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A long, hard look in a clear mirror

Toregain consumers’ trust, executives must determine
their companies’ true gifts and tell the truth about them.

By Deb Fiorella

It should come as no surprise
to hear that consumers have lost
their trust in business. Thanks
to Enron, Tyco, Martha Stew-
art, Arthur Andersen and others
whose names are now synon-
ymous with corporate scandal
and greed, consumer confidence
in business is so weak that inten-
sive care is in order.

How did this happen? How
did consumers’ distrust of busi-
ness become so strong?

In a word: authenticity. Or
more accurately, lack of authen-
ticity.

It’s a pretty simple concept,
authenticity. At its simplest, it
means being who you say you
are. It’s having a public face
that is the same as the private
one — one that is unfabricated,
sustainable and true. It’s about
making sure that you can deliv-
er on your brand promise ev-
ery time.

That’s it: simply being who
you say you are. Not saying
you’re one thing when you're
actually another. Delivering
what you promise. Of course,
that’s not to say that you can’t
set goals and try to improve —
that’s different. But being au-
thentic means stating your posi-
tion and being able to live up to
it. Always.

Imagine this scenario: You're
the CEO of a large company that
provides a utility to the public.
One day you decide you want
your company to be known as
the leader in providing excellent

customer service. You instruct
your ad agency to create a print
campaign touting your new po-
sition. Your tagline is changed to
reflect your “exceptional” cus-
tomer service, and you train
your customer-service employ-
ees to include the new verbiage
when answering the telephone.

You’re so enamored with
your new rebranding effort that
anew corporate identity system
is developed.

But what if the customer ser-
vice doesn’t improve? What if
customers can’t get answers to
simple questions? What hap-
pens when the customer-service
technicians arrive four hours
past their promised arrival time
or not at all?

What happens is a discon-
nect between what your brand
promises and what you deliv-
er. What happens is a break-
down of consumer trust. Con-
sumers no longer believe your
company’s promises and, if not
remedied quickly, their distrust
might soon turn to open hostil-
ity. What happens is the kind of
environment we'’re experienc-
ing today.

What if you, as CEO of our
imaginary company, had cho-
sen an authentic brand iden-
tity? Imagine you had chosen
to take a look at your compa-
ny’s strengths and weaknesses
and discovered that while your
customer service was less than
stellar, you most often were
first to market with new tech-
nology. If you had been true
to your company’s corporate

self, your brand identity could
have reflected that competitive
edge, and you could honor your
brand promise.

While authenticity might not
be the only thing necessary to re-
store consumer trust, it’s a good
start. But authenticity is not easy
to achieve. Authenticity requires
a strong leader who understands
that a strong brand happens from
the inside out and who is willing
to commit the time and resourc-
es necessary to ensure that all
of a company’s people, products
and services are aligned to deliv-
er on their promise.

Often it’s easier for a com-
pany to decide what it wants its
brand positioning to be, regard-
less whether it’s true or not.

We once had a client that was
a small division of a larger orga-
nization. The department head
wanted his business unit to be
positioned as the “leader in pro-
viding data solutions.”

The problem was they
weren’t. Although they were
striving to be seen as leaders,
they just weren’t there yet. Rath-
er than simply agreeing with
them and creating an identity
around their desired position,
we helped them understand that
because they couldn’t deliver
on their brand promise yet, they
would quickly lose credibility.

Unfortunately, not all compa-
nies can see the value in this. Ex-
ecutives from another company,
a start-up, asked us to create an
identity around a brand position
they had developed. When we
asked questions about how they
were going to deliver this brand
experience, we were given
vague answers that didn’t give
us a good feel for who they real-
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ly were. Ultimately, we decided
to remain true to our brand and
walk away from that project.

Companies of all sizes strug-
gle with brand authenticity.
Even as Wal-Mart prepares to
defend itself against wage law-
suits and a national gender-dis-
crimination lawsuit recently
granted class-action status, the
world’s largest retailer airs TV
ads featuring female employees
touting what a great place it is
to work.

A number of companies do
have authentic brands: Even af-
ter being acquired by a large
corporation, Aveda continues to
live up to its brand promise of
environmental responsibility in
its products, people and com-
munity giving.

Medtronic is an authen-
tic brand. In fact, former CEO
Bill George literally wrote the
book on authenticity in busi-
ness. George’s book, “Authen-
tic Leadership: Rediscovering
the Secrets to Creating Lasting
Value,” details how authentici-
ty must be a top-down initiative.
After years of studying leaders
and their traits, George conclud-
ed that leadership begins and
ends with the strength and hon-
esty to be oneself — not by emu-
lating others.

Achieving and maintaining
authenticity is hard work. But if
the result is restoring consumer
confidence, it will be work that’s
well worth the effort.
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