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I write from a position of general neutrality in my work, focused on clarity of topic and theory 
over persuasion or ideology. From time to time, I will add a personal take, a working theory 
or the occasional flippant remark. Those moments are commentary, not doctrine. 

A core premise of my work is that objectively capable systems reduce the mental load of 
brand development and propagation in the long term. When brand decisions are translated 
into dependable and repeatable rules, templates and workflows, teams move faster, stay 
consistent and spend less time reinventing the wheel. 

– Jason Hilton 

The Invisible Layer 
Modern branding is widely misunderstood. I have lost count of how many times I’ve been 
asked if we “put logos on mugs”. That question is a tell. For a lot of people, branding still 
means slapping a mark on hats, trucks, pens and whatever other promotional objects 
happen to be within arm’s reach. I don’t fault anyone for thinking that because, for a long 
time, that was the public definition. In many ways, I feel that this is where branding first 
gained traction as a mainstream concept. 

But that version of branding is basically decoration, a cosmetic layer applied after the real 
work is done. The results are predictable: shiny, consistent and empty. The conversation 
collapses into colour palettes, font pairings and “does this feel on brand?” while the forces 
that actually shape reputation, trust and legitimacy sit offstage, untouched. 

Branding is not a primarily graphic exercise. It is a structural reality. It governs how an 
organization makes decisions, how it speaks under pressure, how it maintains internal 
alignment and how it stays coherent as it grows. Logos matter, but only as symbols of 
something deeper: the internal logic that defines what an organization is, what it believes, 
what it permits and what it will become – and what it will not become. 

I see the confusion everywhere, from major institutions to the local service companies I 
spend most of my time with. Traditional brand architecture does its job: it helps organize 
complexity by clarifying how brands, sub-brands and offerings relate through naming, 
positioning and presentation. Useful and necessary, but incomplete. 

However, this doesn’t explain the part that actually breaks brands, and the part I find the 
most puzzling: why some organizations remain coherent over time while others fragment, 
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contradict themselves or develop a personality disorder after a leadership change, an 
acquisition or a period of rapid growth. They did not collapse because the logo was unclear. 
They collapsed because meaning and authority were never truly settled. 

This series of whitepapers will argue that what’s missing in these cases is a layer beneath 
conventional brand architecture. Traditional brand architecture explains how brands are 
organized. Meta-brand architecture explains how brands remain coherent. It describes the 
invisible structural logic that governs meaning, authority and acceptable brand evolution. In 
plain terms, it defines who gets to decide what the brand means, how those decisions are 
enforced and what changes are permitted before the organization stops being itself. 

Existing Limits 
I have long understood brand architecture as a tool for organizing marketing complexity: the 
optics, the naming, the hierarchy, and the way offerings and entities relate. These 
frameworks are effective at answering the surface questions: what belongs together, what 
stands apart and how audiences should recognize each entity. 

In practice, I have found that brand failures rarely originate from confusion about structure. 
They originate from unresolved questions of meaning and authority. When a brand faces 
pressure – whether cultural, ethical, political or economic – visual systems offer no guidance. 
Messaging frameworks fracture under stress. Guidelines describe how to speak, not what to 
believe. 

Traditional brand architecture is descriptive. It explains the arrangement; it does not govern 
intent. For example: 

Disney (Recent Stress Case) 
Disney’s conflict around Florida legislation exposed a fractured internal authority structure. 
Different factions – creative leadership, corporate leadership, political stakeholders – 
interpreted the brand’s responsibility differently. 
 
This resulted in: 

●​ A delayed response 
●​ Reversals in messaging 
●​ Public contradictions 

 
Disney’s brand architecture is clear. However, its authority over meaning was not. The 
company did not lack values: it lacked clear jurisdiction over who could define and enforce 
those values while under pressure from the state government. The following sources provide 
some additional context on the Disney situation and its fallout. The underlying question 
remains: should corporations involve themselves in political and ideological 
movements? 
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Optics – Disney Sentiment 
 
Supportive – Internal Pressure and Response 
 

●​ AP News: Walkouts and company balancing act​
Reveals internal employee pressure and the need to address staff concerns after 
Disney’s initial ambivalence about what critics have dubbed the “Don’t Say Gay” bill.​
https://apnews.com/article/business-travel-arts-and-entertainment-florida-lifestyle-be2
4e5ea65acff3e1cfe94649c26e023 

●​ The Hollywood Reporter: Legal fallout in Florida​
Reports on Disney’s lawsuit against Florida Governor Ron DeSantis after Disney 
opposed the bill, framing the company’s reaction as a defence of free speech and 
corporate values.​
https://www.hollywoodreporter.com/business/business-news/disney-legal-fallout-in-flo
rida-over-dont-say-gay-bill-fight-1235127092/ 

●​ AP News: Settlement reached in dispute over governing district​
Documents how Disney and state allies later reached a settlement, which Disney 
framed as a constructive step beyond the political feud that began with its opposition 
to the bill.​
https://apnews.com/article/91040178ad4708939e621dd57bc5e494 

Critical – Political Reaction and Backlash 
 

●​ Reuters: Settlement ends feud with Florida​
Outlines how the long-running dispute that began after Disney’s stance on the bill 
evolved into legal conflict with DeSantis appointees and eventually resulted in a 
negotiated settlement, with political context.​
https://www.reuters.com/legal/florida-governor-disney-reach-settlement-ap-reports-20
24-03-27/ 

●​ Reuters: Judge rules against Disney in DeSantis feud​
Reflects a legal defeat for Disney’s position, and highlights the political risks and 
consequences the company faced for its public stance.​
https://www.reuters.com/legal/florida-judge-rules-against-disney-feud-with-desantis-2
023-07-28/ 

●​ Reuters video quote: DeSantis calls Disney lawsuit “political”​
Shows how Florida’s governor and his political allies dismissed Disney’s legal push 
as political rather than legal, capturing part of the backlash narrative.​
https://www.reuters.com/video/watch/desantis-disney-lawsuit-has-no-merit-is-idOV83
2927042023RP1/?chan=881r2bo5 
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The Two Faces of a Brand 
Every brand operates with two distinct faces, whether acknowledged or not: the external and 
internal. 
 
The external face is what most organizations actively manage and what practically everyone 
has in mind when they think about branding beyond merch design. It includes messaging, 
visual identity, positioning, tone of voice, customer perception and, yes, logos on mugs. The 
external face is designed, tested and optimized for recognition and response. 
 
The internal face is less visible – and far more consequential. It includes the beliefs that 
shape decisions, the hierarchy of authority that determines who may define the brand, and 
the narrative boundaries that distinguish alignment from violation. The internal face 
governs how the organization interprets itself. 
 
Most organizations invest heavily in the external face while leaving the internal face implicit, 
undocumented, assumed or utterly forgotten. As long as conditions remain stable, this 
imbalance may go unnoticed, but the absence of a defined internal structure becomes 
evident when the organization comes under pressure. 
 
When the internal face is unclear, the brand reacts rather than responds. Decisions become 
inconsistent – not because individuals are incompetent, but because the system provides no 
shared logic for judgment. 
 

Introducing the Meta Layer 
Meta-brand architecture exists beneath both faces of the brand. It is the operating logic that 
governs how identity is interpreted and how it is expressed across time, scale and 
circumstance. It is the layer that answers questions a brand/style guide cannot, such as: 

●​ What does this brand fundamentally believe to be true? 
●​ What story does every expression ultimately serve? 
●​ Who has the authority to reinterpret or evolve that story? 
●​ Where are the boundaries that cannot be crossed without breaking identity? 

At its most basic, meta-brand architecture is composed of four interdependent elements: 
doctrine, narrative gravity, authority logic and boundary conditions: 

●​ Doctrine defines the core beliefs that anchor the brand. These beliefs are not 
slogans. They are the assumptions about value, responsibility and purpose that 
shape decision-making. 

●​ Narrative gravity describes the central story, or world view, that pulls all brand 
expressions toward coherence. It explains why seemingly disparate actions feel 
related, even when they differ in form. 
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●​ Authority logic establishes who has jurisdiction over meaning. It clarifies whether 
identity is founder-led, board-governed, culturally distributed or institutionally codified. 

●​ Boundary conditions define what the brand will not do. These constraints are often 
more important than aspirations because they preserve integrity under pressure. 

Together, these elements form a governing system rather than an expressive one. To me, it 
really is this simple. A company that takes this seriously, and treats it as a real operating 
layer, holds a major advantage over competitors who are still stuck arguing about mugs, 
colours and taglines. 

Why the Meta Layer Is Invisible 
This sort of thing is rarely articulated because it is not tangible. You cannot see it, mock it up 
or deploy it in isolation. It often lives tacitly inside founders, early leadership or organizational 
culture, which is exactly why documenting it matters. Once it is made explicit, it can be 
governed, maintained and transferred, which is where its real power shows up. 
 
Because the meta layer can sound philosophical, it is often dismissed as abstract or 
unnecessary. In practice, it is simply left undocumented. When leadership changes, the 
underlying logic frequently changes with it. What remains is form without intent: a logo and a 
voice that no longer have a stable internal authority behind them. 
 
It is my strong conviction that this is also why organizations often try to solve coherence 
problems with rebrands, messaging updates or structural reorganization. Those efforts 
operate at the surface layer. Without a governing logic underneath, surface changes do 
not resolve contradiction; instead, they amplify it. 

Jaguar 
You can see this pattern in Jaguar’s recent infamous brand reset. Jaguar formally introduced 
a reimagined identity and creative philosophy as part of its shift toward a hyperstylized 
future, including a new logo, visual symbols and aesthetic language meant to signal a new 
era. The rollout drew immediate public backlash and internal pressure, with the conversation 
quickly shifting from Jaguar’s intended brand reset to rejection, confusion, polarization and 
competing interpretations of what Jaguar was trying to become. That is what happens when 
the audience can see the outputs, but the governing layer – the doctrine, authority and 
boundaries – is either unclear or has not been shared widely enough to hold the narrative 
steady under stress. 
 
The absence of meta-brand architecture is most visible during events like Jaguar’s attempt 
to reset their brand. Crisis reveals structure. Brands without a governing layer fracture into 
competing interpretations of identity, each internally justified and externally confusing. 
Jaguar is now a classic case of immense failure of the invisible layer. 
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Accidental Versus Intentional Architecture 
Every organization has a meta-brand architecture. The distinction is not whether it exists, but 
whether it is deliberate. 

Accidental meta-architectures emerge through habit, personality and early success. They 
function well, but only until conditions change. At scale, they tend to produce inconsistency, 
internal conflict and narrative drift as different factions begin interpreting the brand’s meaning 
in incompatible ways. Over the last two decades, I have worked with several legacy brands: 
brands inherited by new owners, or retired parents passing their hard work to the next 
generation. These can be profound examples of where meta-architecture can – and will – 
fail. 

Intentional meta-brand architectures are designed to outlive individuals. They create 
coherence without requiring uniformity, and they allow controlled evolution without eroding 
meaning. In these organizations, authority over identity is settled long before pressure 
arrives. 

Asahi Shuzo, the producer of Dassai sake, offers a clear illustration of this principle. Its 
brand coherence does not come from overt messaging or constant explanation, but from a 
deeply shared internal doctrine around quality, restraint and precision. This governing logic is 
widely understood inside the organization and consistently enforced, even as the company 
modernized its production methods and expanded globally. The result is a brand that 
evolves without fracturing because its meta-architecture is intentional rather than accidental. 

This distinction reframes branding as a leadership responsibility, rather than a marketing 
function. It is not a question of creativity, but of governance. 

Implications and the Future 
Meta-brand architecture has implications that extend beyond marketing and 
communications. It affects governance, culture, ethics and long-term legitimacy. For 
institutions, governments and complex organizations, it becomes the difference between 
stability and fragmentation. Understanding this layer is a prerequisite for any organization 
that expects to survive scale, succession or scrutiny without losing its identity. 

 

The other whitepapers in this series will examine how meta-brand architecture functions as a 
control system, and how it can be intentionally designed without reducing it to a formula. 

●​ Meta-Brand Architecture II: The Darkness – Q1 2026 
●​ Meta-Brand Architecture III: Application and Results – Q2–Q3 2026 

Questions, comments, ideas?​
whitepapers@brandingdepartment.com 
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