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4 APPAREL BRANDS | Lessons in How Shoppers Construct Brand Identity

Retail Intel is fascinated with how consumers think about and shop retail brands across all channels and
types of retailing, from food to personal care, and apparel to electronics — and everything in between.
It is this burning desire to understand how and why consumers shop certain retailers that has compelled
us to step back and take a look at retail brand identity from the vantage point of the consumer. Using
apparel as a launching pad, we step outside the formal arena of brand management to explore the real
reasons why consumers consider one retailer over another as an option for buying apparel.

We’ve been consistently interested in how consumers think about and shop for clothing, as a purchase
that is often more significant than, say, typical CPG purchases. In a broad sense, we’re interested in
understanding how consumer lifestyles impact category preferences (in this case, the macro-category
of apparel), as well as adapting retail design and execution (how a store should look and feel) in ways
relevant to those lifestyles and category preferences. In this way, “shopper insights” are not just a
narrow construct of what happens, immediately, in a store, but a larger and more coherent picture.

In 2008, we immersed ourselves into the world of clothing retail through an ethnographic shopper study
in the Seattle area. To paint an accurate picture of how consumers construct brand identities, we
interviewed a select group of shoppers extensively about their apparel shopping habits and experiences
with various retailers, both in-store and out-of-store (e.g., their reactions to advertising). As part of
this process we also paid visits to, among others, four well-known apparel brands, Abercrombie & Fitch,
Old Navy, Gap and Macy’s, using our Retail Audit methodology to capture key elements of shopper
experience.

Retail Brand Identity

Ask a dozen marketers or B-school academics what “brand” means and there is likely to be just as many
variations in definitions. In a lofty, ethereal sense, brand may be described in terms of its “essence” or
a construct of symbols and imagery often emerging as a result of brand architecture ideation sessions,
where client and a design agency assemble what they think will fly with shoppers. More times than not,
however, the results of this form of brand building differ substantially from shopper reality.

At Retail Intel, if brand matters at all, it is as the narrative shoppers construct around and about the
brand. Narrative is not only the story consumers share, but it is how they explain it to themselves and
conceptualize (as in this case of apparel brands) what a retailer is all about. It is at the root of any
decision tree, telling consumers what options they have: “Time to buy a new cardigan. Let’s see, what
are my store options for cardigans...?”

We think of brand identity, then, simply as what a brand represents to shoppers. It is a “something,” a
saliency that emerges through elements of narrative that consumers assemble and connect in a tangible
way. These salient, meaningful aspects of a brand are often uncovered through detailed conversations
with consumers that begin simply as, “What’s (brand X) good for?” or “What is (brand X) all about?”
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Sometimes the answer is clear. Other times, the question provokes a flat or even non-response. When
the response is clear, follow-up conversation typically reveals some coherent theme or set of objects,
practices and (usually related) ideas that come across readily when the consumer encounters a retailer,
in store, via advertisement or by some other means. Often, this clarity is directly based on a product or
service, as a reason for shoppers to want to make the store a destination. For example:

. Think about a mainstream grocery store chain in contrast to specialty grocer Trader Joe’s. The
traditional supermarket chain typically inspires little in the way of positive “buzz” from consumers
compared to Trader Joe’s, which consumers never seem to tire of talking about in terms of new,
cool, interesting products at modest prices.

. In the apparel world, consider how consumers perceive Nordstrom compared to the mindset they
hold for more traditional department stores or even some specialty retailers. Most consumers
think about Nordstrom in terms of “great customer service,” an elegant and pleasant in-store
experience, and “nice” (if perhaps not the most distinct) product lines. There is a raison d’étre for
Nordstrom as an apparel retailer; this forms the basis for a moderately strong brand identity. Other
legacy department stores by comparison, may summon only childhood memories of thick catalogs.
Shoppers are hard pressed to find some reasonable justification for their existence: “| think maybe
an older woman might buy drapes there.” There is nothing distinctive about apparel offerings that
resonate in a meaningful way with shoppers. When they lack much of any impression, shoppers often
won’t think about shopping there when considering their set of apparel retail options.

The formula seems simple enough: come up with a few things that seem to go together and you have
yourself a brand identity. Right? Well, no, a magic formula for creating retail brand identity does not
exist. But as you will see from the following four retail apparel brands, Abercrombie & Fitch, Old Navy,
Gap and Macy’s, the shopper narrative is a core element of a positive brand identity.

These four retail apparel brands were selected based on a single distinction: whether or not shoppers
could construct a coherent narrative about them, as an indicator of brand identity that has (or has not)
“hit home” and truly connected with the buying public.

Abercrombie & Fitch and Old Navy represent stores that have fairly strong, positive identities with the
accompanying shopper narratives. Gap and Macy’s represent brands struggling with a positive identity
that resonates with today’s shoppers. This does not mean that they have a “negative” identity, but
simply that shoppers do not appear to associate them strongly with any particular, coherent theme and
generally are unable to construct a consistent narrative about those stores.

Abercrombie & Fitch — A Strong Brand Identity... Struggling with Relevance

Abercrombie & Fitch certainly does not lack for brand recognition; one could assert that there is

no retailer with a clearer identity, at least in terms of its target market, than Abercrombie. In a

word, Abercrombie is about “attitude” with a capital “A.” And, that attitude is a radical 180 degree
departure from its roots as a sporting and excursion goods company whose fabled patrons included the
likes of Teddy Roosevelt, Amelia Earhart, Greta Garbo and Clark Gable. They would not recognize the
barely post-adolescent “sex sizzled” version of the teen-targeted Abercrombie of today. This is the
attitude (and image) of Abercrombie that frequently draws the ire of both consumers and pundits in
the news as they comment on and moralize about the retailer’s promotional language and imagery.
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As a persona, Abercrombie could be readily represented by several figures from popular culture. It is a

lot like Tucker Max, infamous twenty-something womanizer, party boy, blogger and author of I Hope They
Serve Beer in Hell, an autobiographical account — soon to be a film — of his exploits. It also resembles the
Alpha Betas — caricatures of good looking, athletic, conformist, nerd-hating frat boys — in Revenge of the
Nerds. Abercrombie, or at least its CEO Mike Jeffries, revels in this, unapologetically charged up about
the image the company projects, and enthusiastically labeling the store “exclusionary.”' Apparently, he
doesn’t want to sell clothes to poindexters.

How does the brand translate to the store? In retail space, Abercrombie does an extremely good job
at being unappealing to those who are less than fond of unbridled, youthful vigor manifest as sensory
assault. Most consumers begin any commentary, and this is no surprise, with four particular aspects of
the brand experience:

. Large black and white photos of fit, often shirtless men in the front window
. Loud Music

«  Copious amounts of cologne in the air, sometimes directly applied to customers by enthusiastic
employees

o The (low) level of lighting seems more “night club” than “clothing store”

In fact we have yet to speak to anyone who finds any of those four features pleasing — even those
presumably in the “target segment.” Most report mild amusement at the store front photos, but
that amusement turns to a strong desire to vacate the premises when the music and cologne make
themselves obvious, which is almost immediately.

Moms often dread going in the store to shop for their kids:
“I have to go into Abercrombie to buy for my (13-year-old) daughter... but | don’t like going in there...”

They describe occasional trips
into Abercrombie as a sort of
“smash and grab” type shopping
— locating an item as quickly as
possible, immediately taking it
to the register, plunking down
plastic payment, and fleeing in
short order to escape the sensory
experience of the store.

" Denizet-Lewis, Benoit. “The Man Behind Abercrombie & Fitch.” Salon. 24 Jan 2006. <http://www.salon.com/mwt/feature/2006/01/24/jeffries/>
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Abercrombie, the store, is closely associated with high school-aged kids. As one forty-something woman
put it: “I don’t want to buy something for myself at Abercrombie and look like a teenager.”

But this age association also comes from consumers in their early and mid-twenties, who recall more
recently being in high school where Abercrombie was (and presumably still is to some degree) the
“gotta have it” brand. At the same time, however, none of these consumers want to date someone
their age that “still wears that stuff,” viewing it, and the wearer, as unsophisticated and immature.
Abercrombie’s target market of ages 18-24% might actually be notably older than consumers perceive
the store to be appropriate for, as even those within the target age group often discuss it in a
dismissive manner. It seems that its age appeal is descending into younger and younger teens?, which
isn’t exactly promising for the brand as kids like to ape older kids who are, of course, “cool.” If the
“cool” factor continues downward and the racy emphasis of the brand becomes even less appropriate
as it moves younger, one must wonder when the end will be reached. If the center of gravity of the
brand is now among 14-year-olds, as it very well could be, this does not portend a rosy future for
Abercrombie.

Let’s face it, despite the fact that many shoppers find Abercrombie repulsive and regardless of where
the store (and brand) may be headed in the near future, in recent history Abercrombie has been quite
successful. Much of this, love it or hate it, extends from a very coherent and strong brand identity.

Hitching one’s wagon to typically fleeting embodiments of teen fashion and lifestyle may not be the best
strategy in terms of long-term viability, but it certainly has served Abercrombie quite well to date. In
many ways Abercrombie was “firing on all cylinders,” creating a strong identity immediate and obvious
to consumers. Everyone got it. Through a strong narrative delivered through various media channels and
from immediate engagement with the store environment, everyone understood who and what the store
was supposed to be about. Now, as its “cool” factor continues to descend into younger and younger age
groups, and its over-the-top image has become too cartoonish to appeal to (m)any other consumers,

it is likely a brand on the wane, but this does not diminish the brand identity lesson it holds. Too bad

the narrative center of Abercrombie is so transient and lives and dies with its own “cool,” because the
underlying brand elements are very well played, from marketing adjuncts to the in-store execution,
elucidating a recognizable, coherent, salient direction that shoppers can readily narrate.

Old Navy — Low Risk Fun for Everyone

Old Navy is a fairly strong brand, but for reasons (at least superficially) quite different from
Abercrombie. It’s not exclusionary or aimed with much specificity at a certain set of lifestyle or age-
based values and preferences. While Old Navy’s overall identity and feel is somewhat young, it is not
exclusively so. In some sense, Old Navy is for (nearly) everyone. For the most part, it manages to avoid
features or practices that would alienate any particular audience, while offering “fun,” easy choices to
a wide variety of clothing shoppers.

2 Elliott, Stuart. “The Media Business: Advertising; Come hither: Abercrombie & Fitch invites other advertisers into its A&F Quarterly.” New York
Times. 3 May 2002 <http://query.nytimes.com/gst/fullpage.html?res=9F03E3D71331F930A35756C0A9649C8B63>

3 The lower “age of appeal” at Abercrombie has produced an interesting effect in that Hollister, another Abercrombie brand, is not perceived
by consumers as a store for a younger age bracket as intended, but now is simply seen as a “cheaper” version of Abercrombie, as both stores
appeal to a largely younger teen audience.
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Shoppers’ use of Old Navy varies somewhat depending on shopper lifestyle orientation; but, it seems,
almost everyone uses it one way or another. At some levels, Old Navy becomes a general or primary
clothing store; while for others, its use is restricted to certain product and/or categories of goods. For
some, it is a key source of wardrobe essentials; while for others, it is a source of “throwaway” clothing.
For example:

. Daphne, more of a newcomer to fashion, uses Old Navy as a primary store. She finds the fashions
there to be contemporary and the pricing quite affordable. While she acknowledges that some of
the fabrics and construction of the clothing reflects its low cost, she’s nevertheless quite fond of
the store.

. Philip and Jenny are more lifestyle-involved with clothing.

— Philip, who also tends to shop at high-end stores, uses Old Navy as a primary store (often
because he’s there anyway with his kids), but at the same time, considers what he buys there
to be “disposable.”

— Jenny will buy T-shirts at Old Navy, as well as occasional, “temporary” seasonal and/or

“trendy throwaway” items. She views the store as “fun but fleeting” and, like Philip, as

a source of “non-serious” clothes, preferring to source many more serious garments at
boutiques and vintage shops.

For the most part, shoppers seem to think that Old Navy, despite being inexpensive, is also fairly trendy.
This trendiness also seems to contribute to the “fun” appeal of the store and keep it from just being “a
place where they stack cheap stuff

on shelves,” but rather giving the

store life and motion. It also serves

to distinguish the store from its

corporate siblings, Gap and Banana

Republic, which “seem to change

less,” “have more traditional looks”

and not offer the same level of quick

turnaround on trends.

While many shoppers note the “cheap”

and “lower quality” fabrics and

construction often used in Old Navy

garments, most of them don’t seem

very concerned about it unless it

impacts fit. But, then, most consumers are not going to be buying products at Old Navy that are highly
specific in terms of fit anyway.# Any concerns relating to cheap construction are mitigated by a) the
low pricing, and b) the often temporary or “basic” roles that the clothing will fill. Generally this is not
apparel of high import or consequence. This “low risk” nature of the products also helps contribute to
the lightness of mood that seems to surround the store and its products.

4 Jeans are the prime example of critical fit issues. Consumers do believe that Old Navy did a decent job with their own recent jeans effort,
but most will still tend toward more specialized or upscale retailers for buying jeans.
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The in-store experience also contributes to — or at least doesn’t detract from — the lightness of mood.
The physical environment — space, fixtures and aesthetics — are quite simple. For the most part, they
“do the trick” in presenting a clean, orderly store appearance. That is significant in what it is “not,”
meaning that it is not messy and chaotic like many other lower priced clothing stores. This includes:

e Aconcrete floor, which is somewhat “designy” and does not show dirt or have a visible caste over
it like many other forms of flooring tend to develop

. The displays are constructed of bare metal channels and masonite (“press board”), which are
slightly “cool” and “loft-like,” but more importantly, are not the kind of old, worn shelving that
one sees in other inexpensive stores

»  The dressing rooms have enough space: a mirror that is not the greatest but certainly sufficient,
and a small bench, which again is not “high end,” but certainly more accommodating than
facilities at some other retailers

o Overall, the store lacks the frenetic, crowded feeling of many other low-end store — there’s plenty
of space to move around in, and noise levels are moderate

The store organization is fairly intuitive. It’s not too big, in the sense that one can become “lost” (like
some department stores), and it’s obvious where one section ends and the next begins. It’s relatively
easy for even a “utility-oriented” male shopper (who hates to shop for clothes) to quickly find whatever
he needs. One need not engage with store personnel, who are friendly and helpful but serve almost no
significant customer service function — they really just restock, ring up and let you into the dressing
rooms. It’s relatively easy to get in and out of the store. Again, this helps to mitigate tension in the
shopping experience and foster lightness of mood. There’s very little in the way of hassle, pressure

and inconvenience. No one seems uncomfortable at an Old Navy store. The same cannot be said of
Abercrombie.

Marketing adjuncts have been fairly effective in putting the easy, fun image across for the store. Who
can forget (consumers haven’t) the playful, not-too-serious and often ridiculous TV ads, including,
among bright colors and a generally celebratory feel, such “fun” elements as:

. “Family Fleece” as a takeoff on the ultra-schlocky TV show Family Feud
e Morgan Fairchild acting quite strange

. “That skirt is super chic” to the tune of Rick James’s “Superfreak”

. Dogs playing congas

. Joan Collins (as some form of anti-serious self-parody)

e The Village People

As far as brand identity, appealing to nearly everyone is usually not the best strategy. It’s often a very
quick path to diluting a brand to where it doesn’t matter to anyone, lacking saliency as being about
or for something in particular. In this case we’re quite impressed, however, with the combination of
elements that Old Navy has capitalized on in forging a positive brand identity among shoppers. We
were truly surprised with how coherent the Old Navy narrative is across shoppers. In some sense, we
see Old Navy as quite similar to another retailer in their brand identity and narrative. Like Old Navy,
Target offers a “cool” factor with some trendy and “designy” items, while at the same time presenting
a fairly low-risk environment for purchasing goods. Similarly, Target also emerges with a very positive
identity in conversations (about apparel and other categories) with shoppers.
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In recent years Old Navy has run up against some difficulties. It has seen declining sales, turbulence
at the top of the organization and reformulation of brand strategy.’ It appears that now Old Navy

is attempting to refine a more particular target market.® We’re not sure if this is the best move,
especially if that target is constructed too narrowly, but it is certainly the predictable move. We
suspect that Old Navy’s recent flailing is due to something other than brand identity, such as
increasingly fierce competition or poor business choices (e.g., over expansion). We suspect that the
company failed to live up to the brand identity through less-than-stellar tactical executions (e.g., not
being trendy enough). Writing for Fortune on Old Navy’s performance troubles in 2004, Julia Boorstin
agrees with shoppers’ thinking, commenting that “Old Navy, known for its specialty sass at discount
prices, disappointed its faithful by emphasizing the kinds of commodity T-shirts and jeans you could
buy at Target, rather than the trendy-but-cheap looks it had feasted on earlier.”” For us, Old Navy’s
future success would seem to be a question of Old Navy simply doing a good job of what consumers
already expect it to do — provide trendy, inexpensive, low-risk clothing in a playful and fun wrapper.

Gap — Nothing You Can Put Your Finger On

Consumers are fairly aware that Gap owns Old Navy, and recognize that it’s “supposed to be a step up”
in terms of a slightly higher price point and better quality. But despite that knowledge, most seem to
have a much stronger overall impression of Old Navy. In comparison, Gap’s identity is quite weak. For
most of the consumers we talked to, it’s a place to get basic clothes, without the “fun” factor that
seems to be in play at Old Navy. As one consumer put it, “It’s good for basics, but the basics aren’t very
interesting.” Gap neither inspires nor offends.

No one is quite sure who the store is for, other than a vague idea of it skewing toward younger people:

“I’d imagine it’s where people with kids might buy school clothes.” Ultimately, no personality rises to
the surface. There is an historical
memory of Gap as a place where one
bought Levi’s jeans, but that doesn’t
seem to go very far today in terms of
brand identity for the store. While
shoppers have fairly vivid memories
of brand collateral from Abercrombie
and Old Navy (see above), they
don’t seem to have such recollection
when they talk about Gap. It seems
that not even the “cool” factor of
Annie Liebovitz, and the roster of
celebrities appearing in Gap ads

5> “Old Navy’s Captain Leaves after 16 Months.” San Francisco Business Times. 19 Feb 2008. <http://sanfrancisco.bizjournals.com/
sanfrancisco/stories/2008/02/18/daily12.html?jst=s_cn_hl>

¢ Barbaro, Michael. “Todd Oldham’s New Assignment: Old Navy.” New York Times. 21 Sept 2007. http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/21/
business/21cnd-gap.html?ex=1348027200&en=1e7fcd93a1ccb160&ei=5088&partner=rssnyt&emc=rss

7 Boorstin, Julia. “Fashion Victim.” CNNMoney.com. 13 Apr 2006. <http://money.cnn.com/magazines/fortune/fortune_archive/2006/04/17/
8374341/index.htm>
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(Lenny Kravitz, Lucy Liu, Sarah Jessica Parker, etc.) have been able to help foster or reinvigorate any
memorable brand concept for the store.

This “flatness” plays out metaphorically inside the store. There’s nothing visually unique or interesting
about the inside of a Gap store. Aclean and simple aesthetic pervades. The arrangements are sensible,
predictable, rational and neat — one could even say “elegant” at some level. But this elegance has nothing
that distinguishes it from many other clothing retailers. The in-store help is nice. They greet customers
consistently, answer questions and act in other helpful manners when requested, but smartly avoid
hovering. The dressing rooms are decent. Nothing fancy, but nothing questionable. Gap also lacks much in
the way of trendy SKUs in the store. Shoppers note Gap has “a few” trendy items, but only a few.

Of course, we aren’t the only ones noticing that Gap lacks a positive identity or strong shopper
narrative.® Perhaps in some sense this stems from a corporate portfolio that is too tight. Gap, in the
middle between Old Navy and Banana Republic, is pulled from the extremities at both ends. We can’t
figure out how this could ultimately be sustainable. It’s an ugly threesome because there is not much
to show difference across the portfolio (other than Old Navy). Gap seems predestined to be caught

in the middle, blocked from being trendier (too much like Old Navy) or straying too far into higher
quality levels (a la Banana Republic). Perhaps Gap will shake it up and attempt to redefine itself. But
for now, Gap is fairly indistinct, like General Motors in the 1980s: Something for everyone, and nothing
interesting. As one consumer eulogized, “At least they aren’t trying to be what they aren’t.”

Macy’s — Is Anyone Home?

Similar to Gap, Macy’s consistently fails to arouse much consumer passion. Consumers aren’t
productive when talking about what Macy’s is for or about: there’s no clear emphasis for them. There’s
no particular feeling about who Macy’s is for in any sense — not a particular demographic, lifestyle

or any other typical concern of marketers. The word “generic” seems to come up a lot. Generally, it
seems that few consumers either love it or hate it. Many, despite fond memories of Macy’s past, simply
don’t shop there—or shop there as perhaps not a “last resort,” but not far from it.

To be fair, it is more difficult for a department store to have a strong, unified brand image. A
department store, at least to some degree, needs to appeal to a wide range of consumers, and
pushing too far in one direction is likely to alienate some portion of consumers, a la Abercrombie &
Fitch. But, then, Old Navy shows us that a store need not necessarily be highly targeted to a specific
consumer segment (real, or, as is often the case, an imaginary statistical composite) to have a strong
identity among consumers. Nordstrom is also instructive in that it does come across with a moderately
strong identity, based at some level on its customer service. Still, it is more difficult to have a focused
identity when the lay of the land is as wide as it is for a department store.

Looking at Nordstrom, its success seems to be casting unfavorable comparison upon Macy’s. Whenever
consumers talk about Macy’s, Nordstrom arises as “better” and “headed toward Saks and Neiman
Marcus” in its place in the status hierarchy of department stores. Macy’s, which “used to be in the
same class as Nordstrom,” is lumped closer to stores that are typically viewed as notches down on the
totem pole, such as JCPenney and Marshalls.

8 Barbaro, Michael. “Gap Is in Need of a Niche.” New York Times. 27 Jan 2007. <http://www.nytimes.com/2007/01/27/business/27brands.html?_r=1>
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When asked about Macy’s in the context of apparel shopping, consumer response is often neutral to
slightly negative with the typical follow-up comment being: “But | sometimes like to shop for stuff
for the home there.” In most cases this response is fairly flat, without much apparent personal
attachment. In essence, Macy’s has become somewhat of a non-entity, much like some other, typically
“lower end” clothing stores that don’t even make it into the consideration set for a clothes shopping
trip. Often, consumers comment that Macy’s carries some popular designer labels, but this does not
seem to save opinion from, essentially, “Blah.” It seems that any “good brands” are attenuated by
the in-store experience (see below), which consumers don’t seem to be at a loss to describe in less
than glowing terms.

The consumers we spoke with do
not understand the recent spate
of Macy’s ads. Similar to the stores’
general lack of focused identity,
there’s no key theme or message
that can be readily discerned. What
are they trying to get across with
a parade of yesterday’s celebrities
and tag lines like, “Bringing the
stars together... the magic of
Macy’s?” Is the market team simply
trying to remind consumers that
those celebrities have lines inside
of Macy’s? If that’s the case, they
might want to try drawing some real
connections between those lines; because at the moment, consumers see it like a random collection of
lines based on someone’s idea that “star power” alone would be compelling. Well, star power can be
helpful, but not when it seems disorganized and gimmicky. Sure, Donald Trump may know something
about ties, but what does Carlos Santana know about women'’s shoes? Sure, he knows melodic guitar
lines, but shoe lines?

Much like their advertisements, the in-store experience at Macy’s is random and disconnected. One
finds irrelevant merchandise displayed (and in some cases simply piled) on racks and tables scattered
throughout the various apparel (and other) departments in the store. There is a lack of visual cohesion
across store areas and even within departments. Many different types of displays and display materials
are mixed within single areas, including liberal amounts of laminates of the “cheesy faux wood
variety” and/or old enough to be discolored, chipped or otherwise “tired” in appearance. Flooring is
inconsistent and often “tired” in appearance as well. (The Polo section — far more visually coherent
than other sections — stands out like a jewel in the rough.) Some consumers call the store “dirty,” but
we interpret such comments more in the sense of “cluttered” and “disorganized” rather than in terms
of actual filth (we didn’t see any), and there’s certainly no lack of consumer commentary on Macy’s as
“disorganized.”’

 Once again, unflattering comparisons to Nordstrom abound. In the case of Nordstrom, consumers often tend to have a positive impression
through a lack of negatives (e.g., it isn’t loud, dirty or poorly arranged.) Many don’t notice what it is like inside a Nordstrom other than a
generalized idea that it’s “nice”; but a careful observer quickly notices that the inside of Nordstrom is quite orderly and coherent, in both a
sense of basic organization of departments and accompanying visual motifs.
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Ultimately, it seems like there’s no one paying attention behind the scenes at Macy’s, or if there is it
comes in disconnected fits and spurts. Is this “design by committee” or simply “no one home”? We’re
not certain, but in any case, there’s no brand narrative that pops for apparel shoppers; and, it follows,
no compelling reason for consumers to make Macy’s a destination of choice at this point. Macy’s needs
to focus on... something.

Getting to Brand Identity in Different Ways

We discussed brand identity as a “something,” a something that defines the nature of the store in the
mind of the consumer as a narrative and represents a compelling reason for consumers to visit a store.
There are multiple paths to a “something.” Brand identity isn’t necessarily about a consumer segment,
but intensive appeal to a segment is certainly one way of moving toward a particular brand identity,

a la Abercrombie. Brand identity isn’t necessarily about a price point, either, though it may form a
partial identity that, combined with other elements, can come through loud and clear to consumers,

a la Old Navy.

While there are multiple paths rather than a single formula to fomenting a positive brand identity,
there are three broad, foundational areas that must be addressed fully by any retailer.

First, compelling product is almost invariably a core constituent of a retail brand identity that translates
well, conceptually, for consumers. This may be “gotta have it” shirts for teens at Abercrombie, “fun and
trendy” pants at Old Navy, or, outside of apparel, the really tasty frozen yogurt at Pinkberry.

Second, a retail experience that reinforces the brand identity, rather than distracting from it

or leaving consumers with the impression that the retailer isn’t paying attention, is critical. This
experience is formed by a combination of many elements, including aesthetics, fixtures and displays,
informational features, space and flow, store energy and theatrical elements, staff interactions,
customer service, and other elements.

Finally, messaging and communications must work in lock-step with the above elements in forming

a complete package that rings true to shoppers, not orthogonal and/or generic promotions that make
people feel like they are being “marketed to.” Abercrombie projects adolescent male energy, and Old
Navy projects “lightness” and “fun.”

From the elements of those foundational areas arise narrative themes, though in many ways successful
brand identities and narratives mirror their own messaging and communications. Consider, again, Old
Navy, as an example through this (oversimplified) logic:

/ / Messaging and A A very coherent brand image
Products In-Store Experience Communications AND consumer narrative

Trendy + (low prices Clean + simple, intuitive Whimsical + playful

+ casual, fidisposabled organization/navigation

products + lack of hovering store help

= low-risk) = easy shopping

= fun, lightness = nothing to dampen = fun, lightness

of mood ofun,0 lightness of mood
of mood
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Of course, the above represents only one path to identity and narrative, and doesn’t necessarily reflect
a concrete formula that may be applied across cases. Each retailer must find its own path to the end
goal of a strong, positive identity.

Macy’s and Gap certainly don’t lack formal “brand identity.” Undoubtedly, somewhere there are brand
teams and agency tag-alongs having meetings, brainstorming, planning, managing and doing all the
other things that brand teams do. But, then, it’s also obvious that formal branding work and a brand’s
real narrative among shoppers are often not connected. As many have said before, “A logo is not a
brand.” It doesn’t matter if you have a top-notch style guide, a nice color palette, a clever tag line,
and a house full of celebrities if you can’t bring it together with the in-store experience and products
that are relevant and compelling in some way consistent with the rest of your brand constituents.
Brand identity needs to be executed against in ways that hit home across virtually all points of shopper
contact and continually provide those shoppers with the right raw materials (“elements”) to construct
narratives. This suggests thinking about branding as not something that is designed and occasionally
refreshed but rather an ongoing process that happens not just in conference rooms and those fun,
facilitated offsite meetings, but on the sales floor as well, every day.
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