Brand
Identity:

Digital

Marketing’s
Great Equalizer

by Paul Chin

The internet enables small businesses to use creativity and
originality in place of big budgets.
Mark Twain said it’s not the size of the dog in the
fight; it’s the size of the fight in the dog. Truer
words can’t be said of the thousands of small- to
medium-size businesses (SMB) and sole proprietors
looking to develop an eﬀective brand identity. Even
nonprofit organizations need to create visibility in
order to get a message across to large audiences …
and do it on relatively small budgets.
Large commercial enterprises have the financial
resources to hire marketers, advertisers, and designers
to develop high profile ad campaigns such as Nike’s
“Just do it” and MasterCard’s “Priceless,” or assemble
a 20-person focus group to debate the merits of
using serifs in the corporate logo. Smaller organizations, on the other hand, have to take a do-it-yourself
approach—but this doesn’t necessarily translate to
lower quality. In some cases, they might even have an
advantage over large enterprises.
The digital world has put a lot of fight into the
small dog. With a combination of technology, creativity, and innovative design, small operations can
develop an eﬀective brand identity. They can make a
strong impact and level the playing field using one of
marketing’s greatest equalizers: the internet.
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The great existential question

Every business, regardless of size, requires an identity. Without one, they’re just strangers on the
street trying to hawk their wares. Not only would
they lack credibility, potential clients wouldn’t have
reason to place their trust in them—and even less
reason to hand over their money.
Some businesses go about creating a brand
identity with a catchy logo and/or slogan; others rely
on tradition or established reputations. While these
are important components in developing an identity,
the process goes beyond a simple logo. An eﬀective
identity needs to reflect the objectives of the business
and convey how it helps meet customers’ needs. This
includes a marketing and promotional strategy.
But a lot of small businesses think they either
don’t need an identity or can’t aﬀord one. They’re
wrong in both cases. Problems will arise, however,
if a smaller business tries to base its promotional
strategies on big business standards. Having a tighter
budget isn’t the handicap many think it is—especially
with all the digital tools and media available today.
So rather than trying to keep up with the Joneses, the
focus should shift to a small business model.

15 Reasons Small
Businesses Need a
Brand Identity
According to Erin
Ferree, owner and
lead designer of
California-based elf
design—a firm specializing in the creation
and building of brand
identities—there are
15 reasons why small
businesses need a
brand identity:
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Promoting a purpose
Nick Miller and Feebe
Greco of Lucky Design
use their website, www.
luckydesign.com, to
target clients who are
“developing solutions
that promote a just
and compassionate society and sustain our
planet’s natural resources.” It illustrates

how clean design and
thought-provoking
photoimagery convey
a clear message that
supports their mission
statement. “We aimed
for imagery that
would be arresting,
momentarily beautiful,
but inevitably discomfiting,” says Miller.

1. To convey that you
are established
2. To attract more
clients
3. To increase your
credibility
4. To be more memorable
5. To stand out in your
field
6. To look bigger
7. To improve your
chance of getting venture capital or selling
a business
8. To brand yourself
9. To give clients a
sense of stability
10. To explain your
company name
11. To endear your
company name to
your clients
12. To describe an
unusual line of business
13. To show what
practices differentiate
you from your competition
14. To comply with
expectations. In some
industries, a logo is
just expected.
15. To show your commitment and for the
sense of personal
pride it will add to
your practice
For the complete
article, visit: www.elfdesign.com/article
WhyLogo.html
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The web: Small business’s best friend

SMBs will never be able to keep up with large
corporations when it comes to traditional forms of
marketing such as print, television, radio, and billboards. Mass media messages are expensive; distribution is even more costly. Large corporations have
the financial resources to buy ad space in high profile media with nationwide or global distribution—a
two-page spread in a magazine or 30 seconds during the Super Bowl, advertising’s Holy Grail—that
smaller operations won’t be able to aﬀord.
Managed eﬀectively, however, web marketing
does away with the disparity between what large
companies are able to do and what smaller companies would like to do. Unlike traditional forms of
marketing and promotion, the quality of a digital,
web-based brand identity and marketing strategy
doesn’t have to be limited by the size and budget of
the company.
With traditional marketing, more money means
reaching more members of the target audience. But
on the web everything’s equal. The costs of accessing the medium and distributing the message are the
same. Communicating on the web is like dropping
a leaf onto a moving stream—momentum will carry
the message.
Although it’s possible to spend more money for
higher placement in search engines or to advertise a
site on related sites, the gap won’t be as wide as that
between handing out flyers on the street and having a
giant billboard on Times Square.
The web is a great equalizer for small businesses
because bigger budgets don’t automatically mean
better design. Even some of the biggest companies
have fallen prey to this misconception. They try to
buy their way to a good design—pouring money
into a site believing that more money translates to
more quality—only to have the site look like it was
cobbled together by a 5-year-old. But a single highly
creative web designer working at home can design a
site that looks like it’s worth 10 times the cost of initial development. When it comes to a web identity,
it’s not necessarily the size of the budget; it’s the ability of the designer.
About pages: I am not a number!

An About page does for a company what the rest of
the site does for its products and services. But let’s
face it: Most About pages sound exactly the same
and are as exciting as a stale rice cake.
Depending on the industry, an SMB’s About
page can be an excellent way to connect with potential clients in a way that larger companies can’t. They
can use it to give themselves and their business more
personality—showing visitors that the company consists of real people and not just a faceless corporate
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Keeping it simple
Clint Barth of 516media (www.516media.
com), a Chicago firm
specializing in small
business web and
identity solutions,
believes simplicity is
often the best method
for expression. “Simplicity cuts down the
signal-to-noise ratio,”

says Barth. “Clarity is
key—with a lot of elements competing for
attention, the message can be lost.” 516media’s home page
uses few words to
present a distinct
message—helping
small businesses stand
out from the crowd.

The importance of a
website
The Interland Summer
2005 Business
Barometer, a nationwide survey of 780
U.S. small-business
leaders, reveals the
importance of a website to the small business operator:
•7
 2% of respondents
have a business
website
•8
 5% rated having
an online identity as
“important” or “very
important”
•7
 8% said their website gives them a
competitive advantage and stronger
economic footing
•7
 6% said their site is
a valuable tool that
contributes to the
generation of important business leads
•5
 3% of small businesses with websites
feel their site provides credibility

entity whose only attempt at originality is to dole
out clichés like “paradigm” and “thinking outside the
box.” An SMB’s About page can include not only the
professional pedigree of its members, but also some
quirky personal information, giving visitors a more
intimate association with the company.
While an About page can do a lot to further
a small business’s identity, it’s vital to match this
page—and the rest of the site’s content—to the tone
of the business. Those in creative fields like web and
graphics design, writing, and photography can liven
up their sites with oﬀbeat content as long as it’s
imaginative and well written. But those in more serious fields—where the goal is to instill confidence—
might not be able to get away with this approach.
Viral marketing: Creating a buzz

It sounds like something that broke out of a test
tube and escaped from a biohazard laboratory at the
Centers for Disease Control. But despite the negative connotations that may arise from its name, viral
marketing can be a valuable, low-cost way of gaining exposure for a business.
Viral marketing is a type of word-of-mouth
strategy that encourages people to pass along marketing content to others by taking advantage of preexisting social and digital infrastructures. The theory
behind this approach is that, like a biological virus,
marketing content can be rapidly spread from user
to user, creating exponential growth. One person will
find an interesting piece of content and send it to 10
colleagues and friends; if each of those 10 people do
the same, and the process continues, the results can
be staggering.
Small businesses benefit from this because it
gives them the potential to reach a global audience—
garnering big returns on a relatively small investment.
But the viral marketing content must be interesting
enough for a user to pass along, and it must be interesting enough that the recipients will want to receive
it and respond identically in turn.
Viral marketing content comes in many forms,
but the best types are those that oﬀer high entertainment or functional value. It can be as simple as an
e-mail article or as elaborate as fully functional software. Most, if not all, of this viral marketing content
is best accompanied by a “Send to a friend” link that
allows users to easily pass it on to others.
Because of the prevalence of spam, text-only
e-mail content has ceased to be an eﬀective viral marketing agent. But there are other, more creative ways
to get a message across.
Viral videos

Viral videos are short web-based films that attract
visitors’ attention through humorous or oﬀbeat

What Does Your Domain
Name Say?
Choosing an appropriate
domain name can be challenging—especially when
availability is shrinking every
day. Here are some useful
tips on selecting an effective
domain to complement your
site identity:
•T
 he domain name must be
clearly understood when
spoken aloud. Names containing numbers often have
to be explained (e.g., three
vs. 3). And unless your identity is well known, cutesy
word substitutions can
impede comprehension as
well (e.g., Insight vs. Inxight
vs. Insite).
•K
 eep it short. For clarity,
avoid using more than three
or four separate words
unless your identity depends
on it. MyName.com is OK,
but MyWebSiteDesignAnd
DevelopmentCompanyInc.
com is too much. Remember,
your domain name will
be used for your e-mail
addresses, and it must also
fit onto a business card.
•B
 e conscious of word
arrangement. Words can
be separated by hyphens
for clarity, but can be awkward to say out loud (e.g.,
MyCompanyNamedotcom
vs. MyhyphenCompany
hyphenNamedotcom).
However, there are certain
cases where, because of
an unfortunate arrangement of words, a hyphen
is necessary to protect the
integrity of a brand identity.
Take for example the IT support community website
Experts Exchange. They
wisely used a hyphen in their
domain name, www.expertsexchange.com. Without
it, some users might see it
as ExpertSexChange.com.
Even minor things like word
arrangement can affect the
image of your company.
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Knowing the audience
The website of
Bau-Da Design Lab,
Inc. (www.bauda.
com)—a company
specializing in CD
packaging, book covers, movie posters,
photoshoots, and
music video directing—proves that less

is more. Their “Who
we are” page caters
perfectly to their target audience. They
use short and humorous copy to grab
users’ attention, proving that it’s how you
say it and not how
much you say.

Striking a balance
IFlashFXStudios
(www.iflashfx.com)
separates itself from
other web design
firms with a less
conservative site. “I
wanted [a website]
completely different from anything
I’d seen, but not too
‘out there,’” says creative director Tim
Earnheart. “I wanted it
to feel more laid back,
but creative enough
for it to stand out
from our competition.”

Letting work shine
Photographer Marc
Trudel uses his website, www.marctrudel.
com, not only to
showcase his work,
but also to sell limitededition prints from his
personal collection
and to promote his
commercial services.

56 DynamicGraphics

It uses subtle, monochromatic colors,
which allow the vivid
colors of his photography to grab visitors’
attention. The simplicity of the site places
central focus on his
work rather than on
the site.

Spreading the word
Created by nonprofit
organization Grace
(www.gracelinks.org)
and Free Range
Graphics (www.free
rangegraphics.com),
The Meatrix (www.
themeatrix.com) is
one of the best-known
viral videos on the
web (over 10 million

viewers). This fourminute Flash-based
spoof of The Matrix
uses humor and pop
culture to highlight
problems associated
with factory farming. Approximately
80,000–100,000 new
viewers still watch the
film every month.

content. They can be either live action (accessible as
MPEG, Windows Media, RealPlayer, or QuickTime
files) or computer generated (such as Flash).
A popular viral video technique is to spoof
well-known commercials, television shows, or movies
by centering the message on the business’s industry
and target audience. They don’t need big-budget
Hollywood-style production values either. The goal
here is to grab users’ attention through the use of
imagination and creativity.
Games

Oﬀering business-sponsored games—usually based
on Shockwave—is a great way to draw users to a
company’s site. Although these games can be fun for
users, they’re a poor medium to carry a marketing
message beyond simple identification.
Viral marketing games are branded with the
business’s logo either before the game begins or during gameplay in the background. But most users will
be too busy concentrating on the game to notice any
advertisements. A clever way around this is to work
the type of business into the gameplay itself.
Useful freebies

In marketing there’s nothing like a good freebie—especially when it’s useful. Software developers employ this method often, oﬀering users free
downloadable “lite” versions of their software.
Downloaders can use the software indefinitely and
forward it to others. They can also purchase a pro
edition with additional, more advanced features.
Zone Labs (www.zonelabs.com), an internet
security software maker, and Lavasoft (www.lavasoft.
com), a provider of anti-spyware solutions, are two
companies that have taken this approach. They both
oﬀer basic versions of their software (Zone Labs with
its ZoneAlarm firewall and Lavasoft with its AdAware SE Personal spyware remover) that can be used
freely for noncommercial purposes.
Other freebies include physical merchandise
(pens, mouse pads, calendars) and digital giveaways
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(e-cards, screensavers, computer wallpaper) branded
with the business’s identity and website.
Stealth marketing: Be vewy, vewy quiet …

One of the more controversial techniques available
to bolster an online identity is the use of stealth tactics, a subset of guerilla marketing where the target
audience isn’t aware it’s being marketed to.
Guerilla marketers exploit the relative anonymity aﬀorded to them on the internet by using unconventional methods to promote their identities. A
common strategy is to create positive buzz on various
industry-related internet forums and communities
under pseudonyms, so it appears as if those posting
are impartial outsiders.
Here’s how it works: A small business starts or
contributes to an internet discussion group in the
guise of various nonpartisan “personalities” who
seem to have no connection to the business being
discussed. They would extol the service and professionalism of the business, claiming to be satisfied customers. In reality, the majority of the contributors to
the discussion thread are actually part of the business.
There are a lot of risks in using this type of marketing, and more than a few ethical issues. If used,
it must be played out very carefully. Internet users
are great at sniﬀng out fakers in online forums and
communities. It helps if the people running the “discussion” are good creative writers or social engineers,
and have the ability to write outside their own voices.
This type of “e-shilling” is considered by many
to be a form of deception and misrepresentation. If
discovered, the damage to a business’s image will far
outweigh any positive buzz created.

Strength of freebies
Lavasoft (www.lava
soft.com) provides
PC users with a free
version of its AdAware spyware detection and removal tool.
Telus (www.telus
mobility.com) gives
away games for its
line of mobile phones,
plus free e-cards and
screensavers.

Say it like you mean it

With all the digital tools and media available to
small business owners—and the ease with which
they can be used—it might be tempting to go for
the quick-and-dirty solution. But a digital brand
identity can’t be created overnight. It requires all the
planning and thought associated with traditional
forms of branding, promotion, and marketing.
A business’s brand identity should never be
rolled out half-baked. Presenting an amateurish or
incomplete identity is almost as bad as not having
one at all. And constantly recreating an image will
defeat the purpose of brand recognition. Potential
clients need to know whom they’re dealing with. If
it looks as though the company doesn’t know itself,
clients will move on to the next candidate. For all
the fight that the digital world provides to the small
dogs, they still have to have the skills. Otherwise,
they’ll just be chasing their own tails. g
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Principles of Viral Marketing
According to Dr. Ralph F. Wilson, a web marketing authority and founding editor of Web Marketing
Today (www.wilsonweb.com), an effective viral marketing strategy:
1. Gives away products or services
2. Provides for effortless transfer to others
3. Scales easily from small to very large
4. Exploits common motivations and behaviors
5. Utilizes existing communication networks
6. Takes advantage of others’ resources
For the complete article, visit: http://www.wilsonweb.
com/wmt5/viral-principles.htm

Are You Lost?
Ethical questions about certain kinds of stealth marketing
aside, there are more benign
stealth techniques capable of
getting people talking.
Fans of ABC’s hit TV show
Lost have been abuzz about
two “real” websites centered
on fictional events and characters in the show, which
concerns a plane crash on a
mysterious island. The “official” site of Oceanic Airlines
(the fictional operator of the
downed plane), www.oceanicair.com, announced that all
flights were cancelled “due
to financial difficulties in the
wake of the Flight 815 tragedy” (the ill-fated flight from
Sydney to Los Angeles featured in the show).
In addition, a “fan site” for
fictional rock band Driveshaft
(www.driveshaftband.com)
pays tribute to Lost character Charlie Pace, a purported
band member who is supposed to have perished on
Flight 815. The site contains
information about the band’s
tour dates, song lyrics, discography, band biographies,
and behind-the-scenes photos
… all for a band that doesn’t
exist outside the TV show.

Bringing in a crowd
Simple Thinking
(www.simplethinking.
co.uk) developed this
jet ski racing game for
Gillette (www.gillette
m3power.com/de/
jetski/), makers of the
M3Power razor. The
M3Power logo can be
clearly seen through-

out the game—at
the Start/Finish line,
on the jet ski, on the
jet skier’s life preserver, and at various
points on the racing
course. The game
also uses the same
color scheme as the
M3Power brand.

While the Oceanic site is
clearly the property of the
creators of Lost, as stated on
the site’s “Terms of Use,” the
owner of the Driveshaft site is
tougher to determine—there’s
no mention of ABC anywhere.
The most popular theory on
the origin of the Driveshaft
site, as argued by fervent
Lost fans, is that the network
created fictional Driveshaft
fans to be the authors of the
site! Neither fans nor band, of
course, are real.
Both sites, however, treat
events and characters in Lost
as reality, sparking a great
deal of water cooler conversations among real fans.
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