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Our PositioningTips® were originally developed with the understand-
ing that the idea of positioning may be easy to grasp, but that the 
finer points and actual development may be a difficult thing for peo-
ple to fully wrap their heads around. Over the past several years we 
have written over fifty tips, ranging from the very basics of “what is po-
sitioning” to more advanced and detailed concepts of its creation. 
Looking back through our library we felt strongly that there were many 
valuable points to share.

This eBook is designed to provide readers with a collection of ideas 
that walks them through the various levels of positioning, helping 
them better grasp the learnings of our experience and to think more 
critically about this core strategic principle. 
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If you don't think of branding and positioning as two dif-
ferent things…you should.

In actuality, one is the springboard for the other. The po-
sitioning for your Brand should be a key input into your 
Creative Brief to develop the branding with your adver-
tising agency. You can think of the positioning for your 
product as the infrastructure and the branding as the

POSITIONING IS NOT 
BRANDING
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POSITIONING IS NOT BRANDING
cosmetics (colors, logo, typefaces, graphics, etc) you wrap around 
it. Take Nexium® as an example. The positioning is "heals the dam-
age" and the branding is "the purple pill" with the purple and white 
type that accompanies all promotion.

Many of our Clients with products that are marketed in both the 
United States and abroad speak about the idea of "global branding." 
We like to challenge this with the concept of "global positioning." It is 
our belief that ensuring consistency of the positioning and messag-
ing is more critical to a Brand's success than ensuring consistency 
of look. Now, we're not suggesting that unified branding is not impor-
tant, just that content might be more important than color.

Isn't the preferred situation one in which all affiliates deliver the 
same centralized positioning for a Brand, regardless of design and 
logo placement, rather than one in which all the materials look alike, 
but the main idea communicated is highly variable? It's just some-
thing to think about.
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You may think that the distinction be-
tween positioning and branding is 
clear, but you’d be surprised



Boats and brands are more similar than you might 
imagine. They are both faced with navigational chal-
lenges, forced to weather storms, and unable to guide 
themselves. As a boat needs a good crew to succeed, 
so too does a brand. 

Dead reckoning is one of the earliest forms of Marine 
Navigation and remains widely used to this day as a 

DEAD RECKONING
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DEAD RECKONING
form of backup navigation. It works by using a starting point to calcu-
late advancements based upon heading, speed, and time. Multiply 
speed by time to get the distance traveled. Then take the distance 
traveled and add it to the starting point following the heading. The 
process repeats, each time using the previous calculation point to 
find the current point. Dead reckoning also involves charting the 
points on a map, allowing for its use along a predetermined path. By 
utilizing dead reckoning a navigator knows when the ship needs to 
turn and can predict how long it will take the ship to make it to the 
next landmark or calculation point. 

For a brand, dead reckoning works to chart the actual course of a 
brand alongside its positioning. The desired positioning serves as 
the set path and destination for a brand; however, positioning is use-
less if it isn’t followed upon properly. A brand has to calculate from 
their current strategic point where the next point is, how quickly they 
can get there, and how close they are to that endpoint relative to 
their positioning. With this mindset, a brand can evaluate how 
closely they are sticking to their positioning at set strategic mile-
stones and will have the ability to predict the distance to their next 
strategic point, or even their destination, accurately.
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One if by land, two if by sea...



The main issue with dead reckoning is its small margin for error. 
Since the calculation is constantly repeated based upon the previ-
ous point, the errors compound over time and become an expo-
nentially larger problem. For a ship, a miscalculation could mean 
being lost at sea without even knowing it. The correlation to a 
brand would be lost opportunity since you may never realize the 
full benefit of the most desirable positioning. Small changes in 
course based only on current market conditions or short-term op-
portunities can put the larger brand perspective in jeopardy. 
Much as you can imagine how a ship may become dramatically 
off course by making heading changes to chase a tale of lost 
gold en route to its true destination.

Both boats and brands need to place a high level of value upon 
careful navigation. Before setting out to sea, any good captain en-
sures he has an accurate location of the destination and has plot-
ted a safe and efficient course to arrive there. A brand team must 
do the same by ensuring they have developed a strong and desir-
able positioning, uncovered the hazards that may potentially pre-
vent them from achieving it, and plotted the strategic steps neces-
sary to ensure arrival.

With an ever-changing marketplace, brand navigation is difficult 
and accurate predictions are even more so. Strong, strategic posi-
tioning development and a vigilant effort to measure your location 
along the way will help to minimize the course deviation that has 
left many a brand adrift. The right process and the right strategic 
partner will help you chart a better course for your brands and 
make it easier for you to navigate the marketing sea.
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We work with many brand teams that have unique posi-
tioning and strategic challenges, but one of the most 
common problems is that they cannot break away from 
the familiar ground they have covered before.  They 
are looking for a way to bring some new thinking to 
their brand without losing the experience and perspec-
tive of the core team members. 

BREAK OUT OF THE RUT
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BREAK OUT OF THE RUT
If you find yourself in a situation like this, it may help to consider a 
few ways to break the cycle and reignite the creativity you’re looking 
for in your positioning.

A great place to start is at the beginning.  It sounds obvious, but a 
big hurdle facing brand teams is that they often try to start at the 
end; they attempt to develop positioning ideas by writing positioning 
statements.  This is a difficult proposition since a final positioning 
statement is often built from complex ideas that may not have a lin-
ear path at the early stage of its development.  Trying to start at the 
end generally results in positioning ideas that are obvious, basic, 

and non-differentiating.  Start by developing ideas first, you can 
write the positioning statement later.

This is tied to our next point; forget the format.  There are numerous 
”templates” for writing a positioning statement and, as long as the 
core elements for strong positioning exist, the format you use 
doesn’t matter much; at least not at this point.  The problem is trying 
to think within the confines of these ”templates”.  Positioning devel-
opment is a creative and strategic process.  Restricting the creation 
of ideas to those that can be articulated within the ”template” puts 
unnecessary constraints on creative thinking and stymies new 
ideas.
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If you are looking to reignite your 
brand start at the beginning. Don’t 
make assumptions about what you 
know, may sure you know it



Explore new ideas based on the value of the idea and its ability to 
achieve your brand objectives.  There will be time for making it fit 
the ”template”.

Another helpful approach is to consider asking someone to help 
moderate positioning brainstorming sessions.  This has helped 
more than a few brand teams get out of the positioning rut.  Not 
only do you get a different approach, you also get the benefit of 
different experience.  This also means you can participate fully in 
the brainstorming, which is where your thinking is needed most.  
No one knows the brand, market, and competition like you do.  
You are most valuable working with your team developing new po-
sitioning ideas, not focusing on brainstorming exercises.

There are many other ways to get out of the positioning rut. We 
will cover more of them in future PositioningTips.  For now, try 
these and see if they help you generate the breakthrough think-
ing you’re looking for to revitalize your brand
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During the long 2008 political campaign, it was useful 
to us as marketers of products to examine the market-
ing of presidential candidates and to acknowledge the 
role emotion plays in effective brand-positioning to vot-
ers—and consumers—alike.  Many brand managers 
tend to emphasize the rational reasons why his or her 
product should be accepted by the target audience. 

STRONG EMOTIONS 
BUILD POWERFUL 
BRANDS
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STRONG EMOTIONS BUILD POWERFUL BRANDS
Perhaps the brand’s attributes and characteristic features suggest 
excellence; could be it offers a better price; or maybe its sales pro-
motions seem irresistible.

Unfortunately, by only focusing on the essence of what a product is 
and does, the marketer may fail to nurture a budding emotional rela-
tionship between the customer and the brand. One sneaker may be 
as sturdily built and as objectively stylish as any Nike® shoe; but 
Nike designs footwear that resonates deeply on an emotional level 
with consumers, with thoughts of Michael Jordan and game-winning 
jump shots, and with pleasure taken in dressing for a lifestyle de-
fined by physical activity.

Or, as Editor Alan M. Webber wrote in magazine Fast Company 
magazine, “I doubt most people who own a computer know what In-
tel processors do [or] why they are superior to their competition. All 
they know is that they want to own a computer with ‘Intel Inside.’”  
Now that’s an emotional decision. We live in an emotional world and 
emotions tend to power most of our choices.

Similarly, the candidacy of Barack Obama—particularly as it was ad-
vanced during the 2008 primaries—was not designed to promote ra-
tional consideration of his views on specific topics, like taxes or the 
Iraq war. Like any promising product, the Obama candidacy looked 
to fill a need for genuine innovation, in this case among Democrats 
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You can have the best marketing plan 
and advertising campaign in the 
world, if it doesn’t connect with your 
customers emotionally you’re wasting 
your money



who long felt abandoned in the political wilderness of an eight-
year Republican administration. And the evolving brand that Mr. 
Obama represented was not based on performance, either. His 
success—specifically, his ability to excite potential voters, even 
those outside his own party, and to raise prodigious amounts of 
money for his campaign through a grass-roots effort— was contin-
gent upon an emotional connection, a connection that tran-
scends who and what he is: namely, a politician.

Just as Nike transcends what it is fundamentally—a sneaker—the 
Obama brand had strategically aimed at evoking aspirational feel-
ings in the electorate: Desire for unity, less divisiveness and a 
new tone in political discourse, something beyond (and above) 
what he had termed “the politics of the past.” His clamoring for 
“change” is hardly unique for a politician; however, his casting it 
in the phrase “change you can believe in” raised a politician’s bro-
mide to a new level of relevancy for many Americans eager for 
something other than the status quo.  As Keith Reinhard, chair-
man emeritus of DDB Worldwide put it, also in Fast Company,” 
“Barack Obama is three things you want in a brand: New, differ-
ent and attractive. That’s as good as it gets.”

Of course, many positionings simply don’t endure forever, no mat-
ter how right they feel at the outset. Voters’ preferences—like con-
sumers’—evolve over time as circumstances change. Hillary Clin-
ton, the original Democratic frontrunner in early 2008, whom Mr. 
Obama narrowly defeated for his party’s nomination, promoted 
her more tangible experience and her down-to-earth familiarity 
with how Washington worked, as features voters would benefit 
from. When her candidacy began to sputter as Mr. Obama’s star 
rose and he began accumulating primary victories, she felt the 
need to retool her “experience” positioning. So in light of deterio-
rating economic conditions, she began to emphasize her ability 
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to provide economically targeted solutions. In fact, Mrs. Clinton 
seemed repeatedly to revise her positioning as new issues arose. 
The result, as we know now, is that the Clinton campaign came up 
short, while Obama continued scoring with his emotional exhorta-
tions of “change” and “hope” and “yes, we can.”

Successful product brands that begin losing share may indeed re-
quire repositioning. SUV manufacturers are losing their dominance 
of the US car market as the rising cost of gasoline renders their prod-
ucts too expensive for many consumers to operate. Hence, some 
manufacturers are repositioning themselves as more “green.” Of 
course, any change of positioning in order to attract new custom-
ers—or new voters— carries a risk: You may alienate your previous 
customers who may not care for the change, who felt more comfort-
able with the tried-and-true. Will life-long General Motors’ fans ac-
cept the company’s new direction toward hybrids and electric or 
hydrogen-powered vehicles? Time will tell if GM can make a believ-
able case for overtly environmentally friendly cars that excites its tra-
ditional customers. As for Mr. Obama, after he denied Mrs. Clinton 
the 2008 presidential nomination, many people thought he should 
put the former First Lady on his ticket as the vice-presidential candi-
date, thus enabling him to win over Clinton supporters, especially in 
the important “swing states.”

Of course, that idea was left in the drawer. After all, how would such 
a move have sat with the original Obama die-hard target audience, 
who equated Mrs. Clinton’s “experience” with the old-fashioned 
rather than the novel and transcendent politics espoused by Mr. 
Obama? To what extent would the addition of Mrs. Clinton to the 
ticket have dampened the emotional benefit Mr. Obama’s supporters 
originally derived from his brand positioning as the agent of 

change? Mr. Obama had made and—stuck with—a strategic deci-
sion to advance himself as a new kind of candidate. Sometimes the 
best positioning move is the one you don’t make.
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This brings the first installment of our PositioningTip eBook series to 
a close.  Each member of the Brand Engineers’ team has contrib-
uted greatly to this production and we hope that you will take the 
time to share it with your peers. The next installment to this series is 
scheduled for the spring of 2013, but to hold you over in the mean-
time you can subscribe to our monthly mailing of the latest Position-
ingTip by E-Mailing subject: ‘Subscribe’ to 
positioningtips@brandengineers.com.

THANK YOU
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