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7With all the recent changes to the economy, 
technology, communication and culture, how 
do small businesses consistently use branding 
to build long-term growth?

SMART STEPS TO 
START BUILDING 
A STRONG BRAND
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It’s been a while since people have been exposed 
to as much information as they are today. From 
roughly 1000 BC to the mid-15th Century was 
the last time documented messaging and written 
text was as abundant, per person, as it is now. 
And then all the information was limited to a 
select few who had status, access and reading 
ability. Now, nearly everyone can retrieve much of 
the world’s information from anywhere, anytime, 
and usually at no cost - from a rectangular chunk 
of metal in a pocket or sitting on a desk. And 
much of that information people opt-in to see.

Pollster and public opinion analyst Daniel 
Yankelovich famously studied consumer 
messaging during his tenure as a market 
researcher. His research firm’s oft-cited numbers 
from the mid-2000s of consumer exposure to 
5,000 advertising messages daily has morphed 
into unsupported guesses of 7,000-15,000 today. 
But we can agree that humans are exposed to 
thousands of ads—and branding—every day. Such 
numbers make it tougher for a brand to stand 
out, harder to maintain branding consistency and 
much easier to be mistreated on social media. 

It may seem like branding is a pressure of the 
past (hello, Super Bowl ads circa way back), even 
as marketers feel obligated to create a strong 
brand identity and use it to drive more traffic 

to their brand. After all, unless a company is Nike, 
Apple, Coca-Cola, Procter & Gamble or Budweiser, 
do brands matter anymore, particularly for small 
businesses or companies? 

“Do they matter” might be the wrong question. 
It’s not if brands matter for small business or 
companies, but how and why they matter and how 
to build and maintain a brand for consistency and 
engagement in changing times. 

Businesses need a brand (as do people 
and products) because humans need 
brands. A grand idea, to be sure, but here’s 
how it works. A quick visit to the work 
of social psychologists Heidi Grant and 
Carol Dweck, of Columbia and Stanford 
Universities, respectively, is a reminder 
that at the core of all human behavior is 
the self. No Sigmund Freud needed here. 

Every human’s sense of personal identity—
who people are as individuals—is formed 
in part by whom and what they associate 
with and the choices they make. Brands 
are included in the choices people make.

This shouldn’t be a surprise, as much 
of a brand’s benefit is based on 
psychology. How people think and feel 
about themselves is determined by their 
relationships with others, including brands. 
People need brands because brands can 
effortlessly provide functional, experiential 
and symbolic benefits.

To break this down, think of a functional 
benefit as what solves a problem related 
to an external need, or what consumers 
see as what a brand/product does better 
than others. Fancy talk for “I have a 
problem and this product/brand has a 
solution.” People with dirty socks need 
to clean them, so Tide® laundry detergent 
provides a functional benefit by improving 
the status of dirty socks. 

Brands with an experiential benefit can 
satisfy human needs for enjoyable sensory 
experiences, stimulation, or variety. It’s 
an emotional payoff. How a brand makes 
people feel and how the feeling a brand 
generates compares to other brands. 
Starbucks® coffee shops are associated, 
for some, with a relaxing atmosphere and 
the smells and tastes of the brand’s coffee 
and food items. Substitute IHOP®, a local 
craft brewery or Dave & Buster’s—or even 
Carnival® Cruise Line—and the experiential 
benefits of brands are clear. 

Brands with a symbolic benefit fulfill 
internal psychological needs, including 
self-enhancement, self-verification, or 
affiliation with a group. According to 
research on branding and psychology, 
consumers can use brands to increase 
their status (self-enhancement), act in 
accordance with and express their values 
(self-verification), or signal to others that 
they belong to a certain social group 
(affiliation). 

YES, BUSINESSES 

STILL NEED A BRAND



4   7 Smart Steps to Start Building a Strong Brand  |   ermarketing.net 5

Similar polls, including a 2022 Harris Poll commissioned by Google Cloud, found 82% of shoppers want a 
brand’s values to side with their own. This isn’t a mystery. Humans use modern brands to provide functional, 
experiential and symbolic benefits. Brands help people reinforce their inner—and outer—selves in a rational, 
supported way.

Consumer loyalty to brands demonstrates the commitment humans make to allow brands to be part of who 
they are as people today.

When Bond, a global data-driven customer growth firm, released its 2022 report on what 39k consumers 
want from brands, it was clear that consumers are purposeful now—more than ever—about what they expect 
from brands. 

According to The Bond Report, “consumers are increasingly clear they want to ‘be seen,’ have their time 
valued, and they care about whom they choose to do business with.” Saving consumers time and effort 
remain on the list for what’s asked of brands, but the highest driver of loyalty is when brands show they 
know and understand their customers. The Bond Report also “confirms that when purpose is aligned to a 
customer’s values, it drives loyalty to their brand (more than an 8× lift in loyalty).” 

Compare the most-recent consumer feedback with feedback from early in the pandemic. In 2020 research, 
technology provider Oracle found brands must create meaningful relationships with their consumers at 
every touchpoint or interaction. In the Oracle research, consumers described the brands they most favor 
make them feel “happy and understood.” And in a 2012 report by Harvard Business Review, shared values 
were a driving factor in more than six out of every 10 brand relationships. 

Why consumers are loyal to brands years ago mirrors why consumers remain loyal to brands today.

Businesses Need Strong Brand Identity and Equity

It’s not like businesses didn’t know about branding’s importance, even if 
leadership questions its measurable value. In a 2022 Semrush poll, more than 
45% of respondents ranked “increase brand awareness” as the number one 
priority, giving it top ranking over lead generation, web traffic increases and 
promotion of new products. 

In the 2021 edition of Bynder and OnBrand’s State of Branding, research 
firm Vanson Bourne reported that 85% of marketers said greater demand for 
brand content was stressing resources at both big and small companies. The 
Bynder and OnBrand report also found marketers’ top concerns included brand 
engagement and consistency.

If the equation is consumers need brands plus businesses want reliable brands 
worthy of engagement, then the challenge to business is two-fold:

1. How does a business build a brand image that’s consistent and recognized?

2. How does a business create content that supports the brand’s equity and 
enhance customer experience to create loyalty?

Humans use brands as emotional shorthand to show others who they are and what they value. Even those 
who say they never wear branded clothing, drink branded beverages, buy branded food, or support branded 
businesses are showing other people who they are, which is a form of branding. 

People are also definitive, overall, about what they want in the brands they embrace. Research conducted by 
Vrity, Inc., which identifies itself as the Brand Measurement Company for the Values Economy, with support 
from the Bauer Leadership Center at Washington University, found:

82% 55% 37%
of consumers would pay a 

premium to choose a brand that 
supports a cause important to 
them and 43% said they would 
pay twice as much to support 

that brand

of survey respondents reported 
they pay more attention to 
brand values than they did 

before the pandemic

of respondents acknowledged 
brands they will not purchase 

from or support because of the 
brand’s silence on a social issue

MARKETERS’ TOP CONCERNS 
INCLUDE BRAND   
ENGAGEMENT & CONSISTENCY. 

5
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YOUR 
BRAND
is what people say about you 
when you’re not in the room.

– Amazon founder Jeff Bezos

How to Build a Strong and Resilient Brand

“Your brand is what people say about you when you’re not in the 
room.” – Amazon founder Jeff Bezos

Companies and businesses often find success by developing a 
brand that reflects and speaks to the aspirations of the people 
to whom they market, whether it’s B2C or B2B. Instead of 
approaching a brand build as a hand-wringing exercise done in 
a company’s one-way mirror, look to the people who use—or will 
use—the company’s products or services. Because, and this is 
key, the brand image EXISTS IN THE CONSUMER’S MIND. 

According to Stanford University research, “A brand is more 
than a visual identity: the name, logo, and graphic design used 
by an organization. A brand is a psychological construct held 
in the minds of all those aware of the branded product, person, 
organization, or movement. Brand management is the work of 
managing these psychological associations.” 

The only thing marketers can manage is the brand identity 
– and its elements, which is something few people want to 
acknowledge because it smacks of marketing chaos. Businesses 
with goals like “to get customers to buy” may succeed despite 
themselves, but it doesn’t acknowledge that business can’t “get” 
customers to do much of anything. Control what’s possible to 
control, which is brand identity and consistency. If done well,  
the brand awareness and loyalty will follow.
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Decide where to go with 
your brand and determine 
the resources to support that 
journey.

Understand the organization/
business goals and aspirations 

for a brand, including to establish an identity for 
the brand in a market, which includes not only the 
visual elements, but also the other components of 
identity, such as desired feelings and associations 
with the brand. These may include inexpensive, 
social change agent, stable, conservative, cool, 
gets things done, durability, sophisticated or 
science supported.

Example: Feeney®

For nearly 75 years, Feeney pioneered industry-
leading architectural and rigging products, 
including CableRail®, DesignRail®, trellises, awnings 
and decorative and structural rod assemblies. We 
introduced Feeney’s brand and products to a new 
audience of interior designers, repositioned the 
messaging approach for architects, and showcased 
Feeney’s large variety of design off erings. We 
developed a print ad campaign to appeal to this 
demographic’s deep knowledge and appreciation 
for the arts. The print ad campaign resonated with 
interior designers and architects, who see things 
diff erently and create ways in which people can 
experience the world. In addition to reaching the 
new audience for Feeney, the campaign received 
awards for both a single-page print ad and best 
headline from Architectural Record Publication.

1.

Identify and isolate a big idea – based on research.

Do research. Understand the issues confronting a business, organization 
or industry. Is it a huge issue facing the company, such as the perception 
Walmart faced more than 10 years ago as a careless big box store full of 
poor-quality merchandise? Based on research by the Lippincott Group, 
Walmart altered its cheap junk image to one of aff ordability and availability. 
The slogan, “Save money. Live better.”, came after the big idea of value 

and the ability to access so much via multiple channels emerged. The research showed Walmart 
was never going to be a pillar of retail righteousness, but it could get from “a lot of cheap 
merchandise” to “accessibility and aff ordability” and its customers aligned themselves as “smart, 
frugal and good bargain getters.”

Example: Evolve Stone®

Newly entering the industry, the product, a mortarless, color-throughout stone veneer, 
needed a brand. ER Marketing developed brand identity and brand elements that captured 
the essence of the Evolve Stone product and established Evolve Stone as a disruptive leader 
in the manufactured stone veneer industry. The big idea emerged from the benefi ts of the 
product’s features. The lightweight, realistic looking stone veneer is installed with a fi nish nailer. 
Fast. Simple. Mortarless. (This means no mixing, masonry tools, or metal lath in the installation 
process. The stones are dry stacked tightly, which minimizes the joints between them and 
eliminates the need for grout.)  ER Marketing elevated and built awareness of the Evolve Stone 
brand, which culminated in the brand’s debut at the 2022 NAHB International Builders’ Show® 
(IBS) where it was awarded Best in Show and Most Innovative Building Material Product of IBS. 

2.

Evolve Stone® nailed it as a 
beautiful, high-performing 
stone veneer that installs with 
a fi nish nailer. Now it’s winning 
with judges by taking home 
the Best in Show and Most 
Innovative Building Material 
awards at the 2022 NAHB  
International Builders’ Show.®

You really can say we 
Nailed It—again.

EVOLVESTONE.COM

CONSIDER THESE 
SMART SEVEN 
STEPS TO START:
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Know your competitors (ah, research again) but don’t try to BE your competitors.

Understand the competitive landscape, with all its potential for good or bad for a brand. 
Look for the places the competition has left empty or unattended. Perhaps the products 
are similar, but the customer experience differs widely. Look for the places where a 
brand can create a symbolic benefit and fulfill internal psychological needs, including 
self-enhancement, self-verification or affiliation with a group.3.

5.

4.
Lean into your niche.

Understand the desires and needs of the consumer or business base. An excellent 
example of a company that understood its base and leaned into it is, again, Evolve 
Stone. Its website statement says it all, including the unseen, but necessary, research 
done and target audience pain points addressed: “Evolve Stone is the only mortarless, 
color-throughout stone veneer that installs up to 10X faster and is a fraction of the 
weight compared to the competition. It looks and feels like real stone and installs with 
the ease of a finish nailer.”

Evaluate customer—or human—pain points and embrace how a brand can address them.

Establish your voice.

Brand voice is the distinct personality a brand takes on in its communications, according 
to Sprout Social. The Brand Center at Northwestern University in Chicago has identified 
its own voice clearly, but also offers steps on how others can do the same, including 
three questions to ask: 

• Who’s the audience? People talk differently to their grandmothers than they do 
bartenders or children. Choose a voice based on who should be listening for it.

• What is the business or company trying to do? Explain? Tell a story, or capture 
attention? 

• How well does the audience already know the brand/product/service? 

The digital landscape, particularly social media, is jam-packed. It’s wall-to-digital-wall 
conversation by businesses and brands, as well as friends and family. A logo, brand 
colors and product features aren’t going to hold the fort alone. A brand voice infuses all 
written content and can help—or not—a brand stand out.

A note about voice, though. A brand can’t succeed with a quirky fun brand voice if 
nothing else about it is quirky or fun. Customer service? Return policies? How a company 
treats employees and partners? A brand voice should emerge organically from all the 
research and understanding of a business and its current and potential customers.

WHO?
WHAT?
HOW?

11

UNDERSTAND THE 
COMPETITIVE LANDSCAPE, 
WITH ALL ITS POTENTIAL FOR 
GOOD OR BAD FOR A BRAND.
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Who’s the audience? People talk 
differently to their grandmothers 
than they do bartenders or children. 

“
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How to Use a Brand Well –   
Understanding Equity

Brand equity as the value that consumers 
associate with a brand and the value of the 
brand for a company. It isn’t fl ash formed. 
When a brand is established and reputable, 
people choose it instead of the competition.  
Remember, customer perception is key. 
Customers must recognize (awareness) a 
brand and they must trust it (all the hard work 
on consistency). When this magic happens 
and customers feel a psychological bond with 
the brand, it can become priceless. 

Do all that’s possible to create a brand 
identity customers recognize when they’re 
searching for products or services and do all 
that’s possible that customers perceive the 
brand identity the way its intended. 

• Create clear brand standards. In a 
Lucidpress study, 85% of organizations 
reported they had brand guidelines, 
but only 30% said they enforced the 
guidelines. That’s a disconnect and an 
invitation to off -brand messaging. If 
businesses and companies can’t provide 
a consistent brand experience and 
build brand recognition, customers will, 
eventually, fail to connect.

• Communicate brand meaning and what it 
represents

A brand/product/service must meet the 
needs of a targeted audience — including 
psychological needs. A company that 
produces a useful product, with a functional 
benefi t, and speaks openly and often to 
its values will attract customers whose 
values mirror the brand’s. Those customers 
will connect and, ideally, become brand 
advocates.

• Re-visit a brand to test its resiliency and 
eff ectiveness. Don’t assume once all the 
branding is completed that it’s fi nished. 
Brand awareness, equity and identity are 
dynamic. Check in with them, to assure 
their ongoing eff ectiveness and health. 

For more insight into branding, brand identity, 
brand equity and how to get more traffi  c 
on your brand, let ER Marketing provide it. 
Contact President and Co-Founder Elton 
Mayfi eld at emayfi eld@ermarketing.net, or 
call (816) 471-1400.

Brand Guidelines
Updated August 2020

The full color Fortress Wood logo should 
only be placed on white or on light 
backgrounds with a value equal to or 
less than 10% black. 

For placement on colored or darker 
backgrounds the fully reversed white 
version of the logo should be used, as long 
as contrast is su�  cient for legibility.

The Logo: Placement

Color Palette

The Fortress color palette consists of 
Fortress Navy, Gold, and Gray. Fortress 
Navy should be the prominent color 
used in materials, with the gold and 
gray as accents.

Tints (adding white to create lighter 
versions of a color) of the colors in the 
palette may be used sparingly as needed 
to provide variation in graphics.

Though not shown, black and white may 
also be used.

Fortress Navy
Pantone 294 C

Fortress Gold
Pantone 7752 C

Fortress Gray
Pantone 430 C

CMYK    
100   74   0   45
RGB    
0   47   108

HEX   
#002F6C

CMYK   7   16   91   10
RGB   
207   176   35

HEX   
#CFB023

CMYK   50   34   27   11
RGB   
124   135   142

HEX   
#7C878E

Don’t start with a fancy logo and color palette.

Yes, a brand’s physical elements, such as a logo, color 
schemes and packaging matter, but they don’t make 
a brand. They shouldn’t be a fi rst step in a branding 
process. Re-visit steps 1 – 5.6.

7.
Be consistent with all of it.

Consistency across messages and channels is basic 
principle of eff ective branding. In studies by Cornell 
University on hotel chain brands and in research 
presented in the European Management Journal 
on fast-food brands, it’s clear that communication 
consistency has a strong direct impact on brand 

trust and brand loyalty. If the messaging or presentation of the brand 
is unpredictable and contradicting, brand trust and image plummets. 
Consistency equals trust.

How to be sure branding is consistent? Re-read steps 1 - 6.
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