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DEDICATION

For all the small business owners 

with whom we look forward to having dinner. 

(You know who you are…)
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REALLY 
IMPORTANT NOTE

This book is about how to brand your business. It does 

not deal with any legal ramifications of your branding  

and/or whether you’re infringing on the registered 

trademarks of others, etc. That requires an attorney. Get 

representation.  
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WARNING

Executed well, this process is electrifying. Getting there requires 

being honest and thoughtful. At times, it may scare you. Feel the 

fear. Then, do it anyway. If it doesn’t scare you, you may not be 

going deep enough. Also, your ego may come out and tell you, 

“None of this applies to us. We’re special. This is all for other 

people.” Stomp that ego and kick it to the curb. In here, fear and 

ego are the enemies. Ignore them and dig deep, and you’ll find 

Lightning Branding is a thoughtful process that can change your 

business and change your life. 
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PREFACE

Get your brand right and it can change everything. Brand well 

and commit, and it will change your business and change your 

life. We’ve seen it happen. And yes, in a case of “Doctor, heal 

thyself,” branding even works for us. We branded ourselves very 

effectively and profitably.  

 It has been a lot of fun for us and for our clients. It has made 

a lot of our clients cry. (For the right reasons.) Emotion is electrical. 

The first time a business owner feels their new, electrified brand, 

it can be overwhelming. In a good way. It’s also contagious. 

 A little bit about where this all started. It was 2008. The 

economy was upside down. That means it was a great time to 

launch a business—especially a marketing business. History 

can point to all kinds of successful businesses that started up 

when things were down. But at the time we launched our small-

business branding initiative, the antagonism against branding for 

small business was epic. We literally saw experts proclaiming 

things like “Branding is BS!” If we reached out and tried to 

explain our case, we were ignored.
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 Nonetheless, we kept banging the branding drum for small 

business owners. When you feel it, it’s an infectious beat. It 

works for us. It works for our clients. It changes businesses and 

changes lives. 

 Since 2008, a lot has happened. For one, we never expected 

to see the branding about-face among small-business marketing 

experts. Today, branding is all the rage. They’ve finally recognized 

that branding is strategic thinking. A brand informs everything 

a business does. In a noisy world crowded with competitors, an 

electric brand cuts through with energy and identity. Branding is 

the lightning that helps charge up everything a business does. 

 We’ve been vindicated. 

 And now, we’re raising the bar for the small business 

owner’s access to highly-charged brand thinking. We’re offering 

tools for you to be different and do different. As if with a strike of 

lightning, our times have changed. And with that lightning strike, 

we are bringing you the branding basics as never before. We are 

bringing it directly to you in a fun and fabulous, gratifying and 

terrifying, easy-to-use package centered around the effortlessly 

epic Laws of Lightning. 

WHY NOW MORE THAN EVER…

There is suddenly a need for brands that are at once 
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 comprehensible, competitive, and surprising. In an overcrowded 

marketplace, snap judgments are more frequent than ever. 

 Your brand needs to happen quickly—and must make an 

impact quickly. Key factors are speed, efficiency, and ruthlessness. 

And no, that doesn’t mean ruthlessness with regard to the 

competition. (Or the customer.) It means being ruthless in your 

thinking, your marketing, and your advertising. 

 No fat. 

 No wimpy advertising. 

 No being funny just ‘cuz you like funny ads. 

 We’re talking about being creatively ruthless in delivering 

messages that cut through the clutter and make your customer 

pay attention. 

 And it all starts with a brand that hits like a lightning strike—

quickly and with impact. 

What you have before you is a marketing accelerant. Do the work 

and it will transform you. It changes the way you think about your 

business, your branding, your competitors, and even your customers. 

 Just be prepared. You must invest some mental sweat.  
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HERE’S WHAT YOU’RE GOING TO LEARN…

 How to think about branding like a marketing professional. 

This is done using some very simple, easy-to-understand 

examples from the real world. 

 How to think about the elements that inform your brand. 

Once you’re thinking brand like a pro, you’ll bring it to bear on 

your own brand.

 How to assemble a brand that electrifies your life. 

Gathering the elements that inform your brand, you assemble 

them in a simple formula for charging up your customer—and 

yourself. 

 Do the work, do it well, and you will feel the charge. We’ve 

seen it happen. You’ll understand your business better. 

 Your employees and independent contractors can do better 

work for you. 

 Customers immediately understand you better and are 

attracted to your business for the right reasons. 

Let the lightning begin,
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GET READY FOR: An unexpected definition of branding.

Branding is one of the most useful tools in marketing—and one 

of the most misunderstood. Here are a few things branding 

is not a logo, a color, a font, a tagline or a jungle.

 

CHAPTER 1 
AN UNCOMFORTABLE QUESTION 

ABOUT YOUR BRAND

}}
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BRANDING 
IS NOT A 
LOGO,
COLOR,
FONT,
TAGLINE,
OR JINGLE



 These things are symbols of your brand. They are informed 

by your brand, but they are not your brand. Your wedding ring is 

a symbol of your marriage. It is not your marriage Additionally, 

one is not “branding harder” by making the logo larger, the font 

fatter, the tagline longer or the jingle jazzier. 

 Yet, in a feeble attempt to pump up their brands, people 

say they’re going to do any or all of these things. 

 This is why brand sucks. 

 Brand is a killer tool. But few can explain it with clarity and 

coherence. So we are going to do that here and now. 

 Before that happens, we need to understand something 

basic about psychology and human decision making. 

 Everyone likes to think they’re rational, that their decisions 

are purely intellectual, and that they aren’t influenced by 

emotional nonsense. 

 Good luck to ‘em. Without emotion, life goes off the rails. 

Emotion is integral to decision making. People with neurological 

damage to the areas of their brains that control emotion lose the 

ability to make rational decisions. There is all kinds of work by all 

kinds of scientists—including Nobel Prize winners—

}
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demonstrating the importance of emotion to the decision-

making process.

 However, long before 

science was proving the power 

of emotion in decision making, 

sales trainers were parroting a 

famous phrase: “People buy 

emotionally and they justify their 

decisions intellectually.” The 

quote is most often attributed to legendary sales trainer David H. 

Sandler. But you don’t have to have attended a Sandler Method 

seminar to have heard it spoken. There’s a ring of truth to it that 

makes people intuitively say, “Ah-ha!” 

 Despite the use of emotion in pitching and writing advertis-

ing, it has long been elusive for branding. 

 Here is the definition that we use at Slow Burn Marketing. 

We developed it to explain brand, explain what we’re doing for 

our client, and get everyone on the same page regarding the 

mission of branding. 

 Ready? This is big.

Brand is the one way your Core Customer should feel about your 

business.

     Everyone 
likes to think 
they’re 
rational. 

“
“
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Shall we say it again, only louder? Ready?

 

Shall we say it again, only louder? Ready?

Brand is the one way your Core Customer should feel about your business.

All righty. We’ve applied the redundancy mallet with sufficient 

force. Let’s break it down. Why all this? And why the bold italics 

on one, customer and feel?

 Why one way? Because focus is essential. And it’s possible 

to focus on only one thing. Focusing on two things is not 

possible. 

 Why Core Customer? Because when you know the one 

person to whom you are speaking, you can speak in a voice that 

is relevant and resonant. (You speak differently to your mother 

than you do to your friend at the bar. We hope.) 

         Brand is the one way
               your  Core Cutomer 

should feel about your business!

}}
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 Why feel? Because the decision to become your customer 

must feel right. And neuroscience tells us that all decision 

making is emotional. Emotion leads to action. 

 Think about all that stuff out there: jingles, logos, taglines, 

colors, fonts, sexy photographs, golden arches, backlit computer 

logos, footage of a sexy, handsome man’s man driving a Lincoln 

SUV to nowhere—whatever the element, each one needs to feed 

into the one way your Core Customer should feel. 

 Your brand should feel like something that matters. Your 

branding should inspire a little jolt of emotional electricity. The 

customer’s psyche should get a charge that’s like a little 

emotional lightning bolt.

TAKEAWAY  
Brand is the one way your Core Customer should feel about 

your business.

ACTION ITEM  
In one simple sentence, explain how your customer is supposed 

to feel about your brand. (If it’s not simple, it needs work.)
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Feelings are important in human survival. Emotions come with 

electricity. Emotions are electrochemical signals that send 

messages throughout the body. So, it shouldn’t be any surprise 

that feelings play a part in marketing and advertising and buying 

choices. You admire brands that have an ability to make you feel 

good about what they do. 

 Lightning Branding is about routinely hitting your customer’s 

psyche with a clearly defined and deliberate emotional charge. It 

has to be the right emotional charge for the right customer. It 

CHAPTER 2 
THE SECRET BEHIND BRAND ELECTRICITY

YOUR
BRAND

CUSTOMERS+ =
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also has to stay that way no matter the circumstances. Wherever 

you touch a customer, whatever your message, under whatever 

circumstances, an admirable brand is rock steady. under 

whatever circumstances, an admirable brand is rock steady. 

 Let’s talk about TV shows. Most folks don’t think about TV 

shows as brands. You could say, “I love dramatic anthologies on 

Netflix!” Great. But… which viewer are you? 

 Do you love the tech-paranoia suspense and satire of the 

anthology series, Black Mirror? If so, you may not feel so great 

about the “stories, memories, and inspirations” behind Dolly 

Parton’s most-loved songs in her anthology series, Heartstrings.. 

 Each of these anthology brands strikes the customer 

psyche with a clearly defined emotional charge. But the brands 

are polar opposites. They will appeal to two entirely different 

customers. And that’s OK. It’s necessary. A brand can’t appeal to 

all customers. But it should appeal to a single, well-defined 

customer. That kind of clearly defined feeling is admirable. 

Defining the right feeling generates the right electricity for the 

right person 

 In other words, each anthology brand has one way it wants 

the Core Customer to feel about the stories it presents.

 Big-dollar, major brands are useful for witnessing the brand 
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mantra in action. Big, popular brands that withstand the test of 

time usually fit the model. You also get to see their branding play 

out in their advertising executions. The brand feeling stays rock 

solid and reliable no matter what the brand says. 

 Take the Denny’s brand. Denny’s is infused with a very 

specific feeling: America’s Diner. Classic American diners feel 

familiar, easy and comfortable. Diners are usually 

neighborhood hangouts. Diners are where you find your friends. 

Denny’s phrase, “America’s Diner,” was even their tagline for a 

long time. And even though you don’t always hear them say that 

in their advertising, it permeates everything they do in 

communicating with you to make you feel one way about Denny’s. 

 The menu at Denny’s is reflective of classic American diner 

food. They even offer a menu item dubbed the America’s Diner 

Burger. The America’s Diner feeling guides every marketing 

choice at Denny’s. Even if everything around the brand suddenly 

changes, and the marketing has to adapt, the brand remains 

unchanged and solid as an emotional focal point. A perfect 

example is the COVID-19 pandemic. Suddenly, nobody’s going 

out to restaurants. The business at Denny’s has to pivot. But the 

brand does not pivot. The brand keeps on delivering the 

predetermined emotional electricity.

Early in the pandemic, Denny’s began responding to the 

reality of social distancing. They continued being rock steady as 

LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,20



 America’s Diner. But instead of inviting you out, they began 

offering you the comfort-food feeling of your diner favorites with 

free delivery to your home. 

 How about America’s 

Diner on wheels? During the 

pandemic, Denny’s began 

promoting their Mobile Relief 

Diner, a 53-foot rolling 

kitchen that feeds people 

“who need it most.” They 

didn’t call it the Denny’s 

Emergency Relief Food Truck or the Denny’s Coffee Break 

Wagon. Their advertising message changed—but their brand 

kept delivering the same, reliable, friendly feeling of America’s 

Diner. This is an admirable choice that makes the Denny’s 

customer feel the same, good way about Denny’s during the pivot. 

 The more things change, the more the brand stays the 

same. 

 Even Denny’s brand tagline, “See you at Denny’s,” adapted 

to maintain the same friendly brand feeling. It’s not possible to 

see you at Denny’s because the dining room is closed. Instead, 

it’s “See you at Denny’s dot com.” 

 Love Denny’s or hate them, it’s the kind of brand that is 

    The more 
things change, 
the more the 
brand stayed 
the same.

“
“
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admirable for what it does and does well. Under all 

circumstances, the emotional commitment is strong and electric. 

 A lot of brand naysayers want to tell you, “Don’t do 

branding, do direct response.” We mean this with love: That 

directive is ignorance speaking. Branding and direct response 

are not mutually exclusive. Direct response is a kind of 

advertising. Branding is a kind of thinking that happens long 

before the advertising. 

 Denny’s is doing tons of direct-response advertising (“See 

you at Denny’s dot com” is a direct-response call to action for 

ordering online). And all of that DR is still infused with brand. 

“America’s Diner” is continuing to feed its people. It is speaking 

to its America’s Diner fans all over America. This adaptive 

advertising works so well because the brand remains in place. 

The DR works better because it is infused with a consistently 

identifiable brand feeling. 
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YOUR BRAND INFORMS EVERYTHING YOU SAY TO YOUR CUSTOMER

YOUR 
BRAND

YOUR 
CUSTOMER

YOUTUBE

PRINT

DIRECT MAIL



GOOD NEWS: YOU DON’T HAVE To BE DENNY’S TO ACT 

THAT WAY

This kind of branding is scalable. You don’t have to be as big as 

Denny’s to have a brand that matters. You can make people feel 

one way about your brand no matter what size you are.

 Since we’re talking restaurants, let’s stay in that space. If 

you want to admire a brand for commitment to the one way the 

core customer should feel, consider a one-location, fine-dining 

restaurant in Seattle. Their decades-old family-heritage brand 

focuses on friendly family hospitality. 

 Very early in the epidemic, they recognized that nobody 

in Seattle needed fine dining. While keeping the family 

hospitality brand voice, the business did a huge pivot. Speaking 

in their same, friendly family voice, they told Seattle they were 

shutting their dining room. Instead, their family was giving what 

Seattle needed in the midst of social distancing: quick and easy 

food. 

 They opened a bagel shop, a burger drive-through, and 

meal delivery. It’s all infused with their brand. It speaks in their 

established, friendly brand voice. They’re doing an admirable job 

in keeping things normal in abnormal times. Their fans get it and 

love it. And new fans are being won over. 
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SEEING THE BRAND DIFFERENCE

One of Slow Burn’s longtime clients is an eye doctor in rural New 

England. Over a decade, his brand has become much loved in his 

market. The brand voice is gentle, straightforward and 

reassuring. It speaks to a defined Core Customer named New 

England Mom. The brand talks about common eyecare 

challenges and how to meet them. The tagline is, “Straight talk. 

Better vision.” 

 This brand doubled the eye doctor’s new patient base in the 

short term. It increased revenue in the long term. It eventually 

let the business open a second location. It ultimately led them to 

a place where they cut back on their ad schedule because they 

can’t handle any more new business. When the pandemic forced 

them to close their office, all communication stayed in the same 

brand voice, speaking directly as if to a concerned Mom. 

BRANDED TROUBLES DOWN THE DRAIN

When Blaine was working in radio fulltime, he helped take a 

local plumber brand in an average American city to the second 

most top-of-mind business in the plumbing category. 

Is second place really something to brag about? 

 Well, if you do a Google search for the name of the city and 

plumbers, it says there are more than 50 plumbers nearby. So, 
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that’s the second most well-known name out of more than 50 

competitors. 

 And, when you consider the number one plumber was a 

national franchise giant established in 1935, you have to figure 

that being the  number two brand against the 800-pound gorilla 

in the category means something. 

 Like the national giant, the local plumber’s brand was 

evocative and consistent, with a message that mattered: These 

plumbers are held to a high-standard, there are no overtime 

charges from 7:00 am to 7:00 pm seven days a week, and they 

are fun without taking things too, too seriously. Branding made 

this plumber dominant over all of the local competitors, and 

eventually attracted venture capital investment. 

 A Lightning Brand makes a clear and energized connection 

with the customer and becomes a friend. 

LIGHTING 
BRAND

CUSTOMER
Y
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 In an overcrowded media environment, the Lightning Brand 

will win over the business with no brand. No matter the media, 

from radio to TV to YouTube to Facebook, the Lightning Brand 

strikes quickly, makes a clear impact, delivers the emotional 

charge, and demands attention. It makes the customer care. 

Being emotionally evocative fuels the decision to buy. And 

doing branding, especially Lightning Branding, scares people. 

Why? Think about it…

Brand is the one way your Core Customer should feel a

bout your business.

This is a big commitment. Big commitments are scary. So are 

feelings. But this has all been proven effective over and over. 

 A Lightning Brand requires courage. And you can see it out 

there at work. The brands you admire most are honest, 

consistent, committed, and clear.

TAKEAWAY
A Lightning Brand is well defined, and makes you feel something 

about it.

ACTION ITEM  
Consider a brand that makes you feel good, and how your own 

brand can model it.

+
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We can agree that a Lightning Brand makes an impact. But why 

would we be looking at brands that have been around for decades? 

 Simple. These brands survive the test of time. They’ve long 

understood how to make an impact in the moment. They’re 

highly visible. Their work over the years is memorable and 

documented.  

 We’re discussing examples of brand whose lightning shows 

the customer the way. They have adapted their marketing over 

the years to keep pace with the culture. But the core of their 

branding is consistent, guiding the way for the people in charge 

of the marketing. 

 A great way to start understanding brand is by looking at 

different businesses in the same category. These brands might 

seem unrelated to your business. But they are related. They are a 

potent reminder of how emotion plays into a simple decision like, 

“Where do I eat?” These examples are informative even if you’re 

CHAPTER 3 
LOVE IT OR HATE IT: LIGHTNING IS POLARIZING
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a lawyer, a business consultant or a voiceover performer. 

Whatever you do in your business, a brand with emotional 

electricity wins friends.

CAN YOU FEEL THE BURGER LOVE?

If you know anything about the McDonald’s/Burger King rivalry, 

you know that BK is typically considered the also-ran brand—

despite having better tasting burgers.  

 The McDonald’s brand supremacy is simple: It makes you 

feel something bigger than the food. They focus on feeling the 

love. Burger King has lately made more efforts at branding a 

feeling, but has long focused on food facts. For a long time, 

Burger King was about “flame-broiled” superiority. And yes, that 

burger does taste better. Taste tests bear that out. But taste 

tests are facts, not feelings. Facts don’t win hearts and wallets. 

Facts aren’t how you engender an emotional connection in your 

marketing. 

 And it gets even better. As we’re writing this, Burger King 

has become notorious for a campaign about how their burgers 

}}FEELINGS
EAT FACTS
FOR LUNCH!
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don’t contain preservatives. The way they’re demonstrating this 

to the customer is with images of their burgers going moldy. 

 Mmm. Moldy burger. Hungry? 

 

 How good does that make you feel?

 Contrast the intellectual argument that a moldy burger is 

a healthier burger with the emotional charge that a McDonald’s 

burger is a happier burger. 

 

 McDonald’s is historically selling a feeling. It’s the happy 

place to buy a burger. Their mascot is a happy clown. They have 

Happy Meals. Their tagline at this writing is, “I’m Lovin’ it.” It was 

launched in 2003. 

 Predecessors to that campaign were: 

 “We love to see you smile.”

 “Nobody makes your day like McDonald’s can.” 

 “It’s a good time for the great taste of McDonald’s.” 

 “Food, folks and fun.”

 When the branding message was less about “happy,” it was 
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still about the customer and bringing a feeling:

 “Your kind of place.” 

 “We do it all for you.” 

 “You deserve a break today.”

 The most important person in the branding equation is the 

McDonald’s customer. That kind of feeling-forward branding 

creates emotional lightning. 

 Burger King is a huge company and they’re not stupid. But 

one can argue that their brand isn’t as emotionally strong as 

McDonald’s. Every 21st-century McDonald’s commercial you can 

remember has ended with “I’m lovin’ it.” 

 The most recent Burger King commercial we’ve seen ends 

with, “The beauty of no artificial preservatives.” And that mes-

sage is preceded by some really gorgeous time-lapse photogra-

phy of a Whopper going from fresh to fungal. 

 What’s missing there? 

 You. 

 Yes, there’s an effort to prove that the food is better for you. 
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But now, in the mind of many consumers, the Burger King brand 

is going to induce a gag reflex. 

 But let’s look at BK’s advertising historically. “Hold the 

pickles, hold the lettuce, special orders don’t upset us, all we 

ask is that you let us serve it your way.” The “Have it your way” 

campaign was about the ostensible rigidity of the McDonald’s 

ordering experience. Burger King was more about trying to make 

you happy.

 OK. That’s customer centric. That’s good. Other campaigns 

include: 

 “This is a Burger King town.” 

 “Fast food for fast times.”

 

 “We do it like you’d do it.”

 “BK Tee Vee... I Love this Place!” 

 “Eat like Andy”

 Remember any of those?

 The 21st century branding for Burger King has improved 

somewhat. But McDonald’s still brings the love. 
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 Moreover, the moldy burger speaks to an element of 

tone-deafness about human psychology and persuasion. And 

McDonald’s is probably, well, lovin’ it. 

 McDonald’s remains a happy place. McDonald’s works to 

always make you feel the right thing. Sure, there are missteps 

like the “adult” burger Arch Deluxe. Spending $100 million to 

show McDonald’s branding elements alongside disgusted 

children has its own element of tone deafness. Unhappy children 

are counter to the happy brand. 

 Like the Burger King moldy burger, the Arch Deluxe 

advertising seems to make perfect sense. “If we sell a more 

adult burger, we can get more adults!” But your customer 

doesn’t engage with your brand on an intellectual level. 

 Let’s contrast that with the edgy burger builder: Hardee’s 

/Carl’s Jr. They’ve freely courted controversy in targeting a 

young-adult demographic with in-your-face attitude:

4 Paris Hilton soaps up a Bentley and then takes a 

bite of a burger. 

4 Sir Mix-A-Lot raps about “Flat Buns” to promote a 

patty melt.

4 Women apparently getting carnal gratification from 

eating burgers. 
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4  Hot, young adults dig in with the “Don’t bother me, 

I’m eating” ads. 

4 “If it doesn’t get all over the place, it doesn’t 

belong in your face.”

advertising seems to make perfect sense. “If we sell a more 

adult burger, we can get more adults!” But your customer 

doesn’t engage with your brand on an intellectual level. 

 The latter attitude survives 20+ years with the “Feed your 

happy” campaign. It has less potential for controversy, but it’s 

still about decadence. The cartoon Happy Star character has 

good star/bad star debates with himself over which burger he 

likes better. 

 Carl’s Jr./Hardee’s goes out of their way to live in a different 

place from McDonald’s. McDonald’s is the happy, “I’m lovin’ it”  

place. Carl’s Jr. and Hardee’s didn’t try to out-love McDonald’s. 

They just went down decadence lane. But isn’t that decadent 

brand about the food, like Burger King? Not really. Burger King’s 

food advertising is about technical details. That’s not emotional. 

It’s not a feeling. Carl’s Jr./Hardee’s is about the feeling of being 

decadent in your burger love. 

 The take away here: Commitment and consistency to a 

feeling are key. 
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 More than anything, people crave relationships. And 

building a brand is building a relationship with your customer. 

Pick your persona, stick with it, and you become a beacon for the 

customer who likes the feeling you engender. 

ARE YOU FEELING THE LOVE—OR THE LUV?

Let’s continue with two truths: Your customer must feel the right 

way about you, and every person craves relationships. 

 There is probably no airline that does either of these two 

things better than Southwest. 

 Born in the 1960s at Love 

Field in Texas, sharing the 

love is so important to 

Southwest that their New York 

Stock Exchange ticker symbol is LUV.

 The late Herb Kelleher, co-founder and former CEO of 

Southwest used to say he could teach you everything you need 
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    People crave 
relationships.“ “

WHERE’S THE EMOTIONAL MEAT IN YOUR BRAND?

MOST HAPPY MOST GRILLED MOST DECADENT 



to know about running the company in 10 seconds: “We are the 

low-cost airline.” He said that every business decision at 

Southwest has to meet that directive. 

 What that sentiment doesn’t capture, though, is an intense 

focus on servitude. Southwest’s President Emeritus, Colleen 

Barrett, is well known for embracing the principles of servant 

leadership. And everything about the feeling of the Southwest 

Airlines brand stems from that management behavior. 

 The operation is intensely customer-focused. They make 

sure everything costs less. They make the customer experience 

as good as possible for the low price. They act differently from 

any other airline. And that all comes through in their branding. 

This is not an elevated experience. It’s a very happy, smiling 

experience with heart. 

 Indeed, the heart symbol is central to Southwest’s brand 

imaging. And you can feel the heart in the entire brand 

experience. On board the planes, the flight attendants sing 

songs and offer their own jokey versions of the emergency 

announcements. 

 In the advertising, they emphasize ease and low cost, and 

always show you the joy of flying with Southwest. The brand’s 

color palette is happy, primary colors. 
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 Consumer surveys routinely show that Southwest lives up 

to its brand message: It’s the nicest airline to fly with the lowest 

number of customer complaints. 

 The Southwest Airlines brand message is authentic. It 

promises and it delivers. 

 Another brand that works hard to deliver love is Subaru. 

It’s right there in the tagline: “Love. It’s what makes a Subaru a 

Subaru.” Or, “Go where love takes you.” A lot of their advertising 

is about the feeling of loving your family, your environment, and 

(oh, yes) your car. And it’s not just about advertising. Subaru’s 

love permeates everything they do. Their corporate culture of 

love extends to the environment, health, education, even to pets. 

It’s right there on their website: “The Subaru Love Promise.” They 

“are dedicated to making the world a better place.” In the 

ever-angry social media generation, it would be easy to call BS 

on this if they weren’t delivering. 
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 Compare that to BMW, “The ultimate driving machine.” That 

brand sticks with the feeling that this German luxury car is an 

aggressive A-type’s dream car. For a while, there was an effort 

to make the brand more appealing to women by using the word, 

“Joy.” Eventually, BMW returned to “Ultimate.” At this writing, 

there’s sexy, individualistic advertising and a tagline  that says, 

“Sheer driving pleasure.” 

 Forget the love. Bring the sex. 

 And it’s worth noting that car brands can engender fierce 

loyalty. That loyalty can even run in families. Is this rational? Of 

course not. It’s all based on a feeling. Which car maker is 

branding to you? Which on of them sends a little lightning strike 

of emotion running through you?

HAVE YOU SEEN THE LIGHT? 

This next brand is one that we bang the drum for because it is 

simple, consistent, and a shining example of how a big brand 
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feeling is within the reach of any small business. 

 “We’ll leave the light on for you.” 

 Hear that line and you probably think one of two things: “I 

love those ads.” Or, “I would never stay at a Motel 6.”

 Either way, that’s fine. What’s important is that Motel 6 feels 

the right way to a person who would stay at Motel 6. In fact, 

that’s part of the reason you’ve been hearing Tom Bodett’s voice 

on those commercials for over 30 years. When he was hired, he 

asked why they cast him. He was told that, frankly, he sounded 

like a guy who would stay at Motel 6. 

 This is not a luxury experience. It is a simple, budget motel 

that cares. 

 And that poetic little tagline which has endured for over a 

quarter of a century, encapsulates it all: “We’ll leave the light on 

for you.” Who does that? Your Mom. Your spouse. Someone who 

cares about you. 

 Yes, they could have said, “We’re the motel that cares.” But 

how believable is that? They might as well have said, “Trust me.” 

Because as soon as that happens, your BS detector switches on 

and you’re looking for a fast-talking sharpie in a plaid sport coat 

trying to sell you a used car. 
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 The Motel 6 brand makes you feel a certain way. But their 

business is not about leaving lights on. Their business is about 

providing a place to sleep. Specifically, Motel 6 promises the 

lowest-priced room of any national motel chain. 

 But who remembers that? Nobody. Because that’s not about 

a feeling. 

 Maybe the light is on because “Our office is open 24 hours 

a day.” Does that make you care enough to stay there? Of course 

not. It might as well say, “For all your cheap lodging needs.” 

(SIDEBAR: Any time anyone’s brand is about “all your [FILL IN 

THE BLANK] needs, it’s not a brand. It’s a bullet point. And bullet 

points are hopeless in the emotion department. The emotional 

response they inspire is, “So what?” That emotion is apathy.) 

 The feeling of Motel 6 is electrified by the branding that 

promises, “We’ll leave the light on for you.” And delivering on 

that promise is key. When that branding was developed in the 
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1980s, it was not implemented until all Motel 6 locations 

nationwide could deliver on the experiential elements of the 

brand promise. 

 We do not stay at cheap motels. But if we had to, if we were 

in a situation where we had to pick a motel from a series of 

inexpensive chains, Motel 6 would be our first choice. 

 Is that rational? No way. It’s an emotionally-based decision. 

But, we can also rationalize it. It helps to know that Motel 6 has a 

history of making sure it can deliver on its brand promise. This is 

potent and important. Your brand promise, even when it’s poetic, 

needs to be authentic. 

 Motel 6 is also the first obvious Lightning Brand Blaine 

remembers experiencing. He remembers exactly where he was 

the first time he heard a Motel 6 radio commercial. It was about 

6:00 am, and he was in his beater 1976 Chevy Malibu coupe, 

waiting to begin work on a commercial shoot. He was the first 

one on location, and was in the car waiting for the rest of the 

crew. The radio was on, the fiddle music played, Tom Bodett’s 

distinctive voice came on, the language was simple and 

authentic. And it was like an emotional lightning strike. Blaine 

didn’t need a motel room. He wasn’t planning on going anywhere 

any time soon. But he was ready to go to Motel 6. 

 Simple and authentic. 
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 The light is on. 

 Is it from a bulb? Or is it from a lightning strike? 

THE LIGHT IS ON—BUT WHAT IF YOU DON’T LIKE HOW IT 

LOOKS? 

That’s fine. Not every brand is for everyone. That’s the whole 

point. A BMW driver who wants sheer driving pleasure is 

different from a Subaru driver who wants to love the environ-

ment. 

 We can even go to the 

extreme. What if a Subaru driver 

hates the BMW brand? That’s fine. 

Subaru has a brand lightning bolt. 

BMW has a brand lightning bolt. 

They’re two different 

electrochemical charges. Each is going to light the way for a 

different follower. It’s OK if someone hates your brand—as long 

as they’re not your customer. 

 If you stay only at Ritz Carlton and refuse to lower that 

standard, it’s OK to not like the Motel 6 brand. 

 If you’re a Virgin Upper Class flyer, and you refuse to lower 

that standard, it’s OK to not like the Southwest brand. 

LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,46

    Your brand 
is not for 
everyone.“ “



 Your brand is not for everyone. Your brand is for the 

customer you can serve to the best of your ability. Your brand 

beacon has to look right to that customer. It has to feel like the 

light to follow. It’s all about focus and striking the heart of the 

right kind of person. 

TAKEAWAY
Your brand must feel electrical for the right customer. 

ACTION ITEM
Consider a brand you hate, and explain why you hate it. 
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The singularity and potency of brand is not about a kind of 

business or a kind of marketing. It’s about a kind of thinking. And 

it doesn’t get much more clear when you examine it in the 

context of a single person as brand. 

 This is an important exercise. Even if you’re not branding 

yourself and are branding your business, this drives home how 

brand is emotional and cuts through the cultural communication 

clutter like a razor blade through a pat of butter. 

 When you start looking at successful comedians as brands, 

the power of Lightning Branding smacks you right in the face like 

a cream pie. Each successful comedian is very different from the 

others. Those differences are the product of hard work and 

extensive thinking. 

CHAPTER 4 
BRANDING GOES SOLO
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 And make no mistake: A comedian is a business. 

 You can also apply this thinking to YouTube stars, “thought 

leaders,” or any other persona-based brand that generates 

revenue on the strength of an individual’s performance. 

 The word “persona” is important here. It’s also most easily 

demonstrated with comedians. The comedian’s onstage persona 

is about 10% of the comedian’s personality magnified ten times. 

That 10% of the personality might be truthful. But by magnifying 

it greatly, it becomes a high-impact focal point for the comedy. 

 

FROM THE HAPPY-GO-LUCKY HICK TO THE QUEEN OF MEAN

You can say, “I love to laugh. Let’s watch a comedian.” But…

which one? Not all comedians offer the same kind of funny 

feeling. What appeals to you? What brand of comedy do you 

want to buy?
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 The Jeff Foxworthy brand is well known to a couple of 

generations of Americans. Not clear on who he is? You’ve 

probably heard the phrase, “You might be a redneck if…” Jeff 

Foxworthy built a brand of persona-based comedy around the 

idea of redneck culture. The Foxworthy brand has spawned 

national tours, network sitcoms, game shows, bestselling books, 

a nationally syndicated radio show, comedy CDs, TV specials and 

DVDs. According to the internet sources that report this kind of 

thing, his “common-man comedy” has brought him an estimated 

net worth of $100 million. 

 You’d never guess that Jeff Foxworthy has a college degree 

from Georgia Tech and used to work on mainframe computers at 

IBM.

 There’s no guessing with the Jeff Foxworthy comedy brand. 

You know what the brand is about, what to expect, and how to 

feel. His brand is focused, evocative, clear, and strikes like 

lightning. 

 Amy Schumer is one of the top-grossing comedians of the 

21st century. Forbes estimates one year’s earning, from June 1 

of 2018 to June 1 of 2019, at $21 million. Not bad for a woman 

who is known for doing a lot of jokes about dark topics, sex and 

relationships, and who has described her own brand of comedy 

as that of an “irreverent idiot.” (That’s in Wikipedia, so it must be 

true.) Her lightning strikes with power and purpose. 
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 A different female comedy brand is The Queen of Mean. 

Lisa Lampanelli doesn’t make as much as Jeff Foxworthy or Amy 

Schumer. But still, an estimated net worth in the mid-seven-

figures isn’t so bad. And her brand is focused. She digs in on 

human sexuality and race relations. Her lightning strikes for fans 

who like her aggressive, alternative take on edgy subject matter. 

You’d never guess that she was once a journalist and worked at 

Popular Mechanics magazine. 

 There’s a brand from the 1980s that is still around, and has 

been described as a “macho bozo from Jersey.” The comedy act 

is crude, crass, has been called misogynistic, and is worth 

millions. The comedy Lightning Brand known as The Diceman is 

not where Andrew Silverstein’s comedy career began. 

 A big-band drummer who used to play weddings, bar 

mitzvahs and Catskills resorts, Andrew Clay Silverstein eventually 

developed a wide-ranging stand-up act that included 

impressions. His stand-up character, known as The Diceman, 

evolved from two impersonations: Jerry Lewis as Buddy Love in 

The Nutty Professor, and John Travolta as Danny Zuko in Grease. 

Eventually, Andrew began shedding everything in his act that 

didn’t fit with The Diceman. That persona became a stand-up 

alter ego that might be one of the most hated brands in show 

business. When Andrew Dice Clay hosted Saturday Night Live, 

cast member Nora Dunn refused to appear, and musical guest 
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Sinead O’Conner canceled her appearance. The titles of the 

Diceman’s comedy albums are dead-on brand: Assume The 

Position; Filth; The Mixtape That 

Hates You; No Apologies. His 

autobiography is called, The 

Filthy Truth. Lesson? Your brand 

doesn’t have to be loved by 

everyone for you to attain an 

estimated net worth of $10 

million. (The same year he hosted 

SNL, he also became the first 

comedian to sell out two nights 

at Madison Square Garden.) 

Lightning strikes. 

 Imagine you begin your career with a string of performances 

so bad, you’ve had food thrown at you. But over time, you 

develop a brand based on your insecurities and life experiences. 

Your brand becomes a runaway train with concert films titled I’m 

A Grown Man and Laugh At My Pain. That’s Kevin Hart. The year 

Amy Schumer made $21 million, Forbes listed Kevin Hart as the 

nation’s best-paid comedian at $59 million for the year. The Kevin 

Hart brand is authentic and focused, more accessible than 

Andrew Dice Clay or Lisa Lampanelli, and has become a 

juggernaut. The authenticity of the brand is like lightning. 

 It’s also not for everyone. Read the one-star reviews of his 
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DVDs on Amazon. There are people who hate the Kevin Hart 

brand.

 Very often, when your brand is effective, it’s also polarizing. 

That’s because in making an audience pay attention, you’re 

making them feel something. And that doesn’t always mean 

they’re going to like it. 

 Look at Lewis Black. 

 You’d think a playwright with an MFA from Yale would be 

more widely loved than some of these other comics. He’s very 

different from Andrew Dice Clay. He’s a neurotic, politically 

charged New Yorker whose emotionally charged rants on 

politics, religion, history, and culture bring him a legion of fans.  

 And there are people who hate him. They describe his 

performances using words like, “Liar,” “Miserable,” and 

“Misinformed.” 

 But, like each of these comedians, Lewis Black has devel-

oped his brand, honed it and worked within it. And his fans love 

it. All people need not love your brand. Only enough people need 

to love your brand. Of all the comics on the preceding list, Lewis 

Black is the least well-paid. And he’s still worth seven figures. 
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WHAT DOES THIS ALL MEAN FOR YOU?

It shows how a solid, well-thought-out brand can win paying fans. 

 Each of these brands makes the customer feel a certain 

way. Each is focused, authentic, and strikes like lightning. Some 

of the lightning bolts are bigger than others. Kevin Hart and Jeff 

Foxworthy are the biggest earners in this pack, each with an 

estimated net worth in nine digits. But even Lewis Black makes 

more money than most people. (And he’s probably just fine with 

that. Listen to a few interviews with him, and you get the idea 

that he has no greater ambitions.)

 But, just as your business should, each of these one-person 

brands honed an idea that makes the audience feel one way. 

 Strip away everything that makes your business go. Boil 

it down to one professional and a room full of people. Using a 

clearly defined brand and duplication of effort, each turns into a 

cash machine. 

 All of this happens with no physical product and no 

professional service. It’s just words in the air. And all the words 

are composed in a way that honors the brand and makes the 

customer feel one way. 

 Do you sell packaged goods? It works. 
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 Do you have a law firm? It works. 

 Are you a sole proprietor who offers consultation? It works.

 In the online culture, the first place a customer meets you is 

on your website. Does your brand persona come through clearly 

on that website? Does it make the first-timer feel the right thing 

about? You stand to gain over the unbranded 

competitor. 

 The worst thing you can do is make the customer feel 

nothing. If the customer doesn’t care, there’s no reason to do 

business with you. 

 The emotional component is critical. Look at these 

comedians. It’s impossible to feel nothing about Andrew Dice 

Clay. Find him repulsive? Be repulsed. There’s an audience out 

there that embraces him. 

 Whose team do you want to be on? The affable, 

common-man comedy team of Foxworthy? The irreverent idiot, 
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sex talk team of Schumer? Or the pissed-off, existential angst 

team of Lewis Black? Just like the brand of car we drive, the 

brand of comedian we choose represents (in part) how we define 

ourselves. 

 When seeking a brand that does what yours does, your 

customer is asking the same question: What team do I want to 

be on? 

 “My audience is everyone! The entire world can buy what I 

sell!”

 That’s unlikely. But let’s go with it. If you don’t make them 

feel anything about what you’re selling, they will go with the 

brand that does. 

 That’s why you can walk into the cereal aisle at the super-

market and feel differently about a dozen different brands that 

are all made of corn slurry, sugar and food coloring. 

 “But I’m not a box of cereal! I’m a medical professional!”

 OK. Let’s look at United Eyecare Specialists. What do you 

feel about that brand name, other than they sound big? 

Nothing? That makes sense. 

 But what do you feel about Dr. Sam’s Eye Care? Tagline, 
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“Straight talk. Better Vision.” You feel a little differently about 

that, don’t you? The anonymous, glass and steel, corporate feel 

of United Eyecare is different from the one-guy-who-cares feel 

of Dr. Sam.

 They’re also the same business. 

 Slow Burn Marketing rebranded United Eyecare Specialists 

as Dr. Sam’s Eyecare. Between the brand and the new advertising, 

it changed Dr. Sam Giveen’s life. His brand persona makes the 

prospective patient feel one thing. When United Eye Care 

Specialists first became Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, one of the first 

advertisements was a postcard saying, “Why is United Eye Care 

Specialists becoming Dr. Sam’s Eye Care? Because you can’t 

shake Dr. United’s hand.” The feeling between the old name and 

the new name is like the difference between a cold shower and 

a warm hug. Each feels different. 
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 There’s a lawyer in Los Angeles who represents clients 

charged with DUI. His brand is The DUI Top Gun Attorney. 

Tagline: “Friends don’t let friends plead guilty.”

 His brand offends a lot of people and he’s OK with that. He 

doesn’t want the clients who are offended by it. He wants the 

clients who need representation when charged with driving 

under the influence. 

 There’s a divorce attorney in the San Francisco Bay Area 

who wants to make divorce easier and more affordable. She has 

a business that provides informational products, DIY software, 

technology and legal documents. 

 The business name? Hello Divorce. Tagline: “Goodbye 

heartbreak, hello divorce.” 

 That might not appeal to you. You might find all kinds of 

problems with it. You might feel it’s tacky. You might feel it 

represents all kinds of awful things about the breakdown of the 

American family. 

 That’s OK. Hello Divorce doesn’t need you. It needs only the 

customer for whom the name resonates and who wants an 

easier divorce at a lower price.

 Good brands are often polarizing. 
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 A polarized audience is paying attention. 

 Any size company benefits from a brand that strikes like 

lightning. 

 How can we prove that brand is first and foremost about 

feeling? 

 Look at the comedians. No obvious brand elements. No 

logo, font, color, jingle, or other branding element. 

 And they’re each worth millions. 

 Because each comedian’s customer feels the brand.

Your customer should, too…

TAKEAWAY
Any size business can have a profitable brand by being defined 

and affective. 
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ACTION ITEM
Consider a performer you admire, and write about how you can 

emulate that in your own brand. and affective
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Nobody cares that you have so much to say. And the more your 

brand tries to say, the harder it is to reach your customer. 

 You know we live in an over-communicated culture. There’s 

too much information out there. Too many people want our 

attention. This is where the power of the Lightning Brand comes 

into play. It is clear, it strikes quickly and with energy, and it 

leaves a mark. In the age of clamor and overwhelm, a single, 

powerful strike pays off. 

 Your brand is about one intriguing feeling for one person: 

your Core Customer. This also goes for the advertising. Once 

your customer is paying attention and say, “Tell me more,” you 

can offer more information. That’s when your marketing can start 

talking about all the great things you do. But, at the initial brand 

impression, it’s purely about one, simple feeling. 

CHAPTER 5 
STRIKING WITH A SINGULAR SENSATION
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HUNGER GAMES

Have you ever donated money to help 17 million starving 

children? Probably not. 

 More likely, you’ve donated a few dollars a month to help 

little Angela. She’s five and likes to play with her rag doll. She 

also works in the fields with her mother and always lives on 

starvation’s edge. She often goes to bed hungry. But you help 

her.

 This is focus in action. Nobody can wrap their arms around 

a starving mass of 17 million. But reduce it to the plight of a 

single child, and you can feel good about virtually adopting a 

child. One child you can do something about. Her problem is 

manageable. You can make a difference. Charities like Feed The 

Children figured this out a long time ago. And even the name, 

Feed The Children, is a simple, concrete brand that’s  easy to 

feel something about. 

FOCUSING ON THE ONE EMOTIONAL HOOK

 Focusing on more than one thing at a time is just not 

possible. Split focus is no focus. 

 When it comes to brand, that’s why BMW is “Sheer driving 

pleasure.”  
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 It’s not “German precision engineering for the driver who 

wants the pleasure of fast pickup and great cornering.” 

 That would be stupid. Those are facts that lack focus. 

“Sheer driving pleasure” is an emotional shot between the eyes. 

Why is it pleasure? Well, that’s a question to be answered later, 

after the customer says, “Tell me more.”

 Motel 6 could be, “Clean rooms and no frills because you 

want to save money and we care about that, plus we care about 

you, and that’s what matters.” But who’d pay attention to that? 

Before that’s halfway through, you’d be saying, “Holiday Inn 

Express? I can be there, too.” 

 

 But because Motel 6 “leaves the light on for you,” half the 

nation knows what they’re about—even if they’ll never stay there. 

That’s because it’s one, joyous thing. 

 “We’ll leave the light on for you” is poetic. Used well, po-

etry is powerful. Wikipedia says poetry is “a form of literary art in 

which language is used for its aesthetic and evocative qualities 

in addition to, or in lieu of, its apparent meaning.”

 That’s a lot of words. But the two most important ones are 

“aesthetic” and “evocative.” 
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 But a better way to put it (a more aesthetic and evocative 

way) is to say that it’s the crystallization of single, emotional 

thought.

 

 The lazy man’s tagline, the likes of which you see all the 

time, would be, “For all your budget lodging needs.” That kind of 

tagline is written by someone who calls themselves a 

professional, yet doesn’t have the fortitude of intellect to think 

any harder. Any line that says “For all your [BLANK] needs” 

doesn’t do a damn thing besides take up space. 

 Leaving the light on is an aesthetic crystallization of the 

thought that someone cares. The Motel 6 brand evokes the idea 

of coming home. 

 Sheer driving pleasure is also potent and crystalline. 

 Good, poetic language matters because it sounds different 

when everyone else is sounding the same. 
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  BMW has lived by some version of their ultimate driving 

pleasure brand since 1973. Motel 6 has been leaving the light on 

since 1986. McDonald’s has had some version of happiness 

and/or love for decades. Since 1947, DeBeers has been letting 

you know that a diamond (like love) is forever. 

 Brand like lightning, and your business takes on a life of its 

own that attracts customers and builds the bottom line.

 But what about Roto-Rooter, you ask? (Even if you didn’t, 

you were going to.)

 “Call Roto-Rooter, that’s the name, and away go troubles 

down the drain.” That little rhyme has been around since 1947. A 

few years ago, they replaced it with…

 Can you name the tagline? 

 Probably not. 

 Ready? 

 “We do that, too.”

 We do not know exactly why this happened. It’s easy to 

speculate that someone somewhere said, “We need to make 

sure everyone knows we’re also general plumbers.” But “We do 
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that, too” lacks the magic of the jingle, which is lowbrow genius. 

People who’ve never needed a plumber ever in their lives can 

still sing the antique Roto-Rooter jingle. 

A DOMINANT BRAND OWNS A DOMINANT IDEA 

Think back to Southwest Airlines and the directive, “We are the 

low cost airline.” The idea of love infuses their brand. However, 

their tagline at this writing is, “Low fares. Nothing to hide. That’s 

transfarency.”  

 This “fare transparency” (compressed into the buzzword 

“transfarency”) is motivated by their low-cost directive combined 

with their love attitude. And the low-fare, no-change-fee 

pricing makes Southwest a value compared to other airlines. 

They are motivated by low-cost servant leadership: They live it 

and they’re clear about it. It’s also been that way for over half a 

century. 

 On a smaller scale…

 A client once hired us to execute his own Lightning Brand. 

He filled out the early version of this very workbook you’re using 

now. He did all the exercises, and came up with an acceptable 

brand name. 

 We looked at his work, his brand, and thought: There’s more 

here. 
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 This man’s a website developer who has a very specific 

niche. His Core Customer is named Ms. Brown. She is a creative 

pro who relies on technology. She needs a website, but doesn’t 

want to know how it works. She just wants it to do what it’s 

supposed to do. And typically, she has been frustrated by web 

developers who often talk down to her, take too long and charge 

her too much. 

 As for our client, he’s a very patient man, an electronics 

engineer, a former professional musician, and a college 

professor. He has a big, wild mane of white hair that he keeps 

long. 

 The name he came up with in his self-guided branding was 

Site Menders. 

 Tagline: “Scary stuff removed. Peace of mind installed.”

As part of his assisted brand development, he sent all his work 

to us. As part of the deal, we developed three additional brand 

names based on his work. 

 The third name we came up with is the one we really liked. 

We also knew it was out there. It might feel too ridiculous or 

even dangerous. He might reject it. He might just go with Site 

Menders. Which, in its defense, offers clarity. There’s no mystery 

about what it does. There’s also not much poetry. 
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 We got on a phone call with him to present our brand 

names. 

 We came to the wild card, and told him as much. 

 We said, “You might not like it. You ready?” 

 He said he was. 

 Drumroll…

 “Big Fluffy Web Help. Tagline: Poof. It’s fixed.” 

 On the other end, there was raucous laughter. It went on for 

about a minute. Then, he finally stopped to breathe and said, 

 “Well, I have to use that, don’t I?” 

 He used it and he’s never looked back. 

 Yes, Big, Fluffy Web Help is a small company. But it owns 
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one big idea: Fast, easy, approachable web development and 

troubleshooting. 

 It also honors his customer, who is smart and creative and 

wants a good job done right now. 

Poof! It’s fixed. 

 Talk about a big, fluffy lightning strike. It explodes in little, 

happy pillows of joy. If the customer has been feeling the fear, 

relief is here. If all she feels is confusion in who to choose, the 

choice is suddenly simple and joyful.  

 What is your one, singular sensation that makes your cus-

tomer feel like you’re The One?

TAKEAWAY
Dominating as a brand requires owning one, dominant feeling. 

ACTION ITEM
Start writing until you figure out your one thing and can state it in 

one, simple, electrical sentence. 
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An inconsistent brand is not a brand. It’s a mess. Consistency is 

your friend. Some might call it redundancy. We call it money in 

the bank. Whether you’re talking national broadcast TV or 

YouTube, network radio or podcasting, newspaper or social 

media, being consistent is a brand essential. The lightning strikes 

the same way every time. 

 No matter where your brand appears, all the pieces must 

look and sound like a part of the whole. Everything you present 

must feel like part of the brand. Whether it’s advertising, social 

posting, an in-store experience, even a flash mob—it has to be 

on brand, and it has to feel right. 

CHAPTER 6 
CONSISTENCY IS KING
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+ CONSISTENCY  =  
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 In fact, just before writing this module, there was a YouTube 

video open on the computer. It started playing with an 

advertisement for MasterClass. This has been a relentless brand 

in social media advertising. There’s no 

mistaking the lightning strike of the 

MasterClass brand. You recognize the 

videos instantly. And famous faces often 

make you stop and at least wonder what’s 

going on. They make you feel a certain 

way. In this case, the video was Bob Iger, 

Executive Chairman and former CEO of 

The Walt Disney Company. 

 Wow. Disney. There’s a brand. 

 

 And as we were about to shut down the video, Mr. Iger said, 

“When you create a brand—”

 We stopped. Instead of closing the video, we let it play.

 Mr. Iger continued, “…ask yourself a question: When I put 

that brand name on the product, what does it convey? If I say 

Disney, you know exactly what it is. There’s a feeling inside you. 

You immediately have a visceral feeling about it.”

 Ain’t that the truth? And nobody has more lightning 

consistency than Disney. The Disney experience is unrelenting 

    Disney 
creates a 
visceral 
feeling.

“
“



    Disney 
creates a 
visceral 
feeling.
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and uncompromising. You can tell in a moment if what you’re 

looking at is a Disney product. 

 Years ago, Honey created advertising for Disney home 

video products. Part of her research included a trip to the Disney 

studios in Burbank. She was sent to a room where she was 

confronted with stacks of binders. Each of those thick, heavy 

binders contained detailed intel on brand elements—not for the 

Disney brand at large, but for each of Disney’s branded 

characters. Want to know what Pluto will and won’t eat? It’s in 

there. Want to know about the dwarves? There’s a dossier for 

that. Mickey? Mickey probably has multiple volumes. Absolutely 

any marketing material anyone creates utilizing a Disney 

character must be consistent with that character’s branded story 

and personality traits. There. Is. No. Compromise. 

 Want a lightning lesson in the picture of Disney brand 

consistency? Visit Disney’s video streaming service, Disney+. It is 

all, 100% on-brand Disney products 

 If you love Disney, you will love Disney+.

 But Disney+ will send some people screaming into the night.

 Because Disney is a brand that’s not for everybody. 

 But we digress.  
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 So, how does brand consistency happen? We can guarantee 

you that it is not an accident. It comes from first understanding 

the one way your Core Customer should feel. Then, understanding 

your basic, granular brand elements. What follows is 

commitment to that feeling, those elements, presenting them 

consistently across all media. 

 This kind of consistency is what wins friends and influences 

people. 

 Even if you’re a brand that focuses on low prices, your 

brand feeling is distinctive. Look no further than Walmart vs. 

Target. 

 Both are big-box stores selling low-price goods. 

 But the feeling of each brand is much different. 

 Walmart is focused on low prices every day, all day. 

 Target offers low prices, but brings a feeling of whimsy. 

There are people who would never shop at Walmart who are 

happy to visit Target. Blame it on the Michael Graves teapot. But 

those tiny, more fashionable elements belie all kinds of brand 

differences. Target stores are easier to move around in and have 

better interior decorating. It feels better being in a Target store. 

There are all kinds of differences that play into customer 



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,80

 experience—which is a kind of branded feeling. 

CONSISTENCY, MEET AUTHENTICITY

The culture of a business starts with the person at the top. 

Southwest Airlines is a prime example. Herb Kelleher’s love for 

his company and his brand has always been the guiding light. 

Even though he’s gone now, management has been good at 

keeping his spirit alive. 

 With Slow Burn Marketing’s small-businesses clients, the 

brands each start at the top. Moreover, some of those brands 

also develop a degree of consistency and authenticity by 

harnessing the power of that person at the top for the marketing. 

 The name of the Chronos Apollo medical wellness clinic 

was a head scratcher for a lot of people. We rebranded the 

business as Better. And that brand thrives on a level of 

authenticity that is brought to it by the owner, Dr. Natasha Iyer. 

A decade after the rebranding, the brand continues to thrive on 

the strength and authenticity of Dr. Iyer. (It also works in part 

because the new brand became an authentic rallying point. It is 

clear and focused. It is an emotional lightning bolt, both for her 

patients and her staff. Each of her staff members now feels their 

purpose and intent vis à vis the patient.)

  BETTER
A Medical Center for Complete Living

[ ]
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 United Eyecare Specialists was a faceless, corporate 

sounding brand name with nothing to back it up. But the 

authenticity of Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, consistently brought to it by 

Dr. Sam Giveen himself, makes the brand resonate for the 

patient. More than a decade after the rebranding, Dr. Sam’s 

personality informs his marketing with a relentless consistency 

that is unmistakable and makes him a local celebrity. 

 Lex Innova was the name of a consulting firm run by Julie 

Fleming, a former biomedical patent attorney. She helps a lawyer 

at a big firm build a book of business by first understanding her 

client’s personality. Then, she guides the attorney to a 

marketing strategy that works authentically with that client’s 

personality. When we interviewed attorneys working with Lex 

Innova, we heard two things. 1) They all LOVE Julie Fleming. 

She’s a dynamo. 2) They have no idea what the name Lex Innova 

means. Julie thought she was being smart in speaking Latin to 

lawyers—who no longer study Latin.  Rebranded as 

Straight talk. Better vision.

BEFORE                                                  AFTER
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Fleming Strategic (tagline:Building the practice within the firm), 

the brand became consistent with Julie’s personality and what 

she does, immediately making a stronger connection with her 

prospect. Nobody is scratching their head over Lex Innova 

anymore. Fleming Strategic is not a mystery. It is a little lightning 

bolt of brand for a lawyer who needs strategic guidance in being 

more successful at a big law firm. 

 

 Smokin’ Mary Smoked Bloody Mary Mix competes in the 

ever-challenging packaged goods category. How could the 

brand possibly be informed by the person at the top? That’s easy. 

Just look at Laurie Nadeau. She started her business in her home 

kitchen. She’s now on shelves at select Whole Foods and Total 

Wine & More stores, as well as various independent retailers. But 

Laurie is still in the trenches at food shows and conferences as 

The Girl In The Polka Dot Dress. As the brand has grown from a 

single product to a line of several, Laurie’s brand remains fun, 

funny, a little sexy—kinda like a Vargas girl pinup with less vamp 

and more joy. This happens with relentless consistency, and the 

FLEMING

BUILDING THE PRACTICE WITHIN THE FIRM

STRATEGIC
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Smokin’ Mary girl is a fixture in the food industry nationwide. 

She’s a Bloody Mary lightning bolt. 

 Matt Wolf, house painter, was struggling. We talked to him 

about working smarter instead of harder. No more working for 

people who wanted a slap-dash paint job when turning around 

a rental unit for the next tenant. High-end homes only. The man 

is an artist. (Literally. He has been the featured artist at one of 

the most famous genre art shows in the country.) We helped 

Matt turn his brand from a faceless house painter in spattered 

jeans to Matt Wolf Custom Finishes. Tagline: “It’s not just paint. 

It’s how you look.” It aims a lightning bolt at his Core Customer, 

Mrs. High-End Homeowner. This woman co-owns a look-at-me 

home in a resort community. In his marketing materials, Matt 

Wolf appears wearing a sport coat, and jeans that are not paint 

spattered. He offers a free bagels and coffee consultation where 

he shows up in (yes) clean jeans and a sport coat. And when he 

paints the home, he works alone. He takes his time. He is 

creating a work of art. And his personality infuses everything 

about the brand. In his first year, he doubled his revenue. His 

brand consistency means he’s never going to start sending out

Smoked Bloody Mary Mix
ARY

S   OKIN’

Hey, nice tomatoes!



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,84

fliers offering 15% off a five-room one-color painting deal. Wolf 

Custom Finishes remains authentic and relentlessly consistent 

and is a cult brand that strikes like lightning in his community. 

 

 These are several very different businesses who have one 

thing in common: A relentless consistency based authentically 

on the owner’s personality.

 These people are branding from the heart. 

 And each of the brands strikes like lightning. 

 Another authentic brand that strikes like lightning is 

$69-billion-in-revenue Disney.

 This is a process that works for any business, no matter the 

size. What matters is getting the feeling right and committing to 

the branding that follows. 

 When authenticity informs the brand, and it is presented 

with consistency and feeling, the result is electric. 

WOLF
C U S T O M
F I N I S H E S

It’s not just paint.
It’s how you look.
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BIG BRAND DOES NOT MEAN BIG AD BUDGETS

What about a huge international brand that strikes like lightning, 

but doesn’t spend a lot on advertising?

 Look no further than Starbucks. This is a lesson in the 

relentless consistency of brand without much media buy. Former 

owner and then CEO of Starbucks, Howard Shultz, wrote a book 

called Pour Your Heart Into It. This is an apt metaphor for anyone 

who wants a Lightning Brand. 

 And the Starbucks brand shows how to strike like lightning 

without advertising. Advertising costs money. Branding is 

thinking, and thinking requires no media budget. 

 At this writing, Starbucks has over 31,000 stores in over 60 

countries.    

 Visiting a Starbucks is 

distinct and defined. They 

spend a lot of time creating 

better products and a better 

customer experience. It’s 

central to their marketing 

strategy: making the customer 

feel the one way about visiting a Starbucks store. (We’re 

obviously talking about the stores only. There’s a whole line of 

      A Starbucks 
store itself is 
a brand
advertisement.

“
“
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packaged retail goods sold elsewhere. For the purpose of this 

conversation, we’re talking about the core experience.)

 You probably can’t think of the last Starbucks advertisement 

you saw. For a company their size, they don’t spend much on 

advertising. The Starbucks store itself is the brand’s 

advertisement. From the beginning, they’ve been about creating 

an experience. And an experience is something you (yes) feel. 

Look it up. The word “experience” is a synonym for “feel.” 

 And a brand is what?

 The one way your Core Customer should feel about your 

business. 

 One can try to argue that the relentless consistency of a 

brand like Target is predicated on the advertising. 

 But not one of the small brands mentioned earlier spends 

much on advertising. And a business called Starbucks, with over 

$24 billion in revenue doesn’t spend much on advertising. But 

each of these businesses is consistent in the feeling they foster. 

EXPERIENCE = FEELING
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 Advertising dollars aside, a Lightning Brand is 100% 

committed to a singular message conveyed by the brand feeling. 

The smaller the ad budget, the more that focus is required. Huge 

ad budgets can sometimes compensate for a lack of focus. But 

focus and brand consistency turn prospects into friends.

Consistency is your friend. 

BUT CONSISTENCY IS THE HOBGOBLIN OF SMALL MINDS!

In a word: False. 

 Naysayers think they know this quote without ever having 

read Ralph Waldo Emerson. What Emerson actually wrote is this: 

“A foolish consistency is the hobgoblin of small minds, adored 

by little statesmen, and philosophers and divines.” It’s from one 

of his most famous essays, “Self-Reliance.” It embodies one of 

his recurring themes: how each of us must avoid conformity and 

false consistency, and follow our own instincts.

 And to a person, every successful brand we’ve helped build 

has been the product of good instincts. There is no foolish 

consistency in branding. It’s an ongoing effort with a cumulative 

effect. 

 Branding is an electric current that must keep humming. 

Your brand’s job is making friends and keeping them. You make 
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and keep your friends by being relevant and dependable. 

 You are committed to your friends. Your brand should be 

equally committed to your customer.

TAKEAWAY
Brand success requires a consistent and committed customer 

experience.

ACTION ITEM
Consider a brand that is consistent in all ways, and write down 

how you can emulate it in your own brand.

+
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BIG QUESTION: Who are you and why do you do what you do? 

 This question is about defining who you are in relation to 

your business and your customer. Much like the comedians 

discussed earlier, we’re talking about understanding your 

persona. Your personal brand persona is defined by this 

three-part question:

1) Who are you?

2) What’s your story?

3) What’s your difference?

1. WHO ARE YOU?

 Think back to the comedians. Not one of them is what you 

see on the stage. What you see on stage is a persona. It is a 

truthful but greatly amplified sliver of their personality. 

 Jeff Foxworthy is southern and might be redneck. He also 

CHAPTER 7 
FINDING THE TRUTH OF YOUR BRAND
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has a nine-figure empire. Forget about his top-level education 

and career at IBM. The Foxworthy brand is well crafted based on 

a slice of truth. 

 A huge brand based on 

truth and persona is Wendy’s. 

The late Dave Thomas named 

the hamburger chain for his 

daughter. As with Herb 

Kelleher at Southwest Airlines, 

the Dave Thomas attitude and

are central to Wendy’s. He used to talk about the Wendy’s MBA: 

“Mop Bucket Attitude.” It’s about jumping in and getting the job 

done. Dave loved people, restaurants, and delivering high 

quality. As of this writing, if you go to Wendy’s website, the 

second nav-bar selection (right after the menu) could say, 

“About.” But it doesn’t. Instead, it says, “What We Value.” Click it, 

and the headline on that page says, “Creating Joy & Opportunity 

Through Food, Family, & Community.” Part of the body copy that 

follows says, “More than 50 years later, we remain committed 

to the values Dave taught us.” Keep reading, and it’s a little like 

the Subaru love fest applied to fast food. Then there’s a section 

about “Helping Kids Find A Home.” It talks about The Dave 

Thomas Foundation for Adoption, which is a non-profit public 

charity dedicated to increasing adoptions. What does this have 

to do with fast food at Wendy’s? Only that its founder was an 

orphan, and this is part of the heart of the business he founded. 

      It’s about a 
love of jumping 
in and getting 
the job done.

“
“
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Dave Thomas was legendary for sharing, giving back, being 

respectful, and just being nice.

 When you lift the hood on the brand, it’s easy to see who 

Dave Thomas was and how it influences behavior at Wendy’s. 

Dave’s humble roots rule. It’s an emotional lightning strike of 

love and service. 

 There’s even a distinctive brand behind what you’re reading 

right now. But, what does Slow Burn Marketing have to do with 

the “Who are you” question? You might find the answer 

informative. 

 Blaine Parker has spent most of his career working in small 

business marketing. He thrills at the game of branding a small 

business and helping it grow. He’s studied the legendary ad men. 

After spending a decade as an advertising Creative Director at a 

national radio network, he even gained some national 

recognition. (Among other things, Blaine has won the 

equivalent of the Oscar for radio advertising—twice. He won 

enough other advertising awards that he stopped keeping track 

and even stopped entering.) Blaine loves solving the puzzle of 

how to be evocative in marketing.

 Honey Parker, on the other hand, spent years in Big Agency 

Advertising. At the apex of her career, she was a Senior VP 

Creative at the world’s largest advertising agency. Her client 
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roster is huge, with names like Honda, Toyota, Lexus, DirecTV, 

Wells Fargo, Nerf and Yoo-Hoo. She has so many big advertising 

awards that she, too, stopped counting the number of trophies. 

And like her husband, Honey also loves solving the advertising 

puzzle.

 Dinner conversation at the Parker house is about advertising. 

This is how Honey and Blaine came to realize that despite the 

size of the advertiser, the challenges are, at the core, human. 

 The best small businesses in Blaine’s portfolio had allowed 

him to brand them with the same kind of focus and feeling that 

made big brands work so well. In Honey’s portfolio, the most 

successful clients were the ones who were willing to listen to 

granular thinking and smart ideas that weren’t about the size of 

the business, but about the single human being on the other end 

of the advertising. 

 So, Blaine and Honey decided to start a new business. It 

would bring big-brand thinking to small business marketing. 

BIG BIZ SMALL BIZ

HUMAN
CHALLENGES
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 Many small businesses have been taught to expect instant, 

flash-in-the-pan results from their advertising. Even if it works, 

that flash-in-the-pan model isn’t sustainable. Instead, this new 

agency would offer strategic brand thinking and implementation. 

Instead of flash-fire advertising, we’d offer branding-based Slow 

Burn Marketing. A slow burn is something you can maintain over 

time. It lives and drives business beyond a one-day flash sale. 

 Why “marketing” instead of “advertising?” Because 

marketing is about the entire, branded experience, from 

beginning to end. And they wanted to work only with a client who 

wanted to change their business and change their life. 

 In a nutshell, that is the motivation behind the brand of Slow 

Burn Marketing. Tagline: “My, what a big brand you have.” 

This branding agency’s brand is evocative. It makes you feel 

something. And you know it’s not going to be an unsustainable 

flash fire. 

 Yes, there might be a Lightning Branding strike. But behind 

that effort is the ongoing hum of the branding’s electrical 

current. 

WHAT’S YOUR STORY?

 

 Who are you? What is your persona? Why do you do what 

you do? Why did you get into your business?
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 Some folks are on a mission to serve based on personal 

experiences. For instance:

4 • The guy who had vision problems as a kid, and got 

better with the help of a committed and inspiring 

professional, became an eye doctor himself. 

4 The woman whose father died without a plan, leaving 

her mother bereft and desperate, decided to become an 

estate planning attorney.

4 The NFL wife who, after moving her family 12 times in 

25 years, decided other wives needed a relocation support 

system that neither the league nor the teams provide. 

4 The Alzheimer’s caregiver who discovered there is no 

practical support system in place for people like her, and 

created a non-profit to fill the void. 

4 The Silicon Valley C-suite executive who decided that 

high-quality programming should be available for smaller 

businesses, and created a Philippines-based software 

development company. 

+YOUR
WHERE

YOUR
WHAT

YOUR
WHY

YOUR
STORY+ =
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 When they came to Slow Burn Marketing, each of these 

professionals was on a business mission to make other people’s 

lives better. Some other clients are just doing something they 

are talented at and love doing:

4 Selling resort real estate 

4 Cutting hair

4 Making wine

4 Building big special events

4 Making Bloody Mary Mix

 Nonetheless, the stories 

each have a commonality. 

Each brand owner has a story 

about loving what they do and 

feeling fulfilled by doing it to 

the best of their ability.  

 Yes, there are people who don’t enjoy working with Slow 

Burn Marketing. A great example is the gentleman with what was 

essentially a patent medicine who said of our branding process, 

“I realize this is the right way to do it, but I don’t have time for 

that.”

      I realize this 
is the wrong way, 
but I don’t have 
time for right.

“
“
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 Thank you for self-selecting, sir. 

 At Slow Burn, we do what we do because we love the 

challenge of it, we love what it can accomplish for people, and 

it’s rewarding to see what happens when a brand can change 

someone’s business and change their life. 

4 The Dave Thomas story is based on loving to serve 

people a quality product.

4 Oprah Winfrey’s story is about overcoming adversity 

and using media to share stories of inspiration and 

empowerment. 

4 Sir Richard Branson’s Virgin story is based on a love for 

connecting with people, having fun, and setting enormous, 

seemingly unmeetable challenges. 

4 The Herb Kelleher story is about loving people and 

giving them joy in a low-cost airline. 

4 Martha Stewart’s story is one of having a personal 

panache for decorating and restoring, and parlaying that 

focus into a branded lifestyle empire. 

4 Anita Roddick’s story of The Body Shop is one of 

traveling the world, developing a belief in business as a 
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form of moral leadership, and deciding to open a business 

that markets ethical beauty products which are based on 

truth instead of hype. 

4 Walt Disney’s story is one of a love for entertaining 

people through animation growing into a multi-billion-dollar 

global empire that remains focused on a love of entertaining 

people. 

 You have a story, too. What is it? What events brought you 

to where you are now? What do you love about doing what you 

do? 

 Slow Burn once worked with a ski tuner who was obsessed 

with helping elite racers ski faster. He was a ski tuner on 

European World Cup tours and for Olympic skiers. He opened his 

own shop, making his obsession available to anyone who wanted 

to be faster and better on skis. He’s a total geek about eking 

millimeters of time-saving precision out of a ski’s edge. That’s 

not a very interesting story if you’re not a skier. But if you’re a 

racer? This guy matters. That’s why skiers ship their skis to him 

from around the world to get them tuned by the master. He 

offers the ski-speed mojo. 

 Why do you do what you do? 

 Where’s the emotional juice in it? 
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 Where’s the emotional juice in it? 

That juice feeds the feeling. That feeling puts the lightning in 

your brand.

WHAT’S YOUR DIFFERENCE? 

How do you stand apart from the competition? You don’t want 

to be just a me-too company. Honey calls this the Annoying Kid 

Brother Factor, as in, “Hey, me too! I wanna play, too!” At best, 

me-too companies don’t matter. At worst, they’re kind of 

annoying. 

 Want to see me-too branding in action? Google “social 

media marketing agency.” Guaranteed, right away, you’re going 

to see a bunch of agencies whose brands are completely 

interchangeable with their names. But there will be one that 

makes you say, “Wow!” 

 

 The “Wow!” agency in our area is right there on Google 

page one. Their branding is brazen and arrogant. They lead with 

their dozens of awards. They use surprising language.Instead of

F
“Badass 

      Widgets.”

F
“For your 

Widget needs.”

F
“We’re for your 
Widget needs 

too.”

F
“We’re for your 
Widget needs 

too.”

F
“We’re for your 
Widget needs 

too.”

F
“We’re for your 
Widget needs 

too.”



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,102

saying the same, generic things about social media that their 

competitors do, these people throw down. They’re cutting 

through and kicking ass and taking names and being dangerous. 

 Their competitors are saying, “Me too! We do social media, 

too!”

 In fact, their competitors might have logos, fonts, and 

colors—but they have zero brand identity. Instead of owning a 

story and a feeling, they’re trying to own the idea of social 

media. They’re saying, “Social media is good! You need social 

media!” 

 The branded agency has swagger. They talk smack. They’re 

the cool kid. You hope you’re good enough to hang out with 

them. 

 On a grand scale, think about the brand difference between 

Walmart and Target. On paper, there’s little actual difference. 

Big box stores selling inexpensive goods. But their branding 

makes them feel distinctly different. Target’s message is cooler 

and hipper. The stores are more comfortable and nicer to be in. 

Some of their products are unique and different and give Target 

cachet. 

 Let’s glance back at the bigtime burger wars. Burger King’s 

brand difference? A flame-broiled burger? Unemotionally 

engaging—but it’s a difference. McDonald’s brand difference? 
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Being the happy place to buy a hamburger. 

 If we want to look at the Slow Burn clients described earlier, 

we can start with Big Fluffy Web Help. “Poof! It’s fixed.” Speedy, 

friendly service from a smart, friendly guy. Can you name any 

other internet-related service with branding even remotely like 

that? 

 The Core Customer of the Dr. Sam’s Eye Care brand is Mom. 

Dr. Sam’s “Straight talk, better vision” brand grows directly from 

his difference in treating his patient. He wants to be easy to 

understand, easy to follow, easy to afford. He could charge 

more, but he won’t. He wants to deliver the best care without 

price as a barrier. 

 At the medical wellness clinic Better, the chief brand 

difference is that a female MD offers actual, medical-based 

treatment. Most “wellness” purveyors do not. They are usually 

not medical doctors. Better’s difference is combining 

demonstrated holistic treatments with proven medical-science 

know-how. 

 We once had a Realtor client in the Park City area whose 

difference is unusual: he’s NOT selling properties in the 

expensive resort town of Park City. Instead of big, seven figure 

“Look at me!” homes, he sells off-the-beaten-path real estate in 

a remote mountain community. Other Realtors try to sell there. 
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He outsells all of them—combined. He knows all the idiosyncrasies 

of the place, which has dirt roads, no phone lines, no cable TV, 

little infrastructure. Many roads stay unplowed all winter. It isn’t 

for everyone and he knows it. His brand difference is in not be-

ing a salesman, but in being a knowledgeable neighbor. Tagline: 

“Minutes From Park City. Miles From Ordinary.” 

 How about doctor heal thyself? 

 Slow Burn Marketing’s difference is: Big brand thinking for 

small business marketing. Honey had a career working on many 

of the world’s biggest brands. Blaine had a career working for 

small businesses. He also spent a lot of time working as 

voiceover talent on national brands. Both our careers include 

direct response marketing, where strategy and tactics are key. 

We’ve both won national awards. Small business owners don’t 

usually get this level of experience, thinking and philosophy. 

Slow Burn is also not for everyone and that’s fine. But we do this 

because we love solving the puzzle, and working with our client 

to change their business and change their life. 

What’s your difference? 

 What can you clearly point to that sets you apart from the 

others who do what you do? 

ARE YOU CONSIDERING YOUR COMPETITION?

Who’s doing what you do and how’s their brand? Are they 
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me-too brands or are they fully formed, emotion-inducing 

brands with focus and attitude? How can you counter them—

authentically?

 Back in the 1960s, Avis 

car rental branded itself as 

the underdog that tried 

harder. This was a distinct 

position against Hertz, the #1 

category giant. Avis contin-

ued using that branding into 

the 21st century. There’s probably a reason Avis has been a 

category leader for customer loyalty. 

 This is an authentic brand effort. However, what if you’re in 

a market characterized by commodity? Sometimes, there’s 

virtually no difference between what you’re selling and what the 

competition is selling. You have the exact same stuff. 

 What then? 

 Consider coffee. Starbucks. Peet’s. Coffee Bean & Tea Leaf. 

Seattle’s Best. Caribou. There are brand loyalists on all sides. 

Peet’s has some snob appeal that Starbucks doesn’t. Seattle’s 

Best has no snob appeal and is a distinctly different, easygoing 

subsidiary brand of (yes) Starbucks. But coffee joints aren’t quite 

a commodity. There are distinct differences in quality, 

      What if you’re 
in a market 
characterized by 
commodity?

“
“



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,106

preparation, taste and experience. 

 What about a heritage 

brand that comes much more 

from the commoditized side 

of the market? Honey’s par-

ents always drink Folgers. For 

decades, Folgers has been the 

brand that is “Mountain Grown.”

Folgers has historically been “richer because it’s mountain 

grown.” In fact, for 20 years on broadcast TV, a character called 

Mrs. Olsen reminded you that Folgers is “mountain grown, the 

richest kind of coffee.” Mrs. Olsen has gone to the great coffee 

plantation in the sky. but, on the side of every can of Folgers 

coffee, it still says, “Mountain Grown.”

 Did you know that most coffee grows in the mountains? 

Robusta coffee will grow at lower elevations. And one of the 

phrases commonly used to describe the taste of Robusta 

coffee is “burnt tires.” Most of the coffee you get is Arabica and 

is mountain grown because that’s the only way drinkable coffee 

happens. 

 But in a commoditized marketplace, how does just 

another brand of coffee set itself apart? By being proprietary 

about something that sounds important. 

 If there’s a similar quality between you and all your 

      Did you know 
most coffee is 
grown in the 
mountains?

“
“
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competitors, but nobody’s talking about it, is it possible to claim 

it as your own?

 For a long time, Dr. Sam’sEye Care offered “free eye exams 

for infants.” The American Optometric Association has a program 

called InfantSEE. Member optometrists volunteer to give infants 

free eye exams. But none of the two dozen InfantSEE participants 

in and around Dr. Sam’s Eye Care were talking about it. Dr. Sam’s 

Eye Care was talking about it. Therefore, he was able to own that 

idea. And yes, this is an advertising tactic instead of a brand 

differentiation. But the concept is similar and does play into the 

Dr. Sam brand which is targeted at…Mom. 

FEAR OF COMMITMENT? 

It happens all the time. When Blaine was working in radio, he was 

tasked with writing lots of mortgage advertising. And the single, 

reliable indicator about a mortgage advertiser’s ability to 

succeed was this: Commitment. 

 Would the mortgage advertiser commit to developing a 

}}SAY IT FIRST 
AND OWN IT.

Commit 
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brand aimed at a single Core Customer? If so, the advertising 

would work. Would the advertiser refuse in the face of all the 

best advice and anecdotal evidence? Then the advertising 

would fail. 

 Why is that? Consider these two possible messages. 1) 

“We’ll write mortgages for everyone!” And 2) “Even with a credit 

score of 500, we’ll work with you to get a mortgage. We don’t 

care where your credit has been, only where it’s going.”

 The second message, “We don’t care where your credit 

has been,” is confident and non-judgmental. That resonates for 

a frightened, credit-damaged homeowner who’s afraid of losing 

everything and has a fear of being judged. 

 The first message, “We write mortgages for everyone!” is 

based on the advertiser’s fear of committing, a fear of not 

being everything to everyone. The result: The customer who’s in 

an emotional state doesn’t feel any recognition about their own 

problem. 

commit 
commit 

COMMIT commit 
Commit 

Commit 
Commit Commit 
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 Commitment matters. If you can’t commit and embrace your 

brand, this process is doomed. And there will always be 

naysayers questioning the value of your commitment. This is why 

you MUST NOT talk about your new brand to anyone else before 

it’s finished. All it will do is invite criticism and doubt. That will 

undermine any commitment you have to your finished brand. 

 Who names a computer brand after a fruit? Crazy?

 Apple Computer changed the face of technology and today 

has over $300 billion in assets. 

 Who names a bookstore brand after a brutal and aggressive 

warrior woman?

 Originally launching as a bookseller, Amazon changed the 

face of online retail and has over $280 billion in revenue. 

 Who names an online brand after a misspelling of an 

incomprehensible number also known as a ten thousand 

sexdecillion?

 How much need we say about Google? (Ten thousand 

sexdecillion is also known as a googol, and it’s a one followed by 

100 zeroes.) Google has revenue of $66 billion, if you care. We  

know a marketing guru who called Google’s IPO way overvalued 

and said the company was destined to fail. Only time will tell. 
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Insert wink emoji here. 

 Who’s stupid enough to think a brand based on the idea of 

zillions of pillows could ever succeed? 

 A home is where you lay your head, and the real estate 

market has zillions of possible data points. Zillow has $6 billion 

in assets. Go figure. 

 Yes, all online companies. So how about Dr. Sam’s Eye 

Care? Sounds old fashioned and it made Sam Giveen really 

nervous. A decade later, it seems to be working out. 

 Any web developer lacking grace, humor and imagination 

would have been appalled at Big Fluffy Web Help. But it fit the 

guy with the big, fluffy white hair who is irreverent and 

easygoing. You don’t have to like it. Only his creative Core 

Customer does.

 Is Ooh La La kind of a dumb name for a hair salon? Maybe. 

But the woman who bought the salon was stuck with the name 

for all kinds of reasons. And the existing branding felt like a bad 

ooh la la

Hair Studio, Park City

Lo
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1980s disco. But she owned it, updated it, made it hip and 

aspirational. The tagline, “Love, Truth, Hair” gave it some jazz 

hands. It says, “Hey, we’re with you, we get you, but let’s have 

some fun here.” The owner lives and breathes the brand. She 

even looks like the brand. And with her rebranding, she made the 

potent and doubled her annual revenue more than once. 

 Want a crazy name for a dental practice management 

consultancy? Try this: Salt. Tagline: “Savor success.” Different? 

Indeed. What does it mean? Well, start with the original name: 

Innovative Practice Solutions. Kinda corporate and blah. And the 

name of a competitor who also owned the domain name. In 

talking to the owner about rebranding, we dug down into her 

story. We learned that most practice management consultants 

lead with the approach of, “You’re doing it wrong. We can fix 

that.” But this woman leads with the approach that “You’re 

already doing a lot of it right. We help take you from good to 

better.” Its like adding the seasonings that make a good meal 

great. Eventually, the name Salt just stuck. The owner 

understood it immediately. So did her clients. Even her 

competitors were approaching her at trade shows, complimenting 

her on her “Savor success” initiative. |Sa lt
Dental Practice Management

.
Savor Success
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 “That name is so stupid.” A friend of ours said this to us, not 

knowing that we had branded Big Moose Yacht Club. But let’s 

face it: In a Mountain West ski town with a mining heritage, 

everything is named Aspen This and Silver That. Me too! Me too! 

Nobody expects an exclusive nightly rental and event space 

called Big Moose Yacht Club. They are surprised. And the right 

customer is delighted. Big Moose Yacht Club is a stupid name all 

the way to the bank. 

 You have to know in your heart that your brand name makes 

sense. You have to be able to own it and live it. And the more it’s 

surprising, the better. This is living lightning authenticity. It’s your 

Lightning Brand in action. You have to want it and own it despite 

the naysayers who don’t get it. 

 You already know you can’t please all of the people all of 

the time. But really, you need to please only two people: yourself 

and your Core Customer. 

 Committed, courageous, crazy and brave? Why not?

B I G  M O O S E
Y A C H T  C L U B

P R I V A T E
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It worked for Apple. The computer fruit brand founded in 1976 

has a Lightning Brand charge to this day. 

TAKEAWAY
Use the difference of your story to avoid the me-too trap.

ACTION ITEM
Write down ways your brand can be an authentic reflection 

of you.

+
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So, we’ve talked about who you are. Now, who is your Core 

Customer? There are three things we need to understand:

1) Who is this person?

2) What is this person’s biggest fear about what you do?

3) Where will this person find joy in what you do?

 Anecdotal evidence shows that most business owners hate 

this part. The idea of narrowing the customer base down to one 

is terrifying. But contrast that with what most people do: They 

never narrow their customer base. Their customer is undefined 

because they want to sell to everyone. But you can’t speak to 

everyone. If you define one person to whom you’re speaking, you 

can speak with clarity. This is why we start by saying, “The bad 

news is, you can only ever have one customer. The good news is, 

you can describe exactly who that person is.”Nonetheless, the 

last time we asked this question, the client answered, “Why on 

CHAPTER 8 
WHO’S YOUR ONE CORE CUSTOMER?
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earth would I want only one customer?” Explaining it didn’t help. 

 

 The reason for this exercise is because your brand needs a 

voice. And the way that voice speaks to your customer depends 

on who that person is. It doesn’t prevent you from serving oth-

ers. At Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, the Core Customer is called Mom. The 

brand has made him a local celebrity. There are a lot of middle-

aged men who go see Dr. Sam. But the Core Customer’s name 

is Mom, and she informs what the brand says, how it’s said, and 

all of Dr. Sam’s public persona. (This might sound odd, but when 

Slow Burn creates advertising for Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, Dr. Sam is 

more of a hard ass about whether the voice and message fit the 

brand than we are—and we created it.)

 This is about the power of defining your ONE Core 

Customer. This does not change a range of customers who might 

buy from you any more than it stops millions of people from 

loving Jeff Foxworthy. But just as defining his brand gives him a 

specific comic voice, defining who you’re speaking to changes 

}}KNOWING WHO 
YOU’RE TALKING 
TO CHANGES 
HOW YOU SAY IT.
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how your brand speaks. It changes 

how the customer hears and 

responds to you. Do this correctly, 

and it doesn’t limit you. Instead, it 

means more people can hear you 

because you become 

identifiable. It lets you develop 

lightning where others have none. 

 So, if you could ever only have one more customer come to 

you, who would it be? Define your Core Customer in detail. 

Defining this customer will inform your brand and all your 

subsequent marketing. 

 At the beginning, the Harry Potter brand was targeted 

at children ages 9 to 11 years old. The books have sold over 

500,000,000 copies worldwide in 80 different languages. That’s 

half a billion books sold. That’s enough for more than 12% of the 

world’s population to own a Harry Potter book. Millions of adults 

are happy Harry fanatics.  Marketing to a Core Customer who’s 

probably 10 years old was not a limiting factor. Quite the 

opposite. It is part of the runaway train of one of the most 

successful brands in literary history. Creator JK Rowling became 

the first billionaire author in history. 

 The Robert Galbraith brand isn’t as popular. Galbraith has 

written only four novels. All of them have been chart-topping 

      If you could 
have only one 
more customer, 
who would 
it be?

“
“
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bestsellers. That would be a big-money proposition for any 

author. But it’s pocket change for JK Rowling. She is Robert 

Galbraith. She created the Robert Galbraith brand when she 

wanted to write classic whodunits. It lets her maintain a separate 

identity for a different reader. A Robert Galbraith reader expects 

a different feeling than a Harry Potter reader. There is separate, 

different emotional electricity for each brand. 

THE ONE CUSTOMER IN ACTION

There’s a good chance you’ve been to a Trader Joe’s store. This 

chain of “fresh format” grocery stores has more than 500 

locations across the US. If you haven’t been to one, you’ve 

probably heard someone wax poetic about Trader Joe’s, 

especially if they’ve moved to a place where there isn’t one. 

These stores are funky. They have unusual foods with an array of 

international options. They have a lot of organics. They’re run by 

a staff of enthusiastic people. It’s not unusual to see tattoos and 

piercings. In each store, staff members do original artwork to 

represent the area. You’ll often see chalkboards with messages 

about what’s in stock. Sometimes, Trader Joe’s feels like a hippie 

health food store that grew up into a mainstream grocery store—

but didn’t outgrow its funky vibe. 

 The Trader Joe’s Core Customer definition is also famous in 

marketing. 
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 The Trader Joe’s Core Customer is “an unemployed college 

professor who drives a very, very, very used Volvo.” 

 It seems unlikely that this 500-location grocery store chain 

would do $13 billion annually on the backs of unemployed 

college professors driving old, square, rusted-out Volvos held 

together by “Save The Whales” bumper stickers. That’s a 

paradigm that has its roots in a different era.

 

 The Trader Joe’s brand is also very much a reflection of the 

guy who started it, Joe Coulombe. He was a convenience store 

owner who decided his stores could never compete with 7-11. 

(Want to bet that this was a recognition of how being a me-too 

competitor was death?) Joe got the idea for his funky, tiki-bar 

brand while on a Caribbean vacation back in the 1960s. Today, 

Trader Joe’s is owned by the German supermarket giant ALDI 

Nord, with over 11,000 stores in 20 countries. Notice that they 

have not rebranded Trader Joe’s as something else that 

better fits their own model. They’ve evolved the brand 

somewhat. But they’ve kept the funk and the fun enough so that 

any unemployed college professor who shopped there back in 

the day would still recognize the store and feel good about it. 

In 2008, Trader Joe’s was reported to have the highest sales per 

square foot of any grocer in the US. They’ve also been ranked 

the nation’s second best supermarket chain, and one of the 

country’s best places to work.
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 Clearly, the Core Customer definition does not prevent 

any of us from shopping (or working) at Trader Joe’s and feeling 

good about it. But when you understand the Core Customer 

definition, everything you see and experience in a Trader Joe’s 

store starts to make sense. 

 Business owners can carry a lot of fear about branding 

around a Core Customer definition. This is irrational. The Core 

Customer definition is not a lockout device. Nobody at Trader 

Joe’s is standing at the door, asking for your faculty ID or a stub 

from your unemployment check. The Core Customer definition is 

a tool. It informs your brand direction and brand voice. 

 At Slow Burn, when we define a Core Customer, we drill way 

down. We ask questions like, “What’s in their car?” “What’s their 

favorite TV show?” “What’s a guilty pleasure?” and other 

I CARE 
SO MUCH!

I CARE 
A LOT.

I CARE. MEH.
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seemingly nutty details. The more we understand this person 

and can flesh them out, the better a friend the brand can be. 

FEELING YOUR CUSTOMER’S FEAR

After defining the Core Customer, it’s necessary to recognize 

their biggest fear about what you sell. It helps us understand the 

Core Customer’s motivations. Fear can cause paralysis and 

prevent people from taking action. 

 Consider how many people know they could benefit from 

laser vision correction, but won’t get it. The fear is often, “I’m 

afraid that laser surgery will leave me with two smoking eye-

holes.” 

A Trader Joe’s Core Customer fear could be, “I’m on a tight 

budget, and the groceries I want will cost too much.” Fear be 

gone at Trader Joe’s!

 When branding Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, we asked Sam Giveen 

about his patients’  biggest fear. As we expected, there’s a fear 

of going blind. But hand in hand with that fear of losing their sight

BRAND CUSTOMER
ACQUISITION=FEAR
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is the fear that they’re going to be fleeced. They’re afraid of 

getting double talk and being taken advantage of by a guy who’s 

looking to boost revenue. We never saw that coming. It’s also a 

big part of what informs the “Straight talk, better vision” voice of 

the brand formerly known as United Eyecare Specialists. 

 We asked a similar question when turning the Site Menders 

brand into Big Fluffy Web Help. His Core Customer is Ms. Brown, 

who is a creative professional with a website. Her big fear about 

what he does is that she’s going to be bamboozled, disrespected 

and overcharged. So, when you look at Big Fluffy Web Help, how 

do any of those fears stand up in the face of the “Poof, it’s fixed!” 

brand? 

 It’s a kind of emotional judo. 

 The word “judo” is Japanese for “gentle way.” Much of judo’s 

strategy involves making use of the opponent’s momentum and 

resistance. It’s less about pushing at the opponent and more 

about letting the opponent come to you. Now, think about fear 

as a kind of resistance. When the brand feels good, right and 

true, it offers nothing to resist against. The customer falls into 

the brand’s embrace.

“I hate those 
guys.” “We aren’t 

those guys.”
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HAIR, MEET FEAR

There may be nothing more technically mundane and more 

emotionally charged than cutting hair. Hair is nothing but strands 

of dead cells. But getting it cut can freak out some people. Their 

entire identity is tied to that hair—especially when that hair is 

long, long, long. Just because it’s long doesn’t mean it looks 

good. This is a perfect example of how decisions are not based 

in intellect but emotion. For better or for worse, that haircut is 

inextricably linked to the power of feelings.

 

 Once upon a time, there was a national hair salon brand 

that boasted $8 haircuts. It also spawned a plethora of signs in 

the windows of independent hair salons: “We fix $8 haircuts.” 

Nobody feels good about a lousy haircut. And those signs alone 

were enough to prevent some people from even trying the $8 

haircut brand.

 But is that sign enough to make someone feel good about 

the salon with the sign in the window? What’s going to happen 

in there? Are they going to ridicule me over my $8 haircut? Will 

they smile to my face and laugh behind my back? 

 We talked earlier about the Ooh La La brand. A talented 

hairstylist buys a struggling salon and can’t change the name. So 

she updates the brand, making it look fun and funky. She uses 

the tagline, “Love, Truth, Hair.” The customer enjoys the heck out 



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,127

of it. The disarming humor of this pseudo-profound, hair-religion 

view of beauty helps blow away any fear about whether it’s the 

right place. New customers began flocking there. 

 Undermining fear lets a customer know that you 

understand, it opens the door, invites them inside, and offers the 

opportunity to buy.

DO YOU FEAR THE BURGER?

Back to the national burger brands. Where’s the fear in buying a 

burger? It’s pretty insignificant as far as life decisions go. But as 

far as the process of buying decisions go, it can feel 

profound. You might feel like you’re going to get a superior 

burger in a Whopper—or you might be thinking about the Creepy 

King character, or the moldy burgers in the advertising. But I 

know at McDonald’s, I’m lovin’ it. Or at Wendy’s, quality is the 

recipe. Nothing being sold is changing my life. But I still want 

to enjoy it. I’m going to go where it feels best. (And a brand can 

have the opposite effect for certain people. The past, sexualized 

brand messages of Carl’s Jr had some people refusing to 

patronize the brand because of how it made them feel.)

FEAR OF FLYING?

The fears related to air travel are many. Beyond the mortal fears 

(like dying in a crash) there are the more mundane fears of 
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paying too much and being treated badly. (You’d be amazed how 

many people hate the feeling of just walking through first class 

on the way to coach. We actually know someone who said she 

wouldn’t fly anywhere because she hated being “judged” by the 

people in first class. The suggestion of flying airlines without a 

first class section met with a mute response.) 

 Southwest Airlines has solved those two common fears—

treatment and expense—by being the airline of Luv, and not 

charging you fees to make changes to your ticket. It can make 

their brand magnetic to someone who cares about those things.  

AFRAID OF HOW YOU LOOK?

We spoke earlier about Wolf Custom Finishes. He’s the artistic 

housepainter who caters to high-end homeowners in a resort 

community. His Core Customer is Mrs. High-End Homeowner. She 

has money, entertains often, and considers her home a show-

place. Her home (along with her haircut) is a reflection of her and 

where she is in life. There are all kinds of high-priced fears tied 

up in the idea of hiring a housepainter. But Matt Wolf’s tagline 

“I hate airline 
priorities.” “Our priority 

is you.”.”
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plays that emotional judo. He recognizes her fear and makes it 

fall away. He elevates the proposition of working with him: “It’s 

not just paint. It’s how you look.” 

 Matt’s going to create something you’ll be proud of. You’ll 

be excited to host your next cocktail party. He’s also seeding the 

thought that you could be looking better. Wolf Custom Finishes 

knows that this is a point of pride. His Lightning Brand is charged 

specifically for Mrs. High-End Homeowner. 

WHERE THERE’S TRUST, THERE’S WORK

Play emotional judo well, and resistance disappears. Customers 

fall into your arms. The emotional lightning strike helps remove 

risk and make your brand magnetic. But knowing what fear to 

dispel requires knowing to whom you’re talking. And that 

requires defining your own unemployed college professor. Find 

the lightning that brings the joy. That joy can be as simple as a 

sandwich, or as significant as surgery. Whatever it is, 

understanding to whom you’re speaking and why you’re doing it 

makes it possible to throw the right emotional lightning bolt. 

“I hate painters 
in my home.” “I’m an 

      artist.”.”
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You might be helping your customer feel good about a sandwich, 

about themselves, or about pursuing a dream or changing a life. 

Fight their fear and find their joy. It will help them fall towards 

your brand. 

TAKEAWAY
Defining your Core Customer lets you give your brand a voice 

that resonates.

ACTION ITEM
Name your single Core Customer, and write a bio of what that 

person is all about. 

+
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What you love doing is important. If you love the work you do, if 

you love solving the problem for your customer, it all becomes 

easier. There’s an intersection where your joy meets your 

customer’s fear. It requires answering these three questions:

1) Who are you?

2) What do you love doing?

3) How do you go about your business differently from           

 your competitors?

 Your customer’s fear and your joy have to intersect in a way 

that makes the fearful customer feel less afraid. What you love 

doing must matter enough that your customer feels good about 

the better reality of doing business with you. 

CHAPTER 9 
MAKING YOUR BRAND TRUE TO YOU
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BRAND
TRUTH

YOUR JOY THIER FEAR
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 We don’t need everything about you and your joy here. We 

need only determine the sliver of your personality that informs 

your joyful, professional persona. 

 Think back to the comedian brands. None of those people is 

the person you see on the stage. The comedian onstage is a 

persona—an honest, amplified sliver of reality. 

 The good-natured hick really is from the south. That’s 

where his brand grows from. He doesn’t talk about his career as 

a computer geek at IBM. 

 The Queen of Mean is racy and riotous on issues of politics 

and sex. She doesn’t talk about studying at Harvard or working at 

Popular Mechanics. 

 The Diceman is rude and crude. He doesn’t talk about being 

a big-band drummer. 

 You’re not a comic, but these brands remain instructive. 

Earlier, we talked about Wendy’s Hamburgers, and founder Dave 

Thomas and his MBA: Mop Bucket Attitude. What you don’t know 

is he was a restaurant powerhouse who helped build Kentucky 

Fried Chicken into a giant. He also no longer owned Wendy’s 

when he became the Wendy’s brand ambassador. But really, all 

you need to know is that he loved people, restaurants and 

delivering high quality. To this day, joy continues informing the 
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Wendy’s brand—even though joyful Dave is at the big hamburger 

joint in the sky. 

 Conversely, the Carl’s Jr. brand and its sexualized 

advertising no longer reflect the conservative principals and 

midwestern values of its founder, Carl Karcher. The brand works. 

It has a following. It just doesn’t convey any of the wholesome 

persona of its founder, who was disheartened to see where the 

brand image of his company went once he left the building.

 So, with this in mind, who are you?

JOINING THE DOCTOR CLUB

Choosing a doctor can be daunting. 

Especially with the cost involved, 

it can be a fear-laden choice that 

prevents people from taking action. 

Who ever wants to be in any 

doctor’s club, really? Well, we do. 

We’ve both chosen our orthopedist 

because his brand is strong—as a former Olympic speed skater 

and a pro cyclist. 

 Is that any rational reason to choose a doctor? No way. But 

his brand as a joyful athlete makes it feel like his brand as a 

doctor might be equally solid. The truth of his brand helped us 

      Is that a 
rational reason 
to choose a 
doctor? 
No way.

“
“



LIGHTING BRANDING                                                                                          P,138

past the fear that he might not be able help us return to the level 

of physical activity that we previously enjoyed. As it turns out, 

he’s a really good doctor, too. 

 Fear is real. Fear is also an emotion. The feeling of your 

brand has to be strong enough to counter the fear. And part of 

that strength comes from the joy in your persona and its ability 

to counter the fear. 

HAIR JOY MEETS FEAR

We’ve already talked about how much emotion is wrapped up 

in haircuts. We’ve also talked about how Ooh La La’s brand uses 

easy humor and engaging imagery to make the choice feel 

easier. The “Love, Truth, Hair” brand is amusing and disarming, 

with a tongue-in-cheek element. Beneath the surface, it’s a 

little poignant. It might make you laugh. It allows you to let your 

guard down. And all of this is directly influenced by the owner 

herself. The tattoo-ish, winged-heart logo and humorous, 

hair-fun advertising all reflect the owner who has lots of tattoos, 

likes to have fun, and whose own hairstyles are whimsical. Most 

of the competition locally have brands that are cold, hard, bland, 

and/or generic. But the joy of the owner is reflected in the Ooh 

La La brand, making it feel like a friend. It helps move the 

prospect past the fear of using a new salon. (That’s a big deal in 

a resort town. You’d be amazed how many people have their hair 

done while on vacation. Or during the Sundance Film Festival.)
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SEEING THE JOY FOR FIGHTING THE FEAR IN THEIR EYES

We’ve already discussed this brand quite a bit. We’re going to 

keep doing it because it is an evermoving steamroller of brand 

commitment and success. Dr. Sam’s Eye Care dispels the fear of 

choosing the wrong doctor, of being ripped off, of any 

normal fear about choosing an eye doctor. It’s all done through 

the joy of Dr. Sam himself, whose easy, folksy demeanor is 

infused throughout the brand. From the brand name to the 

“Straight talk, better vision” tagline, to the straight-talk, 

easygoing attitude of the website, to Dr. Sam’s own voice in his 

radio commercials, to the friendly, laidback experience in the 

office—it all fights any feeling of fear by being infused with Dr. 

Sam’s joy for his practice and his patients. Contrast that with a 

local competitor whose brand might as well be, “We do eye 

exams and sell glasses.” There’s nothing there to latch onto. 

FEEL THE BIG FLUFFY JOY 

We’re going to talk more about the joy behind this brand in the 

next module. But it’s worth knowing that the joy at Big Fluffy 

Web Help comes from the owner’s joy in helping other joyful 

people combat the black beast of bad websites and gruesome 

web developers. He has spent his career making technical things 

for humans to use, training people how to do technical things, 

and producing joyful things for people to take joy in. Now, as a 

web developer for his Core Customer Ms. Brown, he finds his joy 
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in helping his Core Customer continue her life as a creative 

professional unabated by bad juju. 

TAKEAWAY
Share the joy of your brand, and it opens the door for your 

customer to join in. 

ACTION ITEM
Consider a brand that makes you feel joy, and write down ways 

you can emulate that in your own brand. 

+
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Fear, joy, and your brand. Seems like a puzzle, right? But you can 

solve it. You already have what you need. You are wired for this 

because you are human. To be human is to have stories. At its 

core, marketing is storytelling. Story is a fundamental compo-

nent of the human story. For thousands of years, humans have 

long passed important information from person to person via 

story. To borrow from Wikipedia, story is about “developing a 

connection to one another through the communal experience.” 

The key phrase there is “developing a connection.” Let’s face it: 

your brand is about making a connection. Leaving the light on. 

It’s how you look. Lovin’ it. Poof, it’s fixed! Little lightning bolts of 

human connection.

WHY STORY?

At their best, stories are electrically charged. Look at some of 

the oldest and most widely known books in the world: The Bible, 

The Book of Mormon, Talmud, Koran, Bhagavad Gita, Aesop’s 

CHAPTER 10 
THE POWER OF ONCE UPON A TIME…
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Fables, the Greek and Roman myths. Stories matter. They are 

instructive and are life moments crystallized for instructions on 

how to live life in a complex and challenging world. 

 But, what’s your story? What’s the story behind your 

business? How has your business helped the customer solve a 

problem? What’s your life’s backstory that got you to the place 

where you feel compelled to do this? Your story can and should 

be integral to your brand.

 Some of Slow Burn’s clients have poignant brand stories. 

Susan Graham is an estate planning and elder law attorney in 

Idaho. When rebranding the Law Offices of Susan M. Graham, 

tapping into her personal story was key. When she was a young 

woman, her father died without an estate plan. Her mother was 

inconsolable. Susan and her husband tried to help run the family 

business, and it didn’t work out. Having no plan led to so many 

problems that it drove mother and daughter apart. The pain and 

the confusion were such that Susan Graham went to law school 

and developed a law practice. She helps families protect their 

assets, their independence, and their loved ones.

 nce upon a time, we 
started a business because...
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 This is the Reader’s Digest version of a complicated, heart-

wrenching story. And it informed the brand. The original 

business was called The Law Offices Of Susan M. Graham. The 

brand didn’t offer a lot of feeling. It says, “We are lawyers.” 

Susan saw the Honey & Blaine Show at a conference in Boise, 

and decided she wanted branding. When we were finished 

working with Susan, he brand was Senior Edge Legal. Tagline: 

“It’s your turn.” Suddenly, anyone in her customer sweet spot 

knew exactly what was going on and why, and was ready to say 

tell me more. 

 One of the key challenges here is that Susan Graham is a 

lawyer. Lawyers intimidate people. People who could use a 

lawyer often don’t because it feels too daunting. As with Hello 

Divorce, Senior Edge brings a clarity of purpose, and a feeling 

that this might be the right place. A firm called the Law Offices 

Of Susan M. Graham doesn’t feel like it has a lot of room for a

nyone besides Susan Graham. But the brand Senior Edge Legal, 

“It’s your turn,” and its welcoming green-grass logo? It has all 

kinds of room for the customer. The brand is ready to give you 

the edge in your senior years. It’s also informed by Susan Gra-

ham’s story. It offers an emotional lightning strike for the Core 

Customer. 

SENIOR EDGE 
L    E    G    A    L

It’s your turn
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  The law practice works primarily with married couples. A 

wife of a certain age is typically the driving force in the decision 

to visit. So, the core client was named Senior Mrs. The branding 

is such that Senior Mrs. immediately feels the right way about 

what’s happening with the brand. She also responds to the “Once 

upon a time” of the backstory that inspires the brand. There’s no 

traditional brick wall of cold, non-emotional void between her 

and a law office. It’s a welcoming club she’s happy to join. 

HOW BOLD IS YOUR APPROACH?

When you meet Dave Lakhani, you might find him intimidating. 

He’s a big guy, over six feet, with a shaved head. The look in his 

eye tells you that this man has seen things. And when you learn 

his backstory, it confirms your suspicions. He’s been on his own 

since age 16. Once upon a time, he was a sponsored kickboxer 

and an undercover DEA agent, among other things. He once told 

us that, after being shot, he looked at his paycheck and realized 

he could be making more money managing a McDonald’s. That’s 

when he walked away from the undercover lifestyle and 

eventually moved into the spotlight as a marketing and 

persuasion expert. In fact, one of his several books is called, 

Persuasion: The Art Of Getting What You Want. 

 But, what makes a guy decide he wants to become a 

persuasion expert? It connects to his functioning as an i

ndependent adult from the age of 16. Dave’s life was different 
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from yours or ours. In the preface to Persuasion, he writes his 

own once-upon-a-time: “I was raised by a brilliant single mother 

who wanted the very best for my brothers and me. Mom was 

literate, creative, well spoken, motivated, and focused on a better 

life for all of us ... so she decided to raise us in a religious cult.”

 Um…OK, then. Didn’t see that one coming, did you?

 We recently asked Dave what specifically made him want 

to study persuasion. He replied, “It was pretty simple really, I was 

trying to figure out how someone was able to convince my mom 

to join the crazy church she did and accept all their rules. I 

figured there must be some dastardly trick and I had to know 

what it was. Then I found it really fascinating to know all the 

reasons people do what they do and why, and how easily we all 

are persuaded and manipulated and are victims of our own bias.”

 When you learn this story, Dave’s brand makes so much 

sense: Bold Approach. Tagline: “Boldly Create | Work | Live | Do.” 

According to his own bio, Dave “teaches businesses how to 

 nce upon a time, I was raised in 
a religious cult, so I’ve dedicated my life 
to the study of persuasion.
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leverage psychological and biological responses to applications 

of persuasion to rapidly increase sales, make marketing 

profitable, change behavior and develop deeper relationships.” 

We said, “So, Dave, this story informs your Bold Approach brand, 

right?” He replied, “It definitely does. Well that, and my antisocial 

Punk Rock ethos.” (Dave is also irreverent.)

Bottom line: Dave’s story matters. It informs the foundation of his 

brand. Once the brand name makes you say, “Tell me more,” how 

persuasive is that story and its link to the brand? In essence, it’s 

“Once upon a time, persuasion changed my family’s life. I 

needed to understand it. And now I use its power for good.” It’s 

easy to feel the electrochemical charge of emotional lightning. 

SEEING THE STORY

You read a lot about the Dr. Sam’s Eye Care story here simply 

because he was one of Slow Burn’s earliest clients. His success 

is visible and visual. Branding made Sam Giveen uncomfortable. 

As with lawyers, the idea of appealing to a customer’s feelings 

does not fit with the clinical, intellectual thinking that underpins 

a doctor’s training. But at the end of the day, the business of his 

business is people. 

 We spent a lot of time listening to Dr. Sam Giveen tell his 

story. We asked him what inspired him to become an 
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optometrist. He replied, “When I was a kid, I had an eye-teaming 

problem that was dealt with through weekly vision sessions with 

an optometrist. So we got very close. And it helped out a lot.”

 As mentioned earlier, we asked about a patient’s biggest 

fear. He said that one of the first things he learned was, “Figure 

that when a patient walks in the office, they’re afraid they’re 

going to go blind, and they’re afraid you’re going to fleece them. 

That’s a good place to start.” Sam maintains it’s important to 

quiet those fears with good care and reasonable financial 

precautions. Let them feel that nothing bad is going to happen.

 He also told us a story about a quiet, mousy, young woman 

in her early 20s who came in with her mother. The daughter 

ostensibly had an eye turn, known colloquially as a lazy eye. Had 

it since she was an infant. Her vision was always poor with that 

eye. She’d had half a dozen eye exams during her life. Nothing 

could be done. Sam examined her and said, “She doesn’t have an 

eye turn. Her eyes are actually straight. One of her eyes is being 

pushed out of the socket. She’s got a tumor behind her eye.” And 

the tumor was growing. “Eventually, it would have ruined her 

optic nerve and she’d have a blind eye.”  

 He referred her to a surgeon. We asked if he’d seen her 

again since the surgery. He said he had, and she was a changed 

person, confident in attitude and appearance. “This kind of thing 

really makes me love my job.”
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 Once upon a time, Dr. Sam had his own childhood vision 

problems. Once upon a time, he helped change a young woman’s 

life. Do stories like these bring resonance to the “Straight talk, 

better vision” brand? Does the Dr. Sam’s Eye Care brand have 

more resonance and authenticity than United Eye Care 

Specialists, “For all your vision needs”? Dr. Sam’s Eye Care, 

“Straight talk, better vision,” has electricity for New England 

Mom, the no-nonsense Core Customer. 

READY TO GET FLUFFY?

As mentioned earlier, Steve Cunningham of Big Fluffy Web Help 

used an early version of this course. When asked about his story, 

he replied:

I miss my Mom. She passed in 2008, and I still miss her 

computer-related phone calls (and in the last several 

years they all were). Mom came to computers late, 

never understood them, but learned how to use them 

thanks to QVC. I’d made a browser shortcut on her 

desktop so she could just click it and go to the QVC 

site, so she could buy the QVC stuff she saw on TV. But 

when something would happen—the icon would move 

or disappear—the call would begin with, “Steve, the 

computer won’t let me…” as if it was an anthropomorphic 

gatekeeper that could prevent her from getting what 

she wanted from QVC. I still miss those calls.
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 Steve’s creative-pro Core Customer, Ms. Brown, wants her 

website to work right now, and doesn’t want to be spoken down 

to. Once upon a time, he was a good son, proficient at helping his 

mother handle her computer problems without judgment or 

ridicule. Think this story gives resonance to the Big Fluffy Web 

Help brand and informs his brand voice? Poof, it’s fixed!

REAL PERSON + ORIGIN STORY = AUTHENTIC BRAND

Big Fluffy’s Steve Cunningham, Dr. Sam’s Eye Care’s Sam Giveen, 

Bold Approach’s Dave Lakhani, Senior Edge Legal’s Susan 

Graham—we think the world of all of them, and the many others 

who’ve put lightning into their branding. 

 But what about you? What’s your origin story? 

 Are you an obsessed hobbyist? Are you a highly schooled 

professional on a mission? Were you deeply influenced by a 

professional care provider in your youth? How and why do you 

love what you do? Who are the customers you’ve served well? 

What’s a good day at work? 

BRAND
AUTHENTIC

STORY
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  These potent and important stories inform your brand and 

influence your customer. Dig deep for the stories that become 

foundational for your branding, making your business stronger. 

TAKEAWAY
Deep in your brand is a story about why you do what you do and 

your big difference. 

ACTION ITEM
Write down one single, important story about why you’re in 

business.

+
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This is the part that most people hate: writing it all down. The 

blank page ridicules by its emptiness! This is the place where 

many feel the fear and abandon the effort. Resist. Don’t fall 

victim to the temptation. You can do this. Hate it? Embrace the 

hate and make it work for you. Anger can be an excellent 

motivator when it comes to completing a task that benefits from 

an emotional charge. 

 We’ve looked at branding in the world at large. We’ve 

focused down to examine who you are and who your customer is. 

We’ve examined the intersection between you and your 

customer with regard to feelings. We’ve talked about your story 

and how it matters to your customer. 

 Now comes the final stage in the Lightning Branding recipe: 

concentrating the raw material into the emotional charge for 

your brand. 

 In making maple syrup, as much as 50 quarts of maple sap 

CHAPTER 11 
HERE COMES THE HARD PART…
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is boiled down to  one quart of syrup. That’s a 50:1 ratio of raw 

ingredients to final product. 

 So it is with writing about your 

brand. You take a whole lot of raw 

material and use it to produce tiny, 

potent, concentrated lightning bolt 

of brand. 

 This is where you’re going to do a brain dump. Don’t worry 

about things like format or style. Just let your brain work. 

Nobody is going to be judging your writing in this. We’re just 

letting the words flow, pouring out what becomes the essence 

of your brand. And you’ll know you’re on the right track when you 

start to feel good about it. 

 At times, what you’re writing might seem nuts. Just let it 

go. Branding is not easy when you’re doing it for yourself. But 

it gets easier if you don’t get judgmental about it. The reason 

we know this is we’ve had to do it for ourselves. The concept of 

“Slow Burn Marketing” might seem obvious. We are dedicated 

to the thoughtful branding and marketing of small businesses. 

The name did not come like lightning until it did. We easily wrote 

down a hundred possible names. 

 But when we hit on the right name, it suddenly felt 

effortless.

      What you’re 
writing might 
seem nuts. 
Good.

“
“
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 In this part of the process, you’re going to see a lot of 

repetition, a lot that makes no sense, some things that are just 

silly. Have fun. Don’t be normal. That’s how the pros do it. 

SLEEPING ON IT

This is important. Once you think you’ve hit on something good, 

you’re going to have to sleep on it. You have to make sure that 

the next day, or even three days later, you still feel as good 

about it. 

 And remember that whatever you do, it will NEVER please 

everyone. It’s not for everyone. It’s for the Core Customer you’re 

trying to reach. It’s for your unemployed college professor 

driving a very, very, very used Volvo. 

WARNING #1

Every diamond starts as a lump of coal. Do not be too 

judgmental about your early efforts.

WARNING #2

Always pay attention to anything that is so sticky it won’t let go 

of your psyche. After all, the one thing you want a brand to do is 

stick to the customer’s psyche. If it’s sticking in your brain and 

won’t let go, there’s a chance it’ll do the same for your 

prospects. 
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WARNING #3

DO NOT FOCUS GROUP! Until you have completed this process, 

your brand is just a zygote standing around in its underwear. 

Outsiders are the enemy. You will never please 100% of people 

with your brand direction. You will please even fewer of them 

while it’s still in the nascent stages. At Slow Burn, we often 

disagree with each other on various brands. But in the end, one 

of us is always right. This goes back to WARNING #2, above. 

Stickiness matters.  

LISTEN TO YOUR HEART AND HAVE COURAGE

You’ve come this far. You have courage. Put your heart into this 

part of the process. You might be getting a crazy-ass brain dump. 

But you will hone in on the one way your Core Customer should 

feel about your business.

TAKEAWAY
Write crazy stuff, don’t judge, and pay attention to the stuff that 

sticks with you. 

ACTION ITEM
Write a brain dump about your brand, then look for the little 

bolts of lightning, and use them to write a mission statement no 

longer than seven (7) words. 

+
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Maybe you already have a brand name that works just fine. 

Maybe not. If you have a new business, or you’re rebranding an 

existing business, you need a name. If you’re like some of our 

clients, you feel like your name is less than ideal. (Consider that 

Dr. Sam bought a business call United Eyecare Specialists. It 

didn’t take a lot of time to convince the good doctor that one 

guy with one office wasn’t United anything.) Whatever your 

situation, you want a name that better represents you, who you 

are and what you do. 

 Feel the fear. We’re going to tell you to write down at 

least 100 possible brand names. Feel the fear and do it anyway. 

At Slow Burn, we’ve been known to write three times as many 

names. If you know you’re writing that many, you’re less likely 

to edit yourself in the process. It gives you permission to write 

down every stupid, wrong, ridiculous thing that comes to your 

mind. Because it’s in those stupid, wrong, ridiculous things that 

magic happens. (We know. We’ve lived it.) And if you’re writing 

CHAPTER 12 
BRAND NAMES GONE WILD!
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100+ names, you’re less likely to edit yourself and more likely to 

play so you’ll start naming your law firm things like Grape Juice, 

Gadfly, Garbanzo Bean Partners, Giddy Giddy, Giddyap, 

Gidfellows, Grasp—wait, Grasp. There’s something there. Hmm. 

Keep writing. 

 Again, think about what you want to convey to your Core 

Customer. What do you want that one person to feel? Then, just 

start writing down possible names. Make words up if you feel 

like it. Don’t judge. This is how, for one client, we came to a one-

word company name that seemed outlandish. But rebranding 

Innovative Practice Solutions as Salt was part of a rebranding 

that helped double her client base in six months. Be silly. Invent 

words. Just start writing. Don’t stop until you get to at least 100 

names. 

 Next, go back and review your list. Find the 10 names that you 

think have potential and write them down. 

 Cut the list of 10 down to three. You must feel like you could live 

with each of these three names for a long time. Pretend the name 

is going to be on a T-shirt you can’t take off and have to wear every 

day. What if it was tattooed on your forearm? Would you mind? Which 

three names could you live with proudly and forever? 
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Look at the three names above and pick your favorite. Now, go to 

the internet and start your due diligence. Make sure there are no 

conflicts in your category and/or your geography. Use USPTO 

TESS to do a trademark search. If you and your lawyer are 

convinced this name is OK, is it something that will resonate with 

your Core Customer? Or do you need to go back to the list? Work 

on this one. It’s important. What’s your name?

TAKE AWAY
Naming your new brand means writing lots and lots of names un-

til you know you’ve hit on the write one. 

ACTION ITEM
Write 100 possible brand names until you hit one that has 

lightning. (If you have to, find inspiration using research tools like 

thesaurus.com and Google image searches .)

+
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Your brand wants a tagline. The brand tagline is your “I’m lovin’ 

it.” (That’s a tiny little lightning strike for feeling good about a 

fast-food burger joint.) It’s your “We’ll leave the light on for you.” 

(That’s a little lightning strike for the friendly-feeling, homespun 

nature of a budget motel.) The tagline is your, “Straight talk. 

Better vision.” (That’s an emotional lightning strike for a 

plainspoken, regular-guy approach to the best possible eye 

care.) Your tagline is your version of, “It’s not just paint, it’s how 

you look.” (That’s a little lightning strike message that the guy 

painting your house knows its as important as you do.) 

 Your tagline is an emotional little lightning strike. It’s a tiny, 

emotional shot that helps charge your brand with feeling. It must 

be a single, short line. It can’t be 20 words long, contain two 

commas and a “but.” Above, there are four taglines mentioned. 

The longest one is seven words. That’s long. But it works. It’s still 

succinct. It’s potent, It’s still succinct. It’s potent; it thrills with the 

electricity that prints a picture and a mood in the customer’s 

CHAPTER 13 
TAG, YOU WIN! 
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mind. It also hints at benefit. It makes the customer feel one, right 

way about Motel 6.  

 Time to start writing your tagline. Again, write without 

judgment. Don’t be clinical. Don’t write, “For all your widget 

needs!” and say, “Done! What more could I need?” This requires 

a push. Once the easy ones are written, it’s time to start writing 

the difficult ones, the ones that challenge you to find electric 

poetry for your customer. Feel free to write nonsense. Nonsense 

can lead to brilliance.

 After you have your list of 100, review them. Some of them 

stink, right? But, some are pretty good. And yes, there are a 

couple of electrifying gems. Maybe some diamonds

 Have you got your tagline yet? Keep writing if you feel the 

need. It’s never over ‘til it’s over. 

 Once you feel you’ve got viable taglines, feel free to go 

back to your brand names. Sometimes, what you have won’t work 

with your favorite name—but it might turn another name into 

your favorite. You can mix and match if you feel like something 

works better. 

 By the time you’re done with this exercise, you should have 

the feeling that you’re onto Something Big. Your favorite names 
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and your taglines should make you feel like your brand is taking 

on a life of its own. Without ever speaking to your customer 

personally, the brand name and tagline should feel like they can 

make your Core Customer self-select. (As we say at Slow Burn 

Marketing, “My, what a big brand you have.”)

TAKE AWAY
Writing your new tagline means writing at least as much as you 

wrote for naming your brand. 

ACTION ITEM
Write at least 100 possible taglines until you hit on one that 

sings. (Again, feel free to use online research tools to help you.)

+
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If you’ve come this far, you’ve done a lot of work. Congratulations. 

Next comes the assembly of all the parts into a single, cohesive 

document that informs your brand. What you’re going to do is 

create a personal, “Branding Lite” version of a document that 

Slow Burn creates for all our clients. This document helps 

electrify your brand for you—and more importantly, for anyone 

who works for you. You’re going to pull the answers from some 

of the previous chapters’ ACTION ITEMS, and put them together 

on a single sheet of paper. Those answers include: 

4 From Chapter 12, your brand name 

4 From Chapter 13, your tagline 

4 From Chapter 11, your mission statement 

4 From Chapter 8, your Core Customer’s name 

4 From Chapter 5, your one thing 

CHAPTER 14
ASSEMBLY REQUIRED 
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 Guess what? You now have all of the important details in 

one place. They are assembled in easy-to-digest fashion. You 

can put this all on one sheet (see the form in the Appendix), and 

use it as guiding lightning for your business. You should now 

know the one way your Core Customer should feel about your 

business. Use that form in the Appendix to remind yourself, and 

anyone who works for you, how your brand is supposed to feel. 

Use it to convey the kind of brand electricity their work requires. 

 You can also use this as a brief to inform anyone who does 

work for you, like a graphic designer who’s creating your logo, a 

web designer who’s creating a website, a radio station account 

rep who’s creating radio commercials for your business, or a 

YouTube video marketing specialist who’s creating online videos. 

Anyone who’s responsible for helping you develop branded 

materials should understand what this document means. 

 If this document seems very short, consider this: Bill Clinton 

was raised a Southern Baptist. He also hated sound bites. When 

first running for president, he was a loquacious speaker who 

wasn’t doing well. His strategists sat him down and made him 

read John 3:16. In essence, they said “Look, if the entire 

foundation of the Christian faith can be compressed into the 25 

words of John 3:16, you can campaign in sound bites.” 

 The Gettysburg Address is one of the single most 

significant speeches in American history. Length: 271 words. Just 
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10 sentences. Right before 

delivering it, Abraham Lincoln 

wrote it on the back of an enve-

lope. Ever heard of Edward Everett? 

He was also at Gettysburg that day. 

He delivered a two-hour speech. 

It’s not often you hear anyone 

quoting any of his 13,000+ words. 

 In American brand advertising, one of the single most 

potent taglines ever written is only three words long. A mere 

eight letters. 

 “Just do it.” 

 Lightning-grade energy is not about length. 

 It’s about the fuel you put into it. 

 And it makes your brand strike like lightning. 

TAKE AWAY 

Thinking with direction, purpose and intent can be distilled into 

quick-hitting brand lightning.

      The 
Gettysburg 
Address was 
just 10 
sentences.

“
“
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ACTION ITEM
Write down the answer to this question: What is the one way 

your Core Customer should feel about your business? 

+



AFTERWORD

We said it before. Repeatedly. Lightning branding is hard work 

and requires courage. 

 If you’re reading this, you’ve proven yourself unafraid. You 

have ventured into a place of small business branding that most 

never find. You can use your Lightning Brand as a springboard to 

greatness. 

 Go forth. Brand with confidence. Feel the joy. Change lives. 
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+



TIME TO STRIKE


