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Every year Forbes magazine comes out with a list of the world’s most valuable 
brands. You can juggle the rank, but the top few spots usually consist of 

Apple, Google, Amazon, Microsoft, Disney and Coca-Cola. 

Although everyone’s fighting for attention – every big company, every startup, 
every influencer – we all know these brands. We also are intimately familiar with 
smaller companies in the industries in which we work or where our personal 
interests lie. Why is that?

It can’t all be a digital decision. While nearly all businesses have shifted to one 
form of online experience or another, there’s been a spike in competition for 
people’s attention. Not only are there plenty of companies in any area of business, 
brands now compete against cats getting scared by cucumbers, cute pictures of 
puppies and the ever-adorable cute pictures of babies.

The brands we know, love and trust are the brands who understand how to make 
a big impression. They regularly practice common branding rules, and you can tap 
into them as well. Creating an impactful brand doesn’t have to cost a boatload of 
money and it doesn’t take years to get right. 

You just have to start with the same common denominator that each of the brands 
you envy uses – emotion. 
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Emotions rule

We’re attracted to quirky pictures, entertaining videos, 
and funny memes because they evoke our human 
emotions – laughter, sentiment, fear, and any number 
of others. These tactics work because we’re human. 
Bringing out these human emotions in your brand is  
how you create an unforgettable, enduring relationship 
with people. 

This is particularly true in our present situation. The 
coronavirus pushed everyone to digital channels, which 
is great for efficiency and access, but makes it hard to 
connect with each other emotionally. You can counter 
this dynamic and create a brand that is memorable and 
has as much impact as an Apple, Google, Amazon, 
Microsoft, Disney and Coca-Cola. It doesn’t have to 
take all of your time, break your budget or overhaul 
your entire marketing strategy. Following are five simple 
changes you can start today that will make a tremendous 
difference in how people perceive your brand, and the 
influence you’ll create in capturing their attention.
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If you do nothing else to change how you’re 
perceived in the world, make this switch. And, 
here’s why. 

When a team decides to create something new, 
the first question someone asks is, “What format 
will it be in?” They see how much room they have 
and decide what story will fit. You want a landing 
page? Make it as long as possible. An email? Keep 
it to less than 200 words. A 10-minute video? That 
gets you a 10-minute chunk of a story. But is it the 
right one? When you begin with the format, you’re 
already constrained. 

You have to flip the formula and start with the story 
first. Doing this grabs people’s attention through 
emotions and gives you great breadth and depth 
with which to work. Next, include the elements of 
a great story structure – a theme, plot, characters, 
conflict, tension and resolution. This creates the 
intrigue and engagement with which you’re able 
to keep people’s attention as you move from the 
bigger brand story down to the products and 
services you sell. 

Evan Parker saw this change firsthand. NASCAR 
hired Evan to transform the image of the brand. In 
the past, the organization had lively and passionate 
followers. But over time, as the core group grew 
older and younger ones had other interests, the 
sport was seen as a single event rather than 
something that lasted the entire year.  

“We asked ourselves, ‘what’s the story that we want 
fans to see?’” said Evan, “and then that’s what we 
looked for.” With this approach, he found endearing 
tales of people who had been fans since childhood, 
the demanding lifestyle of drivers, and the strong 
partnerships between drivers, the tracks and 
owners. Out came much broader stories that his 
team could split up to fit any format they needed as 
well as creating a series. The result was a stronger 
team, more creative work, and an energized and 
growing fanbase.  

1. Story first. Format second.

Ask yourself: Do the people in your 
organization start with the format or  
the story?
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Just like people have personalities, so do brands. And just like people aren’t very interesting or magnetic 
without a personality, the same holds true for brands. 

A brand personality is a set of human characteristics that a company exhibits.  
It increases brand loyalty because customers can relate to them.

In looking at brand personalities, Stanford researcher Jennifer Aaker came up with the following framework 
to describe the nature of an organization and the characteristics with which we identify.

Just like people have a way of speaking that seems natural to their personality, a company’s personality 
comes out in how it expresses itself. Brand voice is how a company talks about itself in a way that conveys 
its personality. It’s made up of the words, phases, topics and attitudes that makes a brand feel real. 

2. Define your brand personality and voice.

SINCERITY

Down-to-earth
Honest

Wholesome
Cheerful

Daring
Spirited

Imaginative
Up-to-date

Reliable
Intelligent
Successful

Hard-working

Upper class
Charming
Glamorous
Feminine

Outdoorsy
Tough

Masculine
Western

EXCITEMENT COMPETENCE SOPHISTICATION RUGGEDNESS

Brand Personality Framework

Ask yourself: Could someone recognize 
your brand and its personality by the words 
and phrases you use?

Take, for example, the voice of a Rugged brand like 
Red Wing Shoes. They use phrases such as, “For 
workers and hunters,” “Go all day” and “Handcrafted 
since 1905.” This instills a sense of durability, 
masculinity and just plain tough.  

Now, compare that to a Sincerity brand like Hallmark. 
“Celebrate the love they give,” “Share your gratitude” 
and “Special ways to say thanks” statements feel true 
to its personality. 

What would happen if you switched how each 
company talked about itself – if Red Wing Shoes 

talked about celebrating the love you feel for your feet 
with a pair of their shoes? Or Hallmark described the 
durability of your feelings for someone you love? It not 
only doesn’t work, it feels downright creepy.

Brands need personalities and personalities need 
voices. Great ones make a long-lasting impression 
because they bring out their humanness. This is how 
people recognize someone “like them” and want to 
get to know a company better.



2021 BRANDING: 5 SIMPLE STEPS TO MAKE A BIG IMPACT

When your company communicates to the outside 
world, you make a promise. The people who keep 
that promise are your employees. 

The biggest representation of a brand next to its 
logo is its employees. Yet most companies spend 
almost zero time communicating with them. In fact, 
a 2017 Gallup poll showed that 41% of employees 
don’t know what makes their brand different from 
their competitors. 

Think of all the horrible interactions you’ve had 
with a business because of a single employee 
who didn’t know what was going on beyond 
their immediate desk. Communicating internally 
with employees in a way that’s – here’s that word 
again – human means employees will not only 
understand what’s going on but connect the dots 
to their own work. That’s like adding gasoline to 
your customer satisfaction fire. Informed employees 
are impassioned employees who care about the 
experience they deliver to customers. 

When we talk to employees, the first things we say 
are, “We need to send everyone an email,” or “let’s 
send out a memo…” Just like with content and 
communication we use for external audiences, we 
start with the format first, and then size the story to 
fit the space. 

When employees regularly receive interesting, 
engaging communication from their employer that 
matches the brand’s personality and voice, they 
get to know the company. And the more they get 
to know it, the more likely they are to emotionally 
connect with it and promote it. This means 
customer-facing people, from marketing, sales, 
human resources, customer service, are proactive 
in helping customers because they have a better 
understanding of the company, it’s personality 
and how to speak on its behalf. But it also works 
for people who don’t have traditional face-to-face 
customer roles, because they still talk to their family, 
their friends and their neighbors. This all, over time, 
makes a difference in how a company is perceived.

3. Communicate internally.

Ask yourself: How does the amount, 
frequency and quality of your 
communications impact how employees 
feel about your brand?
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Some companies have gone beyond the brand 
personality framework and voice, and have a 
document that outlines the company’s tone, specific 
ways to refer to products by name and a lot of 
official ways that the company is supposed to 
sound in ‘official’ communication. 

That’s important and it has its place. But here’s why 
we need to remember that at the end of the day, 
customers are people who talk to our employees 
who – you guessed it – are people too. 

Employees who constantly speak in ‘brand voice’ 
don’t sound human. Even with companies that have 
done a great job of creating their brand personality, 
it’s still not how you and I would necessarily talk to 
each other. 

When employees speak on behalf of your company, 
they need to sound like actual people. That can 
be through employee-driven blogs, company 

magazines, social media posts, guest contributions 
in other places, articles they write on LinkedIn, you 
name it. 

For example, global solder supply company Indium 
has a company blog that’s written by its own 
engineers and is targeted directly to its engineer 
customers. This is a blog post written by an 
engineer at Indium, that sells industrial soldering 
supplies. On the next page, there’s a screenshot 
of one of the Indium blog posts. If you look at the 
language that Kim the engineer used as she wrote 
the article, you’ll notice it’s technical and detailed. 
That’s OK, however, because she’s is an engineer 
and that’s actually how they talk to each other. Even 
with this formal language, it’s still more casual than 
other parts of the website. The more believable 
employees sound, the more readers will trust them. 
The way that you build trust as a brand is through 
the people who work there.  

4. Let employees create a human voice.

Ask yourself: Does the content your 
employees publish add richness and 
dimension to your brand? Or does 
it sound like it went through a series 
of corporate departments to get 
approval?
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Source: Indium blog.

Source: National Cowboy 
Museum Instagram account. 

Compare this with the tone of the 
National Cowboy Museum. When 
the museum closed earlier this 
year for public health and safety 
precautions, they turned their 
social media accounts over to 
Tim Tiller, the security guard. He’s 
self-depreciating in explaining 
his social media skills and his 
learning curve. Post-by-post, he 
tries new things and shares his 
sense of adventure with social 
media platforms.

You can see that he’s taken his 
job to heart, listening to the 
feedback he receives and started 
to add hashtags. The fact that 
he still doesn’t know how to do 
it endears him to the account’s 
followers and catapulted him into 
national media fame. Tim’s so 
popular that the Museum launched 
a line of hats and t-shirts called 
#HashtagTheCowboy to honor 
Tim’s celebrity status. 
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Have you ever gotten stuck next to someone who 
just won’t quit talking? They go on and on and on 
thinking they’re building a relationship. When in 
reality they’re smothering you, pushing you away 
and making you ignore them. 

While there’s a push to create content to stay in 
front of your customers, the most impactful thing 
you can do is be strategic about when, where and 
how much you connect. Many brands come across 
the same way an obnoxious conversationalist does 
– self-centered, clueless and completely lacking
influence.

When you reach out to customers, prospects, 
employees and any other person in your audience, 
ask yourself this question: How will this help them? 
And know this, the answer is not because they 
need to know what you sell. What you’re peddling 
only matters if it makes a difference to your 
recipient and helps them accomplish something. 
And if it does, then you need to put it into context 
for them, which brings us back to story first, and 
format second. 

5. Be strategic about how much content you create.

Ask yourself: Are you creating content 
because it’s something you want to tell 
people, or because it’s something people 
want to hear?

Your next step

Branding can feel complicated, overwhelming and all-consuming…but it doesn’t have to. There’s 
never been a better time to infuse your brand with the emotional approaches we’ve outlined. By 
prioritizing these five simple steps, you’ll be able to create more impact for your brand, build the 
long-term interest of your customers and contribute to the growth of your company. 
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Carla Johnson is a
world-renowned storyteller,
an entertaining speaker, and
a prolific author.

Over the last two decades, 
Carla has helped architects 
and actuaries, executives and 

volunteers, innovators and visionaries leverage  
the art of storytelling to inspire action through 
amazing experiences. Her work with Fortune 500 
brands set the stage for many of her eight books. 

In her latest, Fast Forward Files, she contributes 
to a larger collection of thoughts by some of the 
world’s greatest minds - Shazam co-founder Dhiraj 
Mukherjee, activist and entrepreneur Heather Mills 
and behavioral designer, technologist and mental-
health champion Peter Trainor.

Consistently named one of the top influencers in 
B2B, digital and content marketing, Carla regularly 
challenges conventional thinking. Today, she travels 
the world teaching anyone (and everyone) how to 
cultivate idea-driven teams that breed unstoppable 
creativity and game-changing innovation. 

Looking for new ways to reach your 
customers and prospects, donors and 
supporters, or employees.

We can help!

Email us: melissa@allegraabbotsford.com
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