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Building Your New Brand
Start Unraveling the Mystery of Crafting a Sustainable Business
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INTRODUCTION

Branding is a largely misunderstood and misused 
term. It gets added to entrepreneurs' to do lists and 
then ignored. Why? Because many people hear it's 
important, but most don’t know what it is, or how 
to go about creating a brand. Can you afford it? 
At what point in your company's development will 
branding really make a difference? Let's find out…

First, what is branding? We'll dig into this more, 
but it's helpful to start thinking of branding as a 
process, not a product. The process of defining 
your brand is what makes it so valuable to you as 
a new business owner. It reveals your company’s 
personality and strengths, and can alert you to 
potential weaknesses. It gives you a framework 
that's unique to your company, making it easier 
to communicate ideas more cohesively, and 
prioritize where you spend your time.

Can you afford to brand your new company? Yes! 
You can’t afford not to. Even if you're a solopreneur 
on a tight budget, you can increase your chances 
of success by investing in your brand. This doesn't 
mean paying a designer thousands of dollars to 
make your company look better. It means being 
intentional about why you do what you do as you 
grow so you can build a more sustainable business 
for yourself. 

It's to your advantage to brand as early as possible. 
If you don’t go through the branding process, it's 
easy to get stuck in a time-sucking guessing game 
and shell out money for things like logo design and 
product development that won't help you grow. It 
also leads to inconsistencies that cost more time 
and money to fix later on. Save yourself some 
trouble—invest in your brand now.
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Why You Should Invest in Your Brand in Your Early Days

Business is not all spreadsheets and numbers—it's about personality and personal values. No one 
wants to buy from someone they don't like unless they're doing so out of desperation. If you don't do 
anything to manage your company's image, or if you don't make it clear what you stand for, people 
don't know if you're worth their time and money…so they won’t give you either one.

Your brand is your way of distinguishing your company from your competitors and attracting the 
people who will enjoy working with you. People will be excited to fork over their hard-earned cash if you 
meet them at their level. It’s as true for diners catering to college students at 3am as it is for nutrition 
coaches recommending diets that won’t leave you craving “real food.”

The bottom line is, if people don't know what to think about you, they won't care about you—you just 
become part of the noise in their busy life. Building a brand with an ambivalent reaction is worse than 
building a brand that people love or hate—make them feel something. Don't be the salad at the end of 
the Indian buffet.

Business is Never "Just Business"

Your Brand Does a Lot of Heavy Lifting for You

• Your brand helps keep you focused while you 
learn what will work best for your business. You 
can’t and shouldn’t act on all of the hundreds of 
ideas you have, no matter how tempting that is.

• It shows you where your values overlap with 
your customers’ values. This guides you to more 
people who are willing to pay you, and gives you 
some talking points. Then you can learn what 
products or services to create for them. 

• When you inject personality into your message, 
you automatically make people curious to check 
you out. This helps you gain an advantage in 
your market, especially if you're in a space like 
finance, engineering or computer sciences, 
where branding or visual design isn't often 
pursued or valued outrightly.

• It gives people “the word" to spread. The 
branding process makes you condense your 
often ambiguous mission and unbridled dreams 
into a simple, shareable message.

• Branding illuminates your unique perspective 
in your niche. It can help you think of ways to 
express your philosophy through new product 
ideas and thought leadership.

•	Discovering	and	defining	your	brand	actually	
helps	you	find	your	audiences.	Entrepreneurs 
often fear branding before they have their niche 
figured out. Don’t be scared.

• Branding makes you examine your values and 
natural strengths so you can prioritize your 
time. You will have a clearer direction for which 
products, partnerships and guest posting 
opportunities to pursue.

•	Branding	makes	you	consistent	and	confident,	
which is a sign of quality. It makes it easier for 
people to say "yes" to your offerings.

• Once you understand how brands work, you can 
deconstruct other companies’ strategies and 
learn from how they communicate.
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At the beginning of this document I mentioned that you should think of branding as a process. Now, I'd 
like you to think of your brand as a collection of experiences. Your brand is a blend of what you do and 
say, and what people think about your company. 

Your brand can be described with a visual representation, 
like a logo design or website. But having a nice-looking 
logo or website doesn't mean that you have effectively 
branded your company. Your brand is a collection of 
experiences—visual design is just one way a brand can 
be experienced. These experiences should be driven by 
an underlying strategy or story to become a strong brand. 
If there isn't some underlying theme—no method to your 
madness—the collection of experiences becomes more like 
a frenzied cloud of gnats. Nobody likes walking into that.

People remember how they felt when they interacted with you—they don't just remember the thing they 
bought from you. They not only want to feel good about what they buy, they want to feel good about 
the people that sell to them. (This is especially true of most Millennials.)

People want to invest in you, not just in what you build. The sooner you can crystallize your ideas into  
a concise message, the easier it is for people to respond and support what you are trying to build, even 
if you are still determining the specifics of what it will look like. If they can get the gist of what you want 
to accomplish, and if they like you, that's usually all that's needed to start spreading the word.

Your Brand Lives Outside of Time 
A brand exists before most entrepreneurs realize they've created theirs. Does that blow your mind? 
Your company already has a brand. Before you begin to work on your first product, you should know 
what your brand is so you can create consistency in what you do and say, and how you create your 
products. Having a core message helps you build more efficiently and put more life into your products. 

Even if your company no longer exists, your brand will live forever. Brands outlive their own products, 
bad hires, market changes, and technological advances. Polaroid's story illustrates this in an amazing 
way. As a 75-yr old company, they were known and loved world-wide. In the 2000s, they filed for 
bankruptcy not once, but twice. Now, they're back. And it's all thanks to reconnecting with their brand.

You are Already Building Your Brand

Your Brand is a Collection of Experiences

HOW  
PEOPLE  

FEEL

WHAT YOU  
SAY & DO

YOUR 
BRAND

http://leandesignforstartups.com


00: Building Your New Brand | 4© 2016, Plot Creative Studio LLC • leandesignforstartups.com

Your Brand is the Most Valuable Asset you Own
How could such an established brand crash 
and burn? For Polaroid, it appears that it was for 
the same reason that Blockbuster and Borders 
went away—it was beaten out by companies that 
leveraged new technology faster than they did. 
When Polaroids were still just a whimsical photo 
to post on your fridge, Instagrammers could snap 
a pic and share it instantly with anyone. How could 
Polaroid compete with a free app for devices used  
by 110 million people worldwide?

After cycling through six CEOs between 2001-2009, Polaroid finally stabilized when they returned to 
their brand’s roots. They discovered what had made them special in the eyes of their users. For them  
(it will be different for you) it came down to three traits: visualization, sharing and affordability. With 
this in mind, they went on to build their company again, releasing new products for today's market.

Rather than creating a new company, they used the positives from their existing brand to license new 
products. After nine years and six CEOs, the only thing that made them successful again was to let their 
brand act as their guide. They've been reborn, and their fans are thrilled.

This is why it’s so important to understand your brand and care for it continuously, starting now.  
As this story illustrates, your brand is the most valuable asset you will ever have—not your products,  
not your brilliant mind, not your fancy office or your standing desk with mounted curve monitors. 

A strong brand has the power to raise a company from the dead. 

20151971

Photo Credits: Left: Bilby; Right: Maurizio Pesce
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Your Brand is Not Yours Alone
Your brand is never totally under your control. This may sound like a scary thing, but it doesn't have to 
be. With a little planning, you can set up better experiences for people—that's the part you can control. 

Nobody likes being forced into situations where their needs are not understood or valued. Think about 
the last time you called your cable company. Terrible, right? How many times have you threatened to 
cancel just so you get forwarded to someone who will "listen" to you? 

How many times have you complained to your friends or family about this company?  
You are part of building that company's brand.

Now, forget about how much you hate your cable company, and think of a brand that makes you feel 
absolutely awesome when you buy from them. Is it Amazon? Zappos? REI? Brooks Brothers? Tiffany's? 
Why do you love buying from them? Because they are prepared for you. They thought through the 
buying process, the usability of the item, and the return process. You likely feel cared for, understood, 
and, quite possibly, made to feel special as they remember your taste preferences, even if it is 
sometimes done so through algorithms. 

How many times have you told your friends or family to try this company?  
You are part of building that company's brand.

You don't have the bandwidth or the need to worry about planning all of your customers' experiences 
right now. The point is to consider how the brands you love have made your experiences enjoyable.  
What did they say or do differently that made you choose them? What attracted you to try them at all? 
Your potential customers will be going through this same process in their minds. Consider what you 
want your customers to say and think about your brand.

Build your Brand by Being a Good Host
Building your brand isn't as complicated and exhausting as it may seem. If you have successfully had 
your friends over for a drink more than once, you already understand a lot about branding.

Building a brand is about empathy and making people feel like they belong. For some, this comes 
naturally. For others, this may sound like a nightmare. The sooner you can get outside of your head and 
ask people what really matters to them, and to make them feel comfortable approaching you, the better 
job you can do building a more sustainable company. 

When you operate out of your strengths—which are identified during your branding process—it will feel 
more natural to interact with your customers, even if you're still dealing with feelings of doubt. Be sure 
to spend the most time working on challenges that matter the most to them before you move on to 
what matters most to you.

Your role as the "host" for your company isn't to prove that you are a genius. If you build a company 
with the intention of showing off, you are likely to ignore the needs of your users and worry more about 
how you look. Your early subscribers are there because they believe you can help them (or because 
she's your mom). They aren't there to watch you be unattainably perfect. Just be there for them.

http://leandesignforstartups.com
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How Your Brand Fits into Your Business

Work on Your Core
If you're feeling foolish for not understanding branding, and are horrified to find out that you've been 
building a brand unwittingly this whole time—relax. You are not a fool. You may be surprised to learn 
that many companies run by highly educated CEOs have very little understanding of how branding, 
design and marketing work together with business. As the CEO of your new company, understanding 
branding is one way for you to gain a major advantage over others in your market. 

Operating without a coherent message or brand strategy often leads to misguided expectations and 
convoluted project requirements. You can't aim at an undefined moving target. That's how we end up 
with words like "innovation" everywhere—it's safe. It's hard not to roll our eyes when we read about  
another "innovative" tech company, but that still doesn't stop most startups from using it as a bullet 
point in their pitch deck. This lack of differentiation up front is how great ideas become meaningless.

As a seasoned creative, I get asked to perform miracles with no real content or objectives on a fairly 
regular basis. When I get this request, my first question is "How do we want this to impact the brand?" 
or "What are we trying to accomplish with this project?" The most valuable part of my job is asking 
questions like this. I make my clients work a little up front so we don't inadvertently double the work 
later. Together, we dig until we hit the core "Why" that is driving the project, and then I make sure that 
it's consistent with the rest of the brand's message. 

If I just let them ask me to make things "that sounded good at the time," it'd be like mixing tequila, 
piñatas and potato guns. The results would be the same: someone will get hurt. Maybe not this time, 
but probably, most definitely, someone will potato something they shouldn't have. And who pays?  
The brand does. Stumbling around blindfolded, aiming at nothing will send the wrong message.

If your early business-building activities don't include defining your intentions and leveraging your  
resources and natural strengths— the things you already have and know to be true about you—it's easy 
to lose sight of who you are in the market because you've never actually considered it concretely. 

The Domino Effect
If you also don't know who you're aim-
ing at (your target audience), you won't 
know how to speak to them, what to 
build for them, or how to do so efficient-
ly. Your identity will flex as you chase 
after opportunities. This resulting image 
is a much more difficult one to maintain 
because its unnatural. And, while drunk-
en piñata games with potato guns can 
be entertaining, this way of working isn't 
actually very fun because it makes the 
process confusing. 
Photo Credit: Nazareth College, modified for effect
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Don't Run Around in Circles—Start Climbing these Steps

The Relationship Between Business, Branding, Design & Marketing

01—Your Communication Foundation (Brand Strategy)

02—Your Visible Brand

03—Marketing & Tactics

Who are we? What is our personality? What do we want our reputation to be? 
What do we promise? What makes us unique? Why are we better than the competition?  

Who is our ideal customer? Where are they?

Visual Identity 
Logo, Letterhead, Business 
Cards, Color Palette, Fonts, 
Photo & Illustration Styles

Company Name 
Domain Name,
Naming Conventions  
for Products

Key Messages 
Tagline, Elevator Pitch, 
Brand Promise

Entrepreneurs tend to 
start here because it feels  
productive. Don’t waste 
time promoting if you 
don’t really know what 
you need to say.

Define this first so you 
know which ideas are 
valuable enough to 
test. This shouldn’t 
be kept ambiguous, 
left to work itself out 
repeatedly as new 
ideas are dreamt up 
and tested. 

If you hire someone to 
make you a cheap logo 
and a website before 
you've worked on Your 
Foundation, be prepared 
for a total redesign in the 
next 6-24 months.

Create materials, 
Decide where to  
advertise and promote
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Start here!

If you aren't seeing results from your current strategies, you will find an answer in Your Communication 
Foundation (Step One). Most entrepreneurs tend to chase social media marketing tactics before they 

know what they're trying to say. It feels like progress because they are finally "putting something out 
there." But this is not communication—it's expensive gibberish. If you don't know who you're talking to, 
how your company's personality needs to come across to appeal to them, or how the colors you use 
affect the feel of your message, how could buying ads on Facebook help you? 

Your brand strategy is the foundation for anything you build. That's why I call it Your Communication 
Foundation. Your brand strategy should not be kept ambiguous, left to work itself out repeatedly as new 
ideas are dreamt up and tested. "Iterating" has its place, but it's not here. 

As the diagram shows, determining the answers to basic questions about your company's personality, 
and who your target audience is should come before logo development, product development and 
Tweets because they build on each other. If you cheat, you will only find yourself circling back to face 
the same questions again later. Except, now you'll be exasperated from all the running around you've 
done, and more people are watching. So, there's no point trying to be a sneaky sneak. You can't happily 
sustain a company if you can't answer the questions in Step One: Your Communication Foundation.

http://leandesignforstartups.com
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Business Idea!

Online Presence/Research 
 Social Media, Forums

Emails & Phone Calls 
Interviews with Industry Experts 

& Potential Customers

Business Name & URL 

First Website Iteration

Blog Posts

Email Templates

Guest Posts

Downloadable Content  
 Ebooks, Videos, Podcasts

Drip Email Campaign

Small Product Launch 
 Limited time only sales

Bigger Product Launch 
Limited time only sales

Start Scaling Website

Keep on growing…

Mailing List Sign-ups

Forward Emails/Respond

Social Media Shares  
& Blog Comments

Sales

Sales

Their Brand-Building ReactionsYour Brand-Building Actions

First Sale  
This could happen anytime,  
even before you decide to 
start your business

Spreading the Word 
Those who know you, and see the  
value you could bring to others, 
look for ways to support you.

A SAMPLE PROGRESSION OF BRAND-BUILDING

A Brand is Born

Pieces of Your Brand that you Can Control
If you've been wondering how it's possible that you've already started building your brand, you can see 
a sample of a typical (albeit a very organized) trail for early stage companies below. How far have you 
wandered into your brand-building process? Where have you gotten stuck?

How people react to 
their interactions with 
you and your company

The experiences 
you create for your 
potential customers 
and partners

http://leandesignforstartups.com
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How to Invest In Your Brand

Your Brand is Never Done Being Built
Don't restrict your attention on your brand to a time limit. Your brand is a living organism. It is 
influenced by many things: you, your resources, the market, and anyone who thinks about your 
company. Because people's experiences and perceptions change, your brand is always evolving. 
To keep growing, you need to remain true to the reality of what makes your brand unique, and to be 
responsive to people's changing needs. Focus on creating good experiences for your new customers, 
and worry less about how you look.

Remember, your brand is not actually something you can control, but you can influence how you want 
it to be perceived. Just as you can't force people to think and feel a certain way about you as a person, 
you can't force people to think a certain way about your brand. 

See Your Brand as a Catalyst for Creating Better Products
Brands are so powerful, they live on forever—even after a company no longer exists. Don't limit yourself 
by thinking that a few good products are the most valuable thing you can build. Instead, consider how 
knowing your company's strengths will inspire infinite income-generating ideas—and even life-giving 
communities—that will resonate with people for years to come.

So, now you know that…

…your brand needs to make people feel something  
   (Don't be "the salad at the end of the Indian buffet.")

…your company already has a brand  
   (Surprise!)

...your brand is the most important asset your company will ever own 
   (It raised Polaroid from the dead.) 

…the people who interact with your brand are a part of building it with you  
   (You and your cable company vs. you and your favorite brands)

…you need to answer some basic questions about your brand strategy before you launch products 
   (Tequila, piñatas, and potato guns vs. Your Communication Foundation)

You Can Start Investing Right Now
Now, you need to find out what your brand is so you can start building it more intentionally!  
Even if nobody has paid you a dime yet, you still have enough information to get started. 

Learn more by keeping up with the Lean Design for Startups blog and emails for tips and resources.

http://leandesignforstartups.com
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The Next Step

Ready to start taking ownership of your brand?

Check out our growing list of tools and resources online: http://bit.ly/leantools

View Now >

Have a nagging question about building your brand?  
Email me, Kari, at unstuck@leandesignforstartups.com.

http://leandesignforstartups.com
http://bit.ly/leantools
mailto:unstuck%40leandesignforstartups.com?subject=My%20Brand-Building%20Process

