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Last year, I heard the COO  
of Kmart, Ian Bailey,  
speak at the PWC Retail 
Breakfast series. 

The one thing that struck 
me was that once they had made the 
decision to build a brand anchored in 
‘cheap’, the business had to be 
consistent with that strategy 
throughout the whole supply chain.

Patagonia, on the other hand, has 
carved out a unique positioning in a 
different way. The upmarket outdoor-
clothing company preaches the value 
of the simple life, and takes a stand 
against conspicuous consumption  
by urging us to consume less. Far 
beyond a genius marketing ploy, the 
company walks the walk by offering a 
repair service for its clothing and  
by providing a platform for its 
customers to re-sell their Patagonia 
goods on Patagonia.com or eBay.  
In a world that screams at us to 
consume more, Patagonia’s stance  
is a breath of fresh air. And it is 
undoubtedly interesting. 

Another interesting brand— 
renowned for its ethical stance  
on food waste—is the third largest 
supermarket chain in France, 
Intermarché. In 2015 the company 
implemented a global campaign to 
elevate the perception of ‘ugly’ fruit 
and vegetables by selling the imperfect 
groceries at a 30-per-cent discount.  
By rebranding them as ‘inglorious 
fruits and vegetables’ and devising  
a significant media campaign—that 
ran across print, billboards, TV, radio, 
and Intermarché’s catalogues and 
social media platforms—the company 
addressed the issue of food waste 
 and drew attention to broader 
problems of image and perfection in 
modern-day society. Intermarché has 
therefore positioned itself as both 
cheaper and more interesting.

Most CEOs today accept that their 
financial success will come from their 
brand’s reputation, and therefore the 
brand has become a strategic asset and 
part of the financial conversation at the 
top table. PWC’s 2016 Annual Global 
CEO Survey shows that globally, CEOs 
recognise that brand (traditionally a 
nonfinancial asset) should be in the top 
three things measured for this year.

What this means is that you must have 
a clear and differentiated brand 
positioning or brand story. If brand is 
finally to be measured at that top table, 
it must stand for something. And 
standing for something these days 
means being cheap or being 
interesting—because, quite frankly, 
there is nothing in the middle.

Okay. Back to Kmart. Kmart is the 
cheapest—what is Target if it’s not the 
cheapest? Think Aldi v. Woollies. Aldi 
will win on price—what is Woolworths 
if it’s not the cheapest? Dan Murphy’s 
price-checks every day to make sure it 
is the cheapest. So what is Liquorland?

Brands can’t sit in the middle. The 
middle means nothing. Why?

When your consumers can find 
alternatives at the drop of a hat and 
research best options, then being in the 
middle won’t cut it. You offer no benefit 
to your customer or your consumer by 
sitting in no-man’s-land.

SO WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR 
YOU AND YOUR BOARD?  

Developing this brand positioning—the 
story your brand wants to tell—should 
not be the sole responsibility of the 
CMO and the marketing department.  
It is up to all the people who sit around 
the top table to understand it and 
contribute to it. If you want all 
departments to live and breathe your 
brand essence, then the top table and 
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all those at it must believe in your 
brand story—and, more importantly,  
be able to action it. From operations to 
HR, from business partnerships to your 
supply chains, all parts of the business 
must be singing the same song.

Here are the three questions you should 
be asking your C-suite team to ensure 
you have the right brand positioning:  

1.    Do you have the needs and  
insights of your consumers 
crystalised into something 
meaning ful and actionable?

2.    Do you know the pain points  
your consumers encounter in  
the category and with your  
brand experience?

3.    Have you defined your unique 
assets? What are the things that you 
do and own that are truly unique to 
your brand and business?

I will leave you with this. Twillory,  
a men’s-shirt company in the US, 
delivers its shirts with a return 
envelope so you can pop your old 
shirts back into that bag for it to 
launder and hand over to Career  
Gear, a charity that helps out-of-work 
people get dressed for interviews.  
It is an old brand that believes in 
quality and social responsibility, and 
demonstrates this through its 
customer experience. It’s a lovely thing 
to have associated with a brand, 
making it stronger and spreading the 
word further. And it’s interesting.   

Success today is largely based on your brand’s reputation, 

so it’s not something that you can afford to get wrong. 
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