
 

 

 



 

 

Is your business the one in your industry  
or your marketplace that everyone prefers?  
 
Are your competitors trying to figure out  
the reasons for your amazing success?  
 
Are you making more money than you  
know what to do with?  
 
If your company is the clear market leader--with the largest market share, customers who are extolling your virtues to all their 
friends and substantial cash flow every month, congratulations! You're doing everything correctly and it's working--possibly 
even beyond your wildest dreams. 
 
If your business could, truthfully, use some help and if you'd like to serve more customers on a daily, weekly or monthly basis, 
you might want to consider doing something to raise your profile, enhance your reputation, and possibly grow business and 
profits. 
 
You might want to do something successful major corporations do, but on a much smaller scale. Something that can help your 
business. In fact, something that has helped many, many small businesses become big companies and even major corporations. 
 
You might want to consider developing a brand for your business. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Fundamentally, a brand is: 
 
• The unique place your business occupies in the minds of your customers and the public. It's that thing people immediately 

think of when they hear the name of your company. 
 

• Your business’ uniqueness, i.e., your unique selling proposition (USP). The ONE thing that sets you apart from all your 
competitors. It has to be something that's meaningful to your customers. 

 
• A promise of reliability and consistency at every customer touch point. Every time someone comes in contact with your 

organization, whether through your website, in person, in a newspaper or magazine ad, wherever, your brand dictates that the 
experience will be exactly what they expect. This consistency of experience is reassuring to customers, and helps turns 
customers into repeat customers. 

 
Companies of all sizes and types invest considerable time, energy and creativity to develop brands. A good, strategically 
developed brand helps them stand apart from their competitors, often results in making them the preferred company in their 
industry and helps attract more customers, build customer loyalty, grow business and increase revenue. 



 

 

 
 
First, let's ask a few questions. 
  
1. WHAT CAN YOU LEARN FROM BIG BUSINESS BRANDS? 
	  
You might have a small business, but you can learn a lot from the big corporations in how they brand and "position" themselves to motivate a certain 
perception among the members of their target market. In the public eye, branding as a strategy is often associated with big corporations, who invest 
large sums of money to develop a brand that makes sense for  them and is likely to be profitable in the long term. 
 
I've worked with lots of major brands. Here's one story: While working at a large advertising and public relations agency several years back, I was 
part of the team that developed the brand for a big corporation. Not only have you heard of this corporation, but it's likely you've interacted with 
them. And when you first hear their name, there is no doubt that you have an immediate response to who they are and what they stand for. 
 
Our job at the agency was to develop a mega-website for this corporation. But before we did that, we had to know how this company's leaders and 
key players viewed their company and, more important, how the public viewed them. Only by first understanding their customers' needs, wants and 
perceptions could we help the company do things to set themselves apart from their equally large competitor and, ultimately, assure their current and 
prospective customers that their experiences with the brand will be just what they expect no matter where they come in contact with their brand. This 
is known as the brand promise, by the way.  
 
We asked the client a lot of critical questions that helped us to understand their objectives, so we could help them clearly articulate their point of 
differentiation and, shape their marketplace advantages into a brand platform that would inform all subsequent communications, interactions and 
transactions. We were engaged in the activity of shaping customer perceptions. As my boss used to say, first we'll determine their brand--and then 
we'll create a website that brings their brand to life. 
 
Branding is serious business in the corporate world, and for good reason. Competition is strong and the marketplace is very noisy, so it quite literally 
pays to have a brand that customers will return to again and again. 
 
If you enjoy Big Macs at your local McDonald's restaurant, say, in Pittsburgh or New Jersey, you want the Big Mac you order at a McDonald's in 
Tokyo to be essentially the same. Familiarity is comforting. And, if you buy a new Volvo after your current one is ready to trade in, you're getting a 
car that's just as safe. And if you spend extra for a Gucci scarf or Hermes tie, you perceive this as fulfilling your need to be perceived as affluent and 
stylish. More about this below. 
 
 
 



 

 

2. WHAT DOES THIS MEAN TO YOUR SMALL OR MID-SIZED BUSINESS? 
 
Hmm, you say. I own a small business, or a medium-sized company. I don't have even a fraction of the budget these huge companies can invest in 
telling the world about their products. How can I possibly create a winning brand for my entrepreneurial venture? 
 
That's why I wrote this ebook. To help you and the marketing people who work for you to develop, position and manage your own brand.  
 
The strategies and tactics outlined here aren't a whole lot different from those used by the big corporations. In fact, in some ways it's easier to do it on 
a smaller scale because you don't have layers and layers of bureaucracy to deal with. The process itself doesn't have to be any more complicated than 
you want it to be. 
 
To make this approach work for your company or business, you need to be willing to be completely honest with yourself about your company's 
strengths and weaknesses, you'll need to commit to doing some things consistently over a period of time, and you'll need to be patient. 
 
Branding your business comes down to three simple questions: 
 
1. How are you currently perceived? 
2. How do you want to be perceived? 
3. What will it take to achieve that? 
 
3. HOW CAN A BRAND HELP YOUR BUSINESS? 
 
An effectively developed brand positions your business in a distinctive way. When brand-based behaviors are practiced consistently, they can bring 
customers, build buzz and contribute to profitable growth. 
 
Think of some of the major brands and how the mere mention of their names gives you an immediate impression: Disney, Apple, Geico, Starbucks, 
Dell, Geek Squad. All of these huge companies started as small businesses. Their brands are now recognized worldwide. 
 
4. CAN A SMALL BUSINESS OWNER BRAND A COMPANY ON A TINY BUDGET? 
 
Yes, you can! The good news is that you can do some things to begin branding your small or mid-sized business without spending big money. You 
can even brand a one-person business. Coaches, consultants, doctors, lawyers, media personalities, authors, entertainers and many, many others do it 
all the time.  Consider Jimmy Buffett and Oprah, whose names alone evoke a specific perception. 
 



 

 

As a business owner, there’s much you can do to shape audience perceptions in favorable ways so that you develop a great reputation and your brand 
begins to emerge. The more consistency with which you meet people’s expectations in ways that are aligned with your brand, the stronger your brand 
becomes. The good news is, there are some branding activities you can do on a small scale and budget. This e-book describes some of them. 
	  
5. DOES BRANDING REALLY WORK? 
 
Brands prove their effectiveness every day. Not only do consumers choose them, but they gladly pay extra for the brand promise. 
  
• What makes a person get in his car and drive a few miles to the nearest Starbucks for a cup of coffee that’s significantly more expensive (and 

possibly less enjoyable)  than the coffee sold at the convenience store, diner and fast food restaurant he passed along the way? 
  
• Why does a supermarket shopper fill her cart with colorfully labeled items bearing recognizable names when she could have bought generic 

products of the same exact quality at a lower cost? 
  
• Why, for years, did people across America get up super-early to stand in line on the day the new Krispy Kreme donut store opened in their city? 
 
• Why do you safeguard your car from theft with The Club, rather than one of the many other theft deterrents on the market? The Club brand is 

perceived as the most reliable solution. 
 

• Why do some people of affluence wear Rolexes, drive BMWs and write with Montblanc pens? Rolex doesn't sell watches; it sells status. 
  
To brand or not to brand: a true small business story 
 
I know two professional service providers who are approximately the same age and have a similar amount of time invested in their careers. Both are 
extremely talented, and each, in addition to having solid resumes and portfolios, has created work that is high profile. If they were both in a position 
to pitch the same prospective client on a project, either would be a strong candidate to win the account based on skill and experience 
 
There is one significant difference, and it has to do with perception.  
 
Professional A has spent years investing time and energy to position his practice as a go-to company in his field. When clients hear his name, they 
immediately perceive him as the gold standard. He's built a reputation for excellence, and over time, and owns that space in his field, in his 
marketplace. And he's leveraged his reputation to where he's able to commend premium prices. He's constantly in demand.  
 
Professional B, on the other hand, does essentially the same work as Professional B.  But, he does not have the reputation enjoyed by Professional A. 
Although he's very good at what he does, he's viewed as something of a bargain basement professional. Simply put, he works cheap, and a lot of 



 

 

people know it. He gets a fraction of the work that Professional A gets. And even charging significantly less than Professional A bills, he often has to 
haggle with customers to get payments that are due.   
 
Why? Because the marketplace perception of Professional B is vastly different from that of Professional A. He's as skilled as his competitor, but 
doesn't do anything to change the market's perception of him as a professional. It may very well be that branding isn't even on his radar.  
 
In short, if Professional A is a movie star, then Professional B is a b-list actor. Comparable skills are there, but not the reputation among the people 
who matter most: current and prospective clients. 
 
The lesson here is that branding can help build customer loyalty, grow business AND increase revenue 
 
Many buying decisions are motivated by brand loyalty. It’s true. Branding, when done effectively, often creates loyalty and preference among 
customers who, in turn, bring more customers through their word of mouth. 
  
Most highly successful companies employ branding to some extent in their marketing, advertising and public relations efforts to build awareness, 
grow business and maintain a strong market position.  
 
In some cases, over time, savvy branding can even help tiny businesses grow into powerhouse companies. Consider these major companies that 
started out as very small ventures. Ben & Jerry, Apple, Michael Dell, Kate Spade, Ralph Lauren, Jimmy Buffett and Yvon Chouinard of Patagonia 
were, at one time, small start-ups. 
 
Eight steps to branding your business 
 
Following are eight specific, basic steps to help you get started with branding. There are many factors that make branding successful, and every 
company and each situation is different, but the essence of brand development and communication is here.  
 
Good luck! 
 
1. Know your customers and what’s important to them. 
 
What do your customers really want? Quality, convenience, perceived status, health, wealth, peace of mind, comfort, innovation, creativity, or 
something else?  
 
When people form a connection with a brand, they will largely disregard its competitors and stay with the brand they prefer. They will go out of their 
way to connect with the brand. They'll recommend it to others and rave about why they like it, in person, on social media and elsewhere. They'll 
become what former Apple executive Guy Kawasaki calls evangelists for the brand. 



 

 

 
How do you find out what your customers want? The easiest way is to simply ask them and listen to what they tell you. When leading branding 
workshops I often tell clients that you might be surprised what you'll learn when you have conversations with people who represent your target 
market. And, you might learn that assumptions you may have had about customer wants and needs aren't necessarily accurate. The key is to learn 
from them. At the end of the day, success can often be achieved just by giving people more of what they want and less of what they don't. 
	  
2. Know your competitors inside and out. 
	  
As a business owner, have you done a competitor analysis? This is a basic marketing activity through which you list all the businesses that you 
consider your direct competitors. If your company operates on a geographic level (serving customers within, say, a 25-mile radius), you'd look at all 
the businesses in that area that compete with you. If geography isn't an issue, then consider who and where your competitors are. Take the time to 
learn as much as you can about them, including what products and services they provide, what their prices are and who their customers are. Find out 
how they market and promote their businesses, what kinds of content they post on their social media pages. Get copies of their brochures and visit 
their websites. Be thorough. The more information you can glean about them, the better you'll be able to position your own company or business to 
compete with them. 
 
While you're learning about your competitors, make a point of observing how they position themselves in the marketplace. Do they promote 
themselves as having the lowest price, fastest service, friendliest customers experience? Do they focus on status and exclusivity? Do they only serve 
a specific market?  
 
3. Determine specifically the ONE THING that makes your business truly different from your competitors. It needs to 
be something that's meaningful to your customers. Then, leverage that unique quality. 
 
Customers, as you know, have myriad choices in the marketplace. Through smart, savvy branding, your objective is to make them choose you. To 
move in this direction, you have to give them a reason. In this case, that reason is called your Unique Selling Proposition, or USP. It's the ONE 
THING that makes your business different from all other businesses like it in the marketplace. It’s not just different for the sake of being different; it 
has to be a specific difference that’s meaningful to your customers, and a difference that none of your competitors can claim. For branding to be 
successful, you have to own this USP in your marketplace, and you have to demonstrate it consistently at every customer touch point. 
 
When I lead branding workshops, it often becomes apparent to me that many companies haven't previously considered what sets them apart from 
their competitors. Participants might say something nonspecific or non-quantifiable like "we're the best at what we do." That's not a point of 
differentiation, I tell them. Then they may insist that "our competitors claim to do XYZ, but we really do it." That's not something specific, I say. It's 
a blanket claim. As a business owner or manager, it's not easy to be objective in a forum such as this, but it is important to be completely honest. It's 
likely, if you can't quickly state a clear point of differentiation, that you don't have one. What do you do then?   
 
If you don't have a clear point of differentiation between you from your competitors, you need to create one. This isn't a gimmick and it isn't a slogan. 



 

 

It's finding or developing something--one thing--that's important enough to your current and prospective customers to make them want to do business 
with you. As I said, this isn't an easy step, but your USP is the foundation on which your brand will be built. 
 
Here are some examples of well-known Unique Selling Propositions 
Every company that builds an effective brand has a strong USP at its core. Here are a few famous ones. 
 
• Selling UNIQUE products or services 

When Starbucks was a small neighborhood business in Seattle, the then-owners imported coffee from places like Europe and Africa. These exotic 
blends were coveted by coffee connoisseurs but not easy to get in the United States. Long before it went global, the original Pike Street Starbucks 
was a humble little storefront imported coffee lovers traveled to for a product that was largely unavailable elsewhere. 
 

• Delivering products or services in a UNIQUE way  
When Geek Squad began in 1994, the concept of tech experts making computer-service house calls dressed as special agents was something no one 
else was doing.  
 

• A UNIQUE way of solving a problem 
The Club that you lock on your steering wheel was a big hit as a theft deterrent. There are various locking devices out there today, but everyone 
chooses The Club.  
 

• UNIQUE expertise 
If you can claim a level of knowledge or expertise that no one else has, this can help set your business apart and build business. In cities like New 
York, Chicago and Los Angeles, high-end restaurants hire "name" chefs to bring their individual talents to their kitchens. There are lots of Japanese 
restaurants, but only Nobu serves fine cuisine developed by the highly regarded chef Nobu Matsuhisa. 
 

• UNIQUE guarantee 
A guarantee that no one else is offering can be used as a USP. Domino’s Pizza proved this when it started offering free pizza any time delivery 
took longer than 30 minutes. 

 
4. Have a compelling story. 
 
Storytelling has been an essential part of human communication for centuries. People like stories—and like to share them. It’s in our nature. Do you 
know that most people will remember a story more readily that facts about a company, product or service? If you have an intriguing story related to 
your business—one that will mean something to your customers—use it as part of your branding.  
 
Back in the late 1950s, Yvon Chouinard, an avid rock climber, ice climber and surfer, began making his own climbing gear. Then, he started selling 
his wares to other climbers. Eventually, he applied his knowledge and experience climbing big walls and began developing new, innovative 



 

 

equipment. In 1970, he started the clothing and equipment company Patagonia, which has long been one of the go-to companies for people wanting 
quality. Chounard’s years of personal experience gives his brand an authenticity and credibility that no amount of advertising could buy.  
 
Tom First and Tom Scott were Brown University classmates who headed for Nantucket after graduation. To earn a living, the two friends started a 
sort of store that serviced boaters in the harbor. Then, after successfully duplicating the taste of a beverage Tom First had enjoyed while on a trip to 
Spain, the two Toms started making beverages by the batch, bottling them and selling them to their customers. The drinks were a hit and Nantucket 
Nectars was born. 
 
Then, there’s Noël Goldman, a Florida woman who was frustrated by the way bra straps would just not stay hidden by tank tops; as she says on her 
website, “Exposed bra straps were everywhere.” One day, just a few years ago, she saw her daughter’s bra straps falling from her shoulders and had 
an idea: she invented a clip that would hold bra straps and tank straps together. Strap Tamers® were born. 
 
A story will help communicate your brand and provide credibility, setting your business apart. And because word-of-mouth is a powerful form of 
communication (in the 1990s we called it “buzz”), an interesting story will be told and re-told over and over. 
 
5. Create a “brand promise” by committing your brand to words. 
 
One of the characteristics of an effective brand is that your customer should always be able to count on getting what you promise to deliver, which, in 
turn, leads to repeat purchases and building buzz. On a large scale, for example, the food and service at a McDonald’s in Tokyo should be essentially 
the same as one in Madrid or Newark. 
 
The brand promise statement is where you start to move into slogan territory. The objective is to craft a brief statement of as few words as possible 
that communicates what you promise to deliver. These words should make it crystal clear what you offer that’s different from your competitors. 
Ultimately, they tell people why they should buy from you and not your competitors. And, again, it should be completely honest. If you promise 
service in a given time or your money back, you’d better be prepared to meet that objective 100 percent of the time. 
 
In branding, only one business in a marketplace can own a particular brand—which is why you have to be original when determining your USP. UPS 
was first to build a brand saying that it will get your packages to their destination overnight. That was the differentiating factor that set them apart 
from the U.S. Postal Service and Federal Express. Both can deliver packages as quickly as you need them to, but only UPS will ever own that 
reputation and brand in the mind of the customer. 
 
So how does this work for a small or mid-sized business?  
Exactly the same way. Here are some examples of how a “local” business might communicate a promise: 
 
• Pittsburgh’s first Chicago-style pizza shop 
• The Painless Dentist 



 

 

• Carpentry work that lasts a lifetime 
• The pet spa that thinks it’s a luxury resort 
• Where successful people shop 
• Helping clients look forward to April 15th 
 
Yesterday’s Corner Store--today 
 
Our small retail store seeks to be the “neighborhood corner store” that baby boomers remember from their childhoods.  
 
Unlike a convenience store that exists to provide all types of convenience items, we will only carry the types of items once found in these stores: 
newspapers, penny candy, a selection of canned food items, soda (in a cooler), dry goods, etc.  
 
Our objective is to create a nostalgic environment that evokes a bygone past. Consistent with this environment, our retail staff will greet each 
customer and interact with them in a personalized, friendly manner. 
 
6. Communicate your brand. 
 
Once you’ve created your brand, you’ll want to consider the visual and verbal components that communicate it. For one thing, you need to have a 
visual identifier to put a “face” to your company and your brand, and this is where you may need to spend a little money and hire a designer who 
understands logo and identity design.  
 
Things to do 	  
	  
• Create a brief, brand-focused boilerplate statement about  

your business.  
Use this in your materials and whenever a brief description is needed. 
	  

• Develop a professional logo.  
Hire a designer who specializes in logo development, and ask him or her to also provide you with a palette of colors that help position and 
communicate your brand.	  
	  

• Make your printed materials reflect your brand. 
Carry your logo, look and brand message through all your printed materials: business card, stationery, brochure, signage, apparel, and other items. 
	  

• Have a brand-focused website. 



 

 

With regard to the previous point, ditto your website. 
	  

• Reflect your brand in your physical environment. 
If customers or clients come to your physical location, ensure that it plays a role  in the overall brand experience. 
	  

	  
Perception is Reality 
A key part of effective branding is reputation management. The old saying "perception is reality" is a valuable piece of wisdom. No matter how good 
you are at what you do, what matters from a dollars-and-cents standpoint is how others perceive your company. As the case study above indicates, 
effective branding helps create much higher perceived value. As a business owner, you want customers to not only have a highly favorable 
perception of your company, but to prefer it over the competition. Often, they'll be glad to pay more to engage with you. Essentially, your reputation 
is your brand. 
 
Branding needs to be proactive, and it needs to take place at all levels of your organization. Every interaction a customer has with you needs to be 
brand-focused. Whether your company encompasses 500 employees, five employees or just one (you), it's incumbent upon you to ensure that every 
interaction--in person, online, on paper, and on the phone--reflects the reputation you want to have. This is where you earn your brand. If your 
business model has up until now been based strictly on competitive pricing, this where you have an opportunity to begin enhancing your perceived 
value so you can eventually move in the direction of commanding higher prices. This isn't about gouging your customers. It's about them perceiving 
you as worth higher prices. 
 
Share Your Expertise 
Engage activities to let your marketplace know that you’re knowledgeable, even expert, in your industry.  
 

• Write articles for your local newspaper and publish an ebook.  
• Speak at chamber of commerce and other meetings.  
• Teach classes at the local community college.  
• Hold a seminar at your local library.  
• Write a blog and promote it via social media.  
• Podcast. 

 
7. Commit to living your brand. 
 
The thing about a brand is that you can define it and you can communicate it, but your customers have to genuinely and organically embrace it for it 
to be successful. So, you need to do things that will make customers WANT to embrace it. And that means ensuring that your brand is part of every 
point of contact you and your employees have with anyone outside your business.  
 



 

 

The best way to accomplish this is by making a list of all those points of contact you and your employees will have with people “from the outside” in 
person, on the phone and online. If someone calls your business, that’s a touch point. If someone walks into your establishment, store or office, that’s 
a touch point. If you’re talking with someone at a trade show or networking event, that’s a touch point.  
 
Consider, touch point-by-touch point, what you need to do to ensure that each time there’s a contact with a customer or potential customer, that 
person is left with a great impression.  
 
In addition to supporting your brand, these demonstrated actions create favorable word of mouth. Has someone ever recommended something to 
you—a restaurant, store, salon, accounting firm or other business—and said, “You have to go there?” This is the kind of buzz that effective branding 
can build.  
 
If by chance you have a physical location in which you interact with customers, make sure it reflects your branding. Go beyond fundamental 
customer service and strive to create remarkable, memorable and buzz-worthy experiences for your customers.  
 
This notion offers a lot of opportunity for using your physical site to create a strong brand experience. Just walk into a Disney Store or Apple Store 
and you’ll immediately experience how a brand can envelop you.  
 
On a much more modest scale, you’ll need to be committed to providing consistent brand-focused customer experiences and communicating your 
brand across all media you use. 
 
8. GIve it time. 
 
Growing your business and your brand depend in large part on the marketing activities in which you engage. Because brand-building is an organic 
process, it takes time for people to realize your business is out there, and even more time for them embrace it and tell others about it. Don’t give up; 
be consistent and be patient.  
 
Also, remember that your customers are the ones who literally determine its success—so listen to them and consider what they’re saying. When it 
comes down to it, they may just be the best business partners you’ll ever have. 
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