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Building on Brand Equity:
Developing A Successful
Communications Strategy

Arden Melick s Vice President,
Public Affairs, Brooklyn Undon.

ike, Sony. Micrasofl. Rolls-Royce, Drands thak are

synonymous with athletic foobwear, electronic
equipment, compuler software and houry cars. Brands
associated with particular product lines. Brands that elic-
it immediate recognition arouwnd the world.

What is a Brand?

Brand iz the visual, emotional and cultural image #hat
surrounds a company and its products. [t is a form of
trust. It makes customers feel comfortable doing business
with a particular company, and brings them back again
and again. It is what a company stands for in the minds
af its customers, sharcholders, and competitors.

Companies pride themselves on the guality or unique-
niss of thelr products. But often it is not the products but
the brand that distinguishes one company from another, In
fact, abrand is often worth more than its component paris,
such as logos, design, advertising, packaging and public
relations. And for companies striving for market share in
an era of ragicmal, national, and even global competition,
having favorable brand recognition is a necessity for sur-
vival, not a Juecury,

Companies that understand their brand equity have a
strong sense of their customers’ perceptions. They under-
stangd customers” expectations about patticular products
and services, and what they are willing to buy. Ina dog eat

Employaes have an important role to

play in establishing core brand equity.
Arden Melick reveals how rethinking brand
asset management led to growth and
expansion for Brooklyn Union.

dog world, & company may want b be the biggest, meanest
dog on the block. O at least be perceived as the meanast.

Cr the nicest. Or the least expensive. But junkyard dog
oz i, it i what custorners find balisvabls that counts.

Branding can't change a company's products, but it can
strengthen perceplions that are weak and build upon a
company's strengths.  When managed comectly, brand
equity provides a firm foundation for a company’s growtn
and competitive edvantage. The fact is, branding has a real
dollar value, By knowing theirbrand equily, companies can
shape the messages they are sending to various audiences,
be it the financial community, traditional or potential cus-
tomers, and strengthen their relationship with them, With
this knewledire, companies can merme confidently develop
timetakles for the mast proftable sequencing of corporate
inthatives and the “franchising” of a brand.

As New York Yankee Yogi Barea s reputed tobave said,
“IF wou dea't know where yvou're going, when you get there
vou'llbe lost.™

A company prepacing for a bracding campaign mist
lake three critical steps:

0 Analyze the strengths and weaknasses of the
brand.

O Understand vwhat customers believe about the
bremd.

0 Creabe astrategy that gets the public and
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prospective customers to literally and
liguratively buy U brand.

Brand asset management in an era
of deregulation

At this point in history, brand asset management is par-
ticularly important for utilities. Prior to the deregulation
of the energy industry, utilities took customers for grant-
ed. They no longer can. Today, they must compete for
customiers., Bul Uwe fact is that many companics =cll essen-
tially the same énergy products, often at lower cost than
can traditional wiilities, many of which are still spddied
with fixed costs,

Simply stated, gas is gas. Acompany attempling to con-
vince customers to buy its gas had better offer seevices they
can't get el=ewhere — and create or enhance an identity that
they identify with quality service. American Express put it
well: “The product is a thing, but the brand is a promise.”

One Company’s Approach

For most of its 100-year history, as a regulated gas utility
serving more than four million people in the Mew York
City boroilghs of Brooklyn, Cueens and Staten Island,
Brooklyn Union had a monepoly on the distribution of
natural gas. With the onset of deregulation a few years
aga, that began to change. Today, gas marketers ean and
do sell gas to businesses and largs residental complexes
that wem onee our customers.

Brooklyn Union was not complacent about the changes
taking place in the indusiry. In fact, its chairman and chief
execulive officer, Bob Catell, envisioned its becoming the
“premier encrgy company in the Mortheast.” As a first step
toward realizing that vision, Brooklyn Union thoroughly
analyzed 2 brand equite Sophisticated proprietary
research determined how customers viewed energy, what
their expectations were for energy providers, and what
equities customers conferred to the Brooklyn Unden brand,

The resuliz were fascinating, and pivetal. In some areas
Brooklyn Union's brand equity was as real an asset as the
pipes under Mow York City's streets. On the other hand, the
study brought scane surprises.

For example, Brooklyn Union had assumed that pricing
wis the most impartant factar to all customers. It was not.
The company was also surprised to find that some of its
compelitors — which it had belisved had low brand equity
— actually scored somewhat higher than Brooklyn Union
in certain cabegories. The lesson was clear — don’t confuse
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corporate impressions with real-world market intelligence.
In other waords, listen to the customer!

What's more, listen to what customers expect from the
“dleal” energy provider — the one that exists only in thelr
hearls ard minds.

For Brooklyn Unton, the research helped establish nat
ondy hewr it rabed against competifors, but also against an
"ideal” energy provider

Ultimately, the company identified four primary equity
sectors across many classes of customers. And while con-
sumer concems, brand perceplions and choices wene differ-
ent for each customir segment, the study showed not only
what made Brooklyn Uninn special, butalso where it stood
in the public mind at a particular peint in Bme in relation to
its regional competitors.

The reseamh alio demonstealed that Brooklyn Union
had established cone brnnd equity in three of four major
sectors. Commercial prospects, for example, were willing
to belisve the company’s assertions aboub Cuslomér
Interaction, Cost Management and Corporale Reputation.
They were less convinced about the fourth area, Relisbhe
Service, despite Uhe fact thit the company s safety and nelia-
bility is virtually the best in New York State. Thenefore, a
campaign based on the theme of reliable service, backed by
proven data, will greatly enhance the company’s brand
equity in the Reliable Service category, and help spread the
good news that shouwld bring it in line with the company s
other equity strengths,

The research plaved a major mole in the company’s
strategic choices. When Brooklyn Union decided last year
to form a holding company that could respianed quickly to
business oppochunitics, it used . the reseanch Lo belp position
itself as a leader in the rapidly evolving energy market-
place.

As a first step, the company established a “cosporate
identity,” encompassing logos, letterheads, and signage, to
provide a consistent visual “look” to the face that the com-
pany showed its various publics, Brooklyn Union's corpo-
rate reputation was based in large part on the commitment
of its employees to customers and to the service territory; o
comamitment that the company now stressed in its intemal
communications. At the same Eme, new 3ervice Wi
introduced that further strengithened the company’s supe-
rioe equity in the Customer Interaction category. Even as
the company' ook its place on a nafional staga, it strength-
ened its equity in the “community caring” segment of the
Corporate Reputation sectos,

Brooklyn Union had twin goals transfer its equity to
both the subsidiaries and to the holding company, of which
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it weould be the largest component; and at the same time
create a strong identity for the new entities. With the guid-
ance of its research, the company selected the name
KeySpan, which evoked the image and spint of the
Brooklyn Bridge and the company’s intention of spanming
the energy spectrum with new products and services.

The company's campaign included four major sleps:

* Reinforce Brooklyn Union's brand equity among
primary audicnce segments during the transition
period.

* Focus on custemer chodee for energy products and
SETWILES,

*  Lay the groundwark for launching new
Keyspan units.

*  Maintain a high profile within the financial
Comemaumnity.

Understanding its brand equity has helped Brocklyn
Union o buikl on its strengths, overmome its weaknesses,
and convirce the financial community that its brand —tech-
nological expertisa, products, services — can be transferned
to n e, larger, and more competitive playing field.

Thanks to = sucoess in building itz brand equity,
Brooklyn Union is mow competing on the bigger playing
field. Recenily, shareholders voled overwhelmingly to fomn
KeySpan Energy Corporation, a new holding company;
effoctive September 30, 1997, Meanwhile, the company”s
unnegulated subsidiaries, the KeySpan Energy Group, has
greatly broadened the company's horizons—providing gas
marketing and energy services in the northeastern United
States, and a oumbser of intemational inben=ts, ncluding o
recently announced joint venture fo provide gas pipeline
service in Morthemn Ireland.

The lessons for other companics are cleac 1 is necessary
to have a unifiexd corporate message. It is a mistake to
branch off in too many directions, or get invelved in prod-
ucts that don't take advantage of your company’s briol
equity. Your specific needs will determine how your brand-
ing; efforts will build on your strengths, or strengthen your
weakniesses. Efforts to build brand equity are for the leng-
termi. There may not be an immediate rise in sales, nor sud-
den public recopnition.

Building brand equity is & slow process, and patience is
eritical to its success. Knowing your brand equity can open
new communication and business opportunities for an
organdzation. It can help a company focas ks resources in
thv: areas that will prove most beneficial to the company, [t
can be a jumping off point for introducing new products
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and penetrating new markels, and provide leverage fos
your sales force, Seme simple rales o keep in mind:

* Superior resulls and successiul campaigns need
superior, validated research in which senior management
can have complete confidence.

* Companies should aim high — brand whene they
wanl 1o be, not where they are or wene.

* The CEQ is the brand champion. The entine com-
pany must be part of the branding effort, and support him
in making his vision m reality.

Employees must be part of the
branding effort

Employees can and should play a critical role in a brand-
ing campaign. They should understand the company’s
values and its goals, and should be kept informed about
critical events that will ultimately affect their lives and
the life of the company. They must recognize the Impor-
tance of their role in making the corporate vision a reali-
ty. If the chief executive officer is the brand champion, the
employees are the team that carmies the banner forveard,

[nternal communication programs thal promaote an
ongoing dialogue with managers and executives help
build tnist 2nd confidence; leting them know their views,
skills and experience are valued, and helping them under-
stand the changes in the business will inspire enthusiasm
arrl help ensure a suctessiul branding effort.

Branding; for the future

In managing a brand through disruptive change, it is crit-
fcal that the brands traditional pmuﬁ:.e_hﬁ protected.
Brooklyn Union, for example, has pursued this goal even
as it embarked on a new initiative: a merger with the
Long Island Lighting Company. At the same lime, the
company is working to ensure that its equities will be
transferred at their peak to the new company soon to
become an energy powerhouse in the MNodheast, It is a
giant first step in fullilling Bob Catell's cxpansive vision
of the Brooklyn Union brand.

Branding works— great brands, like Disney, Coke and
iMike are proof of that. Customers know what to expect
from the brand, and are loyal and confident about the
brands they trust. Communicators must protect that brust,
build on it, and extend it. Doing so builds value for their

COmpany:
&
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