
America The Greedy
Changing world perception through corporate branding

By Carolyn McCarron

ARonald McDonald statue was set on fire in Ecuador.

Bullets were emptied into its face in Indonesia.

McDonald's entrances were blocked off by angry

mobs in Argentina. Their windows were smashed in France.

Their restaurants were raided in Spain, and emptied out

in Egypt.

With the start of the war in Iraq, cries to boycott American

brands echoed the world over and violent protests broke

out. At home, meanwhile, well-respected designers advo-

cated doing less communications work for large, greedy

American corporations and more for social, political, edu-

cational, spiritual and environmental causes.

In a world awash in anti-American sentiment, however,

American brands and their commercial communications

have the power to affect real change—not only in fixing

the image that Americans are imperialist, gluttonous and

abusive of the planet, but in eliminating the gap between

the "haves" and "have nots" that has been deepened by

globalization. America's companies have the most money to

invest, more influence in the media and the full attention

of cultures all over the world—for better or for worse.

Changing things for the better will depend in part on the

branding and visual communication experts who help

create and promote many of these American brands in the

first place.

When asked if we can better guide commercial clients, chair-

person of AIGA's Brand Experience Community, Nathan

Shedroff answers, "Emphatically, yes. The opposite of bad

commerce is good commerce, not strictly nonprofit. While

nonprofits are important and do need us, we also have an

important responsibility to help our commercial clients

better understand all of the issues that surround their prod-

ucts, services, events and communications. We have to help

them uncover new possibilities."

Evolving from exploitation to sustainability
What people are looking for now from American brands is

humanity—a concern for the well-being of mankind and

the environment—just as much as their bottom line. Chris

Riley, former strategic planner at Wieden+Kennedy and

founder of StudioRiley, explains, "A factory worker in a

foreign country dreams of improving the lives of his or her

family, that their children will receive an education and

enjoy a risk-free, healthy life. This is a dream of develop-

ment, it is human and to be nourished by business, not

exploited and dashed."1

American brand owners are realizing that they need to show

more genuine concern for the world's problems if they want

to be perceived as responsible international corporations

and continue to earn a profit in today's global economy.

While many American companies have given millions of

dollars to philanthropic causes here at home, some are still

infamous for bad behavior abroad. In this day and age of

instantaneous access to information via satellite and the

Corporate brands are clearly more in

touch with people's emotions —and able

to successfully pitch diversity and

democracy—than our government.

Internet, maintaining a clean image—all over the globe—is

more important than ever.

In his latest book, Citizen Brand, Marc Gobé, CEO of

desgrippes gobé, progresses from "emotional branding"—

imbuing a generic product or service with emotion to make

it stand out in the marketplace and command a higher

price (the very reason many consider this practice

exploitive)—to being a more responsible world citizen

brand. He writes, "A very important part of people's emo-

tional bond with a brand is knowing that it not only behaves

well, but is actively involved in making the world a better

place. Our realization that we can't have a world with a few

very rich and many very poor has forever changed people's

global social conscience, and brands will need to respond

by embodying the generosity of spirit people today are

seeking... The shift in thinking is from asking how we can

motivate consumers to buy our product to asking instead

how we can touch their lives. And I mean asking that

question with absolute sincerity and passion. Brands today

have an opportunity to own the future and be a part of the

solution, instead of being part of the problem."2

Branding America
After the U.S. State Department's attempt to brand and sell

America to hostile countries [ C O N T I N U E D ON PAGE 24]
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backfired, Charlotte Beers, the advertising and communi-
cations expert in charge of the campaign, resigned. Many
people, including her colleagues inside the U.S. State
Department, were repulsed by Beers's efforts to market
American values overseas as if she were packaging and
advertising a commodity like soap.

Even so, a new panel has been assembled by Congress to
pick up where Beers left off, to improve America's image
around the world via advertising and public relations—
especially among those who wish to harm us. The objective
is to sell diversity and democracy. (Only this time, no
advertising or visual communications experts were invited
to participate.)

Should we even be attempting to sell America as a brand?
Global branding experts profess that successful branding is
about delivering a carefully-crafted image with consistency
every time, everywhere. The brand may be slightly tailored
to accommodate different cultures, but its core must remain
unchanged. Anything that deviates from the brand
guidelines, they warn, weakens the brand.

It is argued that such strict adherence to brand guidelines

may be the antithesis of diversity and democracy. Canadian
journalist and activist Naomi Klein points out: "One seeks
sameness, the other celebrates difference. One fears all
unscripted messages, the other embraces debate and dissent."3

Klein makes a more radical argument against branding
America: When companies implement carefully established
and enforced brand guidelines around the world, they appear
organized. But when governments do it, they can appear
authoritarian. "It's no coincidence," she reminds us, "that
the political leaders most preoccupied with branding them-
selves and their parties were also allergic to democracy and
diversity. Think Mao's giant murals and red books, and yes,
think Hitler, a man utterly obsessed with purity of image:
within his party, his country, his race. Historically, this has
been the ugly flip side of politicians striving for consistency
of brand."4

Perhaps government action isn't needed: it appears our
corporations are already branding America for us. American

brands performed well this year and remained at the top of
BusinessWeek and Interbrand's 2003 annual survey of the

world's most valuable brands—commanding eight of the
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top ten slots. The numbers are evidence that people are still

drinking Coca-Cola, smoking Marlboro cigarettes, wearing

Levi's jeans and eating at McDonald's. In fact, Levi's,

McDonald's and Marlboro—brands most closely associated

with American values—are ringing up more sales overseas

than they are at home, implying that many still aspire to

the American values of freedom, independence and choice.

Corporate brands are clearly more in touch with people's

emotions—-and able to successfully pitch diversity and

democracy—than our government. They have more pres-

ence and influence in local cultures around the world, and

more money to spend on media and invest in programs

than the U.S. government does.

Following a European example

An interesting case of a global brand trying to clean up its

image worldwide comes not from an American company,

but from the European company BP. Executives at BP turned

to Landor—specifically Margaret Youngblood's team in San

Francisco—indicating that Americans are still looked to as

leaders in global branding and marketing tactics.

The objective of the new identity and branding program

was to reposition BP from a petroleum company to one

that is focused on natural energies—wind, water and sun.

The company's name was changed from "British Petroleum"

to "BP," reinforcing their new business strategy of "Beyond

Petroleum, BP." The Greek god Helios, who rode his chariot

across the sky bringing warmth and energy to the world,

inspired the new logo. The mark is a dynamic burst of

energy that is bright white at the core with radiant beams

of yellow and green light projecting from the center.

Landor did more than redesign BP's identity and visual

communications. They guided BP executives to first redefine
their corporate values and change the very culture of their
global offices—all at a time when BP was merging four
companies to become a $238 billion global powerhouse—
before they began to work on the visual identity. Youngblood
explains, "Through the research we did—-executive and
employee interviews, market research and consumer

interviews—we found that there were some issues in terms
of employee morale and how to best retain and attract
employees in an industry that is often perceived as dirty
and exploitive. The top professionals in the field and people
graduating from the best schools today are just as interested
in the values of a company, if not more so, as they are in

the paycheck and benefits offered. So we had to ask BP, and
ultimately ourselves, some hard questions: What do you
really stand for? How are you perceived by the world?
What do you wish to stand for? What are your values? What
are you doing or going to do that proves those are your
values as a corporation? And how are we going to commu-
nicate those values to the world in a genuine, believable,
convincing way?"

The four values that executives wanted BP to have going
forward were: performance, progressive, innovative and
environmentally responsible. When the time came to create
an identity based on these four values, Landor put all visual
ideas to the test in consumer focus groups all over the world.
The identity focused on the value of "performance" won,

since that was the "pre-existing expectation consumers had
of a petroleum company." With Lander's guidance, however,

BP executives chose a new direction and adopted the mark
that best matched their future vision—not one that merely
followed current consumer expectation based on past
performance.

Due to Lander's carefully researched, meticulously-planned
process, BP's new brand image is starting to work for them.

"The culture began shifting as we incorporated the visual
change," confirms Youngblood, "and their external audience
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is now recognizing the shift and paying more attention to
what BP is trying to accomplish."

Youngblood admits she was skeptical when BP first came to
Landor, but in the end it was her skepticism that helped her
to ask the right questions of the client, her team and herself
to create a better, more honest brand for BP. "Skepticism is
a healthy part of the process," she confirms, "but there also
has to be hope—hope that we can change things. When BP
came to us, they were trying to do things in such new and
different ways that I soon became convinced that if any
company could do this, it was BP. They had the leadership,
the resources and the right ideas. And we wanted to get on
board with them. Are they still questionable? Absolutely.
Any company that undergoes a major brand change and
repositions themselves is going to be questioned until they
prove themselves."

In giving advice to designers working with large, global
corporations, Youngblood says, "Put yourself in their shoes
and look at all the things they need to do as leaders of
their organization. First, sustain it financially. Making
money is not a bad thing; it's only bad if you're doing it at

the expense of the environment or the needs of poor people.
Second, recognize and fulfill their responsibilities in a social,
cultural and environmental milieu. Right now, European
companies are much more aware of this than American
companies, who are just starting to see that these issues are
truly important to consumers today. It's important for
American companies to start communicating on a different
level that is not just about financial performance."

Some American companies are starting to take such initia-
tives by placing more emphasis on human relationships,
health and sustainable products. UPS has added more layers
of personalized service, and is placing more emphasis on
the people at each end of a delivery in their communica-
tions. Hewlett-Packard is inventing more sustainable prod-
ucts. Even companies with previously questionable marketing
practices are making changes. In an effort to help reduce
child obesity, McDonald's recently hired TBWA/Chiat Day
in New York to put together a campaign called "Eat Smart,
Be Active" that will include new Happy Meal package
designs. Kraft, a division of Altria, is withdrawing all in-
school advertising and marketing campaigns, reducing fat
content in Oreos and changing serving sizes in their
popular Lunchables.

Making a difference one assignment at
a time

Designer Eva Anderson, known for her knowledge of

environmentally-safe design, recently faced a moral and
ethical dilemma with a client, an international corporation.
Anderson and her partner, Winsor Pop of Anderson Pop
Design in Providence, Rhode Island, discovered partway
through the project that their client made a highly-
controversial product—unbeknownst to the general
public—that goes against the very philosophy of their
design firm. They wrestled with the decision to continue
with the project, an extensive corporate stationery system
that did not directly promote the product. "My partner
and I finally decided," she confirms, "that as a small design
firm it was worth trying to make an impact on them
through osmosis."5 At the designers' suggestion, the client
chose a paper with post-consumer waste for the entire
system (the recycled content was watermarked in the paper),
no small victory considering their client's conservative
stance on environmental issues and potential accusations
of "green washing." Their large print runs, including eleven
different letterheads, add up over time. Having completed
the assignment, the design firm has since decided to decline
any future projects from the corporation.
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Anderson Pop convinced yet two more clients, the Providence

Preservation Society and American Institute of Architects

Rhode Island, to spend extra money on chlorine-free paper

for a 320-page book on local architecture. "When we

explained the environmental benefits," she says, "they

agreed it fit better with their own philosophy."6 The project

has led to other clients whose ethics are more aligned with

Anderson Pop's own.

Anderson believes each new client provides a chance for

designers to expand awareness, "an opportunity we can seize

by learning as much as possible about available resources

and then gently leading the status quo to a better way of

doing things."7

Challenging our corporate clients—and
ourselves

Creative director Sharoz Makarechi left the world of large,

international advertising agencies to start Think Tank 3 in

New York City. While she admits she started this small

creative agency to do better, original work for nonprofit

agencies and more socially-responsible commercial clients,

she says they would not turn down the opportunity to work

with a global company with a troubled image. "Our belief,"

she explains, "is that any company can, in addition to

promoting themselves and their brand, put something back

into the world that is good. If a company like Coca-Cola

came to us, for example, I would see it as an opportunity

to take a powerful, iconic brand with international reach

and a lot of money to put real ideas out there. Instead of

strengthening their grip on the global market, American

companies could be changing the course of the world. It's

our responsibility as creative professionals, who are in a

position to talk to managers of influence within a given

company, to convince them to do more for this world.

While it's difficult to show them a monetary value on paper

that justifies showing a more human side of their brand,

there is a value, and we have to find a way to convince them."

If you're still not convinced that we need to help our corpo-

rate clients be better world citizens, consider this: Terrorism

is the dark side of globalization and our new world economy.

The attack on the World Trade Center on September nth

was an attack on corporate America. Working with our

clients to be more astute in their global communications

could help make the world a safer place for Americans and

those who do business with us.

Corporations and their branding communications will

continue to exist with or without us. Don't abandon them

for strictly nonprofit and cultural work because it seems

more politically correct. We should stay in the game and

help guide these brands to a better place in the world. We

can motivate American businesses and consumers alike to

be good world citizens, to create and buy products that are

sustainable and services that contribute real value to people's

lives. Show clients the potential to be more successful in

the global marketplace by emphasizing international human

and environmental issues along with their bottom line.

Company executives will always want to communicate

positive values in the media, of course, but their internal

and external actions around the globe may already be

communicating something else. The values they endorse

through their behavior must be in alignment with the visual

image they want to project to the world. Help them to

understand why.

It's not easy to walk away from clients with poor values and

the agencies that support them, especially in the face of a

difficult job market. We all have bills to pay. But even if it's

choosing the opportunity to make just one small change,

as in the case of Anderson Pop convincing clients to use

recycled paper, in the end it adds up to make an enormous

difference, and begins to set the course for a better direc-

tion. By leading open-minded clients by example, maybe

the rest will follow. •
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Editor's note: Even though it may not seem so at times, human-

kind tends towards ethical solutions; that's why despots tend to be

replaced by democracies. And, since consumerism is more like a

democracy than a tyranny, in a sense we have a lot more power to

effect change than we often think.

DK HOLLAND
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