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ISBA Annual Conference 2002 
 

September 11th -  What it Means for Brands   

 
Setting the Scene 
 
110 cities, 33 countries, 6 continents. 
The world is your 
playground 
Go play 
 
You might think that this was the mission statement, target list and route map for Osama bin 
Laden's al-Qaeda network. But you would be wrong. One clue is that the word “playground” is 
italicised. Another, bigger clue, is that this is a poster hoarding advertising Qantas in downtown 
Auckland. 
 
Don’t just dream, be there. 
 
Is this a recruitment poster for the al-Qaeda network?  No, it is a BA slogan on their Internet site.  
It seems that one has to be very careful what one says these days. 
 
Reality is turning dreams into nightmares. 
 
No, that isn’t an airline’s slogan for a new anti blood clotting exercise. It’s my warning of how 
anxious a place the world has become for those whose temperament does not allow them to 
treat life as a lottery and who are in no mood to try to calculate the odds of harm to their person 
dispassionately.  We had the trick down to a fine art during the Blitz on London in the 1940’s as 
ex Mayor of New York Rudolph W. Giuliani recently acknowledged.  Americans, it seems had, 
with a few exceptions, lost the knack domestically since the end of their Civil War.  But they’ve 
had it since September 11th 2001.  And so has the world. 
 
We are all vulnerable now. And of course the irony is that we always have been. We suffer from 
the grace, comedy, brutality, generosity, compassion and frailties of human nature.  We endure 
disease, tragedy, accidents and a ticking biological clock.  Hobbes thought life was nasty, 
brutish and short.  And, viewed globally, or from a British train, who are we to disagree?  
 
In the grand scheme of things, we are all as fragile as butterflies - although some suppose that 
they flap their pretty wings with greater impact than others.  But most of us still believe that 
every life matters everywhere.  Even if we do agglomerate them into mass markets or target 
groups for marketing and advertising purposes. The counter-trend, to increasing dis-aggregation 
of market segments into individual need states and consumer roles, is significant whenever 
rapid adaptation to new circumstances is required.  It is typified by ever-shorter product life 
cycles, to meet fragmenting, because supposedly individualistic, consumer self-actualisation 
strategies. This has caused many a fashion chain to suffer mass desertion because too many 
individuals had lost faith in them.  There is indeed a gap.   
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I suspect that the mathematical risk of death from flying has not increased all that much - in 
spite of the al-Qaeda network. But the unmet need, to consider afresh the possibility of death, 
has been amplified beyond the psychological comfort zone of many of those who do not travel 
for an essential purpose.  Hence the change in behaviour, the unwillingness to fly, that many 
now practise, unless it is absolutely necessary for them to do so.   
 
Yet in Britain around one third of them still ignore the most dangerous thing in the air - all over 
the world - the malaria bearing mosquito.  That is still the biggest killer of travelling Briton’s.  
Obesity control, exercise, stopping smoking, sexual precautions and stress reduction would 
save more lives than terrorists have so far killed. And that is but one example of the 
dysfunctional illogicality, of the unthinking application, of personal utility functions when they 
brush up against ignorance, irresponsibility, selfishness, indulgence, obsession, conviction, 
zealotry, disregard for human life and extreme immorality.  We are all inconsistent in our use of 
utility repertoires across life’s many cross-roads of choice.  But thankfully, few of us are willing to 
fatally damage others for our own beliefs - religious or otherwise. 
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Utility Functions 
 
As regards flying, I am still much more worried about electrical insulation failures as a possible 
problem than hi-jacks.  I am exercising my own utility function and expectation system as 
between flying and dying - whether by frying, grilling, exploding, impact or suffocation with air 
miles.  
 
Whatever the domain of interest, personal utility affects both what goes into a customer’s 
‘Consideration Set’ of possible future choices and the final selection made from them.  The 
analysis of the marginal utility of disposable income is clearly exercised from a price conscious 
point of view.  But, as I hope to show, Sept. 11th has affected things much more from a 
psychological and behavioural perspective and needs a new kind of response.   
 
We are all familiar with using these utility functions when it comes to gambling on the lottery.  
Yes, we would like to win, but realistically - i.e. calculating the odds between winning and losing 
- we know that we don’t have a prayer; of any religion.  But one pound is a small price to pay for 
a dream, so many pay it.  The irrational, numerical and economic tragedy is that those who can 
least afford to lose their bet, dream the most. From the point of view of Governments it is better 
for them to dream than riot.  But is it fair for it to be their major hope of “escape” from reality? 
 
So it is personal utility functions and expectations - perceptions of risk and reward - that 
determine choices, buying patterns, relationships and values. These affect the success of 
products, services, organisations, systems, cultures, philosophies, ideas, theories, religions, 
lives and society.  They can be represented by icons, symbols, trademarks, logos, identities and 
brands of all kinds.  In theory, all sorts of things can be positioned, branded and sold - including 
countries, government departments and military campaigns.  In practice, there are a lot more 
trademarks and logos around than there are enduring brands - or even perhaps, enduring 
freedoms.  I do not believe that the value system projected by capitalism - through brands, 
advertising, fashion, music and other aspects of pop culture - is a sufficient antidote to terrorists 
who wish to abuse our freedoms.  Philosophy is paramount. 
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The Key Questions 
 
1.  We should ask what creates organisational or societal advantages and makes them 

sustainable?  
2.  Who benefits from sustainability? 
3. In this context, what is the best way to build an enduring brand today?   
4.  How is it managed and positioned for optimal success?  
5.  How should existing brands rise to the challenge when major disruptions occur - whether 

they are caused by terrorists, or recession, or technology, or competitors? 
6.  Which product categories have been so affected by Sept. 11th that scrambled utility functions 

and altered consumer motives can cause major behaviour changes? 
 
Put at its simplest, what mechanisms exist for challenged brands to make coherent contingent 
positioning responses to punctuated equilibrium and extreme disruptions?  More importantly, 
how can they stop themselves from getting into trouble in the first place?  
 
These are the questions that must be answered if boards, marketing directors and brand 
managers are to sleep well o’ nights. 
 
 
Exploring the Theory 
 
The genesis of this lecture began last year. I surf the Internet a lot. I prefer it to public transport.  
Since Sept. 11th I have had a particular interest in American newspapers. It is said that 
journalism is the first draft of history. Two items of journalistic news about changed behaviour 
caught my historical attention and set me thinking. 
 
The first involved new extended drinking habits in New York, signifying the need for 
togetherness and talk. The second was about the sell out of Ryokans or Inns during Japan’s 
October holiday.  That was about the need for reflection and contemplation.  Allied with a desire 
to return to roots and tradition. 
 
 
Rules for Challenged Brands and Times 
 
Old Expectations, Belief Systems and Satisfactions fly in the face of present turbulence, 
discontinuities and disruptions.  Many Old Habits die easy in such times; some become relevant 
again; and new ones are born. 
 
People will try to afford, buy and enjoy what they value most.  But value and enjoyment have 
many dimensions; people have uniquely personal utility and value functions.  ‘Mass marketing 
has become a very hard thing to do’ says the chairman of The Henley Centre forecasting group, 
Martin Hayward, ‘because people do not like to be seen as “normal” any more..’.  From this 
perspective, no one is normal, all of us are peculiar. 
 

Systems Leverage , System Triggers , Boundary Masters , Edge Games , Ethos , Ethos Management , Ethos Contract , 
Ethos Reflex®, Fitness Brand Scape®, MetaSystems Leadership®, Corporate Metabrand Philosophy®  and MetaTools® 

are all registered trademarks owned by Corporate Positioning Services and Growth Tank. 
 

ISBA- The Voice of British Advertisers 
www.isba.org.uk 



ISBA lecture by Norman Strauss 
Delivered at ISBA Annual Conference - 4th March 2002 

 
Copyright © Norman Strauss 2002 

All Rights Reserved for Growth Tank Corporate Advisers and Corporate Positioning Services (C-P-S) 
17 Cross Deep, Twickenham, Middlesex, TW1 4QJ. Tel: 020 8744 9944/ Fax: 020 8892 9487/  Email: ns@c-p-s.co.uk 

 
 

 
 

Page 5 
Hi-Brand®, Hi-Brands®, Appreciation Systems®, Systems Map®, Systems Maps®, Systems Needs® , Bridged Needs® ,   

® ® ® ® ® ® ®

Mass marketing is only valid when individual peculiarities, utilities and values are shared and 
massed as one.  Individual utility then becomes relevant to many and a mass market is born.  
Utility reflects, drives and leads evaluation, judgement, decision-making, choice, consumption, 
satisfaction and loyalty. Consumers exercising their portfolios of complex utility functions are the 
real determinants of value. And they operate from multiple perspectives.  More I would suggest 
than most marketing strategies have so far been happy to deal with. 
 
Psychological needs and motivations vary for different market categories. It is possible to map 
them market by market and form a view of needs which are in the ascendant, needs which are 
volatile and needs which are unmet.  Clearly those such as comfort, support, trust, belonging, 
affiliation, altruism, homeliness, concern, anxiety, vulnerability, unease, security, vigilance, 
protection, order, confidence, relaxation, reflection and stress reduction have become salient.  
Industries that deal with them effectively can do well. Those that do not naturally embrace them, 
either have not been much affected by Sept. 11th or will need to redress the deficiency to 
become relevant; rather than just offer money off as inducements to return to the fold.  Now 
more than ever, brands need to know what drives consumer psychology and what undermines 
market confidence. 
 
Yet many (or is it most?) Brand Positions and Specifications ignore complex diversity and multi-
dimensional value systems.  Terms such as USP and basic consumer benefit reflect this 
unwarranted but beguiling ingenuousness. Keep It Simple Stupid is perhaps counter-productive 
when challenge to an old order is rampant.  
 
If you simplify the systems complexity, so that you no longer reflect the systems complexity, you 
are not managing the systems complexity. So, if you keep it that simple, you really are stupid.  
 
There is now no option but to take steps to understand the systems complexity, so that it can be 
managed.  If this is not done, then what is done is arbitrary.  It may not seem arbitrary in your 
terms, in that your team has constructed an internal rationale, within the agreed administrative 
and cultural definition of what the system is that we are managing, but, if that groupthink doesn’t 
match the true complexity of the system, or if it isn’t an adequate approximation of the system, 
then there is no joined up management.  A passionately executed but incoherent marketing 
system will always fail to help its customers make sense of a complex world with relevant 
brands. 
  
Many clients buy simplicity and some consultants and service companies happily supply it.  Yet 
people are complex; their desires are many and varied; and they can and do change.  Their 
hopes and fears and wants and needs and certainties can shift subtly; or suddenly and 
chaotically when their world turns, conviction evaporates, sentiment changes and fashions die.  
To enlarge an old Proverb, “Nothing is certain but death and taxes - and terrorism”. 
 
Anxiety, confusion, disruption and uncertainty are enemies of visibility, forecasting, predictability 
and confidence.  So opinions given in uncertain times – at what have variously been called 
catastrophe cusps, points of inflexion, tipping or turning points, circuit breakers or paradigm 
shifts - may not reflect the subtler changing realities. 
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Need for New Competencies  
 
Can conventional management keep up - or are new systems, special structures, distributed 
leadership, diffused authorities, self-organising empowerment and new competencies needed?   
 
Scenario planning may be too simple and unoriginal to be of much use; the organisation, 
processes, strategic bandwidth, creativity, vision and competencies of its practitioners may be 
inadequate, unable to cope with fast-changing realities, technologies and evolving value 
systems. Existing core competencies may now reflect the past certainties and knowledge 
management of a vanished golden era. Should the core be shown the door? 
 
Many people resort to old beliefs and past certainties as an attempt to make sense of today.  
Their leaders may retreat into bunkers and hunker down – or create a task force – or cut staff – 
or ask for early retirements other than their own . 
 
When discontinuities are destroying strategies faster than they can be created, this doesn’t help 
much. 
 
Those talents, disciplines, organisations, philosophies and institutions that can help people to 
find their way and/or renew their sense of direction will be valued most.  Such situation-based 
and knowledge-rich, contingent repositioning strategy needs to be a precursor of any 
promotions, or brand repositioning, or NPD, or New Business Development, or Innovation. 
 
Brands need to engender certainties, relevance, visibility and confidence for their value to be 
judged as useful and for consumer expectations to be satisfied.  Brands must embrace salient 
psychology.  If Brands are not anchors for identity and self-actualisation, then they are merely 
price-sensitive commodities.  Commodities and price reductions are the antithesis of, the direct 
opposite to, loyalty.    
 
Ever since Sept. 11th,  New Yorkers have been making multiple new contingent responses to an 
era-defining disruption to their lives.  Their repertoire of suitable behaviours and the way they 
treat each other has changed.  Behaviour changes are signals of altered views in a fragile world.  
That is why many New Yorkers are pleased that rudeness is now returning to their City streets.  
It is also why price reductions, coupons and value for money responses alone are missing the 
vital point. 
 
 
The Argument so far 
 
Since Sept. 11th, many people have become more searching and introspective than ever. Some 
seek solitude, whilst others seek crowds.  Some want to stay at home with their families; others 
wish to become pop idols or escape to a tropical dream world and display their peculiarities.   
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None of us is normal now and nor is our world.  Our value systems have been brutalised, our 
contingent responses have been sensitised and our utility functions are being reset, in the face 
of horrific uncertainties and worrying futures.  
 
In many affected industries, conventional brands are falling short, along with their management.  
The building of an enduring brand is more difficult than ever.  Somehow, a way must be found to 
understand and unravel the complexities at work.  Only then can new mass market simplicities 
be constructed, continuously re-appraised and managed coherently in the face of persisting 
turbulence.   
 
As a result, philosophical bandwidth, leadership, vision, strategy, organisational structures, 
competencies and brand positioning techniques must change to keep up with disruptive change 
and stay relevant. 
 
 
The Need is for Evolutionary Positioning 
 
One crucial lesson stands out.  Only evolving brand positions can help to make sense of 
disruptive change and the convulsions it causes in anxious times.  Brands need evolutionary 
positioning if they are to stay fit for purpose, when human and geo-political landscapes change. 
 
At Growth Tank and C-P-S we define such brands, evolving to fit their changing human and 
market ecosystems, as Hi-Brands® and own the registered trademark.  Hi-Brands® can be 
specified and designed to be fit for many purposes; e.g. to embrace complex, multi-factor 
changes in fitness for purpose landscapes. 
 
Not all market, brand, power brand or value leaders are Hi-Brands®.  If they were, this lecture 
would be irrelevant.  
 
Susan Fournier of Harvard Business School urges brand-rich firms to change their whole 
approach to marketing: ‘They tend to want to understand their brands, when what they really 
need to do is understand consumers’ lives, and fit their brands into them’, she says.   
 
Conventional brands die because they are unable to adapt to changes in the only places they 
can live - the hearts and minds of consumers.  We argue that they need to learn how to develop 
a new kind of brand, able to adapt to the constant change in the hearts and minds of 
consumers, embrace diversity and reflect lived life with all its attendant uncertainties. They need 
to transform their existing brands into, or replace them with, ‘Hi-Brands’. 
 
 
Enter the Hi-Brand® 
 
Conventional brands are dying, because they never really became completely alive. Hi-Brands 
live, by foreseeing, responding to, surviving and sometimes creating, era shifts. A Hi-Brand 
continuously evolves, to remain relevant and up-to-date, as the needs of its customers change. 
It can adapt, grow and thrive, in a constantly changing competitive environment, because it co-
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evolves with its markets. Unlike those of  conventional brands, the messages Hi-Brands transmit 
are replaced and adapted by a regular series of ‘Contingent Re-Positioning Strategies’ (CRSs).  
 
The adaptability of Hi-Brands, which enables them to achieve and maintain market leadership 
as technology, era values, fashions, life-styles, moods, opinions and utility functions change, 
stems from their point of view. Unlike the managers of conventional brands, those who manage 
Hi-Brands are much more interested in what their protégées could or should become, than in 
what they are today or have been in the past. Hi-Brands always reflect the way we live now. 
 
Hi-Brands are the ‘stuff’ of sustainable competitive advantage, but to build and then to maintain 
them requires superior knowledge, understanding, competence and practices; vigorous R&D; 
highly sensitive competitive intelligence; an accurate feel for what life is like today; an 
awareness of what the future might be like; an eagerness to stay ahead of the curve; and a 
determination to satisfy customers better. 
 
 
Customers create Hi-Brands   
 
Customers employ many different thought and judgment processes.  They can change their 
minds at great speed.  All customers have their own ‘Belief, Value, Perception-forming, 
Decision-making and Specification Systems’ which map their motivations, guide their behaviour 
and so determine the suitability, fitness for purpose, value and attractiveness they perceive in 
particular products and services.  Hi-Brands® are designed and built to opitmise and align with 
the Customer’s most relevant Appreciation Systems®, as they shift over time. 
 
These customer Appreciation Systems® fuse together to form a competitive landscape, or 
market ecosystem, that acts as a dynamic template for Hi-Brand builders and strategists. We 
derive from these market ecosystems powerful Hi-Brand building tools which we call Systems 
Maps®. These provide fundamental, strategic intelligence about how customers informally 
identify, select and analyse the parts of their Appreciation Systems® that matter most to them 
(their ‘Consideration Set’); how they evaluate products, services and brands; how their 
expectations are generated; and what satisfactions they seek from their delivery.  
 
Conventional brands have ‘default’ Systems Maps® in the form of what their owners know about 
their customers, but they are rudimentary compared to those of a true Hi-Brand and incapable of 
generating the variety of timely information needed to manage the brands well, sustain their 
strengths and change their courses whenever necessary to navigate through the market’s 
constantly changing landscape. The Systems Map of a Hi-Brand is much richer and more 
sophisticated, and can quickly produce the relevant, high-quality information needed to modify 
the brand when major change occurs. 
 
Hi-Brands are more powerful and robust than conventional brands, including brand leaders, 
because they are designed, from the outset, to be flexible, and because their Systems Maps are 
sophisticated enough to produce the comprehensive knowledge and variety required to make 
use of that flexibility, so that vital adaptation occurs as lives and markets change. 
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Building Hi-Brands 
 
A Hi-Brand is a distillation of constantly up-dated knowledge, not only about its customers’ 
perceptions of the product or service itself, but also about how they perceive its values, delivery 
system and service supply chain.  It is practical Brand Knowledge Management operating at the 
highest level. 
 
This approach is based on managing the critical attributes that optimise the fitness for purpose 
of a product or service in users’ eyes. It gives management more insight into and control over 
how brands touch people’s lives, when markets grow and segment, and why brand switching 
occurs. 
 
It enriches marketers’ understanding of the many ways that customers think, feel and judge 
value, before they buy, and allows these customers’ thoughts, feelings and judgments to be built 
into Hi-Brand marketing strategies. 
 
It takes a lot of work and research, but once firms are armed with such learning and strategic 
insights, they can manage and match their customers’ perceptions, motivations and decision-
making procedures, to achieve and sustain competitively advantageous Hi-Brand positions. 
 
 
Managing Hi-Brands 
 
It is not enough to create the Hi-Brand, however. When left to its own devices a Hi-Brand has a 
nasty habit of de-grading over time into a conventional brand. It has to be managed very 
actively. New Systems Maps need to be drafted at regular intervals, and the deep knowledge of 
changing customer perceptions they generate must be captured in a series of up-dated ‘brand 
positioning frameworks’, such as the widely used Bridge Matrix. 
 
Each new Bridge Matrix becomes the template for a new ‘Contingent Re-Positioning Strategy’. 
 
(All well-managed brands have bridges to the hearts and minds of customers, of course, but the 
bridges of conventional brands are not as sturdy as they once were. Because they are built of 
static assumptions, rather than regularly up-dated knowledge and analysis, they have become 
more fragile in the more turbulent environment, and tend to get washed away in the floods of 
change inundating the Appreciation Systems of their customers. Because Hi-Brand bridges are 
built of constantly refreshed and expanded knowledge, they are more flexible and their roots can 
spread deeper into their customers’ learning and belief systems. 
 
When you know more about your market-beating Hi-Brand and its customers than your 
competitors do, you can defeat them, System by System. They won’t even know what hit them!) 
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Need for a Knowledge Revolution 
 
This is a new era - and new ways are needed.  Brand-building has to be thought through again 
from first principles.  That is the legacy of  mis-management left in too many places by 
avoidance of essential complexity, excessive simplicity, dumbing down, groupthink and control 
freaks. 
 
New knowledge is needed.  But, unless you acquire original intellectual property, there is no 
knowledge from a recent acquisition to share. No quality circle on yesterday’s product is able to 
invent new tomorrow’s.  No scorecard is available to measure the future for disruptions. No 
current management of complex systems best practice exists that is available for embedding.  
 
Challenged brands depend for their future upon a needed revolution in theory, enlarged 
strategic horizons and new meta-competencies to allow and encourage permanent evolution 
and emergence in organisations.  It is time for complexity to be recognised.  And the people to 
do it must be educated, trained, legitimised, empowered and then freed to grow the future.   
 
It ought to happen first in Tom Ridge’s Office of Homeland Security. After all he is charged with 
preventing asymmetric warfare and the brutal innovations of obsessive hostile forces in the 
USA.  For anyone unfamiliar with the term asymmetry, the simplest definition that I have heard 
is  “Hit ‘em where they ain’t”. More formally, it is about avoiding an opponents strengths and 
attacking its vulnerabilities.  Whereas the most frequent marketing response to a competitor is 
“Me, too - but better”! 
 
End Game 
 
And no, you cannot get an IT system or some magic software that does any evolving contingent 
positioning. There is no data warehouse to drill down to, no silo to explore, no more money to 
waste in old or new markets.

Systems Leverage , System Triggers , Boundary Masters , Edge Games , Ethos , Ethos Management , Ethos Contract , 
Ethos Reflex®, Fitness Brand Scape®, MetaSystems Leadership®, Corporate Metabrand Philosophy®  and MetaTools® 
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I read that Dell have started making high margin acquisitions. I don’t know how many of you 
have bought a computer online from Dell recently. Question 4 of their Internet checkout 
procedure asks the following: 
 
Will the product(s) be used in connection with weapons of mass destruction, i.e. nuclear 
applications, missile technology, or chemical or biological weapons purposes?  
 
Do they know something we don’t?  Or are they just ahead of the game for exploring Contingent 
Re-positioning Strategies and turning Dell into a Hi-Brand®?   
 
Time will tell. 
 
Meanwhile, all we can conclude is that the road to Dell is paved with good intentions. 
 
Thank you for flying ISBA this morning.  Have a nice day! 
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