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INTRODUCTION

Marketers love branding.  
It is fun, creative and visible. But 
branding is also time-consuming 
and expensive. In addition to out-
of-pocket outlays, the opportunity 
costs are huge. Rebranding efforts 
consume partner time, leadership 
team time, marketing time, 
training time, marketing resources 
and marketing budget. As a former 
chief marketing officer (CMO) 
and leader of various geography, 
industry and practice marketing 
roles, I have helped rebrand some 
of world’s top consulting firms. 

Now I help firms develop brand 
strategies, but I do it very 
differently today than I did when 
I was at those firms. If you are 
thinking about rebranding your 
firm, then consider using this 
guide to save time, spend money 
wisely, keep your “political capital” 
powder dry, and avoid alienating 
or confusing your clients. My hope 
is that this guide will save you the 
scars I have acquired by making 
these rebranding mistakes.  
 
With humble contrition 
to clients, partners and 
colleagues, here we go.

Use this guide to 
save time, spend 
money wisely, 
keep your “political 
capital” powder dry, 
and avoid alienating or 
confusing your clients.

THE PRUDENT FIRM’S GUIDE TO BRAND

Jeff McKay
Founder & CEO
Prudent Pedal
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NOT UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCE  
BETWEEN BRAND AND CULTURE

1.

What exactly is a brand?
If you were to ask 10 people on the street 
or in your office, I suspect that you would 
get very different responses.

A number of years ago, I attended a great 
Association of Management Consulting 
Firms conference at Deloitte called “The 
New Digital World: Changing the Marketing 
Function in the Consulting Industry.”  The 
thrust of the seminar was the changing 
role of the CMO. The room was filled with 
talented marketing leaders from the 
world’s leading consulting firms.

Part of the day was spent in breakouts 
discussing topics like “big data,” digital 
platforms, CIO vs. CMO buying power, and 
brand. I had the pleasure of being a part 
of the brand breakout led by Deloitte’s 
John Copulsky, National Managing 
Director, Brand and Eminence (how’s 
that for a title?).  John solicited the group 
for brand-related issues. After the group 
suggested several traditional brand 
topics like managing brand identity in a 
digital world, building brand awareness 
in a noisy market, etc, I suggested the 
topic: “CAN marketing really manage a 
professional services brand?” My colleagues 

were dumbfounded— and likely very 
insulted—that I suggested such a thing. 
I’d expected exactly this reaction from a 
room of marketers, but I argued that their 
response was delusional. 

The brand of a professional services 
firm is nothing more than its 
reputation, and a firm’s reputation is 
shaped by the individual behaviors 
of its people. It is not colors, taglines 
or logos; it’s people.  I don’t know many 
marketers who control consultants’ 
behaviors. What controls behavior?  
Culture and rewards do.  Neither of those 
is a marketing-controlled lever. Instead, 
each is a leadership, operations and 
human capital concern.

Consider this: one of the roles I had at 
Andersen was director of global brand 
management. In that role, I was part of a 
team that managed the firm’s positioning, 
brand architecture and brand identity 
around the globe. When I was in the 
role, I thought that I was “managing” the 
Andersen brand. When the Enron debacle 
hit Andersen and the firm dissolved, I 
remember commenting that there was 
no longer a global brand or an Andersen 

brand because our reputation had been 
so tainted. I learned otherwise when I 
attended one of the many job fairs that 
the firm hosted to help place its people in 
new roles. We had recruiters from the best 
companies knocking down the doors to 
attend. 

I will never forget a recruiter reaching 
across two of my colleagues to grab 
my lapel and physically pull me to his 
table!  It was not brand management that 
produced that result. It was the quality of 
people that a culture built on the mindset 
of the founder had produced.  Mr. Arthur 
Andersen had a philosophy of recruiting 
only from state universities. He believed 
that most of the students at those schools 
did not come from families of privilege 
so, by their nature, those students where 
more driven and hard-working than more 
privileged kids. He sent that raw material to 
Andersen’s St. Charles training facility and 
created business people in his image. The 
facility created and reinforced a powerful 
culture and differentiated business 
perspective that the market valued.  The 
popular belief at Andersen was that you 
were not truly a part of the firm until you 
had spent time in St. Charles.
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It was not the orange sphere logo, cool 
photography or orange, black and gray on 
everything that differentiated Andersen. 
Neither was it Andersen’s “people”-- the 
trite moniker of “our most important 
asset.” Andersen knew that people 
come and go. As they say in the Big 4, 
“People move up or out.” It was the firm’s 
unyielding culture that made Andersen.  
 It is culture that makes every great firm.  

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE
If the culture is broken, then the firm 
is broken.  No amount of marketing 
prettiness and Olgivy-inspired writing 
will be enough lipstick to dress up a pig. 
Culture ALWAYS supersedes “brand,” and 
culture always depends on leaders.

Hundreds of thousands of dollars can 
go into developing a “brand,” so it is 
understandable that firms want to make 
sure that the brand identity is managed 
properly. But don’t go overboard. Nothing 
wastes more energy and time than 
policing a professional services brand’s 
visual identity.  Marketing can make the 
tools required to promote the firm and 
train people to use them, but once the 
materials leave marketing, they are out of 
marketing’s control.  Harried consultants 
on deadline are not concerned about 
Pantone colors and serif fonts, so build 
PowerPoint presentations and Word 
templates that are flexible and intuitive. 
Then, trust that your people will use them 
properly. 

Be more concerned that consultants are 
demonstrating the real value, behaviors, 
and culture of your firm.  The best firms 
know the difference.

RELATED:  
Are your firm’s values any different 
than the local dry cleaner’s?

NOT UNDERSTANDING THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN BRAND AND CULTURE (continued)1.

Photo Credit: Unsplash  @ jdsimcoe

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/professional-services-cultures
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EXPECTING TOO MUCH FROM A BRAND2.

According to a recent brand survey of 
professional services firms conducted 
by Greenfield Besler, a Boston design 
firm, more than half of chief marketing 
officers and CEOs believe their brands are 
from “very” to “extremely important,” but 
only a quarter of respondents feel their 
brands are “very helpful” to their success. 

Why do you think that is? 
 I suspect there is a disconnection 
because firms expect their brands to 
carry a weight that they cannot. Many 
leaders believe that a logo and a tagline 
can somehow generate leads, develop a 
strong referral base, maintain loyal clients, 
develop new services and grow individual 
practices on their own. Logos and taglines 
are nothing more than wrappers. More 
importantly, brand is only a small part of 
what is needed to drive growth. Growth in 
professional services is hard. Many of the 
firms competing against each other are 
made up of some the smartest business 
minds in the world. Ironically, these 
brilliant minds resist looking at more 
fundamental barriers to, and enablers of, 
growth. 

One common barrier is developing a 
simple business strategy that makes 
hard choices and prioritizes how the 
firm’s limited resources will be used 
to drive growth. Firms loathe making 
these choices because they come with 
opportunity costs. Instead, firms go 
through the motions and produce 
over-baked business plans that sit on 
shelves-- just so leaders can check boxes. 
The absence of real plans creates a barrier 
that makes a crapshoot of translating 
a business strategy into an effective 
marketing strategy. If the firm cannot 
align its capabilities and key growth 
opportunities, then it has no way to 
concentrate its marketing efforts in a 
way that builds a relevant brand that 
drives growth. As a result, firms spread 
marketing investments across practices 
like peanut butter. No one gets the 
required fuel to power growth.

Firms believe that because they have 
weak brand awareness or the market 
is ignorant of all of the firm’s services, 
then the firm’s brand is inherently 
flawed. Their default solution is to 
rebrand the firm with the hope that a new 
brand will create a rising tide to lift all of 
the boats.  It’s true that the firm’s brand 
could be weak (i.e. it lacks differentiation), 
but more often than not, the brand is fine. 
The firm is just expecting too much from 
a “brand” and is avoiding the hard steps 
required to drive growth. Growth just 
doesn’t happen any other way.

>50% of chief marketing officers and CEOs 
believe their brands are from “very” to 
“extremely important,”  BUT 
< 25% of respondents feel their brands are “very helpful” 
to their success.
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Voila! The process is complete and the 
firm has established the principles 
that guide internal conduct and the 
firm’s relationship with the external world.

NOT SO FAST. LET’S TEST 
THE PROCESS.

After a quarter or two, walk up to a 
couple of cubicles and ask employees 
to name all your values and tell you 
what each means.  I’ll bet a dollar to a 
donut that the people will struggle to 
name more than one or two. They will 
stammer, stutter and look around the 
room for a poster. Perhaps they will turn 
red because they think they should know 
them, but don’t. Why? The answer is 
quite straightforward. The values listed 
aren’t really values at all. They were just a 
list of well-intentioned, aspirational, feel-
good words–like good seeds falling into 
thin soil, as they say.

Many firms don’t formally define values 
until an agency tells them during a 
branding initiative that it is important 
to articulate “brand values.”  Of course, 
all agencies have some methodology to 
facilitate brand values discussions and 
build consensus (See Mistake No. 15: 
Making brand decisions by committee). 
I have sat through many of these 
meetings. They are fun, creative and 
great opportunities to get to know 
others around the firm. Just don’t expect 
them to produce anything meaningful, 
and be prepared for the cynicism that 
follows. Here is why and how the Values 
List mistake is made.

The Brand Values List development 
process normally follows 5 simple 
steps.
1.	 Survey all employees or get groups of 

people together to generate a list of 
important values.

2.	 Prioritize the list through popular 
vote.

3.	 Wordsmith the top values in 
committee.

4.	 Define the meaning of each value in 
committee.

5.	 Convert the values and definitions 
into posters, screensavers and lists on 
the About Us and Career sections of 
the firm’s website.

DEVELOPING A LIST OF VALUES THAT 
AREN’T REAL 

3.

Here are just a few of the reason why the brand values 
list process ALWAYS fails:

1.	 The list is too long to be memorable.
2.	 The values are “sanitized” of any objectionable language (most 

of the great, meaningful words are objectionable to someone 
just as they should be because strong brands attract AND 
repel).

3.	 The list includes mundane words like: quality, excellence, 
collaborative, trustworthy, responsive, client-centric, etc. that 
don’t demand anything beyond normal professional behaviors 
demonstrated by emotionally intelligent adults.

4.	 Finally, real values don’t require a superfluous definitions. To 
paraphrase Supreme Court Justice Potter Stewart speaking 
about pornography, you know a value when you see it.

RELATED:  
Are your firm’s values any different 
than the local dry cleaner’s?

> continued on the next page . . . 

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/professional-services-cultures
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RELATED:  
You Don’t Have a Marketing Problem

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE
The end we live for shapes our lives and 
our firms.

Mistake No. 1: Not understanding the 
difference between brand and culture is 
at the heart of the Values List mistake.  
Leaders, as stewards of the firm’s legacy, 
should know and demonstrate the firm’s 
values. The values should be supported 
by the firm’s reward system and HR 
should be recruiting talent based on them 
(See Mistake No. 9: Being unclear about the 
purpose of a brand). Vision, mission and 
values are innate in firms with history or a 
founder still at the helm.  There should be 
no reason to have to make them up and 
build consensus on them.

Real values are not created in facilitated groups. 
Founders and leaders establish them. 

They are engrained into culture.  They reflect the behaviors 
that get you promoted and fired. People who see a value like 
“Collaborative” on a poster, but operate in an environment where 
employees hoard information and wall off client relationships, 
see the gimmick.  Cultures can be irreparably damaged by 
pontificating aspirational values while rewards, processes and 
leaders’  behaviors support the opposite.

According to Gallup, highly engaged organizations share 
common philosophies and practices. Among other things:
•	 	They know creating a culture of engagement starts at the top.
•	 	Their leaders are aligned in prioritizing engagement as a 

competitive, strategic point of differentiation.
•	 	They communicate openly and consistently.
•	 	They place the utmost importance on using the right metrics 

and on hiring and developing great managers.

DEVELOPING A LIST OF VALUES THAT AREN’T REAL (continued)3.

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/you-dont-have-a-marketing-problem
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One of the most common refrains I hear 
from partners who are feeling the rebrand 
bug is that they feel their firm’s brand is 
not “cool” enough. They want to be a part 
of a cool brand like Apple, Nike, Facebook, 
Uber, McKinsey & Company, or “Fill in the 
blank.”  If firms try to accommodate this 
desire, they will fail. Professional services 
firms are unique, and your firm is unique 
in its own way.  Don’t make the mistake of 
trying be the next Apple, Google or Nike. 

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Be you. Have the courage to own the 
qualities that make your firm special—
and perhaps a little odd. Celebrate them. 
Unleash them. You will be amazed at what 
might happen.

SUFFERING FROM BRAND ENVY4.

RELATED:  
We want a brand like Apple.

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/we-want-a-brand-like-apple
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One of the most often overlooked or 
poo pooed dimension of a rebrand is the 
emotional impact on legacy employees. 
Many of these employees built the brand 
that you now want to change. It is easy to 
label them as old-fashioned, out-of-touch 
or change-resistant. Don’t make this 
mistake.  Many legacy employees will see 
the rebrand as the end of an era. 

FAILING TO UNDERSTAND THE EMOTIONAL UPHEAVAL  
REBRANDING CAUSES IN LEGACY EMPLOYEES

5.

Many legacy 
employees will 
see a rebrand as 
the end of an era.

RELATED:  
When It’s Time to Reinvent the Firm

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
It is important to demonstrate empathy 
and give them the space to grieve 
the loss of the firm’s golden age. Each 
employee will move along at his or her 
own pace. Don’t demand that employees 
immediately accept the change. Do 
monitor their behavior to ensure that 
they are not sabotaging the firm’s new 
business strategy by undermining the 
broad change efforts. Everyone will 
eventually get on board or leave the firm. 
Let them.

Photo Credit: Unsplash @raquel-raclette

http://info.prudentpedal.com/lp-when-its-time-to-reinvent-the-firm
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You can tell a lot about a firm when the 
topic of “personal brands” comes up.
Among intelligent, driven people, 
discussions about personal brands can 
get a little heated.  There are firms that 
quash personal brands and firms that 
buy them as a growth strategy. Both are 
acceptable and worthwhile approaches. 
Firms make a mistake when they do not 
articulate a clear strategy and purpose for 
personal brands. Mismanaging personal 
brands in this way can damage a firm’s 
reputation, culture, productivity and 
employee engagement.

Firm cultures fall into two camps 
(See Mistake No. 1: Not understanding the 
difference between brand and culture). The 
first camp is the “Firm as Group” camp. 
The second is the “Firm as Team” camp. 
Your camp dictates how to manage 
personal brands. In his seminal book The 
5 Dysfunctions of a Team, Patrick Lencioni 
outlines five elements of a dysfunctional 
team, highlighted in the pyramid below.

Dysfunction #1: Absence of Trust
The fear of being vulnerable with team 
members prevents the building of trust 
within the team.

Dysfunction #2: Fear of Conflict
The desire to preserve artificial harmony 
stifles the occurrence of productive 
ideological conflict.

Dysfunction #3: Lack of Commitment
The lack of clarity or buy-in prevents team 
members from making decisions they will 
stick to.

Dysfunction #4: Avoidance of 
Accountability
The need to avoid interpersonal 
discomfort prevents team members from 
holding each another accountable.

Dysfunction #5: Inattention to Results
The pursuit of individual goals and 
personal status erodes the focus on 
collective success.

Each dysfunction is built upon its 
predecessor. For example, when there is 
an absence of trust, people will be afraid 
to enter into situations that present 
conflict because they can’t be sure of 
the outcomes. Groups that have these 
characteristics do not function as teams. 
Instead, they operate as loosely held 
confederacies driven by insecurity and 
self-interest. In my experience, firms are 
simply large teams.

Personal Brands in “Group” Firms
Firms with “group” cultures are 
represented by Lencioni’s dysfunctional 
teams. They develop brand umbrellas 
(See Mistake No. 11: Creating an umbrella 
brand to accommodate a lack of focus) to 
accommodate the needs of the member 
confederacy. The firm’s brand exists 
to accommodate the personal brands 
and businesses of individual partners. 
Partners and practice leaders are loyal 
to the firm and its brand to the degree 
that neither infringes on their fiefdoms 
and abilities to produce individual results 
that underline individual brands. The 
firm is happy to accommodate as long as 
the partner’s practice is contributing the 
appropriate level of profit to the firm’s 
bottom line.

MISMANAGING “PERSONAL” BRANDS6.

Source: The Table Group > continued on the next page . . . 

INATTENTION
TO RESULTS

AVOIDANCE OF
ACCOUNTABILITY

LACK OF COMMITMENT

FEAR OF CONFLICT

ABSENCE OF TRUST
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Personal Brands in “Team” Firms
Firms that operate as “teams” demonstrate 
the healthy dimensions of Lencioni’s 
model. Team members trust each another 
on an interpersonal level. They have 
tough conversations that address 
unacceptable behaviors, refine ideas and 
make everyone better. These teams have 
a commitment to the firm’s values and 
legacy. As a result, they hold each another 
accountable for the role that each team 
member plays, and they play to deliver 
a united outcome. Personal brands are 
earned through each team member’s 
selfless contribution to the team.

RELATED:  
Brand the Firm or the People?

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
In a nutshell, “Group” firms see personal 
brands as symbiotic, living together in 
a more or less intimate association as 
in parasitism. “Team” firms see personal 
brands as synergistic.  Either approach 
is acceptable depending on a firm’s 
culture. Things get ugly when firms 
do not proactively communicate their 
expectations of personal brands. Don’t 
make the mistake of not knowing what 
type of firm you are part of and what 
legacy you are trying to build. 

MISMANAGING “PERSONAL” BRANDS” (continued)6.

Photo Credit: Unsplash @matt-cannon

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/brand-the-firm-or-the-people
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Photo Credit: Unsplash @massimo-mancini

STRATEGY



15© 2017

Perhaps employees have begun to 
recognize that your website is not as cool 
as that of a competitor or that it lacks 
cutting-edge functionality. Maybe a new 
marketing leader or managing partner 
wants to make his mark and has heralded 
that it’s time to recharge the brand with 
new energy, fresh colors, a new logo and 
tagline. Perhaps the firm’s people are tired 
of hearing the same marketing messages, 
and they project those feelings onto 
the market. These are just a few wrong 
reasons to rebrand. So, what indicates 
that the time is right to make the level 
of effort and commitment required to 
rebrand?

REBRANDING AT THE WRONG TIME  
AND FOR THE WRONG REASON

7.

HOW TO AVOID  
THIS MISTAKE
It is only at “strategic inflection points,” 
and only at those points, that it is 
appropriate to rebrand. If you want to 
refresh your logo, add a color or update 
your website, do so, but don’t go through 
all the turmoil of promoting it as a 
rebrand. Treat it as simple marketing 
maintenance and get on with it.

It is only at “strategic inflection points” that changing 
your firm’s direction would be relevant to clients: 
•	 A new strategic direction (e.g., changing your business 

model from consulting to outsourcing) 

•	 A merger or significant acquisition that consolidates the 
market or requires a new name to extract long-term brand 
value from the acquired company

•	 A new mix of products and services (e.g., expanding into 
software or divesting a significant part of the business and 
concentrating on a core capability like the accounting firms 
divesting consulting arms)

•	 New regulatory requirements that necessitate separate 
entities

•	 Moving into significantly different markets with different 
buying requirements (e.g., moving from serving global 
companies to meeting the needs of the middle-market or 
small businesses) 

•	 Malfeasance or an unredeemable reputational hit that 
devastates the firm’s name

•	 Any other significant event that says your firm is no longer 
the firm it used to be

RELATED:  
When It’s Time to Reinvent Your Firm

http://info.prudentpedal.com/lp-when-its-time-to-reinvent-the-firm
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One of the biggest mistakes I see 
in professional services branding 
and marketing is confusing brand 
awareness and brand relevance.  Some 
might argue that I am splitting hairs, 
but I have seen more time, money and 
resources squandered on rebranding 
entire firms when all that was needed 
was concentrated effort to build the 
understanding of a firm’s capability in a 
smaller, well-defined market segment, 
service or industry.

Brand awareness, simply defined, refers to 
the market’s awareness of a firm’s name 
or logo: “Yes, I have heard of Accenture. 
I have seen its Tiger Woods ads at the 
airport.” Brand relevance is very different 
and much more important. Relevance is 
a measure of credibility and familiarity 
around an issue or capability. McKinsey 
the firm has strong brand awareness, but 
it has zero brand relevance in accounting 
services. The sweet spot is optimizing 
both dimensions.

I often say that McDonald’s corporation 
has many brand/business strengths. 
Its marketing prowess is exceptional; 
it is impeccable operationally and its 
geographic locations are coveted. These 
are all attributes that might apply well 
to, say, selling automobiles or liquor or 
clothes. But, would you buy a car, Scotch, 
or a little black dress from McDonald’s? 
I assume not, because McDonald’s 
sells hamburgers and french fries. The 
McDonald’s brand has no relevance in 
those other markets. Could it be relevant? 
Absolutely, but how much time and 
money would it take to change the 
market’s perception?  

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE
You must be clear on the problem you are 
trying to solve. Building relevance and 
building awareness are much different 
tasks. Don’t rebrand an entire firm 
just to expand to an adjacent market. 
Instead, lay out a multi-step approach 
that incrementally builds the market’s 
perception of the firm around key 
preference drivers. (See Mistake No. 10: 
Focusing on brand attributes that do not 
drive preference)

CONFUSING BRAND AWARENESS 
AND BRAND RELEVANCE

8.

*AWARENESS RELEVANCE
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Professional services brands serve two 
business purposes and two purposes 
only: first, to attract and retain the 
right clients and, second, to attract and 
retain the right talent.  

Firms often lose sight of these two 
business objectives. The result is a diluted 
brand narrative and wasted resources. 
The narratives for clients and talent are 
opposite sides of the same coin. One side 
explains why the firm is the best firm to 
work WITH to solve a particular type of 
client issue. The second articulates why 
the firm is the best firm to work FOR.  

Both sides of the coin need to answer 
the questions each side’s buyer asks at 
each “decision gate” along the buyer’s 
journey.

Gate 1:  Have I heard of you?   
This reflects an AWARNESS of the brand 
and the buyer’s ability to recall it.

Gate 2:  Do I know what you do?   
This reflects FAMILIARITY with the firm’s 
specific expertise, capabilities and 
services.

Gate 3:  Do you meet my needs?   
This asks whether the buyer will 
CONSIDER the firm to help him solve a 
problem or achieve his aspirations.

Gate 4:  Do you meet my needs better 
than everyone else?  This is about 
differentiating the firm and convincing 
the buyer to CHOOSE the firm over 
another.

Gate 5:  Finally, do you deliver on your 
promises?  The buyer’s assessment rests 
on whether or not the firm delivers the 
promised results.
 

Gates 1-3 are about credibility and are 
rational, objective decision criteria. 
The firm must provide the answers and 
the proof-points for each.  Marketing 
and recruiting play the primary roles in 
communicating these messages. Making 
it through these gates doesn’t mean that 
you have reached your objective, but it 
is a prerequisite to being “invited to the 
table.”  

Once a firm makes it to gates 4 and 
5, the decision-making criteria and 
the narrative shifts to chemistry. The 
answers to these questions are irrational, 
and by this I mean “emotional.”  They are 
about relationship and trust.  

When a buyer makes a choice among 
firms, s/he is buying on feeling. While 
buying decisions are often rationalized 
intellectually, they are made on emotion.  
The decision is deeply personal, and most 
people will never reveal the true reason 
for selection (See Mistake No. 10). If you 
do not win, you may be told that it was 
about fees or relative capability. The truth 
may be that the other consultant went to 
an Ivy-league school—or didn’t. Maybe 
the lawyer likes rock climbing, cycling or 
wine. Perhaps it was his Brooks Brothers 
suit or his orange socks. Who knows? 
Clients often use decision criteria beyond 
your control. 

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Identify and understand the questions 
that your ideal clients and top talent 
are asking. Accept what you can control 
and let go of what you can’t. Make sure 
your brand and marketing answer the 
questions being asked. That is your 
brand’s purpose.

BEING UNCLEAR ABOUT THE PURPOSE 
OF A BRAND

9.

1 2 3 4 5
Awareness Familiarity Consideration Choice Loyalty

ChemistryCredibility

Have I heard
of you?

Do I know
what you do?

Do you meet
my needs?

Do you meet my
needs better than

anyone else?
Did you deliver

on your promises?
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Attributes that drive brand preference 
are akin to biblical laws. The Old 
Testament laws numbered 613. When 
Jesus was asked which of the laws was 
most important, he consolidated them 
all down to one,  “Love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your 
soul and with all your mind.” He added a 
second, “Love your neighbor as yourself.” 
I have conducted research on brand 
preference drivers around the world. I 
have tested numerous buying attributes 
in the US, Canada, Europe and Asia. Like 
biblical laws, drivers can be consolidated 
down to one.

The attribute that drives a buyer’s 
brand preference is what I call CYA 
Power— Cover Your Ass Power.

CYA Power is the brand strength that 
allows a buyer to make a purchase 
decision and minimize the risk of making 
a “career limiting” move. It is the old 
adage, “You never get fired for hiring 
IBM.” If you are more of an optimist, 
the opposite side of the same coin 
is MMLG Power—Make Me Look Good 
Power. There are three attributes that 
make up CYA/MMLG Power: expertise, 
results and relationship.

Expertise
Expertise measures your firm’s knowledge 
in an area in which the client is deficient 
but in need. The buyer expects that if she 
pays you a premium for what’s in your 
head, then you better be a hell of a lot 
smarter at it than either your competitors 
are or she is. This allows her to say, “I 
hired the experts in X. If they can’t solve 
the issue, then no one can.” Or, “I hired X 
because they work with the top (fill in the 
blank.)” If you are crossing the Atlantic in a 
sailboat, you want the best Atlantic Ocean 
sailor for your type of boat.

Results
Results demonstrate your ability to 
deliver the outcome associated with 
your expertise. You say that you know 
sailing, but how many times have you 
crossed the Atlantic successfully and 
in what weather conditions? How long 
did it take? What shape were you, your 
passengers and the boat in when you 
arrived?

Business buyers buy services for one 
simple reason: profits. Your results need 
to demonstrate a clear line of sight to 
the bottom line. That means higher 
revenues or lower costs. Outsourcing, 
law, accounting, risk management, 
strategy, marketing, sales training, design, 
reorganization, quality control, et al 
are purchased through the lens of your 
buyer’s contribution to that end.

The buyer’s unstated desired result is 
a guaranteed outcome. Simply put, he 
would like to have a CYA card from your 
firm that eliminates the majority of the 
risk of hiring you and delivering on his 
project. As a buyer, you understand 
where the client is coming from. As a 
service deliverer, that idea makes you 
shudder. Firms talk a lot about standing 
behind work and client satisfaction. 
Unfortunately, while a guarantee would 
differentiate your firm, I have yet to meet 
a firm’s legal counsel who would approve 
such a bold move. However, you can 
differentiate your firm’s results in terms 
of speed, associated project complexity 
or lower cost. Whichever you choose, 
you should be aware that on time and on 
budget are table stakes.

Relationship
Before you skip this paragraph because 
you think you have a grip on it, think 
again. The relationship attribute is about 
the ease of doing business with your 
FIRM, not personal trust. Personal trust is 
a component and much has been written 
on interpersonal trust. Trusted Advisor 
by David Maister, Charles H. Green and 
Robert M. Galford is the lingua franca of 
professional services firms. It is a must 
read, but it does not encompass this 
entire attribute.

FOCUSING ON BRAND ATTRIBUTES
THAT DO NOT DRIVE PREFERENCE

10.

RELATED:  
Why Top Firms Share Good, Bad  
and Ugly References

> continued on the next page . . . 

RELATED:  
Are Your Industry Experts 
Competent?

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/good-bad-and-ugly-references
http://blog.prudentpedal.com/are-your-industry-experts-competent
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The ease of doing business reflects 
broader operational, financial, 
technological and cultural perspectives. 
Is your firm sophisticated enough in its 
systems? Do you manage risks properly? 
Are you financially sound and have 
sound financial practices? Are you overly 
legalistic or rigid in negotiations and 
agreements? Do you move too quickly 
or too slowly? Do you nickel and dime 
clients for every change order? Do your 
consultants have to fly first-class and stay 
in five-star hotels?

If you wade into the crowded waters 
of the relationship brand attribute, be 
careful. A term like “trusted advisor” 
has deluded many firms into believing 
that they somehow had a corner on trust. 
Contrary to popular belief, you cannot 
own a brand attribute unless another 
firm is willing to own its antonym. Do 
you know any firm that would be willing 
to own the “untrusted” advisor moniker? 
I didn’t think so. If everyone owns an 
attribute, then no one owns an attribute. 
The same goes with “quality,” “responsive,” 
and “integrity.” These are table stakes not 
differentiators.

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE
If you want to differentiate your firm, 
you must own an attribute(s) that 
differentiates you and is ownable. Keep in 
mind that choosing to focus on one of the 
three attributes of Expertise, Results and 
Relationship does not negate or lessen 
the impact of the other two. The weight 
given to each attribute will differ by buyer 
and situation. If I am on trial for a murder 
that I did not commit, I don’t care how 
expensive or easy a lawyer is to work with. 
I just care about finding a lawyer who 
has the expertise on my case and a list of 
clients who have been found not guilty.

CYA Power is why CEOs hire McKinsey 
for strategy. It is not because 
McKinsey’s strategies are better than 
competitors. The CEO fraternity relies 
on McKinsey to give it air cover for the 
unpopular business decisions it wants to 
make.

Pick your area of expertise and 
demonstrate it through results while you 
make it easy for your relationships to sing 
your praises.

RELATED:  
Are Your Firm’s Values Any Different 
than the Local Dry Cleaners?

FOCUSING ON BRAND ATTRIBUTES THAT DO NOT DRIVE PREFERENCE (continued)10.

Strong

Strong
Strong

Weak

Relationship

Expertise
Results

BRAND PREFERENCE STRENGTH

Immature brand with strong expertise, but limited 
results and relationship strength

Disadvantaged brand, strong relationships, but limited 
credibility for expertise or results

Established brand, with relationship, expertise and 
results strength

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/professional-services-cultures
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Creating an umbrella brand often 
correlates with Mistake No. 15: Making 
brand decisions by committee. You will 
often hear the term “master brand” used 
in professional services.  This simply 
means that the firm wants to present 
itself under a single moniker, one visual 
identity, one value proposition and one 
tagline. Either no sub-brands exist or 
those that do are properly subservient 
to the master brand. McKinsey is a 
master brand firm. The master brand 
works well for McKinsey because the 
firm has positioned itself very narrowly 
on “strategy” as a competency, “industry 
leaders” as a market and the C-suite as a 
buyer.  

Many firms make the mistake of creating 
umbrella brands when they try to cater 
to the demands of individual practice 
leaders and be everything to everybody. 
Firms big and small want to sell to every 
industry, every company size capable 
of paying and any buyer who will listen. 
Every internal practice wants its practice 
to be visible to the market. The result is a 
brand with a generic and unsubstantiated 
value proposition and a list of services so 
long that buyers have difficulty placing 
the brand in their mental schema of 
service providers.  Marketing gets no 
scale and every practice, with the possible 
exception of the original and established 
core service, suffers sub-optimization.

Making tough strategic choices about 
what they want to be known for is one 
of the hardest things for leaders to do. 
Irresolution leads to practices tugging 
and stretching a brand to accommodate 
their need to drive growth. The master 
brand breaks down and brand mediocrity 
results.  

This happened at Hewitt Associates.  

Hewitt made a strategic decision to 
pursue HR outsourcing and acquired 
outsourcer, Exalt (a strategic inflection 
point). The majority of Hewitt’s marketing 
investment went into building brand 
relevance in outsourcing. The result 
was a very strong outsourcing brand. 
Unfortunately, the firm did not reposition 
the entire business internally and 
externally. 

The consulting arm of the firm had no 
clear direction and miniscule investment. 
The consulting arm fought valiantly, 
but the market began ignoring the $1 
billion consulting unit of Hewitt. The best 
consulting talent at Hewitt felt it could 
not be successful being subservient to the 
vendor-based outsourcing model. (See 
Mistake No. 12: Positioning that is too wide 
or too narrow.) The remaining consultants 
began developing consulting-focused 
sub-brands and investing marketing 
dollars in conflict with the firm’s strategic 

direction.  Both outsourcing and 
consulting brands eroded. As a result of 
other suboptimal decisions, the entire 
firm was eventually sold to Aon, where 
there was no clear fit for the firm. Aon 
subsequently divested it to a private 
equity firm.

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
One of the irrefutable laws of branding 
is “The specialist wins.” That law is at the 
heart of this mistake. Less successful 
firms believe that the opportunity costs 
of choosing a focus are too high and that 
focusing limits growth and options for the 
firm. It is a fallacy. 

In reality, brand focus:

1.	 	Is more client-centric. The best 
client conversations are one-to-one. 
Focus allows you to speak to specific 
needs of individuals, while sustaining 
the efficiency of one-to-many 
communication.

2.	 	Increases profitability. Specializing 
gives you economies of scale in 
systems, marketing spend and 
service.

3.	 	Enables faster growth. Focusing 
on a specific subset of needs 
provides clarity of message and the 
development of expertise.

4.	 	Builds stronger brands. It helps you 
to clearly demonstrate how you can 

help and what you do 
5.	 	Reinforces culture. Focusing on 

client needs aligned with your 
“why” engrains the “why” in the 
organization and mutually reinforces 
the brand and culture.

6.	 Streamlines marketing and 
communication. Focusing on a 
specific subset of needs or attributes 
provides clarity of message.

Make hard strategic choices, focus on 
those choices and relentlessly execute 
them.

CREATING AN “UMBRELLA BRAND” TO 
ACCOMODATE A FIRM’S LACK OF FOCUS

11.

Making tough 
strategic choices 
about what they 
want to be known for  
is one of the hardest 
things for leaders to do.
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One of the most important limitations 
of marketing is the fact that consumers 
can synthesize only so many 
marketing messages. It is estimated 
that we are pounded by roughly 300-
700 advertisements a day.  To make 
sense of all these messages, human 
beings selectively retain important 
items. In order to recall the messages, 
consumers file items into familiar 
categories. For example, a grouping 
might be food>fruits>citrus>oranges or 
transportation>car>luxury>German>BMW.
  

Business buyers are no different. They 
file service providers into schemas that 
help them make sense of their world—
Accounting>Big 4>Ernst &Young.  If your 
first successful engagement with a client 
is helping them with quality control, there 
is a high probability that you are going to 
be grouped into the “quality control firm” 
schema in the client’s mind. If you are a 
client’s actuary, expanding the category 
to include “leadership effectiveness” 
requires you to penetrate a different 
schema in the buyer’s mind. (See Mistake 
No. 8: Confusing brand awareness and 
brand relevance.)

POSITIONING THAT IS TOO WIDE 
OR TOO NARROW

12.

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
While you cannot control the schemas 
that the market uses to categorize service 
providers, you can control which target 
your brand positioning aims to hit. It is 
important to choose one that is small 
enough to get traction, but big enough 
to give you room to grow.  “Business 
services” is too wide.  “Hazard County Real 
Estate Tax Assessments” might be a little 
narrow.

300-700 
Estimated 
number of 
advertisements a 
consumer is pounded 
with per day.
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 If you decide to position the firm’s 
brand around expertise, you have to 
demonstrate that expertise.  Declaring 
yourself or your firm a thought leader 
does not make you one. The market 
gets to decide who wears that crown.  
There are two ways to get the market’s 
attention: 
1.	 	Market Share: If you provide services 

to 80% of the world’s oil refiners (i.e., 
you own market share), the market 
will assume that you have some 
expertise in that space.  

2.	 	Applied Intellectual Capital: Having 
applied intellectual capital means 
you offer breakout thinking and 
the results that validate it. Clients 
respond to you by saying, “Wow! I 
never thought about it that way!” “Is 
that really what is going to happen?” 
“Is that possible?” Three of the best 
examples are:  McKinsey for strategy, 
Accenture for high performance and 
Gallup for manager effectiveness.

NEGLECTING THE INTELLECTUAL CAPITAL 
AGENDA THAT DEMONSTRATES POSITIONING

13.

FILL IN THE BLANK

FIRM	 EXPERTISE

Google	 _____________________

3M	 _____________________

FedEx	 _____________________

Intel	 _____________________	

Oracle	 _____________________

RELATED:  
Are Your Industry Experts 
Competent:

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Don’t declare thought leadership in an 
area without first aligning the ENTIRE 
organization to deliver it and allocating 
the resources to actually own it. 
Leadership must define the vision and set 
the agenda—not the marketing team, not 
a single enlightened consultant who gets 
thought leadership’s importance, and 
definitely not an autocratic practice leader 
with the biggest marketing budget. Most 
important, the leadership must sustain, 
equip and reward the pursuit. Otherwise, 
a firm will not own its position for very 
long and the positioning will become just 
another “flavor of the day,” more client-
confusing noise and more wasted money.

What makes each of these firms 
successful is that they had the courage 
and tenacity to pick a capability to own. 
They did not throw the attribute into a 
tagline and slap it all over their websites. 
They aligned their entire organization 
with them.  For example, Accenture’s 
leadership (not a branding committee) 
chose “high performance.”  The firm 
clearly defined what the expression 
meant, grounded it in empirical research 
and replicated it across every business 
function and then aligned the entire firm 
around it.  Every piece of research had to 
answer what high performance was in 
terms of process, people, technology and 
results or it would not be used. The Tiger 
Woods’ marketing campaign that ran from 
2003-2009 did not build the attribute; it 
reinforced the attribute.

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/are-your-industry-experts-competent
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No matter the size of your firm, your 
brand architecture plays an important role 
in helping the market understand what 
your firm does and the value it offers. 

What is brand architecture? Brand 
architecture is nothing more than a 
systematic way of organizing the identity 
of the products and messages of an 
organization so people understand how 
clients are served.  Here is an example: 

A firm’s matrix structures and 
decentralized P&Ls can create a 
plethora of “mini business entities.” 
(See Mistake No. 16: Getting stuck on 
a name.)  Each leader wants to make 
sure that his practice or business is 
represented throughout the firm’s brand 
communications. Combine this inherent 
business complexity with Mistake No. 
15: Making brand decisions by committee 
and things get quickly out of hand (see “A 
Partial List of Typical Services” in sidebar).  

Branded products and services can 
dilute meaningful firm-wide brand 
building.  As I said in Mistake No. 12: 
Positioning that is too wide or too narrow, 
clients have only so much bandwidth 
to consume marketing messages. Firms 
already want clients and prospects 
to know the firm’s name, its value 
proposition, its values, its industries, its 
practices and its sub-practices! Most 
firms simply do not have the resources to 
market effectively that deep, and clients 
have little interest. 

Most firms’ product portfolios are 
mishmash because they lack strong 
brand architecture to manage their 
products’ and services’ relationships to 
the firm’s brand.  Adding more names 
simply confuses clients when a simple 
overarching name will do. Don’t make the 
mistake of trying to appease everyone’s 
desire for a branded moniker. The result 
will be a product and service architecture 
that cannot be absorbed by your markets 
(or internally), and everyone will suffer. 

A PARTIAL LIST OF TYPICAL SERVICES 
1.	 Communication
2.	 Strategic HR and benefits communication
3.	 HR branding
4.	 Employee listening
5.	 Learning programs
6.	 Global communication
7.	 Change management
8.	 Corporate communication
9.	 Communicating green
10.	 Mobile apps
11.	 Compensation
12.	 Board advisory
13.	 Equity compensation
14.	 Global compensation
15.	 Management advisory
16.	 Nonqualified deferred compensation
17.	 Performance and rewards
18.	 Sales effectiveness and compensation
19.	 Surveys and benchmarking
20.	 	Total remuneration
21.	 	Valuation services
22.	 Global investment advisors
23.	 Global technology and delivery solutions
24.	 Defined benefit administration
25.	 	Health and welfare administration
26.	 	Global equity solutions
27.	 	Kinetic application technology
28.	 	Separation solutions and administration
29.	 	Health and productivity
30.	 	Health and welfare plan management
31.	 	Clinical strategies
32.	 	Consumer engagement
33.	 	Health and welfare audits

CREATING OVERLY COMPLEX
BRAND ARCHITECTURES

14.

> continued on the next page . . . 
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HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
There is a simple way to overcome 
these issues. All it requires is strategic, 
collaborative leadership and answering 
some key questions, creating a services 
architecture that reinforces it and 
managing it accordingly over time to 
build relevance of the firm’s growth 
drivers  (See Prudent Pedal brand 
architecture).

Ask yourself the following:
•	 	What is our current brand 

architecture and does it align 
our business strategy and brand 
positioning for the future?

•	  Does our current brand architecture 
focus on our current/future client 
perspectives or our internal 
organization structure?

•	  Does our current architecture foster 
increased demand generation or 
confuse the market?

RELATED:  
Curing “I-Didn’t-Know-That-You- 
Did-That-itis”

•	  What is our firm’s value proposition 
and positioning? Does our brand 
architecture make it clear to the 
market and to our people?

•	  What should be the driving precept 
for our brand architecture?

•	  Does our current brand architecture 
position us for changes in the 
industry/category and support our 
company strategy over time?

CREATING OVERLY COMPLEX BRAND ARCHITECTURES (continued)14.

EXAMPLE OF A SIMPLE, 
CLEAN BRAND ARCHITECTURE

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/curing-i-didnt-know-you-did-that-itis-in-professional-services
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EXECUTION
26	 Mistake No. 15 	 •   	 Making brand decisions by committee
27	 Mistake No. 16 	 •   	 Getting stuck on a name
29	 Mistake No.  17 	 •   	 Emulating a client or prospect’s brand identity instead of your own
30	 Mistake No.  18 	 •   	 Underestimating the number of moving pieces involved in a rebrand
31	 Mistake No.  19 	 •   	 Underinvesting in the launch and not sustaining investment to build
32	 Mistake No.  20 	 •   	 Not going all the way

Photo Credit: Unsplash @ablajan

EXECUTION
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Most partnerships are egalitarian. Sure 
some individuals may own more units/
shares or carry more charismatic power, 
but firms try to present a mutually 
respectful front. As a result, when firm-
wide decisions like rebranding are done, 
a firm seeks input from everyone. The 
goal is to build consensus.  This normally 
entails a “brand survey.” It asks questions 
like: “ If our firm were an animal/color, 
what would it be?” or “Do we want our 
brand to be red to create excitement or 
green to communicate calmness and 
control?” 

Firms often get hung up on colors, 
logos and taglines and waste valuable 
resources trying to get the brand 
“right.”  When it comes to logos and 
colors, one partner says, “I think the 
color should be blue.” Another says, 
“It should be orange.”  One says, “The 
logo looks too feminine,” while another 
says, “It’s too masculine.” Still another 
says, “It is not edgy enough.”  What 
is our brand personality? Outgoing? 
Edgy? Trustworthy?  (See Mistake No. 3: 
Developing a list of values that aren’t real). 

Producing taglines can be even worse. 
Partners are often inspired by cool 
consumer brands like Nike, Zappos, Coke, 
Apple or P&G.  They want to “Just do it” or 
“Think different.” Unfortunately, Mistakes 
Nos. 2, 4, 10, 11 and 12 rear their ugly 
heads and produce a gale force headwind 
that makes it nearly impossible to create a 
tagline that encapsulates the firm’s value 
AND retains resonance with the market.  

Here is a typical example of a tagline 
made in committee that uses the generic 
brand preference drivers. It communicates 
no specific client value and could apply to 
any firm on the face of the earth.  

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS, 
PRODUCING RESULTS

 The debates rage back and forth—usually 
to each partner’s satisfaction and with no 
fruitful ROI. 

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
There are no right answers; it’s all 
opinion and emotion. In the end, most 
firms’ brands are the weakened result of 
consensus-building compromises and 
watered-down choices. Consequently, the 
final brand offers something to everyone 
involved and meaning to no one, 
especially not to clients.

MAKING BRAND DECISIONS
BY COMMITTEE

15.

RELATED:  
Professional Services Brands  
and the Tiffany Box

RELATED:  
The Quest for the Perfect Tagline

Brand decisions are quite simple and never 
life threatening.  Avoiding this mistake 
is quite simple. Engage a very small, but 
enlightened, leadership group to do the 
heavy lifting; participants will need to be 
able to 1.) avoid overthinking the decision 
and 2.) make unpopular choices . This is a 
time for leaders to lead. Take the heat and 
move on. (See Mistake No. 1) 

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/professional-services-brands-tiffany-box
http://blog.prudentpedal.com/the-perfect-tagline
https://youtu.be/3oJCoPd9wh0
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Getting stuck on a name is one of the 
most common mistakes and biggest 
time sucks in professional services brand 
management. It occurs at the firm level, 
the practice level and the product level.

Naming challenges can occur at the 
origin of a firm, at the merger of equals 
and as the result of legacy naming 
issues. 

When a firm is created, the founder 
or founders must decide the name of 
the firm. It can be more emotional and 
involved than naming a child. After 
all, firms pay big bucks to agencies to 
develop names; most parents choose 
one on their own.  There really are two 
options for new firms: to name it after the 
founder(s) or to create a name.  There is 
no right answer. Founders must choose a 
path. 

The traditional path is to give the firm 
the founder’s name (McKinsey, Deloitte, 
Arthur Andersen). Such names may be 
followed with “group,” “associates,” or 
“partners” to show that there is more 
than one person active in the firm. The 
second path to choosing a name that 
connotes value, expertise or creativity 
(Boston Consulting Group, Integrated 
Project Management or Prudent Pedal). 
Origin naming is straightforward because 
it concerns only the founders and 
happens at inception when the firm is 

young and manageable. The exception 
may be during a spinout and the naming 
falls to the management or investors 
(e.g. Accenture, who let the employees 
come up with names to replace Andersen 
Consulting after its split with Arthur 
Andersen).

Things get more complicated when 
there is a merger of equals. 
Whose name(s) goes on the building? 
Such decisions are often devoid of client 
concerns and are more preoccupied 
with egos. Those decisions are best 
made during acquisition negotiations. 
If one firm has disproportionate brand 
strength in a strategic market, it should 
be leveraged to the fullest. Outside of that 
value, putting a firm’s name on a building 
long term should warrant an equivalent 
monetary concession for a long or 
confusing name. There are many ways to 
extract value from an acquired brand that 
do not require using its name long term.  

GETTING STUCK ON A NAME16.

Ziffren, 
Brittenham, 
Branca, Fischer, 
Gilbert-Lurie, Stiffelman, 
Cook, Johnson, Lande & 
Wolf
Name of entertainment-focused  
law firm 

Legacy-naming issues begin when, 
over time, firms add additional names 
to the founder’s. The result is a litany 
that only the named partners can 
recall.  If a named partner departs, then 
a name change may be required. Most 
clients don’t care what partner’s name 
is on the building. Clients will typically 
reduce the name to a word, an acronym, 
or nickname (Andersen, BCG or E&Y). 
Recently, many firms have embraced 
name reduction surgery (Deloitte, Jones 
Day, Mayer Brown) to address name 
recall/recognition and tactical issues like 
website addresses. 

NOTE: Unless your clients have already turned 
your name into an acronym (KPMG), don’t 
make your name an acronym! Deloitte is much 
stronger than DTT. Megabrands like General 
Electric (GE), International Business Machines 
(IBM), and National Broadcast Company 
(NBC) didn’t abbreviate prematurely.

> continued on the next page . . . 
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RELATED:  
The Fallacy of Professional
Service Productization

The ideal naming approach for 
practices and products is to use 
descriptive, industry-accepted 
nomenclature like Tax, Audit, HR 
outsourcing and Litigation that 
communicate what the service 
(or product) is to the market in 
understandable terms. Unfortunately, 
practice leaders often think that general 
names do not communicate the breadth 
and depth of their practices’ capabilities. 
Practices then string together a litany 
of descriptors to demonstrate more 
“value.”  You get: Defined Contribution 
Plan Consulting, Plan Governance and 
Fiduciary Responsibility, and Actuarial 
Consulting and Financial Management.  

These names almost immediately get 
consolidated to acronyms inside the firm 
(DCPC, PG&FR and AC&FM). Of course, 
these acronyms seep into the marketing 
and confuse clients more. Practices try to 
overcome the confusion by creating some 
cheeky mnemonic (e.g. SOAR for Sales 
Operations and Revenue) to make the 
name more memorable. Keep the names 
short, descriptive and client-focused. (See 
Mistake No. 14: Creating overly complex 
brand architectures)

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
If circumstances require you to rename 
your brand, then don’t make the mistake 
of trying to find the perfect name. Some 
legacy names have more equity than 
others. Some have absolutely zero value 
and have to be built. Accenture’s name 
was ridiculed when it was released. In the 
aftermath of Arthur Andersen’s implosion 
(the name change seemed prescient to 
the market), $100+ millions of dollars 
of advertising and a strong culture, the 
firm is one of the most valuable business 
brands in the world. Apple (a fruit?!), 
Amazon (was ridiculed for not buying 
books.com!) and Zappos (really?) are no 
different. Pick a name and get moving!

GETTING STUCK ON A NAME (continued)16.

Learn from the 
misfortunes of 
others, so others 
may not learn 
from you.
– Persian poet Sadi

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/the-fallacy-of-professional-services-productization
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EMULATING A CLIENT OR PROSPECT’S 
BRAND IDENTITY INSTEAD OF YOUR OWN

17.

Consultants and business developers 
have good hearts, but they often like to 
exploit any advantage they can to win 
business.  People are sometimes tempted 
to demonstrate the value of “partnership” 
with a client by branding their firm’s 
proposal or presentation materials with 
the client’s or prospect’s brand elements, 
such as its color or logo. They feel that this 
shows that the firm is a trusted advisor 
who gets the company’s brand and shares 
its values. 

These two real examples demonstrate 
why that’s a mistake.   

1.	 	In a proposal presentation to UPS 
during its “What can Brown do for 
you?” rebranding campaign, the 
engagement team thought it would 
be a good idea to convert all of the 
materials (the proposal, presentation 
and handouts) to brown. The result 
was a room full of UPS executives 
spending the team’s presentation 
time educating them on what 
brown meant to the company and 
then sharing their disbelief that 
their beloved brown was being 
used as a gimmick to win business.  
Opportunity lost.

2.	 A proposal was delivered to the 
Boeing Company replete with photos 
of airplanes. Unfortunately, the cover 
shot of the belly of a jet at 30,000 feet 
was an Airbus jet. Oops.  Opportunity 
lost.

Needless to say, neither exercise 
demonstrated “partnership.”  Even worse, 
neither exercise demonstrated one of the 
most important buyer criteria: Your firm 
understands our business. 

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Be an adult. The best firms are populated 
with confident, emotionally intelligent 
people. They understand interpersonal 
boundaries (e.g., “I know where I end 
and you begin” and vice versa). When 
consultants usurp a prospect’s brand, they 
demonstrate the firm’s sense of inferiority 
and an unhealthy codependence. A 
prospect sees neither characteristic as 
attractive in a trusted advisor.

The simple inherit 
folly, but the prudent 
are crowned 
with knowledge. 
– Proverbs 14:18
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No matter how many times I have 
rebranded firms, the number of moving 
pieces involved in the process always 
surprises me. Developing the brand 
strategy is straightforward and varies 
primarily by firm culture and the time 
consumed involving the necessary parts 
of the firm. 

The complexity erupts when people 
must determine what will be 
rebranded, when it will be done and 
how it will be accomplished. When 
firms rebranded a decade or two ago, 
stationery, signage and the website 
homepage absorbed most of the 
time.  Today, rebranding is a different 
animal. With digital printing, changing 
stationery and signage is a breeze.  The 
difficulty is in identifying and changing 
the digital permutations of content: 

social media platforms, video, podcasts, 
software products, packaging, landing 
pages, integrated and siloed databases, 
presentations, whitepapers, tchotchkes, 
etc. Layer on global regulations, language 
translations, environmental concerns 
about destroying perfectly good 
materials and you have a Herculean effort 
before you.  Don’t make the mistake of 
underestimating the time, effort and 
expense required. 

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Do a comprehensive inventory, build a 
contingency that doubles it for the troves 
of  “surprises” that will surface and work the 
older, less visible stuff out of the system 
through ongoing maintenance not in one 
fell swoop. (See Mistake No. 19.)

UNDERESTIMATING THE NUMBER OF 
MOVING PIECES INVOLVED IN A REBRAND

18.

Photo Credit: Unsplash @raquel-raclette
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$50+ million 
Amount 
Andersen 
Consulting spent to 
rebranded to Accenture 
on the launch alone.

If you make the decision to rebrand for 
the right reasons, then you have made a 
strategic decision to change your firm’s 
direction. You must plan and act as if you 
are launching a BRAND NEW company. 
You must invest at a level that enables 
you to break out of the gravitational 
pull of your legacy brand. That is not 
accomplished by changing business 
cards, running a few advertisements and 
hosting some internal brand parties. You 
must invest heavily at launch time and 
sustain the focused investment until your 
new brand perception is achieved.

When Andersen Consulting rebranded 
to Accenture, it spent more than $50 
million dollars on the launch alone. An 
additional $10 million went to Tiger 
Woods for sponsorship.  My 75 year-old 
grandmother knew who Accenture was 
by the time the launch was complete. She 
was retired and playing golf. She was not 
a buyer of a single Accenture service, but 
she knew Accenture.  

UNDERINVESTING IN THE LAUNCH AND
NOT SUSTAINING INVESTMENT TO BUILD

19.

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
Now, you are probably thinking that your 
firm is NOT Accenture; it neither plays 
on the same playground nor has the 
equivalent resources. In terms of absolute 
dollars, you are right, but think in terms 
of proportionality. If you normally invest 
1% of your revenues in marketing/brand 
building, you should plan on investing 
5-10% for a 2-3 year period to reposition 
your brand. Don’t skimp or the small 
amount will be wasted money. It would 
be better to not rebrand at all.

Nothing can be 
done quickly and 
prudently at the 
same time.
– Publilius Syrus
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NOT GOING ALL THE WAY20.

The last mistake many firms make is 
stopping before they are done (See 
Mistake Nos.  2 and 18.)  Admittedly, I 
have evolved from a brand idealist to a 
brand cynic. My cynicism is the result of 
some of these mistakes, but it is primarily 
driven by the consumer brands that 
influence the great people that I work 
with. 

Companies have spent TRILLIONS of 
dollars telling us “stories” so we will 
join their “tribes.”  Those brands try to 
convince buyers that somehow their 
lives are incomplete or unfulfilled unless 
they buy that company’s product.  As a 
result, more often than not, “brand” and 
its associated values, mission statements 

and personalities are just punch lines to 
squeeze more value out of clients (not to 
understand what clients value). I think this 
is caca and this manipulation has no place 
in the best firms.  

HOW TO AVOID THIS MISTAKE 
In firms where the “product” is people, 
traditional consumer product branding 
just does not work. Stop thinking that 
the great thinking and marketing coming 
out of P&G and Apple have a direct and 
relevant application to your firm. Yes, 
there are things to learn from these firms, 
but B2B is a much different animal and 
needs to be respected as such.
Professional services “brands” are the 
quintessential people to people (P2P) 
brands.  The brands reflect the culture and 
real values of the firm. It is the intangible 
brand preference drivers of expertise, 
results, and relationship that require the 
firm’s attention and investment.  

To achieve differentiation, a firm 
must relentlessly FOCUS on these 
few relevant areas and do them 
exceptionally. 

•	 If you value innovation, enable risk-
taking, reward failure accompanied 
by learning, fuel idea generation, give 
people time to think, and tackle big, 
hairy, audacious problems. 

•	 If you value collaboration, knock 
down walls, put a whiteboard in 
every room, do everything in teams, 
crowdsource and co-create with 
clients.

•	 If you value quality, reward everyone 
for getting black belt certifications 
and earn the Malcolm Baldridge 
National Quality Award.

•	 If you value diversity, don’t stop at 
symbolic groups. Unleash all the 
virtues that diversity embodies and 
empowers in every dimension of the 
firm.

RELATED:  
Tell Me a (Marketing) Story

•	 If you value learning, build a campus 
like GE’s Crotonville or Andersen’s 
St. Charles facility and don’t cut out 
learning when times are tough.

•	 If you value technology, adopt and 
exploit it-- for your people, your firm 
and your clients—in all forms as soon 
as it is available. 

Build your values into your pay, rewards 
and recruiting. Hire, promote and fire 
based on your core values. Invest in the 
things that demonstrate and reinforce 
these values. Don’t invest in the things 
that detract from them. Just don’t make 
brand about colors and logos.

Change your paradigm of branding. Don’t 
think about building your brand; think of 
branding as living magnanimously and 
impacting the world in some meaningful 
way!

CONCLUSION

http://blog.prudentpedal.com/tell-me-a-story
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WHO WE ARE
Prudent Pedal is a marketing consultancy that helps service firms accelerate profitable growth, maximize 
marketing ROI and leave a legacy.  

We support firms that want a more strategic approach to growth but don’t have the resources to deliver it.

HOW WE HELP

•	 Strategy:  We help you identify and attack market opportunities that maximize growth.

•	 Operations:  We help you create a more strategic and impactful marketing organization no matter your 
investment. 

•	 Execution:  We optimize your marketing investment by managing your marketing function.

OUR NAME SAYS IT ALL. 
Prudent defines our strategic, practical approach. Pedal illustrates  
the efficient growth structure we create to maximize marketing ROI.

To learn what makes us different, read our Manifesto.

For more prudent thinking, visit 
www.prudentpedal.com. 
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