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Abstract

This short paper discusses the evolution of branding and its projection in the near and distant future. In particular it examines and suggests why certain brands have become legends and common place e.g. Coca Cola, Mercedes, McDonalds etc. 

The authors start from Sapir-Whorf’s hypothesis for linguistic determinism to show that he who controls the vocabulary of branding could, in effect, control the world of products and services simply because we are hindered if not incapable of evaluating other options.

The paper places emphasis on two aspects of the future of branding: 1. the ultimate limit of branding, that the authors have baptised as V-Branding (Virtual Branding), and 2. the development of a framework, process and assessment tool that allows companies to evaluate and steer their brand(s). The assessment tool, denominated as the RIB matrix-graph (Real-Imaginary Branding matrix-graph) can be used in 2D format (with Awareness and Degree of Diffusion forming the two axes or dimensions) and 3D format i.e. with an additional dimension such as age group, social status, period, time frame etc. Tool applicability stretches from the small business to transnational companies and from products to services. The paper also looks at the transition from lifestyles to mindstyles, the evolution of the consumer and how these link to branding evolution.
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V-Brand Genesis and Methodology

The idea for this paper came from the analysis of the progression of branding and subsequently posing two questions, where will branding ultimately take us (Osbourne, 2004) and is it possible for a product or service to be nothing else but a brand? Subsequently the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis was examined and from this came the idea that a virtual brand is theoretically feasible. The outcome of this thought experiment also lead to the genesis of both the virtual brand and the RIB matrix.

To tackle the above questions it was decided to apply the following scheme or methodology for the development of this paper:

· Link the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis to Branding

· Examine the history of branding to understand its origins, its position today and what is probably likely in the near future.

· Examine the essentials or the backbone of branding.

· Categorising the main types of branding.

· Outlining tendencies and today’s scenarios (especially lifestyles and mindstyles)

· Defining and outlining V-branding.

· Formulate a tool (the RIB matrix) to evaluate the position of a brand and the direction it may/should take to become a V-brand

· Conclusions and next steps

Linking the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis to Branding

The argument that language defines the way a person behaves and thinks is not new and in fact dates back to the early 1900's when Edward Sapir first identified the concept that individuals experience the world based on the words they possess hence language played a major role in how they determines their experience. Later Wittgenstein's analytical philiosophy arrived at the conclusion that the words we possess determine the things that we can know. Henceforth if we have an experience, we are confined not just in our communication of it, but also in our knowledge of it, by the words we possess. Wittgenstein is often quoted by “The limits of my language indicate the limits of my world” .

A further example of this idea is given in George Orwell's book 1984, in which he discusses the use of a language entitled "newspeak" which was created to change the way people thought about the government. The new vocabulary they were given was created to control their minds. Since they could not think of things not included in the vocabulary, they were imprisoned by their language. 

Benjamin Whorf, a Sapir student, picked up on the idea of linguistic determinism and developed it much further. Whorf's hypothesis (also known as Sapir-Whorf’s hypothesis) was that people are only able to think about ideas which have labels
 in their spoken language. In his work Whorf anticipated that American English speakers would be unable to understand the many varieties of snow given unique labels by Eskimos
. Sapir and Whorf were also convinced that language and the thoughts that we have, are somehow interwoven, and that all people are equally being effected by the boundaries of their language. In short all people are made out to be mental prisoners; unable to think freely because of the restrictions of their vocabularies. In many ways brands have become a common language and consumers in particular express their feelings about products and services through brand language.

Consequently in terms of brands and brand language a startling question arises, if consumers e.g. young people, are exposed only to specific products and relative brands e.g. Levi jeans, De Beer diamonds is it plausible to think that other brands would find it very difficult to capture market share simply because the consumers cannot express themselves and therefore think any differently? If this is correct then of course by dictating the vocabulary one also imposes the brand. This could be one reason why top brands like Coca Cola have survived and prospered for so long.

There is no question that the lexicon of a specific language mirrors whatever the nonverbal culture emphasizes. For example, aspects of the society which are not associated directly with language seem to have a direct impact on the formation of language. In fact the Eskimos have many words for snow, the Americans for cars and the Norwegians for fish. But does that mean that the other cultures are incapable of perceiving the items which are described with such specific vocabulary elsewhere? We don't think so. One can identify many types of snow using phrases, and we are sure that in most cases and with most languages, such a translation can be made.

Returning to the theory, Whorf fully believed in linguistic determinism; implying that what one thinks is fully determined by their language so much so he also supported linguistic relativity. This states that the differences in language reflect the different views of different people. In terms of brand language this means that two consumer who view the same product from different angles will see (perceive) the product in two different ways. In v-branding terms if you retrict the number of angles to one and one only, then the consumer can see only one product offering and therefore one brand. This is illustrated graphically in the next two photos in which the product (produced by Julian Beever) is same but is rather different in perception and comprehension:
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Figure 1 – Seeing different things from different views by Julian Beever
The idea that the absence in a given language for equivalent terms between the differing vocabularies must always be associated with a different cognitive world perception is to the authors, a bit far fetched.
As a counter argument cultural anthropologists throughout the decades have proven that people do understand the difference, even if the terms used are the same. They may put both kin members in the same relationship category as far as what the expected duties of each are, but a child is always aware that one of the men is his/her father, and the other his/her brother. The authors however, believe that the more the six senses involved in branding are dominated (or manipulated) especially in a global sense, the less likely that the consumer will be inclined to perceive and search for the difference.
As a consequence the authors of this paper suggest that all of the senses involved in branding must be evaluated in terms of Whorf’s linguistic labels. Therefore the more labels such as shapes, colours, textures, odours, sounds are in the hands of the brand owner and disseminated effectively and globally the more difficult it is for consumers to assess other product offerings. This could suggest that brands like Coca Cola, Disney, Heinz etc. have become dominant brands not only just thanks to the quality of their products and services but because they have been able to impose their vocabulary. Consequently if a product or service is branded and promoted both in terms of linguistic determinism and linguistic relativity then the consumer  becomes a mental prisoner of someone else’s vocabulary.
Once this is achieved the consumer does not have any vocation to change nor is there any chance of expressing a desire to change since the brand vocabulary impedes it. Similarly, and in circumstances of brand vocabulary imprinting, other products and services promoted by the same brand may well have the same success (if not more) providing the language remains intact and comprehensible for the consumer.

In fact this could explain why brands like Virgin or 3M can generate new product categories or develop/enter new business scenarios with much more ease than others. In circumstances such as these, companies may well indeed promote products or services they have not originate or actually manufacture and all they need to do is administer the brand and ensure that the brand travels well, i.e. it is accepted by the markets where the products or services are offered (Czinkota and Ronkainen, p,261, 2002).
Once this is achieved the company has achieved a status of virtual branding i.e. one in which there is nothing else but the brand that drives the company and not the product or services it offers. Hence it is like branding cattle that you don’t really possess.
From Artisans to Branders

One of the outcomes of the industrial revolution was the standardisation of products. During this era customers were drawn from unique artisan products to replicated products. In this passage emphasis was gradually increased on the exterior of the product bringing about a revolution e.g. the birth of industrial design, marketing, packaging specialists etc.

Moreover, individual customer product personalisation was replaced by mass customer product personalisation providing benefits such as cheaper prices, better availability, interchangeability and reduced delivery time. Consequently companies were forced to differentiate their products (Peppers et al. 2000) not just in terms of functionality (i.e. focusing internally on the product) but also externally through packaging, design etc. As time went by the role of the shopkeeper moved from stocking his/her own preferences to stocking what products the customer wanted. In this period advertising was born with the prime aim to inform and communicate the product and its benefits.

Following this period advertising developed ever-more sophisticated tools to suit the vehicle of communication used including cinema, television, radio, packaging, trade fairs etc. The scope was to emphasise the existence and presence of the product i.e. make the consumer aware of the product, its features, special offers, discounts etc. Although branding was still in its infant stage marketers realised that advertising was not enough.

The branding of products dates back to as far back as the early last century
  but as a true global marketing tool branding, both as a company function and also as we define it today, it is relatively young, perhaps 25-30 years, possibly 25 years at most (Hartman, 2005). An indication of just how far branding has moved can be captured by looking at the organisation layout of companies. Those that have a separate functional department dedicated to branding are very brand orientated and/or sensitive, those that incorporate branding in their advertising function represent the other extreme and somewhere in between is branding under the marketing organisational function. Companies that have very strong historical brands, dating back over 40-50 years such as Campbell’s soup, Kitchen Aid by Whirlpool, De Beers, Guinness, Dolby labs, Rolls Royce, Rolex etc., usually have branding imprinted in the mindset of the organisation as well as the consumer. More recent brand success stories include Microsoft Office, Adobe Acrobat, Vodafone, McDonalds, Prada, etc..

Branding, Possession, Ownership, Identification and Styles in the last decades

Much has been written about brands (Kotler 2003), branding, brand equity etc. and many specialists and scholars have suggested that the product of a company now plays second role to that of the brand of the product. The brand is now seen as the lever to introduce new products or extend existing ones rather than the products themselves. This mutation appears to have started at the beginning of the 90’s and a major turning point was ironically the widely proclaimed death of advertising when Philip Morris decided to slash 20% of the price of its most famous brand, Marlboro. The markets interpreted this decision as being a clear indication of the decline of the era of the brand, so much so that it was baptised ‘Marlboro’s Friday’. In reality the changeover started somewhere in between a decade before the ‘Marlboro Friday’: in 1983 American brands spent 70% of their budget in advertising and only 30% in other forms of promotion. In 1993 the opposite was true, only 25% was dedicated to advertising, hence the panic following the Philip Morris announcement. Soon after this black Friday began the assault of re-establishing the dominance of branding.

This turnaround from the mid. 90s onwards was pushed essentially by three factors:

1. The realisation that product costs could (and should) be dramatically reduced by moving manufacturing facilities to third world countries incl. China, although this was recognised as only a temporary and potentially dangerous solution. In fact towards the end of the 90’s came not only additional company complexity, thus the need to develop new management methodologies to reflect local culture, but also a growing consumer sensitivity towards cheap labour and the rise of the No Global movement.

2. Rising advertising costs were often (sometimes significantly) offset by sales but it too required constant attention in producing the right image. These rising costs could be attributed to several factors including rapidly growing global competition, explosion of products and relative diversification (see table 1), need to be visible more and everywhere. Advertising effects were therefore becoming much more temporal and possibly subject to overnight failure or need of drastic regular replenishment. 

3. Globalisation, networking and internet. The advent of new technologies, courier networks, dot.coms and especially globalisation pushed companies to realise that competitivity was no longer multi-domestic but global, and now transnational: the birth of the global informed customer had started. In many respects the customer had suddenly gained access not only to up-to-date product information (through websites such as Amazon, Yahoo, Last-minute) but could actually get the desired product delivered the next day (e.g. DHL, UPS, TNT etc.) and even auction old products (e.g. through eBay). This revolution generated a new form of branding now commonly referred to as eBranding (Secondi, 2002)
Staying one step in front of the competition was therefore no longer sufficient and a radical change in creating global brands and products to suit local needs was pushed.

Companies thus started to focus on defining and promoting a specific product aurora i.e. no longer the right product for the right consumer but the right product for the lifestyle of the consumer. In other words it wasn’t the product functionality-experience that mattered rather the feeling-experience produced by object in the context of the consumer’s lifestyle, good examples of this discontinuity has been the move from mono to stereo to surround sound and more recently from the hi-fi to home theatre.

Advertising companies thus realised that by developing and projecting specific styles could, in effect, transform insignificant products into world winning and global branded products. A very good example of this is IKEA where cheap, well-built and designed products are branded as being Swedish i.e. Green, Ecological, Quality-at-the-right-price and, above all, made to reflect your lifestyle. So successful have they been that IKEA have cleverly leveraged not only the Swedish school of thought, but married it to their credo i.e. it (the product) has to be simple, relevant and cheap. Moreover, and perhaps surprisingly, IKEA stores are successful in very different parts and cultures of the world, the same has happened for McDonalds, Illy Caffè, Armani, D&G  to name just a few. Equally astonishing is that even specific products such as PT Cruiser by Chrysler and the new Mini by BMW have been successful. 

Our conclusion is that they have created a product or service or company image that suits a mindstyle and not a lifestyle.

Direct experience and Indirect Messaging Branding

Branding is more than just ensuring that customers recognize a logo or product name. Branding means creating an emotional association (such as the feeling of success, happiness, or relief) that customers forms with the product, service, or company. There are two basic techniques for branding: direct experience and indirect messaging.

With direct-experience branding, users attribute emotions directly. For example, when customers test drive a car or eat a restaurant meal, their direct experience influences their feelings toward that vehicle or establishment.
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However, marketers can’t give users a direct experience for most products and services, so they need to use indirect messaging for their branding. For example, Nike sponsors sporting events to encourage the attendees to associate Nike products with the fun and excitement of the sport. Companies also create slogans ("Avis: We Try Harder," or "Built Ford Tough") and use them everywhere. TV commercials, magazine ads, and billboards are all indirect messaging. But this form of branding needs repeated exposure — conventional advertising wisdom says that a message isn’t effective until the customer has received it at least 10 times.

Take for example Coca Cola, if a company attempts to promote their equivalent it will always be compared e.g. in terms of taste, to the real thing and will nevertheless end up playing second fiddle. Note that this does not imply that Coca Cola cannot be challenged in the market place, it simply means that other brands will always be distanced or different (inferior) from Coca Cola  in the eyes of the consumer. It is as if a large 3D Coca Cola bottle is compared to a generic 2D ACME soft drink.

In practical terms it means that even if a market is not only monopolist in nature the consumer cannot see or desire anything different. Something similar is found in several products or services from computer software (Microsoft Office) to political parties (dictatorship).

Types of Branding

In examining branding and virtual it is worthwhile briefly examining just where and why corporations and companies are addressing their efforts for competitive advantage.

In general types of brands usually fall under one of the following three categories:

1. Manufacture brands

2. Private distributor brands

3. Generic brands

In general Manufacturer Brands are those brands initiated by producers and directly representative of a product produced. In a similar sense we also see Service brands that emulate the same concept of manufacturer brand except that they are related to the service offered. Since products usually have services the author consider service brands under the category of manufacturer brand, although as seen in many post-industrialized countries this is not necessarily true. Established companies focus considerably on Manufacturer Brands partly because this is what they have always historically done and partly because it is part of the brand building process. However, countries that are also building their economies usually follow suit because they too are building their own product and service brands.

Private Distributor Brands are those brands initiated and owned by resellers and therefore include dealer brands, private brands, store brands etc. A good example would be Ikea, Wal-Mart etc. Sometime co-branding appears here such as Whirlpool for Ikea. In PD brands expose the manufacturer to less risk and although manufacturers to exit quickly if the brand back fitres.

Generic Brands are brands indicating only the product category e.g. coffee from Colombia, Pasta from Italy, Tea from Ceylon etc.

Whatever type of brand is considered the scope is to improve the competitive position of a company by impressing the customer with their products and services. By leveraging the brand not only do we establish a holistic connection with the customer but we also self-fuel the need of products and services.

An interesting proposition tied to virtual branding is that if a company combines all three of the afore mentioned brand types under a single brand then we see again a dominant brand vocabulary and possible a virtual brand. A recent example of this may be observed in the fashion industry where Lonsdale uses the Union Jack as a generic brand image, provides it’s own branded products as well as license-out to private distributor brands in other fields such as stationery.

From Lifestyles to Mindstyles

Much has been said and written about lifestyles and this is still very much the standard approach in identifying a category of consumer for which a brand may be directed and understanding-quantifying consumer needs. The reason for this emphasis on lifestyles is fairly logical, lifestyles can be quantified statistically much easier than mindstyles i.e. they are more objective than subjective.

One of the limitations of the lifestyles approach is that it is very vulnerable to outside circumstances especially to radical changes such as crises e.g. economic (Argentina), geopolitical (Iraq), political discontinuities (Brazil) etc. or even more to the point changing or losing ones job, change house etc. Hence and especially in times of stability, a consumer lifestyle is unlikely to change. However, lifestyles are like apparel you can grow out of them or simply just get tired seeing them.

Mindstyles are different as they reflect the real heart of the consumer (Morace 2004), such as a person’s attitude to life in general and anything that is a specific subset of his/her life and values e.g. affinity to nature. Mindstyles are therefore the styles of life that all of us would naturally follow given the opportunity while lifestyles are generally imposed upon us due to external circumstances such as class, purchasing power, job status etc.

Sometimes a lifestyle can grow into a mindstyle for example, religion, drinking in the same pub, driving on the same road to go to work everyday, drinking a certain beverage etc. While most brands link to lifestyles e.g. Marlboro country, fast food etc. those that eventually become a mindstyle become predominant and longer lasting e.g. Coca Cola, Barbour, Burberry etc. One plausible reason could be that mindstyles are much more related to linguistic determinism than lifestyles since language is much more dominant in the former than the latter (life) style. This could mean that lifestyles are more transient in nature than mindstyles and consequently the re-programming of the consumer is much more harder for mindstyles.

The conclusion is that a brand should aim for a mindstyle rather than a lifestyle and indeed one vital element of vBranding, could indeed lie precisely in mindstyles.

RIB Matrix

The scope of the RIB matrix is to determine exactly where the companies brand(s) is (are) and then project this forward in time just as a company would do for product planning, profit planning etc (Clifton, Simmons et al., p. 37, 2003). The approach is clearly a statistically based judgement and thus more based on lifestyles than mindstyles. As will be seen later the position is established by questionnaires and interviews with the consumer.

The matrix is essentially composed of four quadrants, these being:

1. Dominant

2. Dominant & Developing

3. Vulnerable

4. Critical

The idea of the quadrants is to picture and position today’s and tomorrow’s brand in a graph – the R.I.B. matrix-graph. In fact the graph is basically the matrix with 2D or 3D axes applied. Any pair or triple combination of axis can be applied although the original R.I.B. matrix has been based on Awareness and Diffusion.

Since the matrix is a visual tool it can be combined with other parameters such as age group, time frame etc. For simplicity and clarity the matrix is explained with three axes, these being:

i. X-axis:
Degree of Diffusion

ii. Y-axis:
Awareness

iii. Z-axis:
Age group

The matrix starts from the concept of ultimate brand equity i.e. what exactly will and may be a brand in the future, the ultimate future or furthest possible distance branding may achieve. Here the meaning of furthest distance is taken as being the ‘death’ of traditional product branding and it’s subsequent replacement with something else e.g. no branding.

The degree of diffusion concerns the availability of your product and could imply customer base, distribution network, presence etc. Starting from a local context e.g. corner shop, cottage factory etc. to a global or transnational company. In between these two extremes we have a domestic or provincial company (e.g. a micro-brewery), national company (e.g. a governmental entity such as the postal services) and a regional company (e.g. European operations of a corporate).

The awareness axes has been split also into five sections. The two extremes link with the two extremes of the X-axis e.g. from Word-of-mouth brand awareness ( as for a cottage factory product) to an absolute brand such the US postal services in the US. These two extremes are denominated REAL and IMAGINARY meaning that the consumer pictures something physical in the first case and something more fantasy-like or totally imaginative in the latter. In the case of imaginative we have a distinct measure of strong brand vocabulary, that is, the consumer is restricted by the language he or she uses to express a product or service through a brand.

In between we have another three (or more) stages these being:

· Fad Brand  e.g. a brand (or identity) that is famous today but will likely disappear tomorrow. 

· Mature Identity Brand e.g. a brand that has a virtual memory. Here the consumer remembers a particular brand through a lived image of a moment in life such as when recalling a specific wine at a special dinner.

· Top-of-your-head Brand e.g. a brand (or identity) which is at the top-of-your-head especially when stimulated through a non-specific category question. For example what is the first brand that comes to mind for drinks (this could be soft drinks, ceremonial drinks, beverages etc.), a typical answer would be Coca Cola for parties, Gatorade for sport events, Cinzano for cocktails etc.

The final matrix therefore looks like this:
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Figure 2 – 2D R.I.B. Matrix

It will be noticed that when a product is a virtual brand see very top right hand corner of the matrix, the brand is so strong that even without the logo the consumer is still capable of recognising it. A good example is imagining to be without a vital sense such as sight and still be able to pinpoint the brand or identify the product through other senses such as touch, sound or smell or even sixth sense. The glass Coca Cola bottle even without the Coca Cola logo would still be identified as being the best known soft drink.
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Figure 3 – 3D R.I.B. Matrix

Defining and Outlining the Brand Position

Kotler (pp 418- 2003) speaks of 6 levels of meaning for a brand, these being:

1. Attributes that bring to mind certain characteristics e.g. a German car is seen as a strong, robust car.

2. Benefits such as functional and emotional benefits

3. Values such as Mercedes that stands for high quality and efficient

4. Culture as for the Japanese who make high quality and miniature consumer electronics

5. Personality such as Rolls Royce may suggest a wealthy well-to-do person

6. User such as a Raster listening to Bob Marley music

In trying to evaluate the meaning of a brand Kotler (p.419, 2003) speaks of conducting surveys in one of the following three ways:
I. Word associations such as Burgers=McDonalds

II. Personifying the brand i.e. ask the consumer who he or she thinks uses that the brand

III. Laddering up which refers to finding the true essence of the brand. Questions such as “Why do you want to a buy a Nokia mobile phone….because they are trendy and well-built”

Whatever technique in order to assess the position of a brand a process has been devised (see figure 4).
The start of the process is the conduction of consumer research that establishes the perceived position of the brand i.e. the opinion of the consumer. This can be achieved in several ways, for example, through traditional brand positioning questionnaires and interviews that generally have a statistical output. If this approach is used it will be necessary to extrapolate data and categorise the data. In this paper we suggest that categorisation is based on four areas that subsequently form the quadrants of the R.I.B. matrix: Dominant, Dominant & Developing, Vulnerable and Critical. The greater detail for each of the divisions on each axis the more accurate the resulting graph. A suggested approach is to have at least 5 divisions for each axis e.g. word-of-mouth, fad etc. for the Y-axis. The analysis should include all those senses used and available to the consumer e.g. colour, taste, sound, tactile etc.
Using the R.I.B. matrix directly. In this case the consumer is asked to position the brand directly on the matrix. This can start with showing only the four quadrants and subsequently showing the axes so that the consumer can refine his/her opinion.

An alternative approach could be to use a dedicated ‘elimination questionnaire’ where the result is the definition of the brand according to a reduction or elimination process in which the consumer is taken progressively through each the four quadrants. In this case the questionnaire starts by asking specific questions that refer to a brand that is in one of the four quadrants. For example, is Superflash car polish (an invented brand) as well-known as Johnson™ wax?. In this case if the answer is don’t know then this excludes the dominant quadrant.

Once the position is known the process continues with an extrapolation of the strong/weak or declared/latent points of the brand. This is a sort of check list for what you fighting against, what you need to do (to fill the gap) and know where you are with respect to the competition. 
The process ends with an update/cross-check on the company/brand vision and business unit strategy (BUS) strategy.

The complete process is illustrated in the flow diagram on the following page.


[image: image3.emf]Conduct Consumer

Research

Data Mining, 

Extrapolates weak 

and strong points.

Declared and Latent

needs

Compare collected 

data with competition 

data and brand 

position

Plan steps to new 

position on R.I.B. 

matrix-graph

Implement new brand 

strategy and cycle for 

each step

Plot new brand 

position after new 

survey

Are you satisfied with new 

brand position?

Update Strategy and Vision

Prepare for new Company 

Strategy Cycle

Yes

No

Plot position of brand on 

R.I.B. graph

Prepare list of points 

and needs

Compare with other 

brands (especially your 

nearest and distant 

rivals)

Plot new position on 

R.I.B. graph

Develop plans – link 

them to company and 

BU strategy

Plot final position on 

R.I.B. graph


Figure 4 – Process for Defining Brand Positioning

A sample of Introductory Concepts of Virtual Brand(ing)

As discussed at the beginning of this paper the term virtual brand (V-brand) is an imaginary or abstract concept proposed by the authors. It is abstract concept since, by definition, a brand cannot be classified as such unless it impresses in the consumer's mind a physical identity (e.g. of a product or service).

For this reason and, at first, a V-brand may seem contradictory, for instance how can a brand exist if it is imaginary?, after all the term branding comes from physically iron marking an animal. Virtual branding is like saying that I have a brand yet my or a specific product or service does not exist i.e. it is a pure invention, even more so the owner or manufacturer of such a product or service. Now think again and imagine the meaning of the term NO LOGO and the relative book written by Naomi Klein. NO LOGO, in itself, could be used to identity a movement of people e.g. those that follow no globalness (which is by far virtual) or seen as a product i.e. the NO LOGO book together with its colours, red and black. Similar V-branding has happened with the rainbow coloured PEACE flag, the E of Emergency doctors, UN blue flag etc.

So how can a product or service exist with no brand apparently acquire an imaginary identity and therefore a virtual brand?. One possible answer to this question is that the fact that no identity was deliberately attributed to the afore mentioned book does not imply that the consumer cannot attribute his or her own meaning. In other words the consumer is free to match feelings and sentiments released/created to the book.

It could be argued that this is like going back to the origins of products when no advertising existed and the product was simply communicated by word-of-mouth
. It therefore seems plausible to be able to associate an identity to a product without the need of a brand for example, the colour black is associated with death, evil, exploitation etc. while the colour red is associated with sentiments of passion, blood, intensity etc. Hence advertising and clearly branding as well, are simply multiplication factors or a lens that increase the likeliness that a product or service will be noticed by the consumer.

Hence if it was possible to exploit and pilot the consumers reactions, feelings etc. in a subliminal way not only would it be cheaper and more effective it would also reduce the vulnerability of the product/service e.g. from competition, marketplace etc. Furthermore, it seems logical to imagine that if branding was to die or reach its highest possible extreme it would simply be represented (replaced) by the product/service. Consequently one suggests that virtual branding can indeed exist but only if the consumer returns to the origins of product awareness e.g. through word-of-mouth or personal experience or consciousness. 

The product (or service) therefore becomes more like the original hand-made products (services) provided by skilled artisans i.e. the ‘this is me’ product. With the advent of globalisation and the internet this is certainly a possibility because artisans are not only directly in contact with their consumers but also have access to informal information and knowledge networks just like word-of-mouth communications.

The Internet and V-branding

Without doubt the rise of the internet together with globalisation has provided a discontinuity i.e. not a trend but a complete change with no return, especially for society, consumer and market place. With the internet has come also E-branding in which providers of services have risen to dominance in an incredible short space of time, Yahoo, Alta Vista, Google spring to mind as fine examples of E-branding.

The access to information through the web is now so great and vast that the location of the company, product or service is totally irrelevant. Furthermore the very tool of internet is so widespread and global that it is the ideal instrument to disseminate the vocabulary of a brand. It is a serious threat to eliminating the issue of making sure a brand travels well (Czinkota and Ronkainen, p,261, 2002).
Consequently in terms of v-branding the internet has provided probably the most efficient and effective way to flood the marketplace with a company’s brand, especially those tied to high-technology. It is not to far fetched to expect to see especially large corporations exploit the internet not just to democratically
 offer their products but sell their vocabulary to reinforce their brand and dominate the vocabulary available to the consumer.

Rebirthing and Branding

As time progresses and a successful (product) brand becomes imprinted in a consumers memory the revival of that defunct product is still possible even if the product has disappeared from the marketplace. Indeed the trend of virtual memory (Morace, 2004) is based on this observation and has been used successfully and recently in the car industry e.g. New Mini by BMW, PT-Cruiser by Chrysler. In essence what the marketers have done is re-stimulate the memories of those who owned the previous version of product and revamped the product to place in-line with a modern image.
This suggests that even though all products go through their own life cycle, i.e. from birth to decline, the brand or its memory remains. Hence the use of phrases like "the legend lives on" or "the X product is back" provides a sort of re-birthing. Note that this is different to revitalisation of brand because we are speaking of extinct products. Thus we may say that the immortality of the brand does appear feasible, provided that this mental imprinting and especially the vocabulary, is controlled by the brand owner and the consumer is suitably stimulated to recall it.

As was mentioned previously in George Orwell’s epic and futuristic novel, 1984, he predicted that those who controlled the available vocabulary would control the world.

On a similar grounding the authors of this paper predict that he who controls the vocabulary of branding will in effect control the world of products and services. In other words the end and ends of branding are controlled by the vocabulary and degree of penetration in the mind of the consumer.

It must be said that controlling the vocabulary implies not generating just the language and its terminology but also disseminating it, curtailing it (by setting the most appropriate scenario for its correct use) and updating it.
We predict that there is the possibility that products themselves could become so irrelevant that branding will replace the object in the consumer’s mind. In other words the product or service although being primary to the purchase becomes secondary to satisfying the consumers needs.
Hence it is quite feasible that the Coca Cola brand be used for other products and services, as has been shown by Mr Branson at Virgin and Philip Morris with Marlboro.

Conclusions

Branding is defined as the physical marking of a product or service (as in the branding of cattle or of foods). The more the product or service becomes imprinted in the mind of the consumer the more likely that virtual branding could become reality. Hence as the attributes of the product or service become marginal the more easy it is to achieve brand linguistic determinism.
The authors promote that the process of brand development is considered to be concluded when v-branding is reached i.e. when a consumer can only describe the product or service through the language of the brand which is dictated by the brand owner. The more the brand owner leverages all the aspects of the brand i.e. from colour to shape, the more the brand will dominate the marketplace. It is not necessary to have all senses involved to achieve a v-brand, a good example being Intel inside, which is based on colour, shape and sound but not on smell or tactile sense.
It is argued that high-tech such as found in the new economy, globalisation and E-branding could represent an important step towards v-branding since the brands of products or services do not need to travel well as in the past but are instantly made available globally.
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b. Viewed from the RIGHT angle





a. Viewed from the WRONG angle








� A label, in the modern sense, bears a direct relationship with branding.


� This does not imply that we cannot express our definition of a particularly type of snow (or any other object for that matter) rather we would be forced to elaborate a sentence, phrase etc. to explain or appreciate the same thing.


� The term branding originates from the branding of cattle and sheep and dates back obviously much further.


� That can be classified as a primitive form of branding


� Since more people are offered the same opportunity irrespective of race, ethnic origin, geographic location etc
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