The Modern Brand Growth Playbook

Introduction: In today’s crowded markets, the biggest barrier to growth isn’t having a bad
product —it’s being unknown. A wealth of new research shows that brand growth comes
from reaching more people (especially new or infrequent buyers), not just squeezing more
loyalty from existing customers. This playbook distills a contemporary approach to brand
building — moving beyond niche differentiation and focusing on becoming the most
remembered and easy-to-choose brand when it counts. We’ll cover high-level strategy
and practical tools to help you build a brand that dominates its market by living in your
customers’ memory and reducing any friction to choose you. The tone is straightforward
and jargon-free, with clear examples and actions you can implementin a small or midsize
business. Let’s dive in!

Brand vs. Product — Two Growth Levers

A key insight is to manage brand and product as two separate, complementary levers in
your growth strategy. Your product is what you sell - its features, quality, and
performance. Your brand, on the other hand, is the psychological layer on top of that
product: the associations, emotions, and trust that live in people’s minds about “who you
are”. Both are critical:

e Product drives immediate utility and satisfaction. It must solve a real need with
quality so customers come back.

e Brand drives memory, preference, and willingness to pay beyond what the product
alone might command. For example, a plain polo shirt with a small crocodile logo
(Lacoste) can charge a premium price not for superior fabric, but for the identity and
status that logo represents.

It’s crucial to cultivate the product and the brand in parallel. Measure each separately —for
instance, product metrics (like performance, support tickets, etc.) versus brand metrics
(like awareness, recall, sentiment). Neglecting the brand means you become a
commodity; neglecting the product means you disappoint customers. And beware: if your
branding sends the wrong signals, it can sabotage your product’s appeal (e.g. off-brand
messages that alienate your core audience). The goalis to have a great product thata
powerful brand makes easy to remember and easy to choose.

The New Rules of Brand Growth

Traditional marketing held that you win by being highly differentiated and building deep
loyalty. Modern evidence paints a different picture. Here are the new principles of growth,
in plain language:

e Reach Trumps Loyalty: Growth mainly comes from acquiring new “light”
customers, not just getting existing “heavy” customers to buy more. In most



categories, a huge number of people buy infrequently —winning more of those
people drives volume more than any loyalty program. So, cast a wide net and
continually expand your customer base.

e Mental Availability over Persuasion: The brand that comes to mind first in key
buying moments usually wins, even if it’s not hugely unique. Being consistently
remembered beats having the catchiest slogan or fanciest features. As one report
putit, success isn’t about being uniquely different; it’s about being the most
remembered in the moments that matter. This means investing in memorable
brand cues and repetition.

e Distinctiveness over Differentiation: Instead of obsessing over a unique selling
proposition, focus on being easily and instantly recognizable. Distinctive Brand
Assets — like logos, colors, taglines, or characters — make your brand stand out at a
glance. Being the brand people notice and remember is more important than subtle
functional differences. In practice, that could mean using a signature color (think
Tiffany’s blue) or a mascot, consistently, so you become a familiar “face” in the
market.

e Emotion & Surprise beat Rational Pitch: Human brains don’t engage deeply with
every purchasing decision. We rely on memory and feeling. Marketing that creates
talk-worthy surprises or emotional moments willimprint on customers far more
than a list of product features. A clever stunt or a heartwarming story sticks in
memory, whereas a technical spec sheet is forgotten. We’ll explore examples of
how surprise can fuel word-of-mouth in a later section.

e Broad Reach, Not Just Virality: While viral social media hits are nice, they’re rare
and hard to predict. Most brand growth comes from broadcasting your message
widely — through ads, sponsorships, content — to reach as many relevant people as
possible. Virality is often a myth; the real work is consistent outreach. Ensure your
marketing plan includes scalable channels (like online ads, TV, press, etc.)to getin
front of a broad audience, rather than banking solely on “going viral”.

e Attack Obscurity with Omnipresence: The core recommendation is to fight being
unknown. Make your brand omnipresent in your category. This doesn’t require a
Super Bowl budget — it means using a mix of channels creatively to show up
wherever your potential customers are looking. The idea is to be the obvious choice
whenever a buying need arises. We’ll discuss how to map those buying moments
(Category Entry Points) and link your brand to them, so you’re always top-of-mind.

In short, the modern playbook is about building memory structures in consumers’ minds
and making it as easy as possible for them to choose you. Next, we’ll get into specific
frameworks to execute these principles.



The R.E.D. Marketing Framework

One practical tool to implement these ideas is the R.E.D. Framework — which stands for
Relevance, Ease, Distinctiveness. This simple checklist helps ensure your brand is
hitting the key factors that drive growth:

Relevance: Does your brand matter to people’s needs and culture? This means
aligning what you offer and what you say with things your target customers truly
care about. There are a few dimensions here:

Functional relevance: Solve a real problem or fulfill a genuine need.

Social/cultural relevance: Fitinto (or cleverly play against) trends and values in
society. Brands that tap into current culture (in an authentic way) feel more
meaningful.

Essentially, ask: “Does our message/products resonate with the context of our
customers’ lives?” If you understand your customer’s world and speak to it, your
brand stays relevant as times change. For example, a company selling eco-friendly
products positions itself in the context of sustainability trends — highly relevant to
today’s consumers.

Ease: Are you the easy choice? This covers both mental ease (easy to notice and
recall) and physical ease (easy to find and buy). To boost ease:

Mental availability: Make the brand simple to remember. Use clear and consistent
brand cues so that when a need pops up, your name springs to mind. Avoid
complicating your message — stick to a few memorable elements repeated often.

Physical availability: Remove friction from the buying process. Be widely available
wherever customers shop (online, offline). Ensure your website is user-friendly,
your store distribution is broad, and purchase steps are minimal. In short, don’t
make people work to get your product.

The goalis to eliminate hurdles. A brand that is always visible and simple to buy will
naturally get chosen more. Think of fast food chains at every highway exit —they win
because they’re right there when hunger strikes.

Distinctiveness: Do you stand outin a crowd? Distinctiveness is about crafting
unmistakable brand identifiers (visuals, sounds, phrases) and using them
consistently. If your ads, packaging, or social media posts all have a signature look
or tone, people immediately know it’s you. This reduces the brain effort needed to
recognize you —a huge advantage in a busy world. Key tips:

Develop a set of Distinctive Brand Assets (DBAs) —e.g. a logo, color scheme,
mascot, tagline, jingle, or even a unique font —and use them everywhere. The more
contexts in which people see these cues (from your website to your ads to your
product itself), the stronger the memory link.



e Avoid blending in with generic category styles. If every coffee brand uses earthy
tones and images of beans, do something different (as long as it fits your brand).
Being visible is half the battle.

e Remember, the aimis instant recognition. For instance, the silhouette of a Coca-
Cola bottle or the Nike swoosh —you know the brand with a split-second glance.
That is the level of distinctiveness to aspire to.

When you apply R.E.D., you ensure that people care about your brand (Relevance), can
effortlessly choose it (Ease), and never confuse it for anything else (Distinctiveness).
It’s a balanced strategy: if any one of the three is weak, growth will stall. (If you’re
distinctive and easy but not relevant, you’re a fad; relevant and easy but not distinctive,
you’re a commodity; distinctive and relevant but not easy, you’re a niche that can’t scale.)
Use the R.E.D. checklist to audit your marketing activities and product experience
regularly.

Mapping Category Entry Points (Owning the “Moments”)

How do you ensure your brand comes to mind at the right time? This is where Category
Entry Points (CEPs) come in. CEPs are the common situations, triggers, or occasions
when people think about making a purchase in your category. For example, if you’re a
coffee brand, key entry points might be “morning wake-up,” “afternoon slump,” or
“socializing at a café.” If you’re a cloud software, entry points might be “onboarding a new
employee” or “after a security breach” (times when a business realizes they need a
solution).

Mapping your category’s entry points means figuring out when and why customers
choose a product like yours, and then associating your brand with those moments. Here’s
how to do it:

1. ldentify the Triggers: Brainstorm all the common reasons or situations that drive
someone to need a product like yours. These can be functional (e.g. running out of
toner -> need printer ink) or emotional (feeling nostalgic -> buy comfort food) or
contextual (summer’s coming -> shop for swimwear). Talk to customers, review
online discussions, or reflect on personal experience to list these out. (Fora B2B
software example: triggers might include “year-end budget planning” or “new
compliance regulations” that spur the need for your software.)

2. Link Your Brand to Each Trigger: For each entry point, plan how your brand can
show up and claim it. This might be through messaging (“When X happens, we’re
there for you”), through content (articles, ads, or videos tailored to that moment), or
through Distinctive Assets that cue the situation. A clever tactic is to create specific
campaigns or brand assets around big entry points. For example, a company like
Wistia (a video software) created a character called “Webinar Wizard” in a
campaign —an alliterative mascot that ties Wistia to the webinar use-case, planting
a mental link that when you think “I need to host a webinar,” you recall Wistia.



Likewise, a tax prep brand might always talk about “April 15” in its ads, owning the
tax deadline moment in consumers’ minds. Use your distinctive brand cues in
context of the trigger to cement the association.

3. Prioritize and Execute Broadly: Not all entry points are equal — pick the most
frequent or most underserved ones to focus on first. Then, get your brand in front
of people during those moments. This could mean SEO optimizing content for
those situations (so you appear when they search the problem), running ads around
relevant times (seasonal campaigns, event sponsorships), or even designing
products or services that specifically address that scenario. The key is
omnipresence: whenever and wherever that need arises, your brand presence
should be obvious. Over time, this consistent linking of your brand to category
needs makes you the default choice. Research suggests this strategy of reinforcing
buying triggers is far more effective for growth than chasing a unique differentiation
or relying on heavy rational persuasion-you become the brand people
automatically think of and trust when they need what you sell.

By mapping and owning category entry points, you attack the problem of obscurity head-
on. Your brand moves from “Who are they?” to “Oh, that’s the go-to name when | need X.”
Combine this with distinctive assets (as discussed) - for instance, develop a concise set
of brand cues and make sure those cues appear in every major buying scenario for your
category. This systematic linking of your symbols to their situations builds powerful
memory shortcuts. When done right, it creates a sense of familiarity and safety —
consumers pick your brand because it’s the one they recognize in that moment of need.

Surprise and Delight: The Power of Talk Triggers

Marketing isn’t just about being there —it’s also about being interesting enough to talk
about. One of the most potent ways to amplify your brand is through surprise. Humans
love to share surprising, delightful experiences. A small unexpected gesture can lead to big
word-of-mouth, free press, and lasting customer loyalty.

Research confirms that surprise is a powerful, non-rational lever for brand growth: it
grabs attention, reinforces memory, and fuels word-of-mouth referrals. Instead of
expensive ad impressions, a clever surprise can get people to voluntarily spread your story.
Here are a few real-world examples: - Zappos —the online shoe retailer —-became famous
for surprising customers with ultra-fast shipping. They would promise, say, 4-day delivery
but often deliver overnight, delighting customers beyond expectation. This consistent,
repeatable surprise (“Wow, it’s here already!”) turned happy buyers into brand advocates
who told their friends. - DoubleTree by Hilton — a hotel chain — made a warm chocolate
chip cookie at check-in its signature welcome for guests. Every guest gets one, and it’s
such a beloved touch that it’s become synonymous with the brand’s hospitality. People
describe and remember “the hotel that gives you cookies,” which is essentially free word-
of-mouth marketing for DoubleTree’s warm atmosphere.
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DoubleTree’s simple tradition of offering a freshly baked cookie at check-in has become a
memorable “talk trigger” that reinforces its warm, welcoming brand personality.

Blendtec — a blender manufacturer — created the viral video series “Will It Blend?”
where their founder dramatically blended unusual items (like smartphones) in
their blender. The bizarre spectacle violated expectations (who blends an iPhone?!),
was entertaining, and crucially it proved the blender’s durability in a memorable
way. Those videos caught fire online, massively increasing Blendtec’s brand
awareness on a shoestring budget.

Lacoste —an apparel brand known for its crocodile logo — orchestrated a one-time
stunt by replacing its iconic croc logo with images of endangered species on
limited-edition polos. This “Save Our Species” campaign (done in partnership with a
conservation group) created a compelling, values-driven story that wasn’t aimed at
immediate sales, but generated enormous free media coverage and social media
chatter. The scarcity (only as many shirts as remaining animals) and purpose
behind it made it highly talk-worthy. Lacoste essentially paid for a creative idea that
then became a PR engine on its own.
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Lacoste temporarily removed its famous crocodile, replacing it with 10 different
endangered species logos in a limited run of polo shirts —a bold campaign that earned
worldwide buzz and reinforced the brand’s cultural relevance (Paris Fashion Week, 2018).

Each of these examples follows a similar formula: they introduced a small surprise
aligned with the brand’s identity. None of these are random stunts — they all make sense
forthe brand (Zappos = service, DoubleTree = hospitality, Blendtec = powerful blenders,
Lacoste = iconic logo and conservation values). That alignment is key. In fact, experts have
outlined a “SURPRISE framework” to guide creating such talk triggers, ensuring any idea
is on-brand, relevant, and measurable. While the full framework is beyond our scope here,
remember these guidelines when crafting your own surprise:

e Stay On-Brand: The surprise should reinforce what you stand for. If it doesn’t
connect to your brand’s story or values, it may confuse people or feel gimmicky.
(DoubleTree’s cookie works because warmth and comfort are core to its brand; a
cookie wouldn’t have the same effect at a tech company, for example.)

e Make it Positive & Repeatable: The best surprises give a positive jolt and can be
delivered consistently. One-off grand gestures are less effective than a small delight
every customer can experience. Aim for pleasant surprises that you can
operationalize (like Zappos did with shipping, making it a standard practice).

e Keep it Relevant: The gesture should matter to the customer. Zappos knew faster
delivery actually solved a pain point. Blendtec’s crazy demos were relevant to



proving product quality. Don’t do surprise for its own sake —it should either solve a
problem or add real joy related to your product.

e Encourage Sharing (Measurable): Design the surprise in a way that people
naturally want to share it, and so you can track its impact. This might mean a visual
element (Blendtec’s videos were highly shareable), or simply something that’s easy
to talk about (cookies at check-in are an “Instagrammable” moment and also a
memorable story to tell friends). Track metrics like referral rates, social mentions,
or press pickups to gauge the WOM (word-of-mouth) lift.

When done right, surprise marketing yields what paid ads can’t easily buy: genuine
customer advocacy and viral buzz. Just be cautious to avoid surprises that could backfire.
A surprise should never make customers uneasy or betray their trust. (A cautionary tale in
the source material mentioned a beer brand whose attempt at a bold campaign attached
the wrong values to the brand and alienated its core customers. The lesson: stay true to
your audience’s expectations even as you surprise them.)

The Brand Scorecard: Measuring What Matters

Finally, let’s talk about measuring brand-building success. Traditional marketing metrics
(click-through rates, last-click sales, etc.) don’t tell the full story of brand growth. You need
to track leading indicators that your brand is becoming more memorable and more
chosen over time. Think of it as a Brand Scorecard - a set of KPIs focused on awareness
and brand strength, not just immediate conversions.

A simple but powerful formula to remember is:
Reach x Frequency x Memorability = Brand Growth Potential.

Breaking that down: - Reach - How many unique people have you reached with your
message? This sets the ceiling for growth. If only 1,000 people know about you, you’ll
plateau fast; if 100,000 know you, you have a bigger pool to convert. Track unique reach for
your campaigns and aim to grow it steadily. For example, monitor how many targeted
individuals see your ads or content (and segment by seeing it 1+ times, 3+ times, etc. to
ensure sufficient exposure). - Frequency — How often, on average, did each person
encounter your brand? A brand needs to stay top-of-mind, and that requires some
repetition. If people only see you once a year, they’ll likely forget you. Find a balance:
enough frequency to be remembered (e.g. a few touches per week during a campaign, or
several per month) without wasting budget on overexposure. You can set frequency
guardrails (forinstance, 1-2 impressions per week per person, or 5-9 total in a month-long
blitz) and watch for diminishing returns. - Memorability — Are people linking your ads and
content to your brand? This is about the quality of your creative and the strength of your
distinctive brand assets. It doesn’t matter if someone saw your ad 5 times if they don’t
remember it was your ad! To gauge memorability, use metrics like ad recall (surveys
asking if people remember your ad/brand), brand recognition tests** (can people
identify your logo or tagline?), or proxy metrics like direct traffic and branded search



volume (if those rise after campaigns, you’re sticking in memory). High memorability
means your marketing is building those mental associations effectively.

Beyond this formula, a robust Brand Scorecard might include metrics such as: - Share of
Voice (SOV): What percentage of the advertising or content noise in your category is
coming from you? It’s found that if your Share of Voice exceeds your Share of Market, you
tend to grow —this is called excess share of voice (eSOV). For example, if you have 10%
market share but 15% of the ad impressions, you have +5 eSOV, which correlates with
future growth. Small brands can use this as a motivator — even with a modest budget,
outspend your current size proportionally in your niche media. - Brand Awareness &
Recall: Periodic surveys or polls to measure what percentage of your target audience
knows your brand (aided or unaided awareness) and can recall it when asked about the
category. Improvement here is a sign of rising mental availability. - Brand Consideration:
Among people aware of you, how many would consider buying? (This is a bridge between
pure awareness and actual sales — it gauges if your brand impression is positive enough to
be inthe running). - Customer Acquisition Cost (CAC) over time: As brand equity grows,
your marketing should become more efficient. If you’re investing in brand-building, you
hope to see CAC either hold steady or even drop because people come to you more readily
(perhaps via direct traffic or word-of-mouth). A rising CAC could signal that your brand isn’t
doingits job and you’re having to “pay” for each sale via heavy performance marketing. -
Engagement & Word-of-Mouth: Track things like social media mentions, shares, reviews,
referrals. These often reflect the emotional connection and chatter around your brand. For
instance, an uptick in organic mentions or referral traffic after a campaign indicates you hit
a nerve.

Importantly, look at these metrics in combination, not isolation. For example, an increase
in reach with no increase in recall means you may need more distinctive creative. Or a big
jump in awareness with no improvement in consideration might mean people know you
but don’t see why you’re relevant — which sends you back to check your Relevance (R.E.D.)
or product-market fit. By using a balanced scorecard, you can adjust your strategy: are you
lacking in exposure, in repetition, orin impact?

Lastly, tie your brand metrics to business outcomes over the long term. Brands are built
over months and years, so expect to see gradual lifts in things like market share, pricing
power, and organic growth as your brand metrics improve. The scorecard ensures you’re
looking at the leading indicators, so you’re not flying blind between quarterly sales reports.

Conclusion & Key Takeaways

Building a brand that truly drives growth is about creating memory and ease at scale. By
blending strategic thinking with practical tactics, even smaller businesses can punch
above their weight in the market. Here are the key takeaways from this playbook:

e Be Famously Available: Don’t be a best-kept secret. Aim for fame within your
target market by reaching as many people as you can, as often as you can without



annoying them. The brand that comes to mind first wins the purchase most of the
time.

e Stand Out Consistently: Develop your own signature assets (logos, colors,
slogans, experiences) and use them everywhere. Make your brand instantly
recognizable and avoid the sea of sameness. Distinctiveness builds a moat that
competitors can’t easily copy.

e Align with Real Life: Always tie your branding and marketing to things people
actually need or care about (the entry points). Map out those situations and insert
your brand into the narrative. If you become the go-to solution for the right
moments, you don’t have to hard-sell - customers will recall you naturally.

e Delight and Surprise: Find a simple way to pleasantly surprise your customers, and
make it your hallmark. It could be a small extra service, a fun campaign, or a
personal touch. If it’s authentic and repeatable, it will get people talking —the most
valuable marketing of all.

e Measure Brand Health: Track your progress with brand-centric metrics (reach,
recall, sentiment, share of voice) in addition to sales. This will inform you if you’re
truly building long-term equity or just chasing short-term wins. Healthy brand
metrics today are the leading indicator of tomorrow’s sales.

Remember, great brands aren’t built overnight — but with the right playbook, you can
accelerate the process. Stay customer-focused, keep your message simple and bold,
and be everywhere your audience is with a consistent presence. Over time, you’ll reduce
buyer hesitation and make your brand the default choice in your market. Here’s to building
a brand that doesn’tjust participate in the market, but dominates it through smart strategy
and unforgettable customer experiences!
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