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Introduction
Why it is vital to explore disruptive 
branding

From London to Shanghai, Paris to São Paulo and Istanbul to Lagos, 
businesses and industries are experiencing seismic changes in the way 
they work. New challenger brands are appearing, apparently over-
night, rewriting the rules of industry and reaping impressive market 
capitalizations. In their wake they leave disoriented boardrooms and 
executives – not quite sure what happened, how they could have pre-
pared and whether their company will survive in the new landscape. 
Whether transport, entertainment, hospitality, photography, energy 
or retail, it seems that no one is safe from the pull of disruption. 
Every brand now falls into one of two categories: the disruptors or 
the disrupted.

While Disruption may only recently have reached the radar of the 
general public, the concept dates back a long way. As early as the 
1950s Joseph Schumpeter spoke about the ‘gale of creative destruc-
tion’, a term that described ‘process of industrial mutation that inces-
santly revolutionizes the economic structure from within, incessantly 
destroying the old one, incessantly creating a new one’.

Then in the 1990s Jean-Marie Dru, Chairman of advertising group 
TBWA, coined the French term stratégie de rupture to describe the 
innovative strategies he and his colleagues had to develop in response 
to clients that had brands in trouble. As Dru describes, the term 
tended to have negative connotations. ‘It was employed to describe 
something that was problematic or even calamitous, like an earth-
quake or an epidemic’ (Dru, 2015).

In 1995, American academic and business consultant Clayton 
Christensen came up with a theory he called Disruptive Innovation, 
which strove to capture the relationship between new challenger 
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start-ups and more established businesses. Christensen defined dis-
ruptive innovation as ‘a process by which a product or service takes 
root initially in simple applications at the bottom of a market and 
then relentlessly moves up market, eventually displacing established 
competitors’ (Christensen, 1997). The idea gained traction in the 
business world, with its romantic framing of start-ups as a kind of 
David against the Goliath of established companies.

This tends to be the idea that journalists write about in headlines 
about every new start-up on the block. Therefore, this is also how 
most of us have come to view disruption. The story of disruption has 
become one of geeks working out of garages in Silicon Valley putting 
fear in the hearts of out-of-touch corporate fat cats. It is the domain 
of tech-savvy start-ups and the scourge of big business. It is some-
thing that small, daring companies do, and that all other businesses 
must try to either protect themselves from or simply avoid. Expensive 
advisors come up with strategies akin to building a castle with a deep 
moat; they speak of battening down the hatches and waiting out the 
storm.

We disagree both with this protectionist approach and certainly 
with its polarizing definition of disruption. Disruption is not some-
thing to be hidden from, to protect against or wait out. It is not a 
wave that only start-ups can ride to fame and fortune and established 
businesses are somehow forbidden or unable to capitalize upon. 
Disruption as a principle is much older than any of the descriptions 
given above. It has been at work in human history, certainly eco-
nomic history, for many hundreds if not thousands of years. It has 
brought us industrial revolutions, amongst many other big steps for-
ward. For businesses, it should not be an end goal, but a mindset that 
is used to examine and improve what it does and how it does it. It is 
the act of changing perspective, thinking differently, stopping to do 
something the established, usual way and finding a better one. It is an 
attitude of creativity, agility and innovation that all brands, no matter 
how big or small, young or old, should strive to incorporate into their 
business.

The diverse audiences of brands today are more connected, more 
informed and more empowered than ever before. At the same time, 
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they also have more choices than any other generation. In order to 
survive – and thrive – in this environment, brands have to be pre-
pared to continually push themselves to deliver the best possible ex-
perience for their audiences, even if this sometimes means changing 
in leaps and bounds, not only incrementally. In other words, they 
need to learn to think and act disruptively about their own brand. 
They should ensure that everyone inside the organization, especially 
if it’s a big and established one, is prepared to question what has 
come before and engage in the hard work to improve an already suc-
cessful brand – in how it speaks, how it is designed and how its 
 audiences can experience it. If they don’t, they can be sure that a 
competitor will.

Jean-Marie Dru wrote:

When it comes to defining Disruption from an academic perspective, 

we recommend not using the definition that refers to start-ups. It is 

too narrow … there is Disruption each time people do not think in a 

gradual, incremental, linear way. Each time they make strategic leaps. 

And this can happen at any level. You can imagine a disruptive product, 

a disruptive business model, a disruptive marketing plan, a disruptive 

communications strategy.

For Dru, disruption is a catalyst of imagination, an alternative to the 
uniform way of thinking, an agent for change, an accelerator of an-
ticipation. To be disruptive, break the rules and shake the market.

In other words, disruption is a byword for innovation and creativ-
ity. These are tools used not only to build disruptive businesses, but 
also their brands. A disruptive mindset in branding means taking the 
attitude and practice of disruption and applying it to brand creation 
and management. It means challenging the notion that brand refers 
only to visual identity and marketing communications. Harnessing 
brand in a disruptive way means understanding that every part of a 
business needs to be ‘on-brand’ – from products to customer service, 
from physical and digital retail to internal engagement. To create a 
truly disruptive brand, organizations need to be authentic to their 
corporate history and ethos, relevant to their audiences and differen-
tiated from their competition.
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For an insight into what this can look like, let’s consider three of 
the world’s leading disruptive brands.

From its beginnings in 1976 to its valuation as the world’s most 
valuable company in 2018, Apple has always adopted a restless and 
fearless attitude towards innovation and change. In fact, it’s fair to 
say that Apple has been disrupting for over four decades. From the 
Macintosh computer to the iPhone, from the iPod to the iWatch, 
Apple has built its brand on taking existing technologies and disrupt-
ing a market by making the technology simpler, more human and 
friendlier than anyone else could. This willingness to develop new 
things and question the existing is part of what sets Apple apart. It 
forgets the rules and redefines the problem in a way that is true to its 
own creative spirit. When the reference in computers was International 
Business Machines, it named its business after a piece of fruit. When 
everyone else built beige boxes, Apple created beautiful objects that 
people proudly put on top of, not underneath, their desks. Apple 
brought the spirit of disruption to its business and to its brand.

From humble beginnings as a DVD-by-mail service in the 1990s, 
Netflix has grown into one of the world’s leading entertainment 
brands. But how? What stopped Netflix from going the way of 
Blockbuster? The answer lay in its attitude towards change. Instead 
of burying its head in the sand in the face of broadband’s ability to 
deliver high-quality on-demand movies into the home, Netflix set 
about embracing digital delivery of content with open arms. It found 
a way to evolve, while remaining true to what the brand had stood 
for in the first place. This attitude has served Netflix well; in 2018 the 
platform reached 130 million customers worldwide. It has also posi-
tioned the brand to extend in other directions, including the world of 
original content, with considerable success – in 2016 Netflix-
produced content won 54 Emmy nominations – making it a serious 
challenger to established film studios. By evolving in order to stay 
relevant, Netflix has not only avoided disruption, it has become a 
disruptor itself.

SpaceX has disrupted the spaceflight industry. While the begin-
nings, with many failed launches, were not promising, things started 
changing in 2009. That year, SpaceX´s Falcon 1 became the first 
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 privately developed liquid fuel rocket to deliver a commercial satel-
lite to Earth orbit. After that, the achievements kept on coming. Over 
the years SpaceX has made history by innovating in an industry that 
was previously accessible only to the governments of powerful and 
wealthy nations. Not only has SpaceX been able to reach the same 
level of knowledge as heavily financed state-owned agencies, it has 
also differentiated itself by developing completely new technologies, 
such as rockets that can return to Earth so their parts can be reused. 
Its achievements in product design are now threatening to drive the 
price of satellite launches dramatically down. This could result in a 
considerable competitive advantage and open the door for compa-
nies that could not previously afford such services. The willingness 
and ability to question received wisdom on how spaceflight worked, 
what paradigms it was built on, have made SpaceX an important 
player in the industry in a very short time. It has built a reputation, a 
brand, on the ability to look again and think again – to put into ac-
tion a powerful conviction that another way was possible and even 
better.

What do Apple, Netflix and SpaceX all have in common? One 
answer is great products. But this is not the sole cause of their suc-
cess; after all, Apple did not invent the smartphone, and Netflix cer-
tainly wasn’t the first company to rent out films by post or online. 
Rather, the common thread connecting these companies lies in their 
willingness to engage with disruption and to think in radical ways 
about the ways they can improve and evolve – including their brand. 
Whether they provide entertainment or create tools for the world’s 
thinkers and makers, their decisions are always propelled by what 
their brand stands for.

In this book we share the most important insights that we have 
gathered from several decades of working closely with some of the 
world’s most disruptive brands. We will show how every business can 
design its brand using disruptive thought and action. We’ll show how 
when disruptive branding becomes a lens through which a business is 
examined and purposefully designed, multi-channel experiences, 
more innovative services and a powerful internal culture become pos-
sible. Over the course of the following 11 chapters, we’ll share how 
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to position your brand to compete with disruptive challengers – and 
to challenge and disrupt yourself.

In Chapter 1, we consider what it means to be a brand today. We 
look at the many changes currently taking place in the world from 
globalization and the rise of the internet to the explosion of choice in 
every industry. We consider the many converging and diverging forces 
influencing brands today, identify potential ways in which these 
changes can threaten brands, but also what opportunities they pre-
sent. We explain the key ways that brands can ensure they remain 
relevant in the face of such upheaval and how they can embrace dis-
ruptive thinking to avoid being disrupted themselves.

Chapter 2 discusses the importance of brand strategy as part of 
creating a disruptive brand. We examine the three components of a 
strong brand strategy: what a company does, how it goes about doing 
it and why it is different to all other companies that do the same or 
something similar. We look at the ways that this strategy should influ-
ence everything a brand does – from the environments it designs to 
the customer service it offers. We show how a well-defined brand 
strategy can help an organization overcome challenges and grow, po-
sition themselves as leaders and successfully translate it in everything 
they do.

In Chapter 3, we turn our attention to design. We show how it is 
used to bring a brand’s strategy to life and that design is much more 
than a logo or a colour scheme – it is one of the most powerful tools 
available when expressing a brand for global audiences. We discuss 
design as the vehicle to make a brand’s strategy tangible across all 
touchpoints. We underline its relevance and importance on the inside 
of your organization and the contribution design makes to your em-
ployer brand. To emphasize the impact that design can make, we 
look at brands that have embraced design and used it to give them-
selves a considerable advantage in today’s competitive world. Finally, 
we detail the steps to follow in order to ensure that great design is 
implemented at every level of your organization.

Chapter 4 discusses the importance of internal engagement when 
it comes to building and maintaining a strong brand. We show that 
for a brand to be effective with external audiences, it must first be 
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lived internally. We show how an employer brand helps your organi-
zation appeal to fresh talent and motivate current employees to 
jointly deliver their best work. We offer some practical tips for how 
to build an effective internal engagement programme based on map-
ping the employee journey from the day they join the organization 
through to the day they leave.

In Chapter 5, we take the principles we have learned so far and 
consider how they shape the way that audiences experience a brand. 
We explain how brand experience relates to the ways in which an 
individual perceives their interaction with a brand. We go into the 
four core aspects of a brand’s experience as product, behaviours, en-
vironments and systems to show how each of these components 
needs to be combined to deliver on the brand promise made to audi-
ences. We explain the importance of experience in shaping the long-
term perceptions of a brand, and how an inauthentic or disjointed 
experience can pose serious problems for a brand as it grows.

Chapter 6 focuses in detail on the importance of on-brand prod-
ucts and services. We discuss the mutually dependent relationship 
 between product and brand, and the way that each shapes and rein-
forces the other. We look at the steps that brands need to take in 
order to successfully launch new products and the best ways to man-
age a portfolio of products and services. Next, we give some exam-
ples of organizations that have successfully expanded and diversified 
their offerings and how they have ensured that their brand is kept at 
the forefront of everything they do.

In Chapter 7, we consider another fundamental element of build-
ing a disruptive brand: customer service. We talk about how, in times 
of increased choice and transparency, the way that staff and systems 
serve customers is fast becoming one of the most important ways to 
differentiate and promote a brand. We look at examples of industries 
where customer service is changing the way customers buy, and we 
show how businesses that have historically neglected customer ser-
vice are now facing threats from brands that are incorporating it as a 
core part of their model. We explain the core elements of on-brand 
customer service and give insights on how to make it a hallmark of 
your brand.
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Chapter 8 examines the ways that brand is expressed through 
physical spaces both inside and outside a business. Ranging from the 
workplace to the retail space, we explain how brand is as important 
inside an organization as it is outside, and how this translates to the 
environments where staff work and external audiences experience 
the brand.

In Chapter 9, we discuss all of the essential steps of launching a 
brand. We examine three phases – pre-launch, launch and post-
launch – and detail each of the necessary actions that are needed in 
order to make the most of a brand’s moment in the spotlight. These 
include both internal and external considerations. First, we look at 
the importance of aligning everybody in an organization with the 
changes made to the brand and including them in the launch in order 
to cultivate a sense of ownership. Then, we show the ways in which 
an organization should prepare in order to share its brand with ex-
ternal audiences. We give tips on how to leverage media and events to 
make as much impact as possible.

Chapter 10 talks about the importance of measuring how well the 
efforts being made in disruptive branding are working. To establish 
how KPIs can help ensure that a brand continues to perform and 
thrive in the long term. We talk about what measurement can do to 
help a brand succeed and which metrics it can measure in order to 
understand its performance. We then discuss the methods of data col-
lection and the steps that need to be taken after measurement.

In Chapter 11, we talk about how disruptive branding never stops 
but is an approach based on constant (r)evolution. We examine the 
tell-tale indications that a brand is not performing as it should and 
offer advice on how to get a brand back on track. We also look at 
some of the core moments in a brand’s life cycle where change will 
automatically need to be considered. We look at some examples of 
brands that have had to start over in some capacity, whether that 
means completely from scratch or making some smaller changes. 
Through these insights, we show how to embrace change and help 
your brand evolve in step with society.

Disruption is a very real force in business. Consider that only 50 
per cent of companies that were part of the Dow Jones Index in 1995 
are still part of the index at the time of writing in 2018. We truly 
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believe that brands are not inevitably subject to disruption, that they 
can in fact disrupt themselves before someone else does it to them. By 
approaching the following chapters either in order or going straight 
to those subjects most on your mind, you will gain an understanding 
of how the disruptive approach to branding can serve your business. 
By adopting some of the approaches we describe in this book, we are 
confident that your brand will be amongst the disruptors rather than 
the disrupted.
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