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Preface
rands fail. That is their destiny. Right now, somewhere in the world, someone in a
very smart suit and an expensive haircut is in a boardroom selling an idea for a
new brand and everyone in the room is nodding their heads as happily as people
boarded the Titanic.
‘Wow, Tom, a talking waste disposal unit, that’s absolutely genius!’
Even if it was a good idea, that brand has never had more chance of failure than it
does now. It will probably go the way of smokeless cigarettes and baby food for
grown-ups – to that marketing graveyard in the sky. To understand how brands fail is
to know where the hidden trapdoors are on the path to success.
Of course, brands come unstuck for all kinds of reasons. When Scandinavian
vacuum manufacturer Electrolux launched in America, it chose for its slogan ‘Nothing
sucks like an Electrolux.’ It’s not exactly surprising that Electrolux hasn’t fared too
well in that market. Today, judged by number of employees, Eastern Europe is a
bigger market for the company than the US. In Europe as a whole the company
employs three times as many staff as in America. Likewise, when General Motors
launched the Chevy Nova in South America, it took a while for them to figure out why
it wasn’t selling any cars. Then it dawned on them.
‘Er, Marjorie, you better look at this.’
‘What is it, Scott?’
‘Well, you know that amazing brand name I came up with. “Nova”. Well, it turns
out that to the Spanish speaking world it means “it won’t go”.’
‘So you’ve just written “it won’t go” on the back of fifty million cars?’
‘Erm, yeah.’
‘And you didn’t think to check that out on Babelfish or something?’
‘Babelfish hasn’t been invented yet, Marjorie.’
‘Well, you know, there are such things as Spanish dictionaries.’
‘I know that. Do you think I don’t know that?!’
‘Calm down, Scott. Come on, it will be okay. Have a drink. I’ve got a can of New
Coke if you want it.’
‘Oh Marjorie, what have I done?’
Rebranded as Caribe the brand formerly known as Nova actually had an okay
future. Better than Edsel, Ford’s car-tastrophe that lost the company $2 billion in
today’s money when they got everything wrong from the name outwards.
When Brand Failures was first published, I had no idea how well it would be
received. You see, in that respect, writing a book is very much like launching a brand.
You can estimate its potential success, but you can’t know for certain how well it will
do until it is out there on the shelves. As it turned out, it became the most popular
business book I’d written. It didn’t knock Harry Potter or The Da Vinci Code off the
top spot, but it did okay. Why? Haven’t got a clue. Well, alright, I have one clue:
failure. People like to hear about it – it’s as simple as that. And nowhere is that more
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true than in the business world.
Nowhere has this capacity to gloat been more in evidence than the fall from grace
in 2010 of two of the world’s most successful brands, BP and Toyota. Both brands
suffered catastrophic, though perhaps not terminal, blows to their reputations for
quality, integrity and honesty. While BP successfully played corporate baddie, leaking
oil in the Gulf of Mexico, Toyota and its near invisible chairman Akio Toyoda, also
found themselves at the centre of a storm of unwelcome public visibility when the
company had to recall a few million cars for a variety of reasons ranging from sticking
accelerator pedals to steering lock defects. Both problems had initial physical causes
but were made much, much worse by complacency and bad handling.
YouGov, best-known for its political and social polling, runs Brand Index
(www.brandindex.com/content/default.asp), a daily measure of public perception of
850 consumer brands across 34 sectors, measured on a 7-point profile. The chart of
how the BP, Toyota and Goldman Sachs brands were performing over the five years to
August 2010 makes for interesting viewing, but fasten your seat belt before opening
this web link! (www.nytimes.com/imagepages/2010/08/22/
business/22metrics.html?ref=business)
Interest in failure isn’t because business people are all cold- hearted
Machiavellians, ready to sneer down their cigars at the spectacular imbecility and
incompetence inherent in a lot of failed brands. Or at least, it’s not just because of that.
It’s chiefly because failure is the reality that faces most brand managers for much of
their working life.
Some business books rabbit on about success as if it is something that can be
cooked up by following a few basic instructions and adding a few basic ingredients.
They don’t want to dishearten their readers by giving them the truth: a brand – any
brand – is always more likely to fail than succeed. And, just for the record, this is
usually the fault of the brand, not the product itself. If nothing was branded, every
product within a category would stand an equal chance of success: hamburgers would
just be hamburgers, running shoes would just be running shoes, dark cola-flavoured
carbonated water would just be dark cola-flavoured carbonated water. So the
difference between success and failure rests not with the product, but with the brand.
The moment a new brand is launched, the odds are immediately stacked against it.
Each new brand either has to try to wean consumers away from its competitors, or it
has the even harder task of trying to create a market all by itself. The result is that nine
out of ten times brands fail. And what is more, this situation is unlikely to ever change.
Indeed, in the time since this book was first published, there have been no shortage of
costly brand disasters. Coca-Cola’s attempt to launch its bottled water Dasani on the
UK market, only to find it included an illegal level of toxicity, is just one of the most
notable recent examples of how success and expensive marketing budgets don’t
always go hand in hand.
As brands become increasingly expensive to launch the stakes get greater. In most
sectors, what was once simply a risky market, has now become a casino. When a
brand makes it, it can become bigger than ever before, but you’ll be hard-pushed to
define its success. If there was a single ingredient that guaranteed success, wouldn’t
every brand be successful? After all, even the world’s most successful brand – CocaCola (worth $70 billion according to Interbrand) – does not know what exactly makes
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it so successful. If it did, it would be able to replicate that success with its brands of
bottled water, and it certainly wouldn’t have come up with New Coke, the first case
featured in this book. Coca-Cola may include a ‘secret formula’ in its number one
product, but the exact formula that keeps a brand itself successfully fizzing along is a
secret no one can ever fully understand.
While people try in vain to look for the holy grail marked ‘success’, brands keep
dropping out of the market – or, in some cases, the market drops out from underneath
them (the latest casualties are set to be soaps, according to my morning newspaper, as
we increasingly choose to mask our scent with facial cleansers and shower gels).
However, while success is hard to define, failure is always easy to understand. Just
as a quick post-mortem will quickly explain the cause of someone’s death (while
theologians and biologists are still debating the meaning of life), so too a look at some
of the most spectacular brand flops can uncover some very obvious reasons for
failures.
And eight years ago, when I set about researching the first edition of this ‘how-notto’ book, that was my intention – to look at brands that have been strangled at birth.
Or, in the cases of those failures still with us – those brands that should have been
strangled at birth. I wanted to write a book that would help focus attention on what can
go wrong, rather than what might one day go right. My aim was to encourage brands
to be neurotics, rather than over-optimistic egomaniacs, and to always consider the
consequences – both financial and social – of corporate arrogance. The recent credit
crunch was too good an opportunity to miss, so I have included a couple of recent
examples of mighty brands being stopped in their tracks.
But don’t worry. Brand failures will keep on happening. The paradox is that
success makes failure more likely because it gives brands bigger egos. ‘Hey, people
like our range of fizzy drinks so they’ll just love wearing our tank-tops!’ That is why
the biggest successes – such as Google, McDonald’s and Coca-Cola – can’t help
producing epic failures.
So one thing seems certain, while brands may come and go, failure remains
eternal... Now, can I interest any of you in buying my latest range of uber-hip Brand
Failures T-shirts?
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Chapter One
Introduction
he process of branding was developed to protect products from failure. This is
easy to see if we trace this process back to its 19th-century origins. In the 1880s,
companies such as Campbell’s, Heinz and Quaker Oats were growing ever more
concerned about the consumer’s reaction to mass-produced products. Brand identities
were designed not only to help these products stand out, but also to reassure a public
anxious about the whole concept of factory-produced goods.
By adding a ‘human’ element to the product, branding put the 19th-century
shoppers’ minds at rest. They may have once placed their trust in their friendly
shopkeeper, but now they could place it in the brands themselves, and the smiling
faces of Uncle Ben or Aunt Jemima which beamed down from the shop shelves.
The failure of mass-produced items that the factory owners had dreaded never
happened. The brands had saved the day.
Fast-forward to the 21st century and a different picture emerges. Now it is the
brands themselves that are in trouble. They have become a victim of their own
success. If a product fails, it’s the brand that’s at fault.
They may have helped companies such as McDonald’s, Nike, Coca-Cola and
Microsoft build global empires, but brands have also transformed the process of
marketing into one of perception-building. That is to say, image is now everything.
Consumers make buying decisions based around the perception of the brand rather
than the reality of the product. While this means brands can become more valuable
than their physical assets, it also means they can lose this value overnight. After all,
perception is a fragile thing.
If the brand image becomes tarnished through a media scandal or controversial
incident or even a rumour spread via the internet, then the company as a whole can
find itself in deep trouble. Yet companies cannot opt out of this situation. They cannot
turn the clock back to an age when branding didn’t matter. And besides, they can grow
faster than ever before through the creation of a strong brand identity. Alongside this
meteoric growth in branding has emerged the sheer value of the brand itself. Take my
beloved favourite BlackBerry, a company which despite following the fruit-themed
success of other tech brands (Apple, Orange) has a fraction of the market share of
Nokia, the market leader in volume terms. And yet the former’s brand value was
assessed in 2010 as being $31 billion, by BrandZ, a company that surveys the subject
and 2011 looks set to up that value more to over twice the value of the Nokia brand.
So brands matter now more than ever. Perception is reality. Reality is perception.
However, branding is no longer simply a way of averting failure. It is everything.
Companies live or die on the strength of their brand.
Yet despite the fact that branding is more important than at any previous time,
companies are still getting it wrong. In fact, they are worse at it than ever before.
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Brands are failing every single day and the company executives are left scratching
their heads in bafflement.
The purpose of this book is to look at a wide variety of these brand failures, and
brands which have so far managed to narrowly escape death, in order to explore the
various ways in which companies can get it wrong.
As the examples show, brand failure is not the preserve of one certain type of
business. Global giants such as Coca-Cola and McDonald’s have proved just as likely
to create brand flops as smaller and younger companies with little marketing
experience.
It will also become clear that companies do not learn from each other’s mistakes. In
fact, the opposite seems to happen. Failure is an epidemic. It is contagious. Brands
watch each other and replicate their mistakes. For instance, when the themed
restaurant Planet Hollywood was still struggling to make a profit, a group of
supermodels thought they should follow the formula with their own Fashion Café.
Companies are starting to suffer from ‘lemming syndrome’. They are so busy
following the competition that they don’t realize when they are heading towards the
cliff-edge. They see rival companies apply their brand name to new products, so they
decide to do the same. They see others dive into new untested markets, so they do too.
While Coca-Cola and McDonald’s may be able to afford the odd costly branding
mistake, smaller companies cannot. For them, failure can be fatal. The branding
process which was once designed to protect products is now itself filled with danger.
While this danger can never be completely eliminated, by learning from the bad
examples of others it is at least possible to identify where the main threats lie.

Why brands fail
A long, long time ago in a galaxy far away, products were responsible for the fate of a
company. When a company noticed that its sales were flagging, it would come to one
conclusion: its product was starting to fail. Now things have changed. Companies
don’t blame the product, they blame the brand.
It isn’t the physical item sitting on the shop shelf at fault, but rather what that item
represents, what it conjures up in the buyer’s mind. This shift in thinking, from
product-blame to brand-blame, is therefore related to the way buyer behaviour has
changed.
‘Today most products are bought, not sold,’ write Al and Laura Ries in The 22
Immutable Laws of Branding. ‘Branding “presells” the product or service to the user.
Branding is simply a more efficient way to sell things.’ Although this is true, this new
focus means that perfectly good products can fail as a result of bad branding. So while
branding raises the rewards, it also heightens the risks.
Scott Bedbury, Starbucks’ former vice-president of marketing, controversially
admitted that ‘consumers don’t truly believe there’s a huge difference between
products,’ which means brands have to establish ‘emotional ties’ with their customers.
However, emotions aren’t to be messed with. Once a brand has created that
necessary bond, it has to handle it with care. One step out of line and the customer
may not be willing to forgive.
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This is ultimately why all brands fail. Something happens to break the bond
between the customer and the brand. This is not always the fault of the company, as
some things really are beyond their immediate control (global recession, technological
advances, international disasters etc). However, more often than not, when brands
struggle or fail it is usually down to a distorted perception of either the brand, the
competition or the market. This altered view is a result of one of the following seven
deadly sins of branding:
Brand amnesia. For old brands, as for old people, memory becomes an
increasing issue. When a brand forgets what it is supposed to stand for, it
runs into trouble. The most obvious case of brand amnesia occurs when a
venerable, long-standing brand tries to create a radical new identity, such
as when Coca-Cola tried to replace its original formula with New Coke.
The results were disastrous.
Brand ego. Brands sometimes develop a tendency for overestimating their
own importance, and their own capability. This is evident when a brand
believes it can support a market single-handedly, as Polaroid did with the
instant photography market. It is also apparent when a brand enters a new
market for which it is clearly ill-suited, such as Harley Davidson trying to
sell perfume.
Brand megalomania. Egotism can lead to megalomania. When this
happens, brands want to take over the world by expanding into every
product category imaginable. Some, such as Virgin, get away with it. Most
lesser brands, however, do not.
Brand deception. ‘Human kind cannot bear very much reality,’ wrote T S
Eliot. Neither can brands. Indeed, some brands see the whole marketing
process as an act of covering up the reality of their product. In extreme
cases, the trend towards brand fiction can lead to downright lies. For
example, in an attempt to promote the film A Knight’s Tale one Sony
marketing executive invented a critic, and a suitable quote, to put onto the
promotional poster. In an age where markets are increasingly connected,
via the internet and other technologies, consumers can no longer be
deceived.
Brand fatigue. Some companies get bored with their own brands. You can
see this happening to products which have been on the shelves for many
years, collecting dust. When brand fatigue sets in creativity suffers, and so
do sales.
Brand paranoia. This is the opposite of brand ego and is most likely to
occur when a brand faces increased competition. Typical symptoms
include: a tendency to file lawsuits against rival companies, a willingness
to reinvent the brand every six months, and a longing to imitate
competitors.
Brand irrelevance. When a market radically evolves, the brands associated
with it risk becoming irrelevant and obsolete. Brand managers must strive
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to maintain relevance by staying ahead of the category, as Kodak is trying
to do with digital photography.

Brand myths
When their brands fail companies are always taken by surprise. This is because they
have had faith in their brand from the start, otherwise it would never have been
launched in the first place. However, this brand faith often stems from an obscured
attitude towards branding, based around one or a combination of the following brand
myths:
If a product is first it will succeed. This concept is one of the most
enduring in business theory and practice. Entrepreneurs and established
giants are always in a race to be first. It is research from the 1980s
claiming to show that market pioneers have enduring advantages – in
distribution, product-line breadth, product quality and market share –
which is to blame. Beguiling though the theory of first-mover advantage
is, it is almost invariably a mistake to be first. As Gerard Tellis, of the
University of Southern California, and Peter Golder of New York
University’s Stern Business School, argue in their book Will and Vision:
How latecomers grow to dominate markets, it is often those who arrive late
to a market who reap the biggest benefits and establish an enduring brand.
McDonald’s didn’t invent the hamburger. Facebook didn’t invent social
networking. Google wasn’t the first search engine. But it’s always good
branding to try and look like you were first. Early research studies on this
subject were based on surveys of surviving companies and brands,
excluding all the pioneers that failed. This helps some companies to look
as though they were first to market even when they were not. Procter &
Gamble boasts that it created America’s disposable-nappy (diaper)
business. In fact, a company called Chux launched its product a quarter of
a century before P&G entered the market in 1961.
Strong brands will always beat the locals. Wrong, as Nigel Hollis
eloquently argues in his 2010 edition of The Global Brand, such brands
gain by being a part of a local culture and can lose out if they are not.
If a product is good, it will succeed. This is blatantly untrue. In fact, good
products are as likely to fail as bad products. Betamax, for instance, had
better picture and audio quality than VHS video recorders. But it failed
disastrously.
Brands are more likely to succeed than fail. Wrong. Brands fail every
single day. According to some estimates, 80 per cent of all new products
fail upon introduction, and a further 10 per cent die within five years. By
launching a product you are taking a one in ten chance of long-term
success. As Robert McMath, a former Procter & Gamble marketing
executive, once put it: ‘it’s easier for a product to fail than it is to survive.’
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Big companies will always have brand success. This myth can be
dismantled with two words: New Coke. As this book will show, big
companies have managed to have at least as much failure as success. No
company is big enough to be immune to brand disaster. In fact, many of
the examples in this book highlight one of the main paradoxes of branding
– namely, that as brands get bigger and more successful, they also become
more vulnerable and exposed.
Strong brands are built on advertising. Advertising can support brands, but
it can’t build them from scratch. Many of the world’s biggest brand
failures accompanied extremely expensive advertising campaigns.
If it’s something new, it’s going to sell. There may be a gap in the market,
but it doesn’t mean it has to be filled. This lesson was learnt the hard way
for RJR Nabisco Holdings when it decided to launch a ‘smokeless’
cigarette. ‘It took them a while to figure out that smokers actually like the
smoke part of smoking,’ one commentator said at the time.
Strong brands protect products. This may have once been the case, but
now the situation is reversed. Strong products now help to protect brands.
As the cases show, the product has become the ambassador of the brand
and even the slightest decrease in quality or a hint of trouble will affect the
brand identity as a whole. The consumer can cause the most elaborate
brand strategy to end in failure.

Why focus on failure?
The aim of this book is to provide ‘how not to’ advice by drawing on some of the
largest branding blunders of all time. Brands which set sail with the help of multimillion dollar advertising campaigns shortly before sinking without trace are clear
contenders. However, the book will also look at acknowledged brand mistakes made
by usually successful companies such as Google, Virgin, McDonald’s, IBM, CocaCola, General Motors and many others.
Welcome, then, to the brand graveyard where companies have either put their
flagging brand to rest or have allowed it to stagger around with no direction in a state
of limbo. While these branding ‘horror stories’ may suggest that failure is inevitable,
their example has helped to identify the key danger areas. It is hoped then, that this
book will provide an illuminating, if rather frightening read.
Don’t have nightmares.
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Chapter Two
Classic failures
ome brand failures have proved so illuminating they have been discussed and
dissected by marketing experts since they first happened. These ‘classic’ failures
help to illustrate the fact that a product does not have to be particularly bad in order
to flop.
Indeed, in the case of New Coke, the first failure we’ll cover, the product was
actually an enhancement of the formula it replaced. The reason it bombed was down to
branding alone. Coca-Cola had forgotten what its core brand was meant to stand for. It
naively thought that taste was the only factor consumers cared about. It was wrong.
Of course Coca-Cola’s marketing whizzes don’t get everything wrong. You don’t
get to be the fifth most valuable brand in the world (according to BrandZ’s 2010
study) easily. But even great brands can have an off day!
In fact, all the examples in this chapter highlight fundamental marketing errors
which many other brands have replicated since. These errors include such basic
mistakes as setting the wrong price, choosing the wrong name, and getting too
paranoid about the competition.
However, these failures also illustrate the general unpredictability of all marketing
practices. No matter how strong a brand becomes, the market always remains elusive.
The best any brand manager can hope for is to look out for any likely pitfalls which
could catch them out. It is in the interest of identifying these pitfalls, rather than for the
sake of schadenfreude, that the following classic failures are explored in some depth.

S

1 New Coke
Think of a brand success story, and you may well think of Coca-Cola. Indeed, with
nearly 1 billion Coca-Cola drinks sold every single day, it is the world’s most
recognized brand.
Yet in 1985 the Coca-Cola Company decided to terminate its most popular soft
drink and replace it with a formula it would market as New Coke. To understand why
this potentially disastrous decision was made, it is necessary to appreciate what was
happening in the soft drinks marketplace. In particular, we must take a closer look at
the growing competition between Coca-Cola and Pepsi-Cola in the years and even
decades prior to the launch of New Coke.
The relationship between the arch-rivals had not been a healthy one. Although
marketing experts have believed for a long time that the competition between the two
companies had made consumers more cola-conscious, the firms themselves rarely saw
it like that. Indeed, the Coca-Cola company had even fought Pepsi-Cola in a legal
battle over the use of the word ‘cola’ in its name, and lost.
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Outside the courts though, Coca-Cola had always been ahead. Shortly after World
War II, Time magazine was already celebrating Coke’s ‘peaceful near-conquest of the
world.’ In the late 1950s, Coke outsold Pepsi by a ratio of more than five to one.
However, during the next decade Pepsi repositioned itself as a youth brand.
This strategy was a risky one as it meant sacrificing its older customers to CocaCola, but ultimately it proved successful. By narrowing its focus, Pepsi was able to
position its brand against the old and classic image of its competitor. As it became
increasingly seen as ‘the drink of youth’ Pepsi managed to narrow the gap.
In the 1970s, Coke’s chief rival raised the stakes even further by introducing the
Pepsi Challenge – testing consumers blind on the difference between its own brand
and ‘the real thing’. To the horror of Coca-Cola’s long-standing company president,
Robert Wood-ruff, most of those who participated preferred Pepsi’s sweeter formula.
In the 1980s Pepsi continued its offensive, taking the Pepsi Challenge around the
globe and heralding the arrival of the ‘Pepsi Generation’. It also signed up celebrities
likely to appeal to its target market such as Don Johnson and Michael Jackson (this
tactic has survived into the new millennium, with figures like Britney Spears and
Robbie Williams providing more recent endorsements).
By the time Roberto Goizueta became chairman in 1981, Coke’s number one status
was starting to look vulnerable. It was losing market share not only to Pepsi but also to
some of the drinks produced by the Coca-Cola company itself, such as Fanta and
Sprite. In particular the runaway success of Diet Coke was a double-edged sword, as it
helped to shrink the sugar cola market. In 1983, the year Diet Coke moved into the
number three position behind standard Coke and Pepsi, Coke’s market share had
slipped to an all-time low of just under 24 per cent.
Something clearly had to be done to secure Coke’s supremacy. Goizueta’s first
response to the ‘Pepsi Challenge’ phenomenon was to launch an advertising campaign
in 1984, praising Coke for being less sweet than Pepsi. The television ads were fronted
by Bill Cosby, at that time one of the most familiar faces on the planet, and clearly
someone who was too old to be part of the Pepsi Generation.
The impact of such efforts to set Coca-Cola apart from its rival was limited. Coke’s
share of the market remained the same while Pepsi was catching up. Another worry
was that when shoppers had the choice, such as in their local supermarket, they tended
to plump for Pepsi. It was only Coke’s more effective distribution which kept it ahead.
For instance, there were still considerably more vending machines selling Coke than
Pepsi.
Even so, there was no getting away from the fact that despite the proliferation of
soft drink brands, Pepsi was winning new customers. Having already lost on taste, the
last thing Coca-Cola could afford was to lose its number one status.
The problem, as Coca-Cola perceived it, came down to the product itself. As the
Pepsi Challenge had highlighted millions of times over, Coke could always be
defeated when it came down to taste. This seemed to be confirmed by the success of
Diet Coke, which was closer to Pepsi in terms of flavour.
So in what must have been seen as a logical step, Coca-Cola started working on a
new formula. A year later it had arrived at New Coke. Having produced its new
formula, the Atlanta-based company conducted 200,000 taste tests to see how it fared.
The results were overwhelming. Not only did it taste better than the original, but
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