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The concept of Brand Knowledge Management looks to move brand~led organisations from content to process and from data to tacit knowledge. This paper proposes a manifesto for brand marketing that refocuses its activities and challenges the roles, structures and behaviour of its management.  Above all, it provides a new framework for developing, exploiting and managing brand knowledge.
INTRODUCTION

Brand equity has become a hot topic for chief executives, accountants and academics as it is tipped to join other critical measures of long-term business performance. At the same time, the 'knowledge economy' is becoming an accepted framework for management thinking, planning and organisation.  It is perhaps surprising, therefore, that the designated marketing function in so many companies has done so little to advance the management of one of their most value-adding activities - brand knowledge.

Indeed, it is nearly 40 years since Theodore Levitt pointed out the unique perspective of marketing: "The difference between marketing and selling is more than semantic.  Selling focuses on the needs of the seller, marketing on the needs of the buyer.  Selling is preoccupied with the seller's need to convert the product into cash, marketing with the idea of satisfying the needs of the customer by means of the product and the whole cluster of things associated with creating, delivering, and finally consuming it.”[1]

During those four decades, marketing departments have grown as substantially as their budgets, huge quantities of data swamp the brand teams and yet the evidence suggests they have not strengthened their grip on 'knowing and understanding' their users better.  Over the same period the reputation of the marketing function has declined in many companies. This paper proposes a manifesto for brand marketing that re-focuses its activities and challenges the roles, structures and behaviour of its management.  Above all, it provides a new framework for developing, exploiting and managing brand knowledge.

WHAT IS BRAND KNOWLEDGE?

In order to answer this, we first need to define what a brand is. This apparently innocent question has a variety of answers, depending on what your perspective is.  Our preference is to take the familiar view of a brand as part of our lives, where its personality represents a promise and a set of values that are supported by benefits, features and functions that deliver that promise.  Brands like Lucozade, Kellogg, Coca-Cola, Pepsi, Holiday Inn, Virgin, BMW and Tesco all evoke clear meanings, images and associations, each with an identity that separates it from its direct competition and make it more or less attractive to the potential user.  Brands have relationships with their users, often throughout the lives of the individuals and their families.

The obvious value of brands is their ability to translate reputation and loyalty among their users into long-lived and reliable profit 
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streams. Thus, the importance of these brands and the power of their equity make it vital to understand how they work, what makes them tick, and what you can and cannot do with them.  As Geoffrey Randall puts it: "Brands are so fundamental to the survival or success of many firms that we need to understand them in all their subtleties and complexities so that we can manage them correctly." [2]

Our experience of running brands, both big and small, shows the enormous value of deep, insightful brand knowledge.  This is founded on a continuous dialogue with users, leading to real understanding of the product or service, and a refusal to accept received wisdom as state-of-the-art knowledge.
Even in the apparently mundane categories in which brands like Andrex and Domestos compete, deep brand knowledge and understanding is critical to their continued market leadership.  In fact, the more mundane the category, arguably the more dependent the brand is on this.

Our view relates not only to the explicit knowledge that arises from data interpretation, internal systems and processes, but more especially to the tacit knowledge about a brand that is tucked away and usually not shared, because it is so hard to communicate. Knowledge, then, is the essence of what a brand represents, how it can achieve competitive advantage and ultimately significant value to a business.  Brands are, quintessentially, knowledge.

KNOWLEDGE AND BRAND EQUITY

Over the last three decades there have been significant changes in the brand arena as many major industries have consolidated into a few key players - at first nationally, then regionally and more recently, globally.  So, in traditional industries like food, there has been the emergence of an elite group of international players such as Nestle, Unilever, Kellogg, Danone and Diageo, who exert a huge influence over the industry.  The trends of acquisition, merger and withdrawal have been mirrored across a wide range of other industries, including drinks, paper, confectionery, media, retail, transport and many others - fast moving consumer goods markets and business-to-business sectors alike.

At the same time as this industrial consolidation, the cost of marketing products and services, particularly the media, has continued to inflate faster than the prices of the products using them.  This, combined with the escalating costs of getting new products into distribution and the increasing power of the private label, has created a significant barrier to launching new brands.

The net result of these major forces has been the consolidation of business into fewer and fewer brands, many of which have been around for a number of years.  This has served to create extremely large brands, known as 'superbrands',  ‘megabrands', 'power brands' or 'banner brands', each often divided into a variety of sub-brands, which in turn carry an enormous range of products.

As corporations have recognised the phenomenal value of the equity attached to their brand names, there has been a headlong rush to value, control and grow their equity further.  For a decade the major activity on brands has been to stretch and extend in every possible direction, as Coca-Cola, Tesco and Virgin have done so successfully.

Yet, do the business leaders and marketing practitioners know what they are doing with their brands?  Do they use the knowledge of their brands to its full potential when making decisions that impact the equity of their brands?  More importantly, do they value that knowledge as a fundamental part of the brand's equity?  Despite the maturity of the marketing discipline and the data that exist to support brand management, examples of poor brand performance and the concomitant loss of brand equity are now all too common.  It is our belief that this is because too little attempt is made to convert data into knowledge.

THE CHALLENGE TO BRAND MARKETING

As the former Chairman and Group Chief Executive of Grand Metropolitan plc, Sir Allen Sheppard, wrote, "Our brand managers face the challenge of increasing the value of their brands, but how can they tell what they are doing?  And, for that matter, how can senior management ensure that the work of the junior brand manager is actually enhancing brand value rather than the opposite?  Most companies rely on short-term partial measurements such as market share or profitability, but these may distort the long-term picture."[3]

While agreeing with both the sentiment and the issues Sir Allen raises, these need to be seen in the context of the tremendous challenge facing the junior brand manager of the late 1990s viz. a bewildering array of skills to master, knowledge to absorb and contacts to maintain.  Compared to his/her counterpart of 25 years ago, the complexity and difficulty of the job has magnified many times as new and different challenges have grown.

· Challenges to brands - often old established brands in mature markets, where retailer power, brand rationalisation and variant proliferation, media costs and management failures are growing at an alarming pace.


· Challenges to the marketing function changes to the role and function are being demanded by the globalisation of markets and competition, increasing sophistication and demands of customers in over- supplied, slow growth markets and the customer focus of the whole organisation.


· The challenge of change - consumer habits, innovation, sources of competition and know-how are all changing at unprecedented speeds.


· The challenge of new media and channels of communication - the emergence of new media, the fragmentation of old media and the impact of information technology have created a multitude of new ways of reaching and communicating with end users.


· The challenge of balancing long-term health with short-term performance - as the increased emphasis on short-term financial performance has been passed down the operating line; it has reduced the brand management guardianship of the long-term health of the brand and potentially its strategic advantage.                                     


· Challenges to individuals - the need to move from reward and recognition based on individual achievement 'in the job', to a recognition of team-based contributions and sharing concepts, metaphors and mental models of brands with others.

These challenges, particularly with the continuing short-term pressures for performance, have created a very different focus, complexity and role for the brand manager of the late 1990s - compared to that of the brand managers in the 1960s and 1970s today's CEOs.

WHO IS REALLY MARKETING THE BRAND?

As little as a quarter of a century ago a brand manager, while not totally 'in control' of his/her brand, could anticipate a fairly reasonable degree of autonomy in the delivery of agreed goals, amongst which would have been some idea of growing the brand and its equity.  Today, with a dramatically shortened roll call of brand names in a corporation and with each brand being that much bigger and more important to the business, the likelihood is that the so-called brand manager is one of a large and fluid group of people handling the brand.

For the marketing fraternity, the truth is that most brands are managed by a collective of management, a network that includes the functional marketing people, but very often directed from the board room, if not the CEO's office.  On top of this, the big or multinationals often layer a European, Asian or Americas management tier to help 'co-ordinate the regional activities'. 

As Professor Peter Doyle wrote: "In today's network organisations the old idea that marketing managers determine the brand and the marketing mix is hopelessly dated.  Products, prices, channels of distribution, service and the development of brand equity are not the provinces of a single function or even a single firm."[4] The result, not surprisingly, is that no one person is the dedicated, champion of the brand and its equity.

In some organisations it would seem that these changes might not have been recognised in this explicit fashion.  These companies have lost sight of the need for the organisational role previously played by marketers in the longer-term creation of brand value.  Indeed, in many companies the drive for short-term goals merely pushes marketers to actions that erode the brand equity.

Worse still, the individual and organisational expectation is for brand managers to 'make their mark' on a brand in their journey of moving on to greater things.  Further, many companies give brand managers limited tenure on specific brands, in order that interest and promotion may be used to deter them from being tempted by bigger cars and salaries at another company.  Added to this is a more cynical and more self-focused employee attitude, brought about by a succession of downsizing and restructuring initiatives.  None of these organisational pressures supports the development of brand value in the long term.

The advent of supply chain teams, trade marketing functions and the dramatic rise in speciality marketing functions serve to underline that the traditional marketing role has been overtaken.  However, this is not to say that they are no longer needed.  A major focus of brand and marketing managers has become transactional, satisfying demands of internal measurement processes and trade customers at the expense of a deeper understanding of the needs of the end users of the brand.  This gradual dislocation away from the needs of the end user has contrived to reduce the world-class marketing capabilities and growth of brand equity that are essential for long-term corporate survival.
It is our belief that to become valued by businesses, the marketing function and the broader marketing profession must face the need to change.  It needs to re-focus its activities and organisation, be prepared to be measured, commit to a formal training and development process that continues through the career of the individual and dedicate itself to adding value to the brand equity.
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Figure 1: The Brand Knowledge Management Journey

GETTING MARKETING TO CHANGE THEIR WAYS
The key to the role of marketing being valued by its functional peers and an organisation’s shareholders is the re-focusing of its efforts onto the strategic areas that will develop the future of the business and its brands.  Marketing also must move away from primarily transactional and tactical content.  Marketing is the best placed function in a business to lead the management, building and measurement of brand equity.  It can plan the development platforms for innovation programmes, setting the direction and rate of market and competitive change.  It can also drive the formal and informal organisational networks that deliver competitive advantage in each of these areas.

All these issues require a deep understanding of the market, how it segments, the task or service, the products, the end user's needs and wants the competitors, the brands and their composition.  In fact, all of the external influences that impact on the companies brand their performance and value.  Brand knowledge and its management thus becomes a central theme to the future role of the marketing function.  Moving from role content to organization, brand managers, the marketing function and the organisation face a new journey, as shown in Figure 1.

The implications of this journey are clear for all of the different stakeholders, as well as what needs to change.  The change will involve people, content and process.  Much of the journey is flagged by a requirement for marketers to change not only the content, as identified above, but also the way in which they work and therefore their behaviour.

The measurement of marketing is an emotive issue.  We believe that Brand Knowledge Management should be viewed as an opportunity to closely link the organisation’s measures of brand equity with performance of the marketing function, since this is a primary element of the role being performed by marketing.  Rather than being seen as a constraint, this would allow the marketers to balance long- and short-term business performance requirements in full corporate view, sharing the trade-offs, rather than bemoaning the short-termism of the company as eroding the brand equity.

It will necessitate the use of a number of techniques that have been available for some time, but shunned by some marketers, either because of fear or ignorance.  Equally, these techniques will help marketers to promote the case for investment in the brands and defend against discontinuity.

While much of the business world has woken up to the opportunities offered by relevant process management, the marketing fraternity has been slow to embrace the approach.  In some quarters the move has been openly resisted as being 'not applicable to marketing', or 'suppressing creativity'.  Faced with the need to become more valuable to their companies, marketers should re-consider their outlook on the organisation and how some of the process learning, such as network organisations and personal and team mastery, might help to increase the value of their contributions.

Brand and marketing managers are in a privileged position, with a broad perspective of the business, closest contact with the end users and intimate knowledge of how the brands work.  Operating from this vantage point, marketers who grasp the opportunity will have a hugely beneficial impact on the business.  But before they can change and improve their corporate value, they must deal honestly with the current shortcomings of their function.

MARKETING AND BRAND KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT

The opportunity and need for marketing to reassert itself as a key part of business leadership has never been greater.  In our view this opportunity can be realised by re-focusing the content of the marketing activities, applying a new business process and organising marketing people to create payback for the business and themselves.  The unifying theme for this approach of content, process and people is Brand Knowledge Management.

Our premise is that brands are about knowledge.  It is the marketer's knowledge of the task/service, the end user and his/her needs, the category and its segmentation, the brand and its 'atomic' structure, the marketing mix and how to operate it. It is the end user's knowledge of the brand, what it promises and what it delivers.  It is the distribution channel's knowledge of the brand's selling power and commercial reward.  Over time, this builds to a considerable body of knowledge, which, if captured, integrated and shared, can represent a critical competitive advantage.

Some of this knowledge is easily transferable within the organisation and has, in the growing area of Knowledge Management, been termed explicit knowledge.  Explicit knowledge is tangible, can be easily communicated and shared and usually exists in some documented form.  Obvious examples of explicit brand knowledge would be brand share, pricing, user demographics and frequency of purchase information.  The organisation of a sound marketing information and analysis process for explicit

Table 1: Tacit knowledge in brand development


Theme
Current 1irnitation                       Tacit requirement

Ideas management       'R&D never come up with any good
    The spark/light bulb,


    (or big) ideas'. Results of previous
    creativity


    brainstorms are rarely re-visited.


    Idea sources are uni-functional rather       Trust & collaboration


    than cross-functional/networked             


Consumer               No relationship between actions and       Market feel


Understanding           brand value




Product design
Always sourcing external product design
   Design genius
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'No-one else understands this brand'.       Brand empathy,


Brand manager has limited tenure
   'Living with it'




Consumer
Total agency dependency
   Creative genius

Communications


Positioning
Constant debate and disagreement          'Common language'


Market
    Adequate research but analysed in         Market and


operations
    isolation, no combined value created       competitive feel

knowledge is an essential start point in the process of Knowledge Management and a minimum standard for world-class operations.

The second and potentially more powerful element of brand knowledge is that of tacit knowledge.  Tacit knowledge is difficult to communicate and share with others.  It is built on our experiences, feelings, values and learning styles and represents the understanding of the external world.  Each brand marketer, to a greater or lesser degree, both. learns and creates this tacit knowledge on a brand.  A good example of a tacit knowledge area that represents one of the most potent tools by which marketing can create a common language across functions and thus unify their efforts is that of brand positioning.

Brand positioning and its atomic structure, deal with 'soft' understanding, 'feel' and 'touch' topics such as a brand's values and personality, not hard facts and numbers.  Successful management of subjects like brand personality is based on accessing the consumer experience and relationship with the brand at both an explicit and tacit level.  Building and combining these different areas of learning and knowledge requires constant dialogue with end users and a broad diversity of perspectives.

Effective exploitation of that knowledge will happen when the understanding of the relationship between the end user and the brand at both the explicit and tacit levels is shared within the organisation.

Brand Knowledge Management concerns all stakeholders, not just marketing, since it represents the core property that drives a brand's differentiation.  All of those in contact with the brand, directly and indirectly, can bring unique perspectives and insights, experience and learning that can create powerful tacit knowledge about the brand and its heart that can guide the actions of all functions over time.  Table 1 illustrates this through the tacit requirements and limitations often experienced with different aspects of brand development.

The current process of brand management usually isolates the knowledge about the brand, its users and its markets from the various stakeholders in the organisation.  Thus, while the four major streams of activity (Collection, Analysis, Enquiry and Experience) shown in Table 2 may be active at one time or another in an organisation, it is rarely converted into integrated knowledge that is shared across the business.  Thus, knowledge remains isolated on organisational 'islands'.

In our 'Brand Knowledge Management' process, we identify the knowledge, both explicit and tacit, and link it to all of the activities and interfaces involved in growing the equity of the brand.  The evolution of this process is based upon the convergence of the three streams already identified, process, content and people.

The process employs a variety of tools to convert the explicit and tacit understanding into integrated knowledge that can be communicated across the organisation.  Clearly, there is significant potential to create differentiation from tacit knowledge.  Thus, the transition from a content and explicit knowledge orientated business to a process and tacit Knowledge Management approach has strategic importance.  Process management and tacit Knowledge Management are intimately linked, the accessing of tacit knowledge depending on the introduction of human, dialogue-based enquiry processes.  The tacit knowledge that

Table 2: Isolated brand knowledge




 Collection    Analysis    Enquiry  Experience


External influences
Competition
Consumer understanding

Market segmentation

Channels

Positioning
Product design

Brand equity

Advertising and
communications

Pricing


Sales promotion


Keys to success
can be accessed can be built around the following tacit concepts:

· a shared model of the market and its segmentation.

· a shared model of the end user.

· a clear definition of the brand positioning.

· a detailed description of the ‘atomic structure' of the brand.

· a shared vision and strategy for the brand.

The critical elements of this approach are the shared nature of the knowledge and the type of knowledge involved.  These start to tackle both the isolation of knowledge and the re-focusing of marketing management time.

The process accesses tacit knowledge through a tacit converter of enquiry and codification.  The tacit converter links the emotion and experience-based tacit knowledge to the analytical and tangible elements of explicit knowledge.  Figure 2 outlines the framework for converting tacit knowledge in various brand development areas.

In support of the conversion and codification of tacit knowledge, a range of tools and frameworks has been developed to enable the capture and integration with explicit knowledge.  Additionally, progress in the implementation and adoption of the new approach can-be monitored using a composite dashboard of measures, modified from the work of Meyer.[5]

The content of the marketing work required by this approach is more end-user focused, more strategic, more knowledge-based and more team-centred than the current transactional norm.  If marketing is to survive as a key influence and central business activity, it has to concentrate its efforts on brand equity management, innovation leadership and establishing the formal and informal organisational networks that deliver competitive advantage.

This requires marketers no longer to bury themselves in operational activities that have historically consumed their time and attention, which in any event have largely become the province of new organisational groups, such as trade marketing and supply chain management.  Letting go of this traditional co-ordination role will be easier, though not without its moments, if the co-ordination role associated with brand equity management is given the organisational importance that it is due.  The durability of marketing's position in this leadership role will ultimately depend on its ability to add value to the brand equity.
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Figure 2: Tacit conversion framework

Building the formal and informal networks requires marketers to lead the creation of new vascular routes for the transfer of knowledge in the organisation.  In her article, "The Human Organisation," Joy Palmer has highlighted the need to respond to pressure on hierarchy by creating fluid processes and flexible teams in networked organisations.[6] The network will demand greater investment in the social processes of integration and, without this human agenda, "the openness and learning on which the generative knowledge'-based environment depends will remain beyond our reach, together with our ability to work and transfer knowledge across complex and shifting organisational boundaries."

greater connectivity and information and knowledge sharing.

People will make this overall approach possible.  Effecting change of this nature requires commitment from the top and from
those who are affected by it.  Thus, while the concept of increasing shareholder value through the growth of brand equity might attract the support of the business leadership, it must be balanced with an appreciation of the need to create personal value for the people who have to change.  Building 'wins' into the change process for all involved is much more likely to create lasting change than the assertion of shareholder value as an unquestionable truth.

With the increasing adoption of techniques such as workflow, process management and team-working, alongside technology enablers
such as groupware, intranets and smart messaging, organisations are moving towards


Organisational Payback

Brand Development Issue

Individual Payback

Clear strategic goal


Strategic vs. operational

Marketing role and impact



Clear business strategy

Market definition and brand

Role and influence






positioning


Measurement of marketing

Meaningful metrics


Balanced measures, transparent










performance and rewards


Motivated brand managers

Internal leadership and

Improved job satisfaction, role 


Connected strategic plan

networking of change


and challenge












Improved brand development

Tangible and intangible brand

Improved context and 


Improved corporate capability

direction and innovation

effectiveness


Integration with other business

Total brand development process

Open to the involvement and


processes







contribution from individuals


Improved multi-functionality

     Figure 3: Generating a balanced payback

Figure 3 outlines the key brand development issues and types of payback both the organisation and the individual should expect to secure if the issues are successfully resolved. 

In designing a framework for inclusion of all stakeholders, it is apparent that the way to secure buy-in from the people on whom the change process depends is to deliver personal 'wins' as early as possible.  This guides the design of the process to focus on content and explicit knowledge in the early part of the programme, before moving on to process and tacit knowledge.  This focus on content and explicit knowledge makes the change process tangible and lowers conflict.  In return, the organisation receives the establishment of a thorough and disciplined base of explicit brand knowledge that is often missing.
Involving marketing and brand managers in the definition of what constitutes world-class capability creates self-generated questions directed at a change towards process management.  The move to the process management requirement can be more 

effectively planned and managed with the self-realisation of the marketers.  This self-realisation occurs through a facilitated process dialogue and comparisons of individuals' and the organisation’s skills and capabilities against world-class benchmark capabilities.
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Figure 4: The change transition

Pascale et al. have noted that "solutions must come from the ranks" and that three concrete interventions will restore corporate agility:[7]

1. "Incorporating employees fully into the process of dealing with business challenges.

2.
Leading from a different place so as to sharpen and maintain employee involvement...

3. 
Instilling mental disciplines that will   make people behave differently and then help them sustain their new behaviour into the future.”

The process has designed into it the key features that give 'wins' for individuals, a process of self-realisation and involvement through dialogue and a network-enabled team approach that changes behaviour.  Acknowledging the personal change that the process and tacit knowledge approach involves, the process provides the framework for those involved to realise the change for themselves, The transition from content and explicit knowledge to process and tacit knowledge is shown in Figure 4.

The transition to process and tacit knowledge management requires time and care, since it is dependent on the group concerned having the desire to embrace the change as well as the gain involved.  Creating the framework and environment that nurtures this capability is crucial to the lasting effect of this change.

CONCLUSION

In the knowledge economy, intellectual capital is recognised as one of the three capital requirements of a business.  Attitudes to the source of this capital, the employees of the organisation, remain locked in the management paradigms of the Industrial Age in too many organisations.  Other than in exceptional cases, people are viewed more as functional workers than 'knowledge contributors'.

While managers accept the intuitive plausibility of 'knowledge-based business' and change their missions and strategies accordingly, this change is attempted, more often than not, within existing organisational templates.  Thus the new management initiative is transplanted into the existing organisational form and function, resulting in a loss of impact and effective change.

The concept of Brand Knowledge Management looks to move brand-led organisations from content to process and from data to tacit knowledge.  The elements of the journey imply significant organisational and individual change in order to enable the transition.  The key to the change process is the people on whom it depends, and in whom the tacit knowledge is embedded. 
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