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Creating a Winning Brand
A marketing guru talks about what it takes to build your #1 asset, focus your brand, and drive brand preference. 


   Letter From the Chair      
 

You’ll Love The Marketing and Membership Symposium
By A. Cedric Calhoun, CAE
Chair of the ASAE Marketing Council
 

M & M—a partnership that works!
 

I’m not referring to the candy that “melts in your mouth, not in your hands.” I’m talking about the annual Marketing & Membership Symposium, June 27-28 at the Marriott North Bethesda (Maryland) Hotel and Conference Center. 
 

Come and join your fellow professionals as we tackle the tough challenges and share marketing ideas and experiences.  If you’re interested in learning more about what has worked, what hasn’t worked, and what to absolutely avoid in your association’s marketing and membership campaigns, you will not want to miss this opportunity. 
 

●Developing Premium Value by Creating an Aspiring Brand (the general session on  Day One — read about general session speaker Larry Gulko’s views of branding in the interview with him in this issue) 

 


Feature
Creating a Winning Brand
What’s a sure sign of marketing success? -- When your members think of “your brand” as “their brand,” says Larry Gulko, a Boston, Massachusetts-based marketing coach. Speaking on the topic “Deliver Premium Value by Creating an Aspiring Brand,” Gulko will give the opening address at ASAE’s Marketing & Membership Symposium June 27-28  in Bethesda, Maryland. 
In a recent interview with Marketing Fast Facts, Gulko talked about how your association can do better branding so that even if you don’t have a hefty million-dollar budget, your members will make your brand their own.
 
MFF: Association marketers talk a lot about branding, but associations don’t always do it very well. Why is that?
 

Gulko: There are two key factors that everyone should understand to drive success.
 

First, marketing starts in the minds of the member—not in the minds of management. It’s a battle of perceptions, not products, programs, or services. Perception drives reality. You will win the marketing battle only by making your brand relevant to your members’ lives. 
 

So ask yourself: How does your association enrich their lives, personally and professionally? What are you doing to enhance the perception of quality programs, services, and personal attention so they renew with a blink of the eye? Are you creating memorable experiences and building a greater sense of community? You have to intimately understand your members’ needs, desires, and perceptions to exceed their expectations. 
 

MFF: What’s the best way to develop that understanding?
 

Gulko: Too many people today work in a vacuum. For lack of time to test new ideas, they simply push them out to see if they will fly. And, unfortunately, when the ideas or programs don’t deliver the expected results, they scratch their heads and think, hmmm…what went wrong? This kind of failure can easily be prevented. 
 

Unsuccessful programs cost time and money, raise red flags in members’ minds about the quality of their association’s future events, and can also tarnish your association’s brand image.
 

So, it’s important to think outside-in, not inside-out. The most direct way is to ask members what they think, either through focus groups or online surveys. I recommend implementing more online surveys, which are extremely cost-effective, generate immediate feedback, and drive high response rates. For example, when you hold a meeting or an event, ask your members’ top-of-mind reaction, perceptions about it the very next day via an e-mail survey. This will demonstrate to them you care about their opinions, ensure a real sense of belonging, and build stronger, valuable member relationships. 
 

MFF: What’s the second key factor that needs to be better understood?
 

Gulko: That your association’s brand is the single most important asset it owns. 
 

A brand represents trust, a promise, and a perceived value. You must not only achieve phenomenal member satisfaction and brand loyalty, but you must also go beyond by doing things that are unexpected and deliver the ultimate member experience. That’s what drives rave reviews, delivers loyal members and repeat purchases. 
 

Branding is not a destination. It’s a journey we’re going to be on for a while. To conquer in today’s ever-changing competitive landscape and create a winning brand, you must create a new category and differentiate your association from the rest of the pack. Then capture mindshare, dominate your specific product category, and own something special in the minds of the customer. By doing this you will earn your marketing stripes as the best-selling brand, which will strengthen your leadership credentials and propel credibility and sales to new levels.
 

Your goal should be to build brand essence into what you want to be known for. Ideally, build an "aspiring brand"—one that people look at with envy and want to consume, be part of. You want your association to be a brand that people are talking about, the "buzz" because you’re doing remarkable things—a brand that members feel they can’t live without. 
 

MFF: How can an association build an aspiring brand?
 

Gulko: By focusing. In the marketing world, the specialist wins and the generalist loses in the long term. So be known for something special—something that delivers premium value and truly differentiates you from other associations. Because, when you try to be all things to all people, you generally end up being nothing to many. 
 

MFF: It sounds simple, but some associations struggle to pinpoint their message.

 

Gulko: In my opinion, some people spend three or five or 10 pages describing their mission statement—but when you read it, you don’t really know what the association stands for. So I recommend conducting the elevator pitch. Imagine getting into a hotel elevator on the 12th floor and talking to a fellow passenger about your association. If by the time the elevator gets to the lobby you can’t explain what your association does, then you haven’t established a real focus. 
 

You need to know: What are you really selling? What is your core business objective, your purpose for being? What is your unique selling proposition that truly differentiates your association? Why do members join and renew? 
 

But the answer shouldn’t take three pages or three hours. You have to be confident your members understand the value of the investment they make in your association, both in terms of their dollars and their time. 
 

MFF: What’s a sign that you’re not doing it right?
 

Gulko: If people call your membership office and focus on price, they’re focusing on the wrong thing, which means you haven’t demonstrated premium value. If they shop by price, they perceive your association not as a brand but as a commodity—something they can purchase anywhere to fulfill their needs. 
 

But if you’ve created a strong, relevant brand, people will want to buy because of the unique value you offer them. As consumers, we can easily justify spending a few more dollars on a brand that delivers perceived high value, as opposed to a commodity. 
 

MFF: Major brands in the consumer-goods world have huge budgets. Most of the people reading this will automatically think, “My association doesn’t have that kind of money.” 
 

Gulko: You don’t need millions of dollars to focus your brand, to nurture enthusiasm, and to create an exciting culture, a team willing to think about your association in a new, fresh way. Nor do you need huge dollars to gain insight about your target market, plan super programs, and develop a positioning strategy/tagline that reflects your unique posture in the marketplace. 
 

You simply need to think smarter and understand consumer behavior, the psychology of the member/customer, and the decision-making process. Don’t think of yourself as an association person, but rather as a marketing person. 

 
MFF: Do you have any final advice for our readers?
 

Gulko: When you think about it, Ralph Waldo Emerson truly understood the concept of brand marketing back in 1840. His philosophy focused on being a leader, truly differentiating yourself, and doing something phenomenal. As he said, “Do not go where the path may lead; go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.” Now, isn’t that precisely what brand marketing is all about? Create a new category, dominate the market, and be the best-selling brand in your category.
Larry Gulko can be reached via e-mail at larrygulko@gulkomarketing.com. or 781.784.0089. Also, visit www.gulkomarketing.com. To learn more about the 2005 Marketing and Membership Symposium, June 27-28 at the Marriott North Bethesda Hotel and Conference Center, click here.
