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PART ONE

THE CONFUSION




CHAPTER 1

What a Brand Is, and What It Is Not

want to begin with a confession. In the first two years of my practice, I

made the same mistake I now spend my days correcting in the businesses
that come to me. I talked about brands using language that sounded precise
but produced no decisions. I spoke about positioning and identity and
purpose as if these words meant something operational. They did not. They
were vocabulary borrowed from textbooks that had never sat inside a
founder meeting in Hyderabad, never listened to a family business
argument in Vijayawada, never walked a supply chain in Guntur to
understand why the product was exactly the same as the competitor’s but
somehow worth less in the market’s mind.

What changed my thinking was not a framework. It was a conversation.
A third-generation textile founder sat across from me and said, with total
calmness, that his grandfather had built something in this category, his
father had maintained it, and he had managed to spend the last twelve years
making it completely forgettable. He was not dramatic about it. He was
simply accurate. The business had revenue. The business had relationships.
The business had a functional operation. What the business did not have
was a reason to be remembered.

I asked him what his customers said about him when he was not in the
room. He looked at me as if the question had arrived from a different
conversation entirely. Then he said, quietly, they probably say we are
reliable. I asked him what else. He could not find the next word.

That silence is the most accurate diagnosis of a brand problem I know. A
business is reliable. A brand is remembered for something specific. The gap
between the two is the entire subject of this book.

The questions most founders cannot answer



Before we define what a brand is, let us examine what happens when a
founder is asked the question directly. I have asked some version of it
across hundreds of founder conversations over the past eight years. The
question is simple. What does your brand stand for?

The answers follow a pattern that I have come to recognise immediately.
The first answer is almost always the product. We make the best quality
skincare in our segment. We are the fastest delivery service in tier-two
markets. We produce handloom fabric with the highest thread count in our
category. These are product descriptions. They describe what the business
makes or does. They do not describe what the brand means.

The second answer, when I push back on the first, is usually the value
proposition. We offer premium quality at accessible prices. We give
customers convenience without compromise. We combine tradition with
modern aesthetics. These are positioning statements assembled from
templates. They could describe a thousand different businesses in a
thousand different categories. They do not describe this brand in a way that
would help a stranger distinguish it from its nearest competitor.

The third answer, when I push back again, is often a moment of honest
confusion. The founder pauses. She looks at the wall or the window. She
says something like, we have never really thought about it that way. And in
that admission, the actual brand work begins.

Considering this pattern across hundreds of conversations, I have come to
understand that most Indian business founders have not been asked the
brand question in a way that demands a real answer. They have been asked
it in workshops where a whiteboard awaits, in agency meetings where the
creative director needs a brief, in investor pitches where a slide requires a
mission statement. In each of these contexts, an acceptable answer can be
assembled from available vocabulary without anyone in the room requiring
that the answer actually mean something operationally. The question is
asked. An answer is given. Everyone moves forward. The brand remains
unexamined.

This book is an attempt to ask the question in a way that requires a real
answer. The chapter you are reading now provides the definition that makes
the question answerable. The chapters that follow provide the architecture
that makes the answer buildable.



What a brand is not

Before arriving at a definition that is operationally useful, it is worth
clearing the ground. The word brand has accumulated so much meaning
over decades of marketing literature, advertising industry mythology, and
business school curriculum that it now means almost anything, which
means it effectively means nothing. We have to remove the debris before
we can see the foundation.

A brand is not a logo. I say this not because it is an original observation
but because founders consistently behave as if it is not true. A logo is a
mark. It is a visual identifier. It signals the presence of a business in a visual
field. It allows a customer to recognise a familiar name on a shelf, a
website, a vehicle, or a uniform. A logo is necessary. It is not sufficient. And
it is not the brand.

The confusion between logo and brand produces one of the most
expensive habits in Indian business. Founders who feel their business is
underperforming often arrive at the conclusion that the identity needs to be
refreshed. The logo is outdated. The colour palette feels wrong. The visual
system does not project the right feeling. A design agency is engaged,
sometimes at significant cost. A new visual system is produced. The launch
is treated as an event. And then, approximately three months later, the
underlying problem reasserts itself because the underlying problem was
never about the logo. It was about the absence of a clearly held, consistently
delivered, structurally anchored brand position.

I once worked with a consumer goods brand in Andhra Pradesh that had
redesigned its identity four times in eight years. Each redesign had been
preceded by a diagnosis that the brand looked old or local or unpolished.
Each redesign had been followed by a period of optimism and then a
gradual return to the same fundamental challenge. The customer did not
know what to think about the brand beyond the category it operated in. The
fifth time the founder called me, it was not to commission another redesign.
It was because a competitor with a much smaller budget had begun taking
market share with a brand that looked no more sophisticated than theirs, but
which stood for something specific in the customer’s mind. The competitor
had not invested in a better logo. It had invested in a clearer answer to the
question of what it stood for.



A brand is not a tagline. Taglines have a special status in brand
mythology because they are what the customer hears, what appears at the
bottom of the advertisement, what i1s repeated across every piece of
communication. The assumption is that repetition of the tagline builds the
brand. It does not. Repetition of the tagline builds awareness of the tagline.
The brand is built, or not built, by what happens every time the customer
actually interacts with the business.

A tagline that promises something the business cannot consistently
deliver is worse than no tagline at all. It creates a gap between expectation
and experience that the customer measures every single time she buys. Each
time the gap exists, her trust in the brand decreases. The tagline, in this
case, 1s not building the brand. It is actively eroding it by drawing attention
to the distance between what is claimed and what is delivered.

A brand is not advertising. This is perhaps the most structurally damaging
confusion in Indian business today, and it is the confusion I encounter most
often when I sit with a founder who is genuinely puzzled about why
significant marketing investment has not produced the brand outcomes they
expected. Advertising is the megaphone. The brand is what the megaphone
amplifies. If what exists before the megaphone is switched on is already
strong, clear, and consistent, then advertising makes it stronger, clearer, and
more widely known. If what exists before the megaphone is switched on is
weak, vague, or inconsistent, then advertising makes the weakness more
visible and accelerates the customer’s encounter with the inconsistency.

I want to be specific about why this matters in the Indian context. Indian
performance marketing costs have risen significantly over the past three
years. The return on advertising spend that Indian D2C founders enjoyed in
the early years of the category is no longer available at the same efficiency.
Founders who built their customer acquisition model on paid digital
channels are now discovering that the model is under structural pressure.
The natural response is to ask how to improve the marketing. The structural
response 1s to ask whether the brand beneath the marketing is strong enough
to convert awareness into belief and belief into preference without
continuous paid intervention. In most cases, the honest answer is that it is
not, because the brand was never built. The marketing was the brand. And
when marketing becomes more expensive, a business that has no brand
underneath the marketing has nowhere to go.



The definition that actually works

A brand i1s the structured set of beliefs that customers, employees, partners,
and competitors hold about a business when the business is not in the room.
I want to take this definition apart word by word, because each component
is doing specific work.

Structured. The beliefs are not random. They are not the accidental
accumulation of impressions formed over years of exposure. They are the
result of deliberate decisions the business has made about how it operates,
who it serves, what it charges, where it is sold, what it says, and what it
refuses to do. A brand that has been architected is structured. A brand that
has been left to form on its own is unstructured. Both are brands, in the
sense that both produce beliefs in the minds of those who encounter the
business. But only one of them is building the belief the founder intended.

Set of beliefs. Note that the definition does not say a single belief. A
brand produces a set of beliefs, multiple associations held simultaneously.
The customer believes the brand is premium, and trustworthy, and specific
to a certain kind of person, and worth paying more for, and the kind of
brand she would recommend to a friend. These beliefs reinforce each other.
They form a coherent mental picture. When a brand is working well, the
beliefs are consistent across every encounter. When a brand is working
poorly, the beliefs contradict each other because different encounters are
producing different impressions.

Customers, employees, partners, and competitors. This is the part of the
definition that founders most frequently underestimate. The brand does not
live only in the minds of customers. It lives in four minds simultaneously.
The customer holds beliefs about the brand that drive her purchasing
behaviour. The employee holds beliefs about the brand that drive her daily
decisions, the way she answers the phone, the care she takes with the
product, the manner in which she handles a complaint. The partner, whether
a distributor, a supplier, a retailer, or a collaborator, holds beliefs about the
brand that determine the terms on which they engage. The competitor holds
beliefs about the brand that determine how they position themselves relative
to it. A brand that is strong in the customer’s mind but weak in the
employee’s mind produces an inconsistency the customer eventually



discovers. A brand that is strong in the customer’s mind but invisible to
competitors has not yet earned a market position worth defending.

When the business is not in the room. This is the test. What does the
customer say about your business when you are not present? What does
your employee tell her friend about where she works, on a Saturday
evening, when there is no HR policy operating? What does your competitor
tell a prospect about the alternatives in the category, when she is trying to
close a deal and your brand is one of the options on the table? These are the
moments where the brand is actually being measured. Not in the
advertisement. Not in the pitch deck. Not in the workshop where everyone
agrees on the values. In the unmanaged, unscripted, unobserved
conversations that happen every day about your business.

A brand is what is said about you when you are not
in the room. Everything else is positioning intent, not
positioning reality.

The reason this definition is operationally useful is that it changes the
question from what should we say about our brand to what conditions must
exist so that the people who encounter our business arrive at the beliefs we
need them to hold. The first question leads to marketing. The second
question leads to architecture. Architecture is the subject of this book.

A conversation about what the brand actually is

I want to walk through a conversation I have had, in various forms, dozens
of times. It is worth reproducing in some detail because the pattern of the
conversation is itself instructive.

THE FOUNDER, AT THE START OF OUR FIRST
MEETING

We are thinking about rebranding. Our current identity feels
dated. The agency we worked with five years ago did a good job
but the market has moved. We want something fresher. More



contemporary. We have been looking at some references from
brands we admire and we want to do something in that direction.

MY FIRST QUESTION

Tell me about your customers. Not the demographic. The actual
customers. The ones who bought from you last month. What did
they say about you?

THE FOUNDER

We have strong customer satisfaction scores. Our NPS is good.
Customers generally feel that we deliver quality and that we are
reliable.

MY SECOND QUESTION
When a customer recommends you to a friend, what does she say?

THE FOUNDER, AFTER A PAUSE

She probably says we are good. That we deliver what we promise.
That the quality is consistent.

MY THIRD QUESTION

And why does she remember you over the three other brands in
the same category that she has also tried?

THE FOUNDER, AFTER A LONGER PAUSE

I am not sure she does, actually. I think she might choose between
us and the competitors based on price and availability.

This is the moment the conversation changes. The founder has just
identified, accurately, that the brand does not yet occupy a distinct position
in the customer’s mind. The customer chooses on price and availability.
These are commodity selection criteria. The business is operating as a
commodity even though the founder believes it is a brand.

The rebranding brief the founder arrived with was for a new logo and a
fresher visual system. What the business actually needed was an answer to
the question of why a customer should remember and prefer this brand over
the alternatives in the category, even when the price is slightly higher and



the availability is slightly less convenient. Until that question has an
answer, any new logo is a more expensive version of the same problem.

This 1s not a story about a bad business. It is a story about a very
common business situation. The brand has not been built because the
foundational question has not been answered. The marketing has been
running, the operations have been running, the revenue has been growing,
but the brand work, the work of deciding what specific belief this brand
needs to install in the customer’s mind and then structuring every decision
in the business to produce that belief consistently, has never been done.

What the four minds actually look like in practice

CUSTOMERS EMPLOYEES
What they believe What they believe
when choosing when building
e ..., THE BRAND .=
b s

""" The shared belief ™.
PARTNERS COMPETITORS
What they believe What they believe
when committing when positioning

FIGURE 1.1 * THE FOUR MINDS

A brand exists simultaneously in four separate minds

Figure 1.1: The Four Minds. A brand exists simultaneously in four
separate minds. All four must hold a consistent belief for the brand to
be structurally sound.



The diagram above is a simplification, but a useful one. It shows the four
minds where a brand simultaneously exists. Let me make each one concrete
with a real situation.

Consider a premium women’s ethnic wear brand operating in Hyderabad.
The founder has invested in good product quality, a distinctive design
aesthetic, and a carefully managed retail presence. The customer’s mind
holds a belief that this brand is trustworthy, that the quality is consistent,
and that buying from it is an expression of having good taste. These are
strong beliefs. The brand is working well in the customer’s mind.

Now consider the employee’s mind. The sales staff on the floor believe
that the brand is a good employer and that the product is genuinely superior.
But they also believe, because they have heard it said in conversations
between senior management, that the business will introduce a lower price
line in the next financial year to reach a wider customer base. They are not
sure whether to position the current range as exclusive or as accessible.
They are uncertain because the leadership has not resolved the question.
When a customer asks the sales staff whether the brand will be expanding
to more price points, the staff give inconsistent answers, because they
genuinely do not know. The customer leaves with a slightly less certain
impression of what the brand stands for.

In the partner’s mind, specifically the fabric supplier who has been
working with the brand for four years, the belief is that the business is well-
run and pays on time, but that it has been testing fabrics from two other
suppliers in the past six months. The supplier interprets this as a signal that
the brand i1s shopping on price and may not maintain its commitment to
quality as a non-negotiable. She begins to prioritise her highest-quality lots
for a different client. The brand’s product quality begins to drift slightly, not
enough to trigger complaints immediately, but enough to gradually dilute
the customer’s experience.

In the competitor’s mind, the belief is that this brand occupies the mid-
premium segment but has not clearly staked a claim to any specific design
identity or cultural territory. The competitor concludes that the brand can be
attacked from below on price and from above on exclusivity. She begins to
invest in one of these strategies.



What I have just described is a brand that looks strong in the customer’s
mind but is being quietly eroded by inconsistency in the other three. The
customer’s beliefs will eventually shift, because the experience she has will
stop matching the belief she holds. The erosion will appear, to the founder,
as a sudden decline in customer retention. It will actually be the slow
accumulation of small inconsistencies in the employee, partner, and
competitive layers, none of which was addressed because no one was
looking at those layers as brand work.

This 1s why the definition of brand must include all four minds. A brand
that is only measured by the customer’s belief is being measured on the
most lagging indicator available. By the time the customer’s belief has
shifted, the erosion in the other three minds has usually been underway for
a year or more.

The three layers inside the customer’s mind

Within the customer’s mind specifically, brand beliefs exist in three distinct
layers. Understanding these layers changes how you measure brand
performance and where you invest to build it.

The first layer is recognition. The customer knows the brand exists. She
has encountered the name, seen the logo, heard about it from someone, or
seen it on a shelf. Recognition is the prerequisite for every other brand
outcome, but it is only the prerequisite. Most brands, including many that
are spending heavily on marketing, are playing almost entirely in the
recognition layer. The customer knows they exist. She does not know what
they stand for, or why she should prefer them.

Recognition is purchased. A founder with sufficient marketing budget can
build recognition for almost any brand in any category within a defined
geography. This is what performance marketing primarily produces. The
customer 1s exposed to the brand repeatedly until she recognises it. The
exposure 1s paid for each time. When the payment stops, the recognition
fades. This 1s why businesses that have built their model primarily on paid
acquisition discover, when they slow or stop the spend, that the customer
does not find them organically. There was no brand to find. There was only
the paid presence.



The second layer is association. The customer associates the brand with
something specific. Not just that it exists, but what it means. A brand has
achieved association when the customer, without prompting, connects the
brand name to a specific meaning. Quality. Trust. Speed. Heritage.
Accessibility. Adventure. The specific association matters less than the fact
that one exists and that it is consistent across the majority of the customer
base.

Association is earned, not purchased. It is produced by repeated
consistency between what the brand says and what the brand does, over
time. The same message, delivered in the same register, across enough
encounters, produces association. The customer begins to use the brand
name as a shorthand for the meaning. When she recommends the brand to a
friend, she says, try them, they are very reliable, or try them, their designs
are always fresh. She is carrying the association into her social network and
sharing it as her own observation. This is the beginning of brand equity.

Association takes years to build and weeks to lose. This asymmetry is
one of the most important structural facts about brands that founders
consistently underestimate. A brand that has spent five years building an
association with quality can begin to lose that association within weeks if
the product quality drops or the customer service deteriorates or the
packaging becomes careless. The customer who held the association does
not announce that she has revised it. She simply begins to doubt. The doubt
compounds quietly until, at some point, the association is gone and the
brand must rebuild from recognition.

The third layer is preference. The customer chooses this brand over
available alternatives without fully re-evaluating the decision each time.
Preference is the rarest and most valuable brand outcome. It is the layer
where a brand has earned the right to be the default choice. The customer
does not, in her preferred category, go through the full decision process
every time. She already knows what she is buying. She might check
whether the price has changed dramatically or whether a clearly superior
alternative has appeared, but absent those circumstances, she buys the brand
she prefers.

Preference is what produces the economics that make brand investment
worthwhile. A customer operating in the preference layer costs significantly



less to retain than a customer operating in the recognition or association
layers. She refers unprompted. She defends the brand when someone else
criticises it. She 1s more forgiving of occasional failures, because she has a
deep reservoir of positive experience to draw from. She is less price-
sensitive, because she has stopped evaluating on price alone. These
economic behaviours compound over years into the structural advantage
that separates a brand business from a commodity business.

Recognition is purchased. Association is earned.
Preference is the only layer that compounds without
continued investment. Build for preference, not for
reach.

Why the indian brand opportunity sits precisely here

I want to situate this definition in the specific context of Indian markets in
2026 and beyond, because the opportunity and the urgency are both greater
here than most founders realise.

The Indian market, across tier one, tier two, tier three, and rural
geographies, is in the middle of a structural transition. For decades, the
dominant selection criteria for most product categories were availability,
price, and the recommendation of someone the customer trusted personally.
Brand, in the Western sense of a structured set of beliefs built through
consistent experience and communication, was a secondary factor for the
majority of Indian consumers outside a narrow premium urban segment.

That is changing. The smartphone has democratised access to
information and social proof. The expansion of logistics infrastructure has
democratised access to branded products across geographies. The rising
aspirational identity of the Indian middle class, particularly the under-thirty-
five urban and semi-urban segment, has made what you buy a meaningful
signal of who you are. These three structural shifts, which I examine in full
in the next chapter, have produced an Indian consumer who is ready to
choose brands in categories where she previously chose commodities.



The Indian founder who understands this transition, and builds a brand
architecture that positions her business to be the one this customer chooses,
is building in a window of opportunity that is genuinely rare. The window
will not stay open forever. As more brands enter and compete for the same
customer’s attention and preference, the cost of winning a position rises.
The brands that build the architecture now, while the market is still forming
its associations, will own positions that later entrants will find extremely
difficult to displace.

This 1s not an argument for haste. It is an argument for intention. The
founder who moves quickly with a weak architecture is not ahead. She is
simply getting her weaknesses embedded in the market faster than her
competitors. The founder who moves at the right pace with a clear
architecture, building the four minds consistently, earning association
before spending on amplification, is building something that will
compound.

CASE STUDY: PATANJALI

How a brand built on founder personality grew faster than almost any other
Indian FMCG brand in history, and what the limits of that architecture
eventually revealed.

Patanjali’s rise is one of the most studied phenomena in Indian consumer
marketing. Between 2012 and 2018, the brand grew from minimal revenue
to becoming one of the largest FMCG players in India by some measures,
entering categories from toothpaste to noodles to apparel at a speed that the
established multinationals could not match.

The conventional explanation for this growth focuses on distribution,
pricing, and the power of the founder’s persona. All three are real. But
through the architecture lens, what Patanjali actually built was a brand that
worked exceptionally well in two of the four minds simultaneously. In the
customer’s mind, the brand established a powerful association with
Indianness, naturalness, and a kind of cultural pride that the customer felt
good about expressing through her purchase. In the competitor’s mind, the
brand created genuine disruption by demonstrating that an Indian challenger



brand could take category share from internationally positioned incumbents
across multiple categories at once.

Where the architecture showed strain was in the employee and partner
minds. As the business scaled rapidly across hundreds of product categories
and an enormous distribution network, the internal consistency required to
deliver on the brand’s positioning became increasingly difficult to maintain.
Product quality incidents emerged. Regulatory challenges appeared. The
brand’s response architecture, the systems for handling crisis, compliance,
and quality governance at scale, had not been built with the same rigour as
the customer-facing positioning. The foundation, in the legal-blended sense
I will discuss in Chapter 15, was not proportional to the structure being
built on top of it.

The lesson is not that Patanjali failed. It did not fail. It is among the
largest FMCG businesses in India. The lesson is about the limits of a brand
architecture that is built primarily on the personality and persona of its
founder. A brand that lives in one person is also a brand that depends on one
person. When that person’s public presence becomes complicated, the
brand’s position in the customer’s mind is directly affected, because the two
have been inseparable in the brand architecture from the beginning.

Every Indian founder building a personal brand alongside a business
brand needs to understand this structural risk. The personal brand can be a
powerful accelerant in the early years. It becomes a structural vulnerability
if the business brand has not been built with the independence to stand on
its own when the personal brand encounters friction.

The founder’s question

I want to close this chapter with the question that every founder should ask,
and that this chapter has been building toward.

If your four constituencies, your customers, your employees, your
partners, and your competitors, were each asked privately and separately to
describe what your brand stands for in two sentences or less, would their
answers converge or contradict?



Not what they would say about the product. Not what they would say
about the service. What they would say the brand means. What it stands for.
Why it exists in the category in the way it does.

If the answers would converge, you have a brand. You may not have built
it intentionally, but the consistent experience you have delivered across time
has produced a consistent belief in the minds of those who encounter you.
The work from here is to understand that belief precisely, protect it legally,
and build the architecture that allows it to compound.

If the answers would contradict, you have a positioning problem. Your
customers see the business one way. Your employees see it another way.
Your competitors see it a third way. The business is producing inconsistent
impressions because the architecture underneath the marketing is
inconsistent. The work from here is to resolve the inconsistency at the
source, which means making the four decisions I will describe in Chapter 5,
and then building the systems that express those decisions consistently
across every encounter the business has with the world.

If you are not sure what your four constituencies would say, that
uncertainty is itself the diagnosis. A brand that is not clear enough to
generate a predictable answer in the minds of those who encounter it has
not yet been built. It is, at best, a business with a logo.

The distinction between a business with a logo and a brand is the entire
subject of this book. We begin building the distinction on the next page.

#* Can you describe what your brand stands for in one sentence a stranger

would understand, without using your product category name?

% If three of your best customers were asked the same question

separately, would their answers substantially agree?

« If three of your frontline employees were asked the same question,
would their answers substantially agree?

% Is the belief your competitors hold about your brand one you have
chosen, or one that formed by default?



#* Has your brand been built through consistent structural decisions, or
through the accumulation of marketing activity?

#* Do you hold registered trademarks for your brand name and logo in the
appropriate classes?

% If you stopped all paid advertising tomorrow, what would your organic
brand presence be in three months?
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