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This is not another paper about how to plan a brand strategy, nor one about 
how to implement and resource it. Rather, this paper deals with the role of 
interactions and relationships that makes the brand alive.
This paper does not advocate for more listening, more engagement, more 
participation, consumers-as-gods and other mantras. It advocates for better 
and long-lasting brands that contribute to the fulfillment of the mission of the 
organizational nature itself: achieving goals that can’t be achieved by single 
individuals. It is the case of meaningful innovation for a truly generalized and 
global human progress.
The strongest brands in the world follow an iterative model to lead the change. 
They start with a strong vision, they rapidly translate it into products and 
services and they leverage their business network and other stakeholder 
relationships to continuously improve through real feedback and collaboration. 
And, in the meantime, they are already thinking and testing the next big thing.
We promote a more unpretentious view on plans and a more deserved 
attention to vision, leadership and execution, where we underline the 
importance of continuous collaboration with key stakeholders. A brand is 
not something that can be planned on paper and immediately executed 
from an ivory tower. It is embedded in social relationships and it is the 
result of social interaction. This aspect is crucial in an environment where 
we see a trend of power balance among stakeholders, pushed by the 
diffusion of production and collaboration technologies, mobile and instant 
communication on a global scale.
The brand manager assumes a role of leadership and acts as a relationship 
facilitator, whose goal is to stimulate collaboration in order to generate 
innovative thinking, critically read and synthetize the results of interactions, 
and continuously iterate on the feedbacks from stakeholders. Managing 
a brand is not an innate ability based on personality or gut that has to be 
backward rationalized into a plan. It is something that should be based 
on a scientific, data-driven methodology, where each assumption has 
to be empirically tested on the field. Here, through the cooperation with 
stakeholders the brand vision can be translated into meaningful innovation. 
This is why we call it “Branding From Below”.
This research is based on the study and observation of some of the world’s 
leading brands and most innovative start-ups. It is enriched with the 
observations of 15 ecosystem stakeholders and thought leaders.
This paper is organized into three main parts. The first one deals with what a 
strong brand is. The second part briefly introduces the dimensions of change 
that require a new approach to brand management. In the third part the 
Branding From Below paradigm is introduced. 

Introduction
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1.1. What is a strong brand.

A brand is the most powerful intangible asset that an organization can have. 
It is what connects the organization to its clients, employees, partners or 
other stakeholders. Brands are essentially a condensate of meanings and 
information from different sources under a same symbol in the mind of 
people. They operate as semiotic engines and play a crucial role in choice, 
behavior and identity1.  From this perspective, the value of a brand can be 
measured as consumer-based brand equity2. This is conceptualized as a 
bunch of strong, favorable and unique brand associations.
A brand is dream and inspiration at the same time. That’s where 
communication comes into play. However, your own content is just one 
side of the coin: peer-to-peer communication among consumers and other 
stakeholders is equally important. In taking care of every touch point and 
considering every cue, the brand also has to provide a human feeling. The 
point is not perfection: that doesn’t exist. It is about being frank and pursuing 
excellence.
Finally, one of the most important functions of brands is that they act as risk 
reducers. Both in B2C and B2B markets, brands are a trusted mechanism to 
reduce the economic, physical, social and psychological risks involved in a 
purchase.

1. Building a strong brand.

Figure 1
The soundness dimension of 
a brand.
Source: Own elaboration

1 Heilbrunn, B. 2006. Cultural 
Branding Between Utopia 
and A-topia. In Brand Culture, 
eds. Schroeder, J. E., & Salzer-
Mörling, M., 92-105. New 
York: Routledge.
2 Keller, L. K. 1993. 
Conceptualizing, measuring, 
and managing customer-
based brand equity. Journal 
of Marketing; 57, 1: 1-22.
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1.1.1. Soundness.

Soundness refers to three different but related aspects:
1. The knowledge dimension;
2. The consistency dimension;
3. The integrity dimension.
The knowledge dimension measures the strength of the brand associations 
in the mind of stakeholders. It refers to how much the brand is clearly 
understood and perceived as distinctive.
The consistency dimension deals with the perception of the ability to deliver 
a consistent brand image that stakeholders derive from the experience with 
different brand touch points. The touch points include both physical and 
virtual manifestations of the brand that are experienced directly, as well as 
the communication and the content produced by the brand and by other 
stakeholders. All this cues contribute to the creation of the brand associations 
that build up the brand image and the perceptions of quality. A strong brand 
is able to provide compelling answers to different need states, while closing 
the gaps among the perceptions deriving from direct experience through 
different touch points, the brand communication and the word of mouth from 
other stakeholders.
The integrity dimension is related to the behavioral coherence with respect 
to a set of principles, or ethical values. This is what makes a brand respected 
and trusted.  In fact, trust is strictly related to the coherence among the 
manifestations of the brand and its core values. Integrity also refers to stability, 
which in turn is an indicator of the resistance to the proof of pressure. It means 
that the brand is able to stick to its core values, in spite of the forces pushing 
towards different directions. Such a behavioral coherence characterizes a 
system whose outcomes are more predictable and, therefore, is at the base 
of the creation of trustful relationships and deep emotional bonds.  A strong 
brand behaves coherently with its values and closes the gap between image 
and identity and between espoused values and behavior.
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1.1.2. Adaptability.

The strongest brands are able to perform well over a long haul. 
Fancy a giraffe. Its long neck allows this animal to reach the juicy leaves of 
the high trees and it is the result of an evolutionary process. The giraffe was 
able to successfully adapt to its environment and survive the fierce natural 
selection process. The same can be said for the many species that survived 
years of life and evolution on planet Earth. Success in the nature is achieved 
in this way: while keeping some core, structural characteristics consistent, 
several phenotypes are produced and tested directly “in the field”. Those that 
best fit the habitat and their position in the food chain survive, the others 
will not. The most successful species are able to adapt over time and place in 
order to keep or improve their place in the food chain.
Now, take your brand. Is it one that has a core of essential elements and is 
able to evolve over time and place?
A strong brand is one that while remaining consistent and coherent is 
adaptive and continuously pursuits the frontiers of evolution and adaptation, 
testing them on the market and gaining true feedback.
Adaptability can be conceptualized into three dimensions:
1. The organizational dimension;
2. The time dimension;
3. The space dimension.

The organizational dimension refers to the commitment of the organization 
to the brand innovation. It includes an assessment of the corporate culture 
attitude towards innovation and change, the presence of adequate resources, 
systems and methods to manage innovation and the involvement in the 
process of the brand management team.

Figure 2
The adaptability dimension 
of a brand.
Source: Own elaboration.
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The time dimension refers to the capacity of the brand to adapt over time in 
order to respond or anticipate change, stay relevant and delight consumers 
in a quick and effective manner. A brand that is strictly built around a single 
product is myopic. Similarly, the breadth of the brand awareness can be a 
block3, if the brand associations are too narrow.
The space dimension is related to the capacity of the brand to adapt over 
space. The barriers to geographical expansion can be physical, legal, 
economic, linguistic and cultural. A brand that is adaptable over space can 
overcome these barriers and create access to its products and services 
without compromising its consistency. 

1.2. Building a strong brand.

How to build a strong brand? There are two key mechanisms at the base 
of strong brands: they developed a clear vision and they understand the 
potential of storytelling.

1.2.1. Vision.

Strong brands have a clear and shared long-term vision that drives every 
decision like a polar star. A vision tells everyone how to behave and where you 
are heading. It helps to fulfil your brand promise both from a technical and 
emotional point of view, thus reinforcing the brand equity. In providing time 
and place for dreaming, sharing the brand vision within the organization also 
helps to develop the integrity. 
Leslie de Chernatony4 developed a brilliant blueprint for strategic brand 
management, in which the starting point is the brand vision. According to this 
model, the vision is articulated into three components: an envisioned future, 
the brand purpose and the brand values.

Figure 3
Developing a brand vision.
Source: De Chernatony 2001.

3 Keller, L. K. 1999. Managing 
brands for the long run: 
Brand reinforcement and 
revitalization strategies. 
California Management 
Review, 41, 3: 102-124

4 De Chernatony, L. 2001. 
A model for strategically 
building brands. Brand 
Management. 9, 1: 32–44.
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1) Envisioned future.
An envisioned future is the starting point. It is an idea about a desired 
end state in the long term. Usually, a period of at least 10 years ahead is 
considered. Collins and Porras suggest thinking about 10 to 30 years ahead 
to define what they call the Big Hairy Audacious Goal (BHAG)5. A series of 
facilitated workshops is run in order to delineate an envisioned future. 
The result is a concise statement of the long-term direction of the brand; 
it has to be simple to interiorise, challenging and exciting for the staff. The 
top management usually takes part into this process; the staff can also be 
involved.

2) Brand purpose.
The envisioned future usually implies a certain degree of societal change. The 
brand purpose conveys the contribution that the brand is willing to provide 
in order to realize the envisioned future. De Chernatony suggests achieving 
a statement of the brand purpose through an internal consultation within 
the organization or using the technique of the “five whys”6. This is based 
on interviews where the employees are repeatedly asked why the brand is 
important. The brand purpose should go straight to the point why the brand 
is meaningful to people and society, but should also be broad enough to allow 
the brand to adapt over time and space.

3) Values.
The strongest brands identify and socialize a set of core values that shall drive 
every decision about the brand strategy and deeply connect the brand to its 
customers.
In fact, values play a double role:
• in the internal relationships, connecting the employees to the brand;
• in the external relationships, connecting the brand to its consumers and 

other stakeholders.
As for the internal side, the momentum is achieved when the values are 
really shared and socialized, so that the employees live the brand values as 
their own. This means creating the conditions for the alignment between 
of the corporate culture and the espoused brand values, through a proper 
organizational design, and the identification and empowerment of the brand 
champions.
As for the external side, the importance of values is in that they are a 
powerful behavioral driver. They are a more deep predictor of consumer 
behavior than personality and lifestyles7. In fact, a self-image congruence has 
been evidenced by many studies: people tend to choose brands that mirror 

5 Collins, J. and Porras, 
J. (1996) ‘Building your 
company’s vision’, Harvard 
Business Review, September/
October, 65–77.

6 De Chernatony, L. 2001. 
A model for strategically 
building brands. Brand 
Management, 9, 1: 32–44.

7 Fabris, G. 2003. Il nuovo 
consumatore: verso il 
postmoderno. Milano: Franco 
Angeli.
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their values8. At the end of the day, consumption is also an exercise of symbol 
manipulation and self-expression.

1.2.2. Storytelling.

Since children, people like listening to and telling stories. We become part of 
a cultural community through stories, we learn, we make sense of the world 
and we make sense of ourselves through stories. A fundamental part of the 
identitary mechanisms that bring to the affirmation of self is constituted by the 
narrative process. In simpler words, identity building is writing one’s own story.
Strong brands convey their meanings through genuine and compelling stories. 
Branded stories are an extremely powerful and versatile communication 
content because they work on the same mechanisms of the mind. In fact, 
the narrative structure is one of the key aspects of thought. Stories are the 
way in which people “read” and “store” reality. They not only are a medium to 
share knowledge in a social community, the narrative form of thought is one 
of the basic mental macro-structures of knowledge9. Stories are an extremely 
efficient heuristic modality, since they condensate many aspects of reality into a 
meaningful block.
Burke identifies five key elements of a story and calls it the pentadic nature of stories10:
1. a temporal sequence of actions
2. carried out by characters
3. in a certain scene
4. with a given end
5. thanks to some means.

Figure 4
The pentadic nature of 
stories
Source: Own elaboration on 
Burke 1945

8 Dolich, I. J. 1969. 
Congruence Relationships 
between Self Images and 
Product Brands. Journal of 
Marketing Research, 6 (1): 
80-84.
Aaker, D. J., & Joachimsthaler, 
E. 2000. Brand Leadership. 
London: Simon & Schuster.

9 Bruner, J. 1996. The culture 
of education. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press.
Bruner, J., & Brown, R. W. 
1956. A Study of Thinking. 
New York: Wiley.
10 Burke, K. 1945. A grammar 
of motives. New York: 
Prentice Hall.
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With just one story you can get and maintain the attention. People like stories 
and want to know how they end. Table 111 shows data about the completion 
rate of digital video ads online. The amazing fact is that the longer the video 
is, the higher the completion rate. Long-form videos include mainly branded 
content in the form of short stories. This level of creative freedom that has 
demonstrated to drive engagement it’s almost impossible on TV.

Competition Rate for Digital Video Ads Among
US-Based Audiences, by Content Lenght,
Q4 2011-Q4 2012

Long-form
(20+ minutes)

Mid-form
(5-20 minutes)

Short-form
(<5 minutes)

Q4 2011 88% 68% 54%

Q1 2012 85% 76% 64%

Q2 2012 91% 80% 69%

Q3 2012 93% 79% 67%

Q4 2012 93% 81% 68%

Note: ads are served through FreeWheel’s online video ad platform
Source: FreeWheel, “Video Monetization Report Full Year 2012”, Feb 2013

Table 1
Digital video ads.
Source: www.emarketer.com

11 http://www.emarketer.
com/Article/Longer-
Online-Videos-See-More-
Ads-Higher-Completion-
Rates/1009676
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Another feature of stories is that they can communicate several brand 
associations by creating a coherent universe: the user profile, the functional 
quality, the occasion of use, the brand personality, the value proposition, the 
relationship with consumers and the world. Moreover, the stories become 
part of ourselves, they help us built our identity and therefore, they create 
deep emotional connection with a brand.
Stories are an essential part of the strategy of strong brands, in three 
different facets:
1. Meaningful content for branded communication;
2. Expression of the corporate culture used to share values and circulate 

knowledge;
3. Major component of C2C communication.

Strong brands manage these aspects of storytelling by:
• Creating and sharing their stories for external and internal relationships;
• Stimulating and leading the micro-stories of single customers and 

stakeholders through the creation and management of macro-narratives 
that serve as frames of reference and channels that serve as collectors.
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Change is happening at an increasingly high-rate speed. Some recent shifts in 
the landscape where brands operate are already starting to challenge the future 
sustainability of those brands that are not able to embrace a new paradigm.
We identified four dimensions of change that must be tackled.

2.1. Information technology.

Social networking emerged as the real nature of the web. People and brands 
cultivate relationships and share information online. User-generated content 
is widespread on the web. Via mobile, information can be created, shared 
and accessed everywhere and always. There is a shift in the power balance 
between brands and consumers. 

2.2. Geography of value chains.

There is a change in the geographies (place and actors) of the value chains 
and every step is involved. Things happen in places that were unthinkable 
before, drawing a multi-polar world and organizations with fuzzy boarders. 
Intellectual capital is much more dispersed, but can be easily reached, often 
is (self-)organized into creative communities. The increasing technological 
complexity and speed required to stay on the market pushed many 
organizations to concentrate on their core competences. Therefore, whole 
value chains are restructured with outsourcing by some and insourcing by 
others. New organizational promises redesigned the relationships between 
people and their workplaces.
Here are just a few indicators for each step.
• Design and innovation: China is starting to export design and social 

networks; Chile and Israel are gaining popularity in the international start-
up scene.

• Production: Workshops fab-labs are spreading at every corner; 3D 
printers allow everyone to become a maker.

• Distribution: E-commerce for food in Italy grew by 18% (2012-13); Netfilx 
and Spotify disrupted respectively the movie and music market.

• Consumption: the collaborative consumption is spreading (co-working, car 
sharing, swapping, C2C markets); McDonald’s entered Vietnam in 2013; 
Rocket Internet has made a fortune creating and marketing succesful 
ventures in the global markets, outside of the beaten paths.

2. The dimensions
of change.
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2.3. Social change.

A greater access to information, thanks to the web, and a diffusion of 
democracy and activism are shifting the power balance between brands 
and stakeholders. Reputation is a key asset that needs years to be built 
and minutes to be destroyed. People want to participate, to create, to 
be protagonist and to contribute to social change. There is an increasing 
consciousness of the impact of consumption. These aspects are particularly 
developed among the Millennials. 

2.4. Systemic complexity.

Things are getting complex today. Economies, organizations, people and 
relationships are interconnected. This landscape is tough to tackle, inter-
dependence is the rule and cooperation is a necessity. The outcomes are not 
immediately related to inputs and change tends to develop in a non-linear 
fashion. Moreover, resources are limited and this poses new constraints and 
challenges to the production and business models.

Figure 5

The dimensions of change.
Source: Own elaboration.
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3.1. The Branding From Below model.

The human factor is the ultimately uncertain and wayward element in social life 
and in all social institutions. Indeed this is the element which ultimately cannot be 
completely controlled by institutions. (Karl Popper, The Poverty of Historicism). its
Genius: one percent inspiration and 99 percent perspiration (Thomas Edison)

The changes in the landscape described above require a different approach to 
branding. In a fast-moving and complex environment, plans and ideas become 
quickly outdated.
Building a strong brand requires an iterative process in order to lead the change:
• Start by developing a strong vision;
• Translate it into product and service prototypes as quick as possible;
• Leverage the business network and other stakeholder relationships to 

continuously improve through real feedback and collaboration;
• Start thinking and testing the next big thing.

3. Branding From Below.

This new approach requires a deep mental shift with respect to several 
consolidated models. Traditional management is very effective in rather static 
environments, consolidated products and stable markets. The reality we face 
now is different: markets are turbulent and require a high rate of innovation 
to stay ahead. This is the premise of Branding From Below.
Table 2 and figure 7 show a convergence among several new disciplines 
dealing with innovation.

Figure 6
The branding from below 
process
Source: Own elaboration.
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Figure 7
Disciplinary convergence
Source: Own elaboration

Converging Disciplines Key points

Service logic
• Service marketing
• Service management

Design
• Service design
• Design thinking
• Business design
• Interaction design

Software development
• Agile development

Start-up
• Lean start-up
• Business model generation
• Customer development

Innovation management
• Open innovation

• Human (customer) centric 
approach based on 
observation, investigation 
of goals, pains and gains, 
perceptions and feelings;

• Holistic view;
• Rapid prototyping;
• Scientific approach based 

on the development of 
hypotheses (intuition) and 
testing;

• Continuous iteration;
• Engagement of customers 

through collaboration and co-
creation as a form of shared 
value;

• From product development to 
customer development;

• Accent on the execution 
rather than the plan.
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On the base of our observation of the most successful brands, we promote a 
more unpretentious view on plans and a more deserved attention to vision, 
leadership and execution, where we underline the importance of continuous 
collaboration with key stakeholders. A brand is not something that can 
be planned on paper and immediately executed from an ivory tower. It is 
embedded in social relationships and it is the result of social interaction. This 
aspect is crucial in an environment where we see a trend of power balance 
among stakeholders, pushed by the diffusion of production and collaboration 
technologies, mobile and instant communication on a global scale.
The brand manager assumes a role of leadership and acts as a relationship 

Service logic

Grönroos 2000
Service Management and Marketing. 
A Customer Relationship Management 
Approach.

Wiley

Zeithaml, Bitner & Gremler 2003
Services Marketing: Integrating Custo-
mer Focus across the Firm

McGraw Hill

Vargo & Lusch 2004
Evolving to a New Dominant Logic for 
Marketing

Journal of Marketing

Design thinking

Cooper, Reimann & Cronin 2007
About Face 3: The Essentials of Inte-
raction Design

Wiley

Brown 2009
Change by Design: How Design Thin-
king Transforms Organizations and 
Inspires Innovation

HarperCollins Publi-
shers

Martin 2009
The Design of Business: Why Design 
Thinking is the Next Competitive Ad-
vantage

Harvard Business 
Press

Stickdorn & Schneider 2010 This Is Service Design Thinking BIS Publishers

Lean startup

Blank 2005 The Four Steps to the Epiphany Cafepress.com

Osterwalder & Pigneur 2010 Business Model Generation Self Published

Ries 2011

The Lean Startup. How Today's Entre-
preneurs Use Continuous Innovation 
to Create Radically Successful Busines-
ses

The Crown Publishing 
Group

Blank & Dorf 2012 The Startup Owners's Manual K&S Ranch Press

Software development

Takeuchi & Nonaka 1986 New New Product Development Game
Harvard Business 
Review

Nonaka & Takeuchi 1995
The Knowledge-Creating Company: 
How Japanese Companies Create the 
Dynamics of Innovation

Oxford University 
Press

Open innovation

Chesbrough 2003
Open Innovation: The New Imperative 
for Creating and Profiting from Tech-
nology

HBS Press

Table 2
Disciplinary convergence
Source: Own elaboration
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facilitator, whose goal is to stimulate collaboration in order to generate 
innovative thinking, critically read and synthetize the results of interactions, 
and continuously iterate on the feedbacks from stakeholders. Managing 
a brand is not an innate ability based on personality or gut that has to be 
backward rationalized into a plan. It is something that should be based 
on a scientific, data-driven methodology, where each assumption has 
to be empirically tested on the field. Here, through the cooperation with 
stakeholders the brand vision can be translated into meaningful innovation.

Figure 8
Principles of
branding from below
Source: Own elaboration

Be visionary

Stop talking, start doing

Design for people

Be genuine

Elicit customer and stakeholder feedback asap

Remember that the success of your brand is a choral act

Collaborate, Co-create, co-operate

Measure real behavior and learn from it

Set priorities

Keep it simple - don’t create entropy

Don’t be afraid to make mistakes - be afraid of not improving

Take a holistic view

The principles of Branding from Below.
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In the following pages the five pillars of Branding From Below are presented.

3.2. Sense.

If you drop a frog in a pot of boiling water, it will of course frantically try to 
clamber out. But if you place it gently in a pot of tepid water and turn the heat 
on low, it will float there quite placidly. As the water gradually heats up, the frog 
will sink into a tranquil stupor, exactly like one of us in a hot bath, and before 
long, with a smile on its face, it will unresistingly allow itself to be boiled to death. 
(Daniel Quinn, The Story of B)

Brands are live organisms. The must always be interconnected with their 
ecosystem and their universe and exchange information bits. Change 
happens at a non-linear pace and mental frames can distort perceptions of it, 
therefore a problem-finder attitude is required to brand managers. Sensing 
the environment is an ongoing intelligence activity that involves several 
aspects12 and should be carried out with a global eye. At a certain point, it’s 
time to ask the fatidic questions: “So what?”. The different insights must be 
consolidated and triangulated in order to get to a big picture of the brand 
environment. 

Figure 9
The five pillars of branding 
from below
Source: Own elaboration

12 Sensing can be related to 
the first dimension of market 
orientation as defined by: 
Kohli, A.K. & Jaworski, B.J. 
1990. Market Orientation: 
The Construct, Research 
Propositions, and Managerial 
Implications. The Journal of 
Marketing, 54(2),1-18.



3. Branding from below BRANDING FROM BELOW

19

3.2.1. Stakeholders conversations.

First of all: people talk about brands. You can listen to them, try to answer 
and put into practice the insights you get. Remember that conversations do 
not only happen online. There may be other brand interfaces, such as the 
front staff, whose potential for insight is too often underestimated. The strong 
brands are organized to sense stakeholder feedback. 

Listen.
Conversation monitoring must be done analyzing content with a mix of 
software tools and the human sensitiveness of people who hang around the 
web and know its dynamics. Remember that also online conversations are 
mediated, therefore get to know who the key influencers areas are. Up to 
here, level one, it’s pretty simple data: data collection. However, if you want to 
transform them into insights, you have to read through the lines.

Understand.
Conversations are done by people, they always happen in a certain situation 
and they imply a certain degree of implicit meaning. People have different 
profiles and different relationships with the brand. Try to understand their 
feelings, their desires and their frustrations, about the brand and in general. 
Understand the situation in which the conversation is happening and the 
situation in which the facts being talked are happening. A conversation is 
iterative and implies a negotiation of meaning. Try to understand what is 

Figure 10
Sensing stakeholder 
conversations
Source: Own elaboration
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being said and what is not being said, beyond the words, straight to the issue.

Participate.
Both owned and non-controllable channels are relevant. Brands must 
participate in all channels being transparent about the identity of their 
online spokespersons and ambassadors. However, the best case is to try to 
convey conversations on the owned channels, transforming them into online 
stakeholder relationships centers.

3.2.2. Ecosystem.

Four key components of the brand ecosystem must be monitored: the 
organizational culture, the market, the business network and other societal 
factors13.

Organizational culture.
The organizational culture behind the brand is an important determinant of 
its success. It should be open for change, free from silos, and there should be 
a high degree of value alignment with the brand.

Market.
Customer behavior, CRM data and competitor analysis are key components of 
market insight.

Business network14.
Brands are immersed in a network of upstream and downstream 
relationships that contribute to value creation. Consumers (and generally 
speaking, stakeholders) use brands to identify offerings and to attach 
symbolic meanings to them. They relate to corporations in terms of brands, 
speaking the language of brands. The juridical boarders of the firm make no 
sense to its publics. They see brands and relate to brands, projecting a series 
of actors in the value networks into one single symbolic entity, easier to 
identify, to handle, to choose or to reject, to attack, to identify as responsible. 
Therefore, a brand’s ability to deliver the brand promise is related to the 
weakest of the actors involved in the business network that stands behind 
it. For this reason, it is important to elicit feedback from suppliers and 
distributors.

13 See De Chernatony. 2001. 
How suited is a brand’s 
strategy to its environments? 
Working paper for 
Birmingham University 
Business School.

14 Håkansson and Snehota 
state that “no business is 
an island”. Håkansson, H., 
Snehota, I. 1989. No Business 
is an Island. Scandinavian 
Journal of Management 
Studies 4 (3): 187-200.
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Societal factors.
The various facets of societal evolution must be monitored: culture and 
values, politics & policies, demography, economy, activism.

3.2.3. Technology trends.

Finally, strong brands are leaders in the understanding and adoption of 
the latest technological trends. There are three types of technology to be 
considered15:
• Product
• Process
• Marketing.

Figure 10
Sensing the environment
Source: Own elaboration

15 Ford, D. 1989. One More 
Time, What Buyer-Seller 
Relationships Are All About. 
In: Research in Marketing: 
an International Perspective. 
Proceedings of the 5th IMP 
Conference, September 
1989, ed. by David T. Wilson 
Sang-Lin Han - Gary W. 
Holler, 814-836. Institute 
for the Study of Business 
Markets, The Pennsylvania 
State University. University 
Park, PA.
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Social Media Command Centers.

Several leading organizations set up social media command centers to support their brands with real 
time insight from online conversations. Here are a few examples.

Mastercard Red Cross

Mastercard has built a social media suite to 
monitor conversations about the future of 
payment.
MasterCard describes the Conversation Suite 
as a web-based analytics tool that monitors, 
analyzes and engages in conversations around 
the world, in real-time, 24/7. Use of the 
command center: reputation management, 
monitoring, analyzing and responding to 
thousands of conversations about its brand and 
various sub-brands.

According to a 2011 Red Cross opinion poll, 80% 
of Americans expect that emergency responders 
will monitor social networks, and a third assume 
that posting or Tweeting a request for help 
during a disaster will get them help within an 
hour. The Red Cross launched their Digital 
Operations Center to help monitor and respond 
to 70,000 crises per year. Use of the command 
center: listening to online conversations, 
interacting with people who need help or 
have questions, sharing life-saving safety and 
preparedness information, global heat map that 
starts glowing the moment something begins to 
happen.

Gatorade Nestlè

Pepsico’s Gatorade opened its a social media 
command center in April 2010. Five people 
continuously monitor six screens that show 
brand conversations on a global scale.
Use of the command center: campaign analytics, 
web analytics, proactive social media outreach, 
tracking of brand attributes, monitoring 
of the sports landscape, tracking of media 
performance.

Nestlè’s social media center is run by a team of 
“Digital Accelerators”, whose tasks are “listening, 
engaging, transforming and inspiring”.  Use 
of the command center: promotion, listening, 
damage limitation, reputation monitoring.
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3.3. Collaborate.

So the paradox of business in the future is that to be a successful international 
competitor the firm also has to be a committed and trusted co-operator. (Peter 
Doyle, Marketing in the new millennium)

The terms cooperation, collaboration, co-creation and co-production are 
often confused. However, there are some differences. Cooperation refers to 
subjects exchanging information and resources in support of each other’s 
goals. Collaboration means working together to achieve a shared goal. 
This concept is related to co-creation, that means developing value from a 
business offering through collaboration of different stakeholders. Finally, 
co-creation is also a different concept from co-production. This is referred to 
the involvement of the client is the product or service delivery. To understand 
co-production, think of how IKEA leverages the DIY abilities of customers to 
assemble the final product.
Cooperation is a typical choice in business networks16. Strong brands have 
already started to collaborate with different stakeholders in order to co-
create superior offerings. The increasing technological complexity and the 
rate of innovation required to stay on the market makes it very difficult for 
a single organization to handle its technology portfolio in-house. Existing 
business and customer relationships constitute an extraordinary opportunity 
to build something better together in support of the brand promise. On the 
other hand, worldwide technology and competence scouting has become 
easier. In addition, many stakeholders are not satisfied with being a mere 
communication target: they want to be involved and to contribute to 
organizational change. Collaboration and co-creation can be directed towards 
product, process or marketing. 

16 Ford D., Gadde L. E., 
Håkansson H., Snehota 
I. Managing Business 
Relationships: A Network 
Perspective, Second Edition, 
Chichester, John Wiley, 2003.
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There are four main possible types of collaboration partners: customers, 
business partners, employees, other stakeholders. The strongest brands are 
able to integrate various stakeholder contributions under a single strategic 
direction.

3.3.1. Customers collaboration.

Customer are often cited as the most important stakeholders, however 
their involvement should not be given for granted. Customer collaboration 
is particularly useful in order to ensure that the customer discovery and 
customer validation phases are carried out. In other words, through customer 
collaboration it is possible to co-create meaningful innovation that translates 
the brand vision into a strong product or service and achieve what Eric 
Ries17 calls the problem-solution fit (What are the customer pains and gains? 
Are they important for the customer? Is it worth solving them?) and the 
product-market fit (Are the customers willing to use my product/service?). It 
is important to clarify that, although in the customer development and lean 
startup methodology the term “product-market fit” is used, we shall adopt a 
holistic view and consider the whole product-service system that constitutes 
the offering, including the brand positioning and every brand touch point.
Collaboration is also one of the most interesting opportunities to leverage a 
brand community.

3.3.2. Business partners collaboration.

The business network, composed of upstream and downstream relationships, 
is another locus of collaboration. The business partners ensure the delivery 
of the brand promise, therefore it is fundamental to have them on board 
and ready for change. Intensive technologies and elevation of standards for 
Health, Safety, Quality and Environmxent (HQSE) can be developed jointly 
with other business network player. Nike, nominated by FastCompany18 as the 
most innovative company of 2013 for its Flyknit shoes and the “quantifed self” 
FuelBand bracelet, collaborated with its partners in order to develop these 
new products. However, Nike is also doing something more. Together with 
BestBuy and Creative Commons, launched GreenXChange19, an industry-wide 
project to share intellectual properties on green technologies.
Finally, innovation in distribution and marketing can be achieved and 
implemented through collaboration with the channel intermediaries or 

17 Ries, E. 2011. The Lean 
Startup. How Today’s 
Entrepreneurs Use 
Continuous Innovation to 
Create Radically Successful 
Businesses. New York: The 
Crown Publishing Group.

18 http://www.fastcompany.
com/most-innovative-
companies/2013/nike.

19 http://www.greenxchange.cc
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other suppliers. Category management projects are an interesting area of 
collaboration between industrial brands and distributors.

3.3.3. Employees collaboration.

Employees collaboration, here, does not coincide with the concept of team 
collaboration. It refers to the design and implementation of company-wide 
collaboration models and tools based on leveraging the intellectual capital and 
the customer intelligence that is often dispersed and implicit. It can be adopted 
to support the innovation of processes, products and marketing. In fact, 
employees are a great source of insight about organizational processes and 
customers. Sometimes, the management looks outside of the organization for 
things that are already available within it.  From this point of view, the concept 
of employees collaboration is related to knowledge management, as illustrated 
by the Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model20 (see Fig. 12). 
It is a way to increase the return on knowledge as an intangible asset together 
with the valorization of talent and the sense of belongingness. Moreover, 
employees collaboration helps preventing the risk of innovation rejection. 
Among the employees, at various levels, there are subjects that have the 
power to influence the success of the adoption of innovation within the 
organization. Involving them in co-creation implies a sharing of the innovation 
ownership and therefore a wider acceptance within the company.

Figure 12
Spiral evolution of knowledge 
conversion.
Source: Nonaka I. & Takeuchi 
H. 1995.

20 Nonaka I. & Takeuchi 
H. 1995. The Knowledge-
Creating Company: How 
Japanese Companies Create 
the Dynamics of Innovation. 
New York: Oxford University 
Press.
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3.3.4. Other stakeholders.

Other stakeholders include, but are not limited to, governments and NGOs. 
Some brands started to collaborate with these types of stakeholders in order 
to develop business solutions for social problems, entering the realm of social 
innovation.

3.3.5. Open innovation.

Henry Chesbrough promoted the term open innovation as opposed to the tra-
ditional closed approach to innovation21. Organizations that practice an open 
approach look for technologies and patents that have already been develo-
ped by others and trade their unused technologies. Open innovation implies 
technology scouting, licensing, trading, spin-offing and the development of 
partnerships.

Open innovation can be implemented through calls for ideas and platforms 
for collaboration and exchange of technology. There are two possible options 
to manage these online open innovation initiatives:
1. Brand/corporate owned channels;
2. Third-party platforms.
Table 3 shows some examples of Open Innovation initiatives, vendors of tech-
nology for open innovation systems and stand-alone platforms22.

Table 3 (next page)
Open innovation initiatives, 
open innovationsolution 
vendors and platforms.
Source: Own elaboration on 
board of innovation.

Figure 13 (below)
Open innovation
Source: Prof. Henry 
Chesbrough UC Berkeley. 
Open Innovation: Renewing 
Growth from Industrial R&D, 
10th Annual Innovation 
Convergence. Minneapolis 
Sept 27, 2004.

21 Chesbrough, H.  2003. 
Open Innovation: The New 
Imperative for Creating and 
Profiting from Technology. 
Boston: HBS Press.
Chesbrough, H., Vanhaverbeke 
W. & West J.  2006. Open 
Innovation: Researching a New 
Paradigm. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press.
22 Adapted and updated from 
Board of Innovation: http://
www.boardofinnovation.
com/list-open-innovation-
crowdsourcing-examples/
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Brand and corporate owned open innovation channels
Brand Initiative Link
Akzo Nobel Open Space http://www.akzonobel.com/openinnovation/

BMW Co-Creation Lab https://www.bmwgroup-cocreationlab.com

Dell Idea Storm http://www.ideastorm.com

GE Ecoimagination Challenge http://challenge.ecomagination.com

General Mills G-Win http://gwin.force.com

Heineken Idea Brewery http://www.ideasbrewery.com

Kraft Collaboration Kitchen http://www.kfcollaborationkitchen.com

Mars Innovate With Mars http://innovatewithmars.com

Philips Simply Innovate http://www.simplyinnovate.philips.com

Procter & Gamble Connect & Develop http://www.pgconnectdevelop.com

Shell Game Changer
http://www.shell.com/global/future-energy/innovation/
game-changer.html

Starbucks MyStarbucksIdea http://mystarbucksidea.force.com

Unilever Open Innovation http://www.unilever.com/innovation

Open innovation solution vendors
Company name Website
Idea Connection http://www.ideaconnection.com

IdeaKen http://www.ideaken.com

Imaginatik http://www.imaginatik.com

Innocentive@Work
http://www.innocentive.com/innovation-solutions/inno-
centive-at-work

Napkin Labs http://napkinlabs.com

QMarkets http://www.qmarkets.net

Salesforce https://www.salesforce.com

Wellspring Worldwide http://www.wellspringworldwide.com

Yet2 http://www.yet2.com

Open Innovation Platforms & Communities
Company name Website
Hypios http://www.hypios.com

Idea Connection http://www.ideaconnection.com/innovation.html

IdeaKen http://www.ideaken.com

Innocentive https://www.innocentive.com/ar/challenge/browse

Innoget http://www.innoget.com

Innovation Exchange http://www.innovationexchange.com

Nine Sight http://www.ninesights.com

One Billion Minds http://www.onebillionminds.com

Open Ideo http://www.openideo.com

Presans http://www.presans.com

Yet2 http://www.yet2.com
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3.4. Enable.

A brand that becomes an enabler is one that allows and stimulates C2C 
and C2B interactions to happen around the brand, thanks to the brand 
and with the brand. Successful brands are not afraid of disintermediation, 
they build a place for themselves as connectors of communities or tools for 
empowerment. In other words, they step into the collaborative economy.
A brand can enable:
• Conversations and relationships, by mean of tools that favor the creation 

and support the growth of a brand community;
• C2C Markets, creating places, moments and conditions for the exchanges 

to happen;
• The development and socialization of new products, thus becoming a 

platform brand.
An enabling brand is usually disruptive of traditional business models. It is 
subject to network economies, as its value depends on its ability to create and 
maintain a community and on the capabilities of the community to create a 
valuable output.
The brands that enable exchanges among consumers operate on two-sided 
markets; therefore, they have to face the chicken and egg problem. They need 
to simultaneously attract the users that create the demand and the offer 
within their marketplace, since having only one side is worthless.
A platform brand is based on a technology that allows users create and share 
new products. Platforming can be achieved creating environments, tools and 
languages for development and customization, creating APIs to allow users 
to interface the products with other products, favoring DIY and hacking, 
releasing an open source production technology. Brands that become 
platforms open the way for new business models. Examples are Lego with its 
CUUSOO initiative and Apple with the iOs App Store.
In an attempt to provide systematization to platform design, Simone Cicero 
developed a Platform Design Canvas23 as a fork from Osterwalder’s Business 
Model Canvas24. The focuses are the peer segments and the stakeholders 
to be involved in the platform and the way the value is created for them, 
exchanged and, finally, extracted. This canvas is a useful tool to analyze and 
design the strategies for platform brands.

Figure 14 (next page)
Platform design canvas
Source: Simone Cicero 2013

23 http://meedabyte.
com/2013/06/26/the-
platform-design-canvas-a-
tool-for-business-design/
24 Osterwalder, A. & Pigneur 
Y. 2010. Business Model 
Generation. Self Published.
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The Platform Design Canvas

Key Platform
Stakeholders

What are the key 
stakeholders 
contributing to the 
plaatform operation 

and mission?

Key Community 
Support Services

What services are 
available for the com-
munity to support 
value creation?

Value Creations

How’s the value crea-

ted? In what forms?

Key
Transactions

What are the recur-
ring transactions 
between the peer 
segments composing 

the ecosystem?

Peer
Segments

What peer segments 
are present in the 
ecosystem? They 
could be producers, 
consumers are pro-
ducers playing both 
the roles

Key Platform
Components

What are the key 
components of the 
platform? (resources, 
formats, infrastructu-
res).

Channels

Through which 
channels do the 
peer segments get in 
contact and execute 
transactions?

Value Exchanges

How is the value exchanged and in what forms?

Channels

Through which channels do the peer segments get in con-
tact and execute transactions?
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3.5. Lead.

Brand communication consists of lots of micro-stories told by stakeholders, 
therefore communication management should shift from a logic of 
command to coordination. In this peripheral model, a brand should act as a 
transformational leader25.
 The traits of the brands with a strong leadership are the following:
• They hold a strong vision;
• They are able to set a compelling narrative that act as a framework for 

personal stories;
• They inspire;
• They act responsibly;
• They facilitate public debate;
• They act as drivers and facilitators for industry and social change.

Leading brands inspire and transform

Individual level Social level

Narrative framework Public debate and change facilitation

Storytelling is a key component of brand leadership. The strongest brands are 
able to create frameworks that stimulate and reinforce personal micro-stories 
as well as provide sense to them. The way Coca-Cola is leveraging happiness is 
a great example.
Moreover, leadership is expressed through the fostering of open debate 
around the core issues that impact business sustainability. Barilla and Philips 
are examples of leadership with the Barilla Center for Food and Nutrition and 
the Philip Center for Health and Well-being.
Finally, leading brands are change agents for the industry they operate in and 
for society at large. They foster progress through their continuous innovation 
and the possibility to leverage resources and relationships. Nike’s initiatives to 
raise the bar for the sustainability of the apparel industry and the Coffe Made 
Happy26 project to transform one million coffee farmers into entrepreneurs 
launched by Mondelez are good examples.

Figure 15
Mechanisms of inspiration 
and transformation by 
leading brands.
Source: Own elaboration.

25 Burns, J. M. 1978. 
Leadership. New York: 
HarperCollins.

26 www.coffeemadehappy.com
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3.6. Evolve.

The strongest brands are always at the edge of the technological frontiers 
and are committed to continuous innovation. They design their innovation 
processes around customers and real people. Thanks to their sensing of the 
environment they spot opportunities for innovation and the new projects 
are considered start-ups within the company. Innovation is managed with a 
lean approach, shifting from product development to customer development. 
Innovation does not remain in a closed lab until the product is polished; rather 
there is a continuous user feedback to transform the vision into a meaningful 
product or service. Intuition is quickly translated into a physical prototype 
that allows measuring real user perceptions, feelings and behavior. And 
continuous measurement of hard metrics is the basis for decision making.
Figure 16 represents the feedback loop illustrated by Eric Ries as a successful 
methodology for innovation in start-ups27. One of the basic assumptions of 
the book is that start-ups are everywhere, also within large companies. The 
strong brands are able to accelerate the Build – Measure – Learn loop.

Accelerate this feedback loop!

Pivots

Zoom in
Zoom out
Customer segment
Customer need
Platform
Business architecture
Value capture
Engine of growth
Channel

BUILD
Turn ideas

into products MEASURE
See how customers

respond

LEARN
Pivot or

persevere

Simulate with
people

Concierge: start
with one
customer

Minimum viable
product

The five Whys:
Find and fix root causes

Experiment to move
numbers closer to plan

Go and see for
yourself

Split-test to
find cause and

effect

Which activities create value?
Which are waste?

Figure 16
The feedback loop.
Source: Sacha Chua on 
Eric Ries 2012. Www.
livinganawesomelife.com

27 Ries, E. 2011. The Lean 
Startup. How Today’s 
Entrepreneurs Use 
Continuous Innovation to 
Create Radically Successful 
Businesses. New York: The 
Crown Publishing Group.
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3.6.1. Rapid prototyping.

The strongest brands approach innovation with a scientific method, based on 
experiments and learning from trials and errors. Experiments and learning 
for strong brands start from t0, the very moment an idea is born. By the time 
the product is on the shelf, real customer data has been elicited not through 
surveys that measure intention, but through tests that measure real behavior. 
Ideas are immediately visualized, since visualization helps to rationalize 
and communicate them. Then, rapid prototyping starts. What has to be 
immediately tested is whether the innovation is something that a customer 
is willing to buy. Does it address a problem that the customer perceives as 
important? Does it delight the customer in a relevant way? Is the customer 
willing to use it? Is the customer willing to pay for it?
Alberto Savoia, Director of Engineering and Innovation Agitator at Google 
Inc., in his e-book named “Pretotype It”28 describes the methods followed 
by Google to run cheap and smart experiments without even building a real 
prototype, but a “pretotype”. Table 4 shows a few techniques.
Another example is Mondelez, that has a team of chefs available at their labs 
to do rapid prototyping and run quick tests in the early stages of new product 
development.

Table 4 
Pretotyping techniques
Source: Pretotyping.org. 
Alberto Savoia 2012.

The Mechanical Turk Replace complex and expensive computers machines with 
human beings.

The Pinocchio Build a non-functional, “lifeless”, version of the product.

The Minimum Viable Product (or Stripped Tease) Create a functional version of 
it, but stripped down to its most basic functionality.

The Provincial Before launching world-wide, run a test on a very small sample.

The Fake Door Create a fake “entry” for a product that doesn’t yet exist in any 
form.

The pretend-to-Own Before investing in buying whatever you need for your it, 
rent or borrow it first.

The Re-label Put a different label on an existing product that looks like product 
you want to create.

28 http://www.pretotyping.org
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3.6.2. Measurement.

Like the lean start-ups, when the strong brands measure their innovation, 
they don’t rest on the laurels of vanity metrics. They base their decision on 
actionable metrics that measure real customer behavior that has an impact 
on the business. Take Nike, that aims at building a community of sporty 
women around its Nike Training Club mobile app. In this case, the total 
number of downloads per se is a vanity metric, whereas a cohort study that 
measures repeated use of the app running A/B tests with different design 
styles maybe a more meaningful indicator. 

3.6.3. Learning.

Measurement is not an end, it is mean for continuous improvement. Products 
are developed around people, not around ideas. Learning and evolution 
must stem form measurement: either there is a confirmation of the initial 
assumptions or a change. The strong brands follow an iterative process for 
innovation and are ready to question the initial hypotheses, striving to create 
a better customer experience and a superior value. They evolve quickly, 
learning from their experience and they circulate the knowledge that is 
created during costumer interactions and experiments. 
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Whereas the traditional management pursued an ethos of efficiency and control, 
often treating both employees and customers as things to be manipulated, the new 
paradigm thrives on the ethos of imagination, exploration, experiment, discovery 
and collaboration. It deals with employees and customers as independent, 
thinking, feeling human beings. It embraces complexity as an opportunity, rather 
than a hurdle to be overcome. (Steve Denning)

The world has changed much since the classical theories about organizations 
and management have been developed. The information technology 
advancements enabled new social behavior, accelerating the change in the 
geography of value chains and the speed and scope of social and consumption 
trends. The level of interconnectedness among organizations and markets 
makes the environment much more complex. The logic of pure control is no 
more effective, higher speed and adaptability are required. In an interesting 
article published on Forbes.com in May 2013, Steve Denning analyzed 18 
management books that describe a paradigm shift in management which he 
calls a new canon29.

4. A new era.

Table 5
The new canon of 
management.
Source: Denning 2013.

Title Title Date Title

The Innovator’s Prescription Clayton Christensen et al 4 Dec 08 McGraw-Hill

Peak Chip Conley 18 May 09 Jossey-Bass (Wiley)

The POwer of Pull John Hagel et al 13 Apr 10 Basic Books

Reorganize for Resilience Ranjay Gulati 16 Apr 10 Harvard Business Review Press

Leader’s Guide to Radical Management Stephen Denning 14 Sep 10 Jossey-Bass (Wiley)

Fixing the Game Roger Martin 12 Apr 11 Harvard Business Review Press

Leadership in a Wiki World Rod Collins 4 May 11 Dog Ear Publishing

The Leader’s Dilemma Franz Rösli et al 2 Sep 11 Jossey-Bass (Wiley)

The Lean Startup Eric Ries 13 Sep 11 Crown Business

The Ultimate Question 2.0 Fred Reichheld et al 20 Sep 11 Harvard Business Review Press

What Matters Now Gary Hamel 4 Jan 12 Jossey-Bass (Wiley)

The Elastic Enterprise Nicholas Vitalari et al 16 May 12 Olivet Publishing

Enterprise Software Delivery Alan Brown 25 Jun 12 Addison-Wesley Professional

The Connected Organization Dave Gray 30 Aug 12 O’Reilly Media

Conscious Capitalism John Mackey et al 25 Dec 12 Harvard Business Review Press

Flat Army Dan Pontefract 19 Mar 13 WIley

Reinventing Giants Bill Fischer et al 15 Apr 13 Jossey-Bass (Wiley)

End of Competitive Advantage Tita McGrath 4 Jun 13 Harvard Business Review Press

29 http://www.
forbes.com/sites/
stevedenning/2013/05/30/the-
management-revolution-thats-
already-happening/
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Some of the classical principles of brand management risk suffering from the 
same bias of traditional management theories in being focused on control 
rather than interactions.
The Branding From Below paradigm is an attempt to explain how the strong 
brands are managed in today’s complexity by sensing the environment, 
collaborating with stakeholders, enabling social relationships markets and 
creativity, assuming a leadership role, and continuously evolving. Through 
a lean management approach, strong brands translate a value-based and 
inspiring vision into meaningful innovation.
This is just the beginning of a new era, where brand value is created from 
below, where the social interactions take place, through conversations, 
co-creation and human-centred innovation, real customer feedback and 
continuous learning.

4.1. What’s next?

Of course, this paper is supposed to be an ongoing project. Our goal is to 
spark a debate and collect more cases, evidence and thoughts.
We are in beta. So, please help us to fix any bug. Feel free to drop us an email 
with your feedback.

You can write to: marcello@coppalandini.com.
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