
provide real customers with
a compelling reason to buy
the cars. In a last-ditch effort
to resurrect the brand,
Oldsmobile hired a new ad
director a couple of months
before the announcement.
Why, even with this chang-
ing of the guard, couldn’t
they produce ads that were
compelling to customers?

The truth is:The Oldsmobile demise wasn’t
due to ineffective advertising. It was because
you can’t stand for something that you aren’t.

THE GOLDEN THREAD

In an age of accelerating product proliferation,
enormous customer choice, and growing 
clutter and clamor in the marketplace, a great
brand is a necessity, not a luxury.

People tend to think branding is a straight-
forward final step of a strategy: Figure out what
you are going to do and then brand it.As though
you could “brand” your firm as an afterthought,
hire an ad agency to “brand” your product, or
change ad directors to resurrect a dying brand.

The truth is that a brand is a synoptic, inte-
grative view of the firm, and is completely 
central to business strategy. As much as any-
thing, a brand stands for an attitude, a way of
competing. Indeed, one could go as far as to
call it culture. In the final analysis, you can’t
“get” a brand.You have to “be” a brand.

Many people equate branding with logos,
but that would be too narrow a definition. A
logo is a symbol, but a brand is a story. Brands
are about passion, commitment, and meaning,
not about what the label looks like on the
supermarket shelf.

Your brand is a “golden thread” that runs
through everything your firm is about, connect-
ing your strategy, your history, your corporate
culture, directly to the heart of your consumer.

Branding is partly about storytelling and
meaning, but it’s also about authenticity. It’s
about the ability to really connect to the heart
of the consumer, and about your willingness to
keep promises — to your employees, your
customers, and the communities in which your
company operates.

Some would try to pro-
mote a brand that is inconsis-
tent with what consumers
actually experience.They think
that if only they can get some-
one to draw the right pictures,
to make the right commer-
cials, to have the right PR
firm, consumers will say the
right things in focus groups
and buy their products.

But the truth is, a brand becomes what 
consumers see, not what the firm wants it 
to be. The phase out of GM’s Oldsmobile 
division illustrates how difficult it can be 
to resurrect a brand — even one with a 
century of history — once it has fallen out of 
favour and no longer delivers authentically to
the consumer.

To build brand equity, a company needs to
do two things — distinguish its product from
others in the market, and align what it says
about its brand in advertising and marketing
with what it actually delivers — both of which
Oldsmobile failed to do.

BUILDING AN AUTHENTIC ORGANIZATION

A brand isn’t just what the customer experi-
ences. It’s everything that a company’s vendors,
employees, and board members touch.
Companies need to rethink who defines their
brand.The power of marketing and advertising
directors is declining. As service becomes an
important part of the brand experience,
employees in customer service and distribution
become just as important to the brand as the
marketing and communications departments.
For Sleep Country Canada, the brand is as
much about the booty-clad deliverymen as the
ubiquitous radio advertisements.The separation
of marketing, research, advertising and cus-
tomer service into silos no longer makes sense.

Your brand is a manifestation of your culture
— the hearts of your people and what they
stand for as individuals.The heart of what your
firm is prepared to promise. The only way to
have a really strong brand, therefore, is to have
an authentic organization.

The Four Seasons — a great Canadian com-
pany with 50 hotels in 22 countries — under-
stands this well.These hotels do not compete
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With billions of dollars loaned, traded, and 

transacted globally every day, millions of dollars

are potentially at risk at any given moment in time.

Having pioneered a way to proactively measure

and manage risk by determining the total exposure

of a financial institution across all of its global

activities, Algorithmics software is now at the 

heart of risk management for more than 120 lead-

ing banks, asset managers and corporations in 

26 countries. 

Since its inception 12 years ago, Algorithmics

has evolved from an idea, to a name, to a team 

of dedicated people, to an identity, to products,

and finally, to a state of “brand magic”, according

to its President and CEO, Ron Dembo. Dembo

spoke about his company’s brand at the Rotman

Entrepreneurial Design Workshop held last

November. “When a brand transcends into some-

thing that people recognize, identify with, need,

and ultimately choose as a result of its identity,

branding magic has been made. I believe the

Algorithmics brand has reached that place.”

“When I started this company, I could have

taken the approach that we would be just another

tech company, rushing product to market and 

paying little heed to aesthetic sensibility, brand

development, culture and art.” Instead, Dembo

decided to build a company that would lead the

industry both in research and development, and in

thought leadership. To do so, he had to build an

aesthetic, a culture, a community — “all those

things which define a brand, that supercede a

‘business as usual’ approach.”

Making striking design a priority has had an

incredible impact on the Algorithmics brand, 

says Dembo. “We’ve relied heavily on strong, yet 

simplistic design, metaphor, and a primary colour

palate. “ As a result, the company’s corporate 

identity, advertisements, and collateral materials

appeal to universal sensibilities. “Consistently

Branding Case Study: Algorithmics Inc.



with the best hotels in the world on the basis of
better facilities, better real estate, or the mag-
nificent physical structures of the world’s 
oldest grand luxury hotels.Their competitive
strategy — and what the brand has come to
symbolize — is impeccable and unforgettable
customer service.

Yet, Chairman and CEO Isadore Sharp
doesn’t have a “customer service” department.
Why? Because everybody who works at a Four
Seasons hotel is automatically in the customer
service business. On the recent opening of
their newest property in New York City, the
company reviewed 30,000 applications, and
interviewed 3,000 people, in order to fill 400
positions.They take the selection of those who
will “be” the brand seriously.

The Four Seasons recruiters aren’t looking
for people who have necessarily worked in

hotels before — they’re looking for those who
are going to love serving their customers, who
are respectful and empathetic — those who
understand what the Four Seasons banner stands
for and who want to become part of that tribe.

In exchange, this authentic brand provides
great opportunities for those who fit the brand

profile. Four Seasons employees, unlike many
in their competitors’ hotels, receive more
training, have unprecedented opportunities to
be promoted within their organization, and
have a lower turnover rate by far than the
industry average. Four Seasons understands

The Role of Identity in Branding

As you stroll through the grocery aisles,
plucking items from the shelves and filling
up your cart, telling one brand from another
is relatively easy. It’s unlikely you would 
accidentally reach for a box of Kellogg’s 
Cornflakes when you’re looking for Kraft
Peanut Butter. When it comes to consumer
products, we remember logos, slogans,
and the colors and packaging associated 
with them. But for more complex entities,
such as large organizations or educational
institutions, branding can be much more
complicated. Two of the key things that

define an organization’s brand are its identity
and the way in which people identify with it.

Rotman alumnus Blake Ashforth
(BCom ‘80, PhD ‘86), currently teaching at the
University of Arizona, is a leading researcher
in the area of Organizational Identity (OI). He
calls OI “the soul of an organization”. Defining
an organization’s identity requires identifying
the qualities that make it distinctive from its
competitors. To survive and thrive, every 
entity, whether it be an organization, group, or
institution, must formulate an answer to the
question, “Who am I?”

Another key concept in defining an 
organization’s brand is identification, which
is people’s perception of ‘oneness with’ or
‘belongingness to’ the organization. We all
want to think we’re part of something bigger
than ourselves. Organizations that manifest
that sensibility create the emotional context
people need to locate themselves in a larger
experience. People who strongly identify
with an organization incorporate some of what
they believe to be distinctive and enduring
about it into their own self-concept.

Research shows that employee involvement
is a key component in building reputation 
for a company, creating an attractive image 
for it, and promoting identification with it.
Ashforth and his colleagues have found that
strong identification is linked to the likelihood
that members will externally promote the
organization and contribute to it financially.
Identification is also said to directly affect
employee decision-making and understanding.

— Jelena Zikic, PhD Candidate in

Organizational Behavior, 

Rotman School of Management
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excellent design has become one of the hallmarks

of our brand and, I believe, speaks to the superiority

of the solutions we offer.”

But it takes more than strong design to create a

successful brand. “Equally important is that we’ve

managed to create products that people want, and

have priced them at a level perceived as ‘value 

for money’. Choosing appropriate promotional

vehicles and ensuring the right sales channels 

is also critical.” In the case of 

Algorithmics and most other suc-

cessful brands, says Dembo, the

people in the company and the

corporate culture are also a critical

component of brand building. “A huge part of our

success has been as a result of ‘the company we

keep’. Our people are critical to our unique and

distinct brand.”

With 500 employees speaking 22 languages

in 16 offices worldwide, Algorithmics is truly a

global village. “We recognize and celebrate this

unique and extraordinary cultural diversification

— and I know that our customers do as well.” 

Customers are made to feel as though Algorithmics

staff are not only ‘speaking their language’ in a 

literal sense, but that they also feel their cultural,

political, and social needs are being understood

and addressed. “That’s a big part of who we are,”

says Dembo.

continued on page 9

Ron Dembo, President and 
CEO of Algorithmics Inc.
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