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There’s never been more ways for your organisation – whether it’s in the 
private, public or third sectors – to connect with your customers, prospects 
or other stakeholders.

The traditional promotional and communications channels are still wide open. 
Right from press advertising and public relations, to sales promotions and  
direct marketing.

Then there’s all the new, online and always-on opportunities offered by the digital 
world, from the web to social media. 

And if your brand’s ‘promise’ and your marketing are doing their jobs effectively, 
some of the target audience you’re trying to persuade to click the link, complete the 
enquiry form, pick up the phone, walk into your store or buy from you – will do so.

Then what? 

Then it gets personal. Your brand promise, and all your investment in marketing, 
stands or falls in the actions of the person representing your brand.

If your brand promises – and your customers expect – one thing, but they 
experience something else in the attitudes shown or choices made by one of your 
employees, you have a problem.

We call it ‘Brand Disconnect’.

This white paper explains Brand Disconnect in more detail.  
Crucially, it gives 8 ways to help you ‘Beat’ it.

Your brand.  
It’s not just business, it’s personal.



WHITE PAPER: BEAT THE BRAND DISCONNECT

Page 3

Well, three actually...

If you, your customers and employees each think about and 
describe your brand in different ways, you’ve got the basis for 
Brand Disconnect.

Put simply, your brand is a set of associations customers and others build based 
on their interactions with your company. 

In fact, one of the most critical roles for a brand – is setting expectations for your 
customer experience.

A quick question

How would

How would

How would

describe your brand?

describe your brand?

describe your brand?

1.

2.

3.

Reality

Expectations
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If reality meets expectations,  
your customers will love you for it.

Whether you love or loath these brands, 
they deliver what they promise:

And they are all very successful as a result. If a customer’s experience matches the 
expectations set by a brand, it is only human nature to want to come back again, 
buy more, and tell their friends. When a brand’s promise is kept, it builds customer 
loyalty, repeat purchase, and increased profit.

But...

If there is a gap between the rhetoric, expectations and reality – you have 
Brand Disconnect. It erodes trust, loyalty and ultimately profit.

Surprisingly, this disconnect is more common that you might expect. Research 
shows that only half of brands keep their promises all the time.

And as a result the world finds it hard to trust brands. On the whole, the general 
public struggle to believe what they see in advertising will be the reality under the 
surface. We have ‘trust issues’ when it comes to brands. 

Why is this the case? Why don’t we believe companies will simply do what they 
say they will do?

that everything will be freshly 
prepared to order

simple and elegant design

speed and efficiency

that they’ll solve your problem  
there and then
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Sources:
* Gallup Business Journal, July 26, 2012
** The Chartered Institute of Marketing, CEM Report

better performance

A global study by Gallup 
showed brands which are seen 
to keep their promises have, 
on average, a 50% higher 
operating margin.*

Of 18 million consumers  
surveyed by Gallup, only half 
believe that the companies they 
do business with always deliver 
what they promise.*
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Most management teams will work hard to define their brand promise. 
Their positioning in their market. Their ‘white space’.

What lots of organisations find difficult or don’t prioritise, is translating that into 
the practicalities of a desired customer experience. 

But crucially, most fail by not engaging their employees, and therefore behaviours 
and actions aren’t aligned to the brand and desired customer experience. 

They don’t link the brand to a simple set of employee behaviours required 
to ensure the promise is delivered on the front line. 

Why this matters

Every interaction, big or small, contributes in some way to your customers’, 
prospects’ and stakeholders’ perception of whether you’re living up to your  
brand’s promise. 

Your front line staff manage the critical opportunities for delivering your brand 
promise. Even your head office teams, who support your front line staff supporting 
your customers, make daily decisions that impact customers, your promise and 
your brand. 

Put simply, employee belief in and empathy with your brand promise leads to 
delighted customers and employee and customer retention. Whereas, sceptical, 
disconnected employees aren’t likely to put in any discretionary effort on behalf 
of the brand, leading to disgruntled customers and ultimately employee and 
customer churn. 

So you can see how important it is to beat any brand disconnect that exists in 
your organisation – as the cost of not getting this right is the financial impact of 
having to regularly replace your most valuable employees and customers. 

The only way to ensure happy, loyal customers is to understand the links 
between your brand, your customers’ expectations and experiences, and the 
way your people deliver what you promise.

Why brands fail to keep  
their promises.

Sources:
* Gallup Business Journal July 26, 2012
** The Chartered Institute of Marketing, CEM Report

According to the Chartered 
Institute of Marketing (CIM) only 
18% of Marketing Directors agree 
they have a clearly articulated 
desired customer experience.**

Less than 1 in 2 employees 
feel that they know what their 
company stands for and what 
makes its brand different from 
its competition.*
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1.

2.

Be prepared – for the worst. 

It’s easy to imagine your brand promise being perfectly delivered in ideal 
circumstances. But what happens if they’re not?

Decide whether your brand promise will hold true in the most challenging 
situations when your team is dealing with the most difficult people. 

Imagine it’s a cold, wet, grey Monday morning. Your staff are missing the World 
Cup final. Your systems have gone down. The stream of customer complaints is 
about to become a river.

Now, how can you equip your people to ensure that your brand values and beliefs 
shine through when it really matters? 

Reality check – mission impossible?

Your brand’s promise and positioning – the one thing you declare that you’re 
going to be better than the competition at – is too often developed in isolation of 
your operational reality.

It can be too outward-looking, too informed by focus groups and market mapping 
and not enough by the core strengths and weaknesses of your business and its 
operating model. 

It is essential to build in regular opportunities during the brand strategy process, 
to speak to front line staff, to understand from their perspective where your core 
strengths exist, and to ask whether it’s even possible to keep the promise you’re 
about to make.

We don’t just talk the talk, we walk the walk. So here are 8 steps you can 
take to help beat brand disconnect in your organisation, all based on what 
we’ve experienced and implemented, not what we’ve read. 

Beat the Brand Disconnect...
our Top 8 Tips for getting this 
critical relationship right
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3.

4.

5.

Too good to be true? –  
constantly ask yourself that question.

Authenticity is motivating. Your people can get behind something that is clearly 
true. Empty talk is the fastest path to cynicism and resistance to change.

How can your people live and breathe something they can’t believe in?

This is the single most important test your brand strategy must pass prior 
to launching it internally or externally. The promise you are making to your 
customers must feel achievable to your people. It can feel like a stretch, that it will 
require extra effort, maybe some behaviour change to pull off – but if the promise 
is a million miles from the reality of your organisation today, most employees will 
dismiss it as marketing jargon and carry on doing what they have always done. 

Keep it simple –  
use a visual and verbal shorthand.

We’ve never had more messages and information vying for our attention. People 
teeter on the verge of communications overload. So it’s important to create a really 
simple visual and verbal shorthand your staff can easily get their heads around. 

When developing your internal communications and engagement activity – 
especially when trying to change behaviour – your communications need to be 
simple, memorable and stand out from all the rest of the noise. 

Remember your people have a day job too. So challenge yourself to describe your 
brand promise in a sentence. Then find a creative shorthand that makes it easy for 
staff to commit that thought to memory. 

Talk their language – not lofty nonsense.

Can you describe what your brand does and doesn’t mean in day-to-day decisions 
and behaviours? With examples.

Is your brand language too pretentious? Try this acid test. Imagine whether one 
of your managers would feel awkward giving praise or feedback to a member of 
their team based on one of your desired behaviours. 

Can you imagine it coming out of their mouths in plain English? If not, make it simpler 
and more straightforward. Aim for grounded not grand, meaningful not meaningless.

WHITE PAPER: BEAT THE BRAND DISCONNECT
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6.

•  Leadership engagement and creation of new brand values with staff – to build an 
understanding of the new brand promise and need for change 

•  Club refurbishments and two new products were used as visible proof points that 
the business was making operational changes and investments to support the new 
brand promise

•  Fitness clubs had to earn the jersey – teams had to demonstrate that they were 
aligned and had made sufficient progress before they got the new logo and uniform

It’s an inside job –  
launch your brand internally first.

We strongly recommend launching your brand internally months, if not 
years before your external launch. Leave it as long as it takes to get 
internal adoption, belief and loyalty to the right levels before you make a 
new promise to your customers. 

During this time: 

 Take action to improve organisational delivery of your brand 
promise (it will show your people that you’re serious).

Train, communicate and role model from the top.

Inspire and motivate so when you launch externally you’ll do 
so with the full support and engagement of your people. 

 PROJECT SNAPSHOT

Motivate  
your people
by letting them see 
positive changes 
happening which are 
clearly in service of 
the new vision.

Demotivate  
your people
by letting them 
find out about 
their new brand 
positioning on the 
television.

INTERNAL 
BRAND LAUNCH
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Page 9

7.

8.

Don’t try and please everyone –  
forget the laggards.

In our experience, in every business there will be: 

Measure – and it will be improved.

You know the old adage about the squeaky wheel getting the oil? Well, the other 
old adage is true: what gets measured gets improved. 

It’s essential to regularly listen to your customers and your people to learn exactly 
how well you are delivering on what you promise. Then show that you’re taking 
action to be – or do – better. 

It’s a sure fire way to build credibility and loyalty, internally and externally.

What’s more – when the buzz and energy created by a brand launch inevitably 
falls away, people naturally revert to behaviours consistent with whatever their 
manager is measuring them on. So if you’re trying to create any kind of behaviour 
change to support your brand promise, make sure this change is hard-wired into a 
metric or KPI that is discussed daily.

Positive, engaged advocates
10% 10%

80%

In between, indifferent but can 
be influenced by their peers, for 
good or bad. 

Detractors, cynical and resistant 
to change

When launching your brand internally, it is easy to get caught up focusing on the 
detractors – or developing ideas for activity that will work for everyone and every 
mindset. The risk here is you impact no-one.

Conversely, the strongest and quickest results are often achieved through a single-
minded focus on creating the content and tools required to inspire and educate 
your most positive advocates. Empower those who are already ambassadors for 
your brand to influence those around them.

BUILDING A BRAND 
THROUGH SERVICE
•   Identified staff who were positive, 

engaged advocates in key areas of 
their casino business

 •  Gave them tools, inspiration 
and stories to improve customer 
experience in their club

•  12% increase in customer 
satisfaction and 6% increase in 
repeat visit in the first 12 months

 
 PROJECT SNAPSHOT

WHITE PAPER: BEAT THE BRAND DISCONNECT



WHITE PAPER: BEAT THE BRAND DISCONNECT

Page 10

We’ve seen that if you have a gap between your brand promise, your 
customers expectations and what they experience due to the attitude and 
actions of your employees – you have Brand Disconnect. 

Beat the Brand Disconnect and gain and retain customers and employees.  
Be beaten by the Brand Disconnect and you erode trust, loyalty and ultimately profit.

The only way to ensure happy, loyal customers is to understand the links 
between your brand, your customers’ expectations and experiences, and the 
way your people deliver what you promise.

Our Top 8 Tips to Beat the Brand Disconnect at a glance:

 1.  Be prepared – for the worst. 
 2.  Reality check – mission impossible?
 3.  Too good to be true? – constantly ask yourself that question.
 4.  Keep it simple – use a visual and verbal shorthand.
 5.  Talk their language – not lofty nonsense.
 6.  It’s an inside job – launch your brand internally first.
 7.  Don’t try and please everyone – forget the laggards.
 8.  Measure – and it will be improved.

Dragonfish is an employee communications and engagement 
agency with offices in Southampton, London, Los Angeles and 
Sydney, working with a range of national and global organisations, 
including Fitness First, Shelter, IBM, Gourmet Burger Kitchen, The 
Body Shop, The National Trust and SunLife. 

We help our clients build engaged and informed teams, focused 
on creating happier, more profitable customers. The result? 
Inspired employees creating loyal customers.  

We make this happen by: 
1. Helping your people understand your brand.

2. Understanding your strategy and how they fit in.

3. Building a culture that puts customers first.

Our team is a blend of senior marketers and employee 
engagement specialists, so we understand customers as well as 
employees, and know how to change behaviours in ways that will 
make a commercial difference. 

About Dragonfish

Engaged
Employees

Satisfied
customers

Financial
success

To find out more about the ways in which we can help you Beat the Brand Disconnect,  
please call us on +44 (0)23 8082 8505 or e-mail hello@dragonfishuk.com


