

Krafting Winning Brands 

Kraft’s portfolio of brands rocks. If you’ve read this book, that procla-
mation shouldn’t shock you. Just think of the equity the company has 
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built over the past several decades with its household-name brands, 
including Jell-O, Cool Whip, Grey Poupon, and Maxwell House. It 
boasts leading brand names in categories mainstream America can’t 
live without—what would we do without Miracle Whip, Velveeta, 
Shake ’n Bake, and Kool-Aid? Generations of kids have been raised on 
those four staples alone. 

What makes Kraft so cool is the long-term dominance its brands 
have commanded in the marketplace, their effect on overall financial 
return, and their role in driving long-term strategy for the company. 
Kraft’s brand focus exemplifies our conclusion that the most valuable 
assets on a balance sheet often don’t even appear on the balance 
sheet—a company’s brands. Brand equity, sometimes measured by the 
excess of a firm’s market capitalization over its net worth, represents a 
long-term investment in market share, wallet share, and heart share. 
And as the legendary bands featured in this book show, the greater the 
heart share or emotional connection between fan and brand, the more 
likely that brand is to be adopted into consumers’ lives. 

The ultimate cheese-and-cracker combo was born in the merger 
of Kraft and Nabisco to reign as the largest branded food and bever-
age company in North America, with revenues of nearly $30 billion. 
Kraft brought the world’s number-one brand of cheese, along with 
leading brands of salad dressings, packaged dinners, barbecue sauce, 
and other products to the table, while Nabisco brought with it the 
world’s leading cookie and cracker brands. The marriage, which is 
expected to result in cost savings of $600 million a year by 2004, tran-
scends languages, permeates cultures, and sells in 150 nations 
around the globe. 

Promoting Individual Identities: Marketing One Collective Brand 

Many brands featured in this book are single brands, firms whose 
corporate identity is closely tied to one brand. Unlike JetBlue, Wal-
Mart, and Madonna, however, Kraft is a family of brands that holds 
the number-one share position in 21 of 25 product categories in the 
United States and internationally. The company owns over 150 
brands that, according to Nielson data, are so culturally relevant that 
at least one can be found in 99 percent of U.S. households at any 
given time. 
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Reading like the Forty Licks greatest hits CD, Kraft brands include 
Tang, DiGiorno, Tombstone, Knudsen, Cracker Barrel, Bakers, 
Calumet, Shake ’n Bake, Grey Poupon, Cream of Wheat, Milk-Bone, 
Jell-O, Balance and Oasis Bars, Sure-Jell, Claussen, Minute Maid, 
Good Seasons, Seven Seas, A-1, Chips Ahoy!, Ritz, SnackWell’s, 
Triscuits, Zwieback, Corn Nuts, Altoids, Toblerone, Life Savers—and 
we could go on, but won’t! Kraft follows the branding strategies from 
the classic rock era in which each member of the band projected a 
unique identity. When Mick Jagger, Keith Richards, Ronnie Wood, 
and Charlie Watts walk on stage together, they are the Rolling Stones, 
but each draws screams from fans because of his individual person-
ality. For instance, some people are huge Watts fans because they 
have an affinity for him greater than the connection they feel toward 
Jagger. Today’s contemporary bands usually promote the name of 
the band, passing up the marketing effort required to promote indi-
vidual personalities. Like the Rolling Stones, each Kraft brand has its 
own identity, any one of which may connect with consumers better 
than another family brand. 

Function + Fun = Focused Brands 

In their recent Face to Face tour, Elton John and Billy Joel electrified 
audiences with an integrated display of piano genius and personality. 
Their endless string of combined hits kept concertgoers emotionally 
engaged for over three hours, but it was their unique synergy that 
kept fans on their feet a majority of the time. John and Joel blend just 
the right amounts of function and personality to pack a powerful 
entertainment punch to even the most discerning fans. Though each 
artist has tremendous skill and personality, it is their collective for-
mula that allows them to work as a successful team; John adds more 
parts function (with more serious piano interludes and focused 
demeanor) and Joel more parts fun (laughing more and jumping 
around the stage). 

Oscar Mayer—the leading hot dogs, cold cuts, and bacon brand in 
the United States—is Kraft’s Elton John, Billy Joel duet. The brand 
consists of quality, good-tasting lunchmeat marinated in vats of per-
sonality. Just think of the Oscar Mayer Wienermobile. The giant 
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hotdog on wheels hit the roads of America in 1936; today, a fleet of 
them travels the United States, Puerto Rico, and Spain, leaving a trail 
of people singing the infamous jingle, “Oh I wish I were an Oscar 
Mayer  wiener. . . .  ”  Admit it. You remembered it, didn’t you? 

Let Fans Participate in the Brand 

Oscar Mayer also lets fans participate in the brand. An even more 
popular jingle than the wiener anthem is the bologna anthem. It is 
Kraft’s Wal-Mart cheer—its “Rock and Roll All Night.” The words, 
“My bologna has a first name, it’s O-S-C-A-R . . . ”  still resonate  
through the minds of boomers and Generation Xers alike. Today, 
however, kids may not sing the bologna song in the cafeteria, but 
they do talk Kraft at lunch when they assemble and trade Lunch-
ables. This modern-day brown-bag lunch is really a kit of snack-sized 
food that kids like to eat and can assemble and eat, such as pizza and 
taco Lunchables. Kids get to play with their food and trade among 
themselves, while parents don’t have to take the time to make lunch 
for them. 

Fan participation may also occur via web site, as Aerosmith has 
done well with its Notes from the Road section, chat room, and 
photo gallery. Similarly, Kraft spews out a slew of recipes and ideas 
about how to be creative with Velveeta, for example, and customers 
can enter contests and win up to $100,000. 

Deliver on Fans’ Expectations 

When fans attend a Rolling Stones or Eagles concert, they expect to 
hear a string of hits they can sing along with, performed with top-
notch sound quality and delivered with high energy. Like these leg-
endary bands, Kraft brands give customers what they expect. Kraft 
may not be gourmet food, but its fans don’t expect it to be. They do, 
however, expect reliability, top-shelf quality, familiarity, and good 
value. 

Firms must ask themselves, “Do our products really deliver the 
attributes consumers consider most important?” In a food company, 
those attributes might include taste, ease of preparation, consistency, 
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reliability, and safety, all of which affect the overall perception of 
product quality. Distribution is the less observable attribute of great 
brands, just as road crews and staging may escape the attention of 
fans at a concert. But a focus on quality that customers expect has 
lead to a hit parade of number-one brands at Kraft, including 
Philadelphia, the number-one cream cheese in the world. 

Evolve to Remain Relevant without Alienating Current Fans 

Many artists featured in this book are dedicated to innovation, often 
trying to incorporate the latest technology into their shows, musical 
sounds, and productions. Madonna sticks to her core brand, but 
innovates in terms of how she presents that brand to her fans. Neil 
Diamond, on the other hand, innovates by releasing new music but 
changing as little as possible, following more closely the adage, “If it 
ain’t broken, don’t fix it.” Kraft follows a combination of the two. 

A leader in the world of cheese, Kraft shows how to take an exist-
ing product and rework it a thousand ways to create new products. 
Building on its basic cheese formula, Kraft was the first to offer com-
mercially packaged cheese slices in 1965. Philadelphia cream cheese 
now comes with pineapple, strawberries, or salmon already mixed 
in; Kraft sells over $1 billion annually in cream cheese alone. It put 
cheese in a spray can, called it Cheez Whiz (reaching a whole group 
of customers just dying to eat cheese from a can), and forever 
changed hors d’oeuvres at Middle America’s dinner parties. It took 
fat out of Velveeta (Velveeta Lite), for calorie-conscious consumers in 
search of smaller waistlines, and put in jalapeños, for those wanting 
a little zing in their cheese loaf. Constantly innovating, Kraft now has 
bragging rights to a portfolio of 200 forms of cheese products—even 
Elton John doesn’t have that many versions of “Candles in the Wind.” 

Create an Authentic Brand ; Choose an Accepted Conduit 

Mooove over Elsie, there’s a new cow in town—and she’s purple. 
Kraft added Milka, one of Europe’s leading brands of chocolate, 
to its vast array of brands sold in the United States. Founded by 
Phillippe Suchard in the mid-1800s in Neuchâtel, Switzerland, Milka 
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transformed chocolate from a product available only to Europe’s 
elite to a treat that could be enjoyed, and afforded, by all. Packaged in 
a lilac wrapper decorated with cows in a pasture, the brand is recog-
nized around the world and reigns supreme throughout Europe 
as one of the most tender chocolates available. Through extensive 
advertising, Milka developed the personality of the lilac cow to the 
extent that when German schoolchildren are asked to draw a farm 
scene, they often color the cows purple. 

As seen with Madonna, in order for a brand to be adopted by a 
culture, it needs to project authenticity, but Aerosmith’s introduction 
of urban music into suburban markets also shows that acceptance in 
a new market often depends on how the product is introduced. 
Milka’s long history as a leading manufacturer and popular brand of 
chocolate gave it authenticity among European consumers, which 
translated into brand authenticity among chocolate lovers in the 
United States. Consumer acceptance of the brand, however, was 
facilitated by Kraft—an established, accepted conduit through which 
to enter a new market. Today, you can find the lilac cow at your local 
Wal-Mart or Kroger. 

Kraft’s Front Woman 

Kraft’s brand and marketing strategies are built on six core values 
that serve as guiding principles or inner beliefs that define how the 
company operates. Some are similar to the values of other leading 
firms, including innovation, speed, trust, and teamwork. But two of 
Kraft’s values pop out as different from those of the typical firm, 
and they parallel lessons to be learned from studying enduring rock 
bands. Those values are passion and focus. The company’s brand 
includes the promise to bring a passion to win to everything it does, 
with a confidence to set high goals and an uncompromising drive 
to achieve them, and a focus on what matters most to consumers, 
and what’s most important for building its people, brands, and 
business. 

Kraft’s corporate structure is unique in that it has co-CEOs— 
Betsy Holden and Roger Deromedi. Just as Mick Jagger and Keith 
Richards lead the band in different ways at different times, so do 
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Holden and Deromedi; it is Holden’s personality, however, that 
makes her the Jagger of Kraft. She embodies both passion and focus 
in the way she energetically leads the company. A former fourth-
grade schoolteacher, she entered the Kellogg School of Management 
at Northwestern University, where she energized case teams to excel. 
Before graduating, she led the fundraising campaign for a class gift, 
which normally raised a few thousand dollars—her class raised over 
$120,000. 

Not surprisingly, she quickly rose in the ranks at Kraft, where 
today she is known for her nearly boundless energy and passion, 
constant contact with associates at every level throughout the com-
pany, and focus on maintaining Kraft’s dominant brand positioning. 
People who work with Betsy report that she is still a teacher, showing 
why as well as how brands connect with customers so well that they 
become fans. Holden personifies the values of the corporation and 
the energy and passion of its brands with the same intensity as Jagger 
represents the Stones. 

Kraft’s overall branding strategy reads like a summary of the rock-
and-roll lessons highlighted in this book. Among them: Provide con-
sistent products of the highest quality that delight current fans, 
gradually change the product to remain relevant to changing life-
styles and cultures, and package products with a personality that 
connects with existing fans and attracts new ones. Whether for Kraft 
or Madonna or the Rolling Stones, it’s a sound strategy that wins fans 
and influences profits. 

Strategies for Getting into the 
Branding Hall of Fame 

The greatest rock-and-roll bands of our time have been inducted 
into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, a contemporary masterpiece 
that rises above the shore of Lake Erie in downtown Cleveland. A trip 
to the museum is a must for music lovers—it ignites imagination, 
overwhelms the senses, stimulates creativity, and fills visitors with a 
sense of awe. The bands featured there are brands that are larger than 
life, representing the talent, ambition, guts, and marketing savvy that 



c08.qxd  8/20/03  10:18 AM  Page 213

le  s  so n s  fro  m  t he  le ge n d  s  of  ro ck  an d  roll  |  2 1 3  

stardom requires. These bands’ sagas teach what it takes for brands to 
become cultural icons. They also teach what it takes, at a personal 
level, to succeed in fulfilling dreams. 

Several common themes, lessons if you will, rise from the close 
study of why some bands have remained successful decade after 
decade and why most have had a few hit songs and scurried off into 
oblivion. Though dozens of strategies leap from previous chapters of 
this book, some of the overriding principles learned from analyzing 
the careers of Elton John, KISS, the Rolling Stones, Aerosmith, 
Madonna and Neil Diamond are: 

S	 Emotional connections turn customers into fans. 

S	 Maintaining and adapting existing brands is more profitable 
than inventing new ones. 

S	 Legendary brands evolve to stay culturally relevant. 

S	 Passion and energy create brands people want to adopt. 

S	 Being the best often evolves by borrowing from the best. 

S	 Baby boomers rule much market demand. 

Marketers looking to create legendary brands—those that capture 
a place in the fabric of mainstream culture—take note. Famous rock 
stars have succeeded in ways that few brands have. Here are some of 
the ways they’ve done it. 

Emotional Connections Turn Customers into Fans 

Studying the success stories of legendary rock bands reveals that cus-
tomers buy a product, but fans invest in a relationship. When fans 
buy the latest Red Hot Chili Peppers CD, they invest time, money, 
attention, and emotion in furthering their connection to the band. 
Buying a concert ticket not only lets fans reinforce their ties to the 
Chili Peppers, but lets them add another experience to their memory 
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scrapbooks. For fans, purchasing products and experiences is an 
investment in a healthy relationship they enjoy. 

There are several ways legendary rock bands forge and foster emo-
tional connections with their fans, including: 

S	 Practice reverse customer intimacy. While much of corporate 
America is focused on CRM programs that help companies 
understand their customers better, many bands find ways to let 
fans get to know them more intimately. The better fans know a 
band through special information and personal experiences, the 
more likely they are to maintain a relationship with it. Aerosmith 
allows customers to get to know the band more intimately with 
remote staging and backstage tour packages, helping fans feel 
that they have a special relationship to the band. When the affec-
tive (emotional) components of attitudes toward a brand are 
firmly anchored in the cognitive (knowledge) components of an 
attitude, they are highly resistant to change or competitive 
encroachment. 

S	 Keep angel fans engaged. Angel fans discover bands before they 
become stars, investing time, money and emotion in the success 
of the band. They take pride in the ultimate success of the band 
and are rewarded with bragging rights for picking a winning 
brand. John Mayer, 2003 Grammy winner, tells his angel fans to 
take tape recorders to his concerts and tape his music, which 
keeps them engaged in the concert experience and helps them 
create memories. This actually increases the likelihood that fans 
will buy the CD, because they will want a good-quality version of 
what they heard live. Whether it’s the KISS Army or the Talking 
Heads intellectual crowd, harnessing the support of angel fans 
is key to the adoption of new products ranging from Google to 
JetBlue. 

S	 Involve customers in the brand experience. There is a magical 
moment in Billy Joel and Elton John’s Face to Face concert in 
which the stars stop singing and let the audience take over. 
Thousands of people sing the lyrics to “Piano Man” in one col-
lective voice—it is total fan involvement in the John and Joel 
brands. Similarly, Harley-Davidson fans experience total brand 
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involvement when they tour on their hogs and congregate for 
weekends with other enthusiasts. Though the company organ-
izes the experiences, it mostly enjoys the ride that goes hand-in-
hand with owning a brand that becomes a lifestyle. 

S Develop information and emotional exchanges with customers. 
Brands and customers exchange information. Descriptions of 
product features and care and usage instructions flow from the 
brand to the consumer, while feedback on product performance 
flows from the customer back to the brand. But brands and fans 
go one step further and exchange emotions, from feelings of 
nostalgia to outright elation, that fans receive from the brand, 
relay back to it, and convey to others. Whereas many brands 
convey emotions to customers through brand attributes—from 
the music that is used in advertisements to product design and 
color—those looking to connect emotionally need to provide a 
conduit for fans to express their emotions as well. Web sites are 
becoming increasingly important in this area. Whether it’s 
Amazon.com or Madonna.com, fans are more likely to become 
and remain engaged with a brand when they can communicate 
with it. 

Each band featured in this book has connected with its fans by 
delivering an exceptional brand experience—not just good music on 
a CD, but an experience people live and remember. KISS is the king 
of concert experiences. To this day, fans flock to see the gruesome 
bunch strut around stage in makeup, costumes, and eight-inch heels, 
singing rock anthems of yesteryear, and setting the stage ablaze. But 
fans don’t sit idly and watch the mayhem from their seats. They wear 
the makeup and costumes of their favorite band members, com-
mune with other zealots, and live the entire concert experience. 

Starbucks fans may be as close to KISS fans as you can get in the 
world of corporate branding. They parade down the street sipping 
from their Starbucks cups. They spew out orders the way KISS fans 
shout the words to “Rock and Roll All Night,” sharing a special lan-
guage that includes such words as venti, nonfat cap, skinny, grande, and 
Frappucino. And although attending your first Starbucks concert—er, 
ordering at a Starbucks for the first time—can be intimidating, new 
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fans quickly become part of the community of other Starbucks 
zealots, often while surfing on their Wi-Fi enabled laptops. 

How do Starbucks and KISS do it? With the right combination of 
product, atmospherics, and cast interaction. In addition to selling a 
functionally excellent product, Starbucks makes people feel part of a 
community or culture with an in-store experience providing indi-
vidualized attention, service, options, and recognition. 

Maintain and Adapt Great Brands It’s More Profitable than 

Inventing New Ones 

One critically important truth rises from analyzing legendary rock 
bands—maintaining, adapting, and improving a band’s existing 
“product” is usually more rewarding than inventing a completely 
new one. Many recording labels have forgotten this lesson. In the 
early days they invested time and patience in the brands of their new 
stars, accepting a gradual rise to stardom. Today, if success isn’t mete-
oric and if that success level isn’t maintained, bands move to their 
label’s second-class-citizen list or are dropped altogether. The label 
then looks for and markets the next new thing, forgoing a long-term 
view of the impact of the brand on the market. Individual artists 
have learned this lesson, however. Just as KISS’s success diminished 
after it abandoned its full-makeup product, Prince lost a substantial 
portion of his following when he strayed too far from his core sound. 
Famed rocker Rod Stewart, although commercially successful in the 
1970s, lost some of his credibility among rock-and-roll fans when he 
pulled on spandex tights and unleashed a string of disco hits. It took 
several years and a return to his bluesy version of rock to regain his 
position as a classic rock artist and legendary success. 

No band exemplifies the principle of maintaining and improving 
the core product better, however, than the most successful rock-and-
roll brand of all time—the Rolling Stones. The Forty Licks world tour 
was a masterful extension of the brand to new areas of the globe with 
new promotions and new merchandise. Fundamentally, though, it 
was mostly the same songs that were hits 40 years ago, borrowed 
from the best of Muddy Waters and other blues pioneers. Although 
the Stones produced several albums most years, usually they were 
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recombinations of core songs with just enough new ones to enlist 
new listeners and justify the album purchase to existing fans. The 
bedrock of rock-and-roll product development is a greatest hits 
album or a new album salted heavily with tracks fans already know 
and love. 

New products are very risky because 80 percent or more fail, sim-
ply because consumers generally don’t change products with which 
they are satisfied. This principle stands out when studying rock 
music—fans continue to support the bands they like, the ones that 
reside on their personal all-time favorites lists. Just as new, unknown 
songs played at concerts, even by legends such as Paul McCartney or 
Elton John, are likely to be “restroom music” for lots of fans, compa-
nies also experience difficulty in getting consumers to accept some-
thing new, especially when they stray too far from their core product 
strength. Volkswagen, after its Aerosmith-like resurgence with the 
Beetle and other midmarket models, entered the luxury car market 
with the Phaeton—a $70,000 spectacular array of new features 
including a solar-powered sunroof and sensors that control both the 
temperature and humidity in the car, competing with Mercedes, 
Lexus, and Cadillac. Instead of maintaining and extending its suc-
cessful Jetta or Passat brands with a SUV or other adaptations, the 
Phaeton was supposed to lead Volkswagen out of its middle-of-the 
road image into the premium market. By the end of its first year, sales 
totaled just 3,009 Phaetons, only a quarter of company projections. 
Rock legends, however, offer tips on how companies can adapt their 
brands and become accepted by consumers: 

S	 Evolve but remain true to your core sound or strength. Bands that 
stray too far from their core sound often alienate the fans they 
took so long to acquire. Aerosmith’s remake of “Walk This Way” 
spurred a brand reinvention with the perfect balance of familiar-
ity and newness. Evolution is required if a brand is to stay relevant 
in the culture, but radical changes in look, feel, brand promise or 
personality may make the brand so different from what fans 
expect that it breaks the emotional ties between fan and brand. 

S	 Evolve the brand within the parameters of the brand promise. At 
first blush, Madonna’s brand promise seems to focus primarily 
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on sex; however, further examination reveals it is really about 
challenging conventional thinking, setting trends, and zigging 
when everyone expects her to zag. With this definition, it is clear 
that her evolution from material girl to sex diva to modern 
mom to spiritual girl fits what her fans expect from her. Simi-
larly, Porsche promises high-performance driving and high 
design, but its perceived promise among fans is to help make 
the person driving it more attractive to members of the oppo-
site sex. 

S	 Alter offerings to accommodate different customer segments. Dur-
ing its Forty Licks tour, the Rolling Stones offered three differ-
ent concert experiences to fans willing and able to pay varying 
amounts of cash. Ticket prices ranged from $75 to $350 depend-
ing on the degree of intimacy fans wanted to experience with the 
band. Performing to sold-out arenas added to the iconic position-
ing of the band, while performing to exclusive crowds in small 
venues added to the aura of rarity and specialness. What people 
bought for upwards of $350 were special memories and an expe-
rience few will ever have. 

Finding the balance between maintaining the old and introducing 
the new is one of the most difficult tightwires to walk for bands or 
brands—a balancing act in which it is easy to fall by launching radi-
cal new products or changing the brand too rapidly. When successful 
bands and brands don’t innovate, however, they run the risk of grad-
ually fading away like Elsie the cow, former top bovine in the once-
strong portfolio of Borden brands. Radical innovations that force 
consumers to throw out the old in the name of the new often reach 
results similar to those of Pets.com, Webvan, or any other dot-bomb 
of the 1990s. Unlike the short-term success of these and other one-
hit wonders of the e-world, eBay, in contrast, simply took a business 
format consumers had experienced for decades—the auctions—and 
migrated it to the Internet, with its enormous geographic reach 
compared to local auctions and flea markets. It has never strayed far 
from its core product, but has added technology and protection fea-
tures to the point that eBay now dominates the auction business as 
the most profitable firm on the Internet today. 
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Create Culturally Relevant Brands 

Brands are often rejected if people feel they are not culturally rele-
vant. If a product doesn’t match their lifestyles, values, belief systems, 
or basic needs, consumers forego a new offering and stick with what 
they know. Innovations, whether they be new technologies or new 
styles, are more likely to receive mass acceptance when they are intro-
duced through an accepted channel. 

Perhaps the most poignant example of this is the migration of 
rhythm and blues from black culture to white culture. Elvis trans-
formed minority music, then known as R&B, into majority music, 
known today as rock and roll. If it were not for the post–World War 
II prosperity and the economic and social environment of the mas-
sive numbers of teenagers—today’s baby boomers—the transforma-
tion would have been much different, if it happened at all. To achieve 
cultural adoption, brands need to reflect and influence the market. 

S	 Fan retention depends on brand relevance. Famed songwriter 
and performer Bob Dylan had always played folk music at the 
acoustic level, but as the Byrds, the Rolling Stones, and the Beatles 
changed the landscape of music, he ran the risk of being evolved 
right out of the market. Subsequently, he took folk music electric 
and contemporized himself. The songs were the same, the words 
were the same, but the delivery was altered and the relevance 
enhanced. Fans stuck with Dylan because he evolved to reflect 
changes that fans seemed to follow among other musicians. 

S	 Embrace technology, but understand how to use it best. The 
Rolling Stones tried to relate to its audience’s interest in the Inter-
net by incorporating a computer interface that showed which 
songs audience members voted to hear. Though its execution was 
poor and it was quickly pulled from the show, the attempt caught 
the attention of the media, which credited the Stones with trying 
to be relevant in the new, technology-oriented marketplace. 
Releasing its most recent single on AOL did connect with fans, 
however, and positioned the band as technologically up to date. 

S	 Highlight the aspects of a brand that redefine a norm or standard. 
The bands featured in this book are standouts in terms of 
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redefining cultural norms. Mick Jagger puts a new twist on age, 
dispelling the notion that once you reach 60, you are doomed to 
a world of elastic waistbands and orthopedic shoes. Rather, he 
gains people’s respect with his endless energy, spry body, nonstop 
dancing, and phenomenal performances at a lifestage at which 
many people have retired from far less hectic professions. Simi-
larly, Tina Turner and Cher have redefined sexiness—proving 
that women over the age of 50 (and in the case of Turner, 60) can 
not only outperform their twenty-something counterparts, but 
that they can be every bit as sexy as well. Just as Jagger highlights 
his nonstop energy and Turner her nonstop legs, JetBlue high-
lights its value prices, clean interiors, efficient check-ins, and fun 
attitude in its brand, helping it to redefine the norm of airline 
travel and position it as a leader in that arena. 

S	 Predict the future with pop music. Music predicts the future, as 
probably do many of the creative arts. Sociological research jour-
nals have published studies by academicians on this topic for 
years, generally concluding that musicians from Mozart to Jay-Z 
reflect incipient trends in a culture. A half-century ago, Ten-
nessee Ernie Ford dominated the pop charts with his hit “Sixteen 
Tons,” foreshadowing a general awakening of public and corpo-
rate concern for the economic and physical afflictions—such as 
black-lung disease—and other maladies of the coal-mining 
industry. Fast-forward to 2003, and you may interpret the mete-
oric rise and success of more traditional musicians such as John 
Mayer, Norah Jones, and Vanessa Carlton as a desire to turn 
toward conservatism. 

The music industry, like most others today, is dependent on per-
ceived cultural relevance or the degree to which a brand is up to date. 
Few people want to be associated with a brand, style, fashion, or atti-
tude that isn’t current—it doesn’t have to be the latest fad, but it has 
to be relevant to them to maintain favored status. Though rock and 
roll can be an effective crystal ball, cultural relevance is tricky for any 
brand, including bands, because musicians and other artisans often 
start as the outcasts of society and stay closely tuned to the perimeter 
of culture even after they attain success. In medieval Europe and 
England, it was the task of traveling minstrels to pick up gossip, 
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unrest, and social concerns from the campfires of the countryside 
and taverns of the city and bring them into mainstream culture. In 
the Elizabethan days of Shakespeare, “fools” took the truth to the 
king or queen—hence the name of one of the best-known news-
paper columns and web sites, Motley Fool, claiming to tell the truth 
about investing to help readers laugh their way to the bank. 

What can corporate America do with the idea of listening to the 
fringe? In the late 1960s and early 1970s, Ron Castel, vice president of 
marketing at BankOne, spoke to national assemblies of bankers, rec-
ommending they attend protests (in jeans), listen to rock musicians, 
and visit campuses (where they would smell an aroma different from 
that of conventional tobacco products). It was controversial advice 
for the normally white-shirted, blue-suited bankers. Those who did 
break out of their suited environments and listened to the fringe 
went on to invent the automatic teller machine (ATM), point-of-sale 
processing of credit cards, electronic funds transfer, and a host of 
other innovations in banking products that eventually penetrated 
the majority culture. 

Passion and Energy Create Brands People Want to Adopt 

Jagger struts; Madonna vogues; Tyler twirls; Diamond radiates; Sim-
mons stomps; John pounds his keys. Attend a concert by any of these 
superstars and you’ll surmise that the commonality uniting them is 
the extraordinary degree of passion and energy they project. Night 
after night, city after city, these professionals take the stage and take 
charge of the tens of thousands of fans standing before them. They 
win their attention with the quality of the music they play; they cap-
tivate them, however, with the energy they emote. They never stop 
moving while on stage, leaving fans exhausted at the end of their 
two- to three-hour concerts. Leaving the venue, you’ll undoubtedly 
hear people talk about how energetic they are. Fans respect sweat. 

Brands project energy and passion as well—some just project 
more than others. Victoria’s Secret emits an intimate form of pas-
sion, while Nike projects passion for exercise and life. Starbucks CEO 
Howard Schultz is passionate about coffee. Wal-Mart is passionate 
about consumers and giving them the best possible value. When cost 
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savings are achieved in most firms, the savings often flow to the bot-
tom line as higher profit margins. When Wal-Mart works with ven-
dors to lower their costs—something it does with a passion—or 
works passionately to lower its own expenses, it returns those savings 
to consumers in the form of lower prices. In the long run, its passion 
for prices results in more consumers buying more items more of the 
time—one reason why Wal-Mart’s revenues are now over one-
quarter trillion dollars. Some firms rely on high margins, but market 
dominance is often achieved with velocity or rapid asset turnover. 
Firms with a passion for returning cost savings to consumers as 
lower prices master the financial magic of making a little on a lot. 
Though most of Wal-Mart’s fans may not give much thought to the 
complexities of inventory turns and expense control, they connect 
emotionally with low prices and friendly service. Like rock and roll, 
they just know they like it—and they evangelize others to “attend the 
concert.” 

Energy and passion play the greatest role, perhaps, in personal 
branding. If you had to describe the brand called You, what would 
you say? How would other people describe you? Do you project 
energy and passion, or do you suck it out of others? Whether you 
explore these questions for personal or professional reasons, your 
brand affects whether people want to spend time with you or work 
with you. Ask yourself, who would you rather hang around—some-
one who mopes all day, feels sorry for themselves, is lethargic and 
just generally negative, or someone who smiles, gives off positive 
energy, and seems to enjoy life? Though the answer seems obvious, 
it’s surprising how many people choose to settle for a personal brand 
that focuses on the former characteristics rather than the latter. 

During the rehearsal of the 2003 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame 
induction ceremonies, crew, staff, and musicians alike gathered to go 
over lines and practice their sets. After reading through the script of 
the speech Steven Tyler would give that night as he inducted AC/DC 
into the hall of fame, he didn’t leave the room like most performers. 
He moved off stage and into the audience area to watch the Police 
rehearse. Moving to different seats during the 30-minute session and 
occasionally singing along with Sting, Tyler watched intently as if he 
were making mental notes. Perhaps he was; or perhaps he was just 
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enjoying the scene. Either way, his passion and commitment to his 
art was apparent. When asked later why he still does what he does, 
what keeps him going, he simply replied, “Passion, man, it’s all about 
passion.” He pointed to his left wrist and proudly showed a diamond 
bracelet that spelled the word passion. 

Some people talk about wearing their emotions on their sleeves; 
Tyler one-ups the sentiment. 

Borrow from the Best 

The most obvious example of borrowing from the best lies in the 
evolution of rock and roll itself, which borrowed heavily from 
rhythm and blues, deeply rooted in black culture. Some even say rock 
pioneers stole the soul of African-American music, which emerged 
from a culture of suffering and survival to become America’s most 
unique and globally dominating art form. Elvis was a key innovator 
who combined soul and gospel, the sounds that surrounded him in 
his youth, to create a new sound that mainstream culture gobbled up. 
The massification of his roots, which stemmed from exposure to 
black culture and music, divided pop-music culture into two eras— 
“B.E.” and “A.E.”—which not only changed contemporary music but 
changed cultural values around the world as well. 

The transition of blues and soul to rock and roll was not limited 
to Elvis and Bill Haley; some first movers within minority markets, 
such as Louis Armstrong, Nat “King” Cole, and Chuck Berry, 
achieved substantial mass-market success. Following a trickle-up 
approach, they broke through the traditional race-based market bar-
riers to reach and dazzle mainstream markets. But even rural blues 
stars like B.B. King achieved greater success because of the massifica-
tion of his product by the likes of the Rolling Stones and Eric Clap-
ton. In fact, today, his records sell to more white consumers than 
African-American fans. 

Two white singers who helped pave the way for mainstream adop-
tion of B.B. King were Bobby Hatfield and Bill Medley. Like Elvis, 
they listened to black singers such as Charlie & Ray and Jessie and 
Marvin, duplicating their soul-based, close-harmony songs so well 
that they were booked at black-oriented clubs. During one of their 
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appearances, one fan yelled to them on stage, “That’s righteous, 
brothers.” You know how the story goes from here. Millions of 
records and scads of sold-out concerts later, it was clear that fans of 
all colors had embraced rock-and-roll sounds derived from the 
African-American culture. Hatfield and Medley were honored as the 
Righteous Brothers at the 2003 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame induc-
tion ceremonies for their “blue-eyed soul” music. At that same 2003 
induction ceremony, Elton John acknowledged the debt rock and 
rollers owe to the blues musicians who developed the art form that 
led to rock and roll’s dominance among global music and culture. 

The principle of “Borrow from the best” lives deeply inside the 
walls of many stellar corporations, well illustrated by two of the most 
dominant brands in the world—Microsoft and Wal-Mart. DOS was 
the operating system licensed by Microsoft for IBM personal com-
puters, but Bill Gates didn’t write that program—it was purchased 
from someone else. Microsoft took an existing idea and made it a 
dominant product, diffusing personal computers to the masses. At 
Wal-Mart, Sam Walton was famed for plucking ideas from employ-
ees, competitors, and books and rolling them out fast. When a 
reporter asked him about borrowing ideas, he acknowledged the 
importance of this practice, but he added, “I always try to improve on 
them.” The way great brands roll over everyone else is by incessant 
borrowing from the best—perfecting wheels, not inventing them. 

Baby Boomers Rule! 

It’s a simple statement with profound ramifications for marketers. 
Just ask the Rolling Stones, Elton John, and Bruce Springsteen, all of 
whom have achieved market success in part because of their connec-
tion to the largest demographic segment in the United States. Once 
popular with this nostalgic, massive, and lucrative market, bands that 
evolve to stay relevant and remain top-shelf performers can ride the 
boomer wave to sustained profitability. Brands, such as Coke, have 
done the same. 

Not only do baby boomers dominate the demographics of indus-
trialized economies, they sit poised at the driver’s seat of financial 
demand. In defiance of the Rolling Stones’ admonition, baby boomers 
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get satisfaction because of their freedom to spend on things they want. 
However, since they already have enough housing, cars, and clothing 
to satisfy what they need, they possess the power to withhold spending 
until brands deliver precisely on what they want as customers—a far 
cry from a decade ago when they were still paying for homes, cars, and 
educations. Today, the purchasing power of this group makes brand 
managers salivate because the likelihood of converting interest or pref-
erence into sale is higher among boomers than any other demographic 
segment. 

Boomers significantly influence the consumption preferences of 
many products; hence, the recent resurgence of classic rock and 
bands such as Led Zeppelin and the Eagles. Just as music migrates as 
boomers move through different life stages, so also have other prod-
ucts followed this trend, with automobiles providing perhaps the 
most observable example. The 1980s were all about minivans; their 
personality defined baby boomers’ needs for maximum capacity and 
flexibility to transport a cargo of kids. In the 1990s, however, cargo 
demands diminished and road dominance increased, leaving the 
SUV as the product of preference for baby boomers. In the 2000s, the 
personality of the auto industry reflects boomers’ need for fewer 
seats but more experience—and sporty convertibles fit the bill well. 
Baby boomers will affect demand for products and services and pro-
vide growth opportunities for manufacturers, retailers, and service 
providers that understand the types of projected changes highlighted 
in Box 8.1. 

The market power of baby boomers is undeniable. The strategies 
and nuances that have translated into bands’ long-term dominance 
focus on staying in tune with baby boomers, who today represent an 
increasing proportion of music industry sales. Their most effective 
musical spokespersons are themselves baby boomers, and since these 
bands are part of this segment, relating to them is easier than for 
younger bands. Staying connected to them is challenging, but here 
are some of the ways they do it. 

S Relate to the desires and lifestyles of baby boomers. Bruce Spring-
steen relates to sentiments representing the boomer generation, 
including his most recent hit, “The Rising.” He touched an 
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affected by these trends. 

Maintenance and Parts 
” 

might become the official motto of today’s baby boomers. 

sell eyeglasses, hearing aids, and prescriptions—are knees, 
hips, and hair far behind? 

In a focus group about shopping, one con-

from the Depression did is out, and so is buying things to fill 

want more than what they already have and bad news for 
those who just sell stuff they hope consumers will add to the 
stuff they already own. 

As people increase the number of years they 

crafts, cooking, and foreign language or arts courses to keep 

and JoAnn’s and also community colleges, the University of 

education. 

/ 

Box 8.1 

What Will Baby Boomers Buy in the Next 10 Years? 

Changing lifestyles and purchasing power of today’s baby 
boomers will change their buying behavior and wants. Strategic 
planning of manufacturers, retailers, and service providers will be 

The old adage, “If I’d known I was 
going to live so long, I’d have taken better care of myself,

Consumers want to take care of their, skin, joints, bones, and 
body parts, looking beyond doctors to retailers and manufac-
turers for help on how to do it. Sears and Wal-Mart already 

Crowded Closets 
sumer said nothing comes into the house unless something 
goes out. Hoarding unnecessary junk like our grandparents 

up an empty house like the 25- to 34-year-olds of the past. 
That’s good news for marketers who sell stuff that people 

Creative Arts 
have as empty nesters, they will likely look to activities such as 

them fulfilled. It’s good news for retailers such as Michael’s 

Phoenix, executive MBA programs, and schools offering adult 

Style over Fashion Young consumers need the safety in num-
bers of fashion apparel. Muppies (mature urban professionals) / 
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having overcome the need to look like their peers and don the 
latest fashion craze. Consumers will be loyal to the brands and 

clothing they can count on. 
As consumers age and need fewer things, the 

demand for services will increase. In addition to financial and 

home services and life-management planning services (includ-
ing career and family advice). 

Home Reconfiguration In addition to beautifying their homes 

floor master suites and laundry rooms and handicap-
accessible doorways and bathrooms. And those with financial 
freedom may buy second homes. 

/ 

choose styles of clothing that give them comfort and good fit, 

retailers, like Chico’s, that provide quality, stylish, comfortable 

Services Galore 

travel services, consumers will want to buy more daily chore 

with nicer furniture and decor, consumers will likely begin 
changing their homes to adapt to their changing lifestyles. 
Many will look to stay in their homes longer, opting for first-

The bottom line is that firms need to monitor these types of 
trends to anticipate how aging baby boomers are likely to change 

/ their wants and buying behavior. 

emotional chord in all of us with his tribute to the September 11 
tragedy, but he represented well the emotions of boomers. The 
Rolling Stones relate to the desires of boomers to be active, ener-
getic, and young at heart, as Aerosmith connects with the lifestyle 
and desires of fans who want to be young again, not defined by 
the traditional chronological definitions of age. 

Even with the desire to be young again, boomers can’t escape 
the realities of aging, including natural weight gain. In fact, most 
women in the United States today wear size 14 or higher. Lane 
Bryant, a 100-year-old brand in the $32-billion plus-size market, 
celebrates curves and uses rock and roll to help position its brand 
as hip and upbeat. Its 2003 fashion show featured Roseanne Barr 
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as emcee, singer Kelly Osbourne, who endorses Lane Bryant 
fashions, and model Mia Tyler—daughter of Aerosmith’s Steven 
Tyler. Lane Bryant’s 2002 runway show featured KISS, singing 
the opening words “You show us everything you got,” from “Rock 
and Roll All Night” as the lingerie-clad women strutted their 
stuff on the runway. Jennifer Peterson, director of brand devel-
opment at Lane Bryant, says, “The brand is empowering women 
by making them feel better about themselves and their bodies.” 
By focusing on sexy plus-size fashions with rock-and-roll stars, 
sales in the 18 to 34 group of women also have increased by 30 
percent without losing any of the older age groups. 

S	 Use music to connect to boomers. Whether it is Elton John’s 
“Rocket Man” in an AT&T commercial about a father who trav-
els a lot for work and misses his family, or Steppenwolf ’s “Born to 
be Wild” in a recent Valvoline ad, classic rock connects with 
boomers. Some evoke a tear; some cause even the most staid 
executive to play a little air guitar; all bring attention to the brand 
being advertised. “Using a rock song that boomers already love in 
an ad allows products to piggyback on established emotional 
connections and connect with customers,” says Eric Steinhauser, 
vice president of J. Walter Thompson. “Breaking through the 
clutter is easier when they not only recognize the music but relate 
to it and become actively involved with it.” 

The power of music is massive. It enters the minds of con-
sumers peripherally, without the filter of thinking about direct 
claims featured in the advertisement. Classic rock songs serve as 
extrasensory connectors between memories and associations 
stored in consumers’ minds, relating the connections to new prod-
ucts or ads. This makes acceptance of an ad’s message more likely, 
writing the brand indelibly into the minds of consumers, to be 
retrieved as they drive by stores or choose brands within the stores. 

S	 Use transgenerational appeal. The best of rockers reach across 
the ages with a transgenerational appeal. You see it most vividly 
in the appeal of Elton John, Aerosmith, and the Stones, but it is 
omnipresent in the bands described in this book. They’ve found 
the sounds and emotional appeals that transcend cultural values 
and ages. That’s what boomers want. Whether they are dining, 
traveling, or shopping, they like to be able to do it with their 
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children and their parents and sometimes both. This is changing 
the way winning firms configure stores and advertise products. 

If classic rock were a restaurant, it might well be Max & Erma’s. 
This middle-American restaurant has achieved growth and prof-
itability with several strategies found in these pages including trans-
generational appeal. Described in food books as the inventor of the 
gourmet hamburger, Max & Erma’s goal is to serve the best gourmet 
hamburgers in America and help guests enjoy their dining experi-
ence so much they can’t wait to come back. The functional element 
of the brand—its outstanding hamburgers and other great food 
items—is complemented by its personality of being “the Hometown 
Favorite.” 

Breaking through any negative images chain restaurants might 
carry with them, Max & Erma’s decorates each store differently, 
featuring local artwork and pictures of local sports and commu-
nity heroes, and in some stores local menu favorites. The personality 
of the firm, however, is derived from innovative local promo-
tions directed by Bonnie Brannigan, vice president of marketing for 
Max & Erma’s. Some stores open to the fanfare of the local high 
school band marching through the streets, sometimes stopping traf-
fic, on its way to the store’s ribbon-cutting ceremony—generating 
television and newspaper coverage more effectively and less expen-
sively than through media advertising. 

What happens inside the store makes Max & Erma’s a favorite 
among boomers. The music, a boomer-friendly selection, plays 
throughout, but at levels over which people can talk rather than yell. 
It also offers an eclectic food selection—one that cuts across tastes 
and themes—that allows children, teens, parents, and grandparents 
to find something they like. Because the food doesn’t fall under the 
category of just Italian or Mexican, for example, people can eat there 
more often, which explains why Max & Erma’s boasts twice as many 
frequent customers as its competitors, with lower advertising 
expenses. Just like the Rolling Stones, Max & Erma’s figured out that 
it’s more profitable to serve existing customers more frequently than 
to acquire new ones. In fact, it calculates that the lifetime value of a 
customer reaches over $25,000. (Unfortunately, we don’t know the 
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lifetime value of the typical Rolling Stones fan.) Whether they’re soc-
cer moms with minivans full of eager athletes, students on a date, or 
baby boomers who dine out frequently in a causal atmosphere, Max 
& Erma’s creates Elton John–type fans—those that transcend a mul-
titude of generations. 

Standing Ovations Lead to Encores 

At first glance bands and brands may seem worlds apart, but after 
close consideration it’s clear that they differ by little more than a let-
ter. Both strive to create fans, going beyond what it takes to capture 
customer attention and delving into the realm of loyalty. Brands that 
maintain top-shelf positioning in consumer’s minds and win market 
share and wallet share connect with people at a much deeper level 
than their competitors. 

So next time the Rolling Stones, KISS, Elton John, Aerosmith, 
Madonna, Neil Diamond, or any other legendary band invades your 
town, go to the concert. Experience firsthand the emotions you and 
the thousands of people around you feel, and think about how to 
capture some of that in your brand, whether that brand is a product 
or yourself. These bands prove that forging emotional connections 
with fans and fortifying them over time leads to long-term revenue 
streams. That requires getting under their skin, into their souls, and 
connecting to something even fans have a difficult time describing. 

But they feel it; they know it’s there. 
It’s what happens when girlfriends get together and dance around 

to “Holiday” by Madonna. Or when guys get together and play air gui-
tar to AC/DC’s “You Shook Me All Night Long.” The emotions are dif-
ferent, the intensity the same. The combination of emotion and 
intensity creates within people a devotion to the music they love and 
the bands that create it. It’s what keeps classic rockers performing 
night after night, city after city. It’s what keeps people buying new 
releases of old favorites. It’s what brings audiences to their feet, 
screaming for another encore when the band has already played three. 

It’s what turns customers into fans. 
Rock on. 
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