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How corporates and 
startups approach 
brand building

The David and Goliath Series by The Growth Labs, in partnership with TiE
Delhi NCR and WeWork, is designed to understand the different
approaches that startups and corporates deploy. By exchanging notes,
startups as well as corporates can benefit from new ideas that they can
implement in their own businesses.

The theme of the inaugural session was Brand Building.



Executive summary
Startup founders and corporate representatives both agreed that a brand
is as important as the product, and building a brand is a multi-step
process that requires a lot of thoughtful activity.

However, while corporates are methodical in building the fundamentals
of a brand, startups tend to follow an exprementative approach with
quick in-market tests to test different ideas and approaches. And there is
merit in both.

The inaugural session of David meets Goliath was conducted on Tuesday 
March 26th at WeWork Gurgaon in partnership with TiE Delhi NCR. 

The panel of experts were Vinay Piparsania - from big auto, Idi Srinivas 
Murthy - representing giant FMCG and his own Karma, Prasoon Gupta - a 
passionate startup founder and Aakriti Bhargava - building brands for 
many such founders.

David and Goliath Series Session 1: Brand Building



These 3 lessons are a must for all interested
in building a great brand for their business
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E.g. Prasoon Gupta, founder of Sattviko defines his brand as ‘goodness of
traditional, pure foods presented in a contemporary format’. This definition is
what the company then uses as a filter to present traditional foods like
sabudana and makana as snacks and meals in in contemporary packaging
and format e.g. as chips or heat-and-eat form.

ThumsUp defined itself as a macho brand. Not manliness. Machoism. Right
from the product to the advertising to the kind of sponsorships they did to
the models they used reinforced that brand positioning.

Anu Agrawal explained how large corporates like American Express take
pains to ensure that every employee gets the essence of what the brand
stands for and therefore is able to reflect the brand value in all their
interactions.

TGL observation on what startups and corporates can learn from each
other: Most corporates appear to do a good job on this front. However,
many startups need to think hard about this fundamental step, and make
conscious efforts to reinforce it among their teams. It is important to do the
following

1. Document the brand story

2. Brand logo must reflect the story

3. Website and social media presence should capture and narrate
the brand story. These are the first points of interaction for the
brand today.

4. Minimise to maximise – All digital assets of the brand should be
short and to the point with engaging content

5. Attention must be paid to design and presentation.

6. Tell everyone your story in a minute or less. More time practiced,
sharper it gets.

Brand building begins with defining what you
want to stand for. This definition is what the
company has to consistently reflect in every touch-
point with its stakeholders.



2 Sharply defining the core customer / consumer
segment that you would be targeting helps create a
brand identity that will be relevant to that audience.

Defining what you stand for and the audience segment that you want to
target also helps you design the brand identity – name, logo, colours, design
language, font, look & feel, etc. to reflect that personality and be relevant to
that audience in a way that is differentiated from competing products that
also engage your potential customers.

Both, startups and corporates, agreed that unless there is a sharp definition
of a target segment to focus on, the brand personality will get diffused and
won’t appeal to anyone.

E.g. While Ford worldwide is positioned as a economy brand, given the
pricing of Maruti cars, in India Ford had to adjust its positioning and decided
to target the younger car buyer – 20-25 year old car buyers. This enabled
them to craft the positioning and brand personality of a ‘performance car’.

On brand identity, Manoj Dawne, exCTO gave the example of how the name
Sun Microsystems was more to communicate microsystems, and the Sun
could have been replaced with Moon or Star or Galaxy or any other noun.



TGL observation on what startups and corporates can learn from each
other: Large companies do a much better job of thinking through the
process of defining the brand identity and brand personality, while startups
usually leave the aspect of brand personality to the graphics team, and often
the set of designs that they launch with tend to define their brand
personality.

On target audience too, startups most often do not define their audiences
clearly, and more worryingly, often tend to target a diverse set of customer
segments, which itself is a risky approach as it does not create specific
competencies within the organization which will allows them to optimize the
processes required to target, acquire, and service any customer segment.

Corporates are very systematic in this step and undertake elaborate
research to identify market gaps and from thereon focus on the audience to
target. Startups on the other hand operate more out of gut feel. Startups will
be well-advised to put adequate thought to his important step, even if their
approach to arriving at the most appropriate strategy is through quick,
inexpensive, in-market experiments rather than elaborate research.

On brand identity, it is instructive for corporates and startups to consider
that some of our most successful startups have been those with very clear
brand names – Naukri, MakeMyTrip, Cleartrip, etc. Many of the others who
did not have descriptive names perhaps had to spend a lot more than they
could have otherwise had to if their brand names reflected what they do.

In our observation, while startups feel that the story behind their idea needs
to be captured as the brand, they tend to do it as a ‘design led process’
while corporates write brand guidelines rules that could be passed on from
generation to generation of managers to maintain consistency over time,
and use that as a reference point for designers to use.

1. Define the customer for the business
2. Define the consumer for the brand
3. There are many different consumer segments. Learn and identify the

ones most likely to consume your brand. Others shall follow. Trying to
get all consumers at the beginning is counterproductive.

4. Meet many costumers and consumers, often, to understand their
insights

5. If consumers buy your brand, customers shall follow



3 Contemporize the brand personality as the
audience segment evolves. Many a large brand
failed to adjust the brand personality to keep it
contemporary.

Startups too fail to give adequate thought to this aspect, and success
on this front is often by accident than by design.

TGL observation on what startups and corporates can learn from each
other: As brands progress in their journey, and their original consumers
start becoming older than they were when they originally engaged with the
brand, brands face a challenge of being relevant to them as well as to the
new generation of consumers who are coming who may be much younger.

Here, startups have an advantage of being relevant to their current set of
consumers. This was possibly the most interesting difference in perspective
of brands between corporates and startups. Large brands tend to stay
rooted to their past. They build on values and development done a long time
ago and stay true to it. This allows them low risk, high consistency and
longevity. Startups work with a view of the future. They are working on where
they want to be and not where they are. Their story of the brand is far bigger
than their reality and they are comfortable with that.
1. Consumers evolve. Be sure to understand and follow their evolution to

stay relevant
2. Markets evolve. People buy the same kind of products but from different

places. Be sure to understand where the consumers buy
3. Consumers these days want to engage and participate with brands.

Makes sure they have a voice.
4. People are willing to experiment. Do allow consumers to experiment with

your brand
5. Different consumers evolve at different pace. Make corrections for

different target groups. E.g. the older consumers may still place more
trust in shops and malls, younger audiences may prefer to buy the same
products online. Be sure you cover adequately.

EVOLVE



About the David and Goliath Series

The Growth Labs helps corporates manage their startup engagement
programs. For this we engage with 100s of high-potential startups and make
them ready for engagement with large corporates.

In the process we noticed several areas on which startups and corporates
could learn from each other. Startups, like David, start with the premise that
they can be crushed easily so they have to stay nimble footed and think crazy
new solutions to get ahead. In the process they develop new technology,
redefine business models, throw out the books on corporate strategy and
write their own leaflets. Yet they remain fragile and need to build the right
foundations to grow quickly.

On the other hand, corporations become large because they know how to.
Like Goliath, they have physical strength in their business networks, customer
base, brand appeal and ability to manage complexity. But their size makes
them slow and outdated in the modern economy.

www.thegrowthlabs.in

All brands are properties of the respective companies


