


Culture, Identity, 
and Experience: 
Building an Effective 
GEAR UP Brand

Section One  9:15 – 10:30

• Culture, identity, and experience
• Components of branding
• Branding benefits
• Build a persona 

            10:30 – 11:00

Section Two  11:00 – 12:00

• Workshop exercises

Dana Beck + Praveen Vajpeyi



Brand 
Culture
DNA of the brand 
+ values that 
govern every 
brand experience, 
brand expression, 
interaction with 
the customers, 
employees, and 
other stakeholders 
of the company 
along with every 
touch point.

Culture, 
Identity, 
and 
Experience 

Brand 
Identity
Face of the brand. 

Name, logo, colors, 
imagery, packaging, 
communications, 
environment, etc.

(Brand image is the 
actual result of these 
efforts.) 

Brand 
Experience
The perception that 
customers have 
across all of their 
interactions with 
your organization. 



In the symbiotic relationship between brand and 
culture, brand is the outward manifestation of a 
company’s DNA and culture is the inward 
demonstration.

One does not change without the other—they can 
only evolve together!

Which comes first— culture or the brand?



Trivia • $$ brands



What is a brand?

B R A N D
BLUEPRINT

A master plan of 
your customer 
experience. It 
needs to be 
delivered 
consistently across 
all areas of your 
business to help 
build trust and 
loyalty with your 
brand.

RELATIONSHIP

The thoughts, 
feelings and 
psychological 
relationship 
between a 
business and a 
customer.

AGREEMENT

A promise that 
your customer will 
experience from 
your business.

NATURE

The inherent 
nature of your 
business—the 
personality, 
character, style. It 
is the emotional 
association to your 
brand. 

DISTINCTIVE

Branding makes 
your business 
stand out from the 
crowd. It is the 
unique identity of 
your business



The changing meaning of brand

1650+
competition

1820+
mass production

1920+
mass media

1980+
globalization

2000+

Stamp asserting 
ownership

Trademark 
ensuring quality

Idea promising 
pleasure

Identity inviting 
belonging 

Platform 
for action

Functional 
benefits

Emotional 
benefits

Sense of 
belonging

Sense of 
taking part

Protection of 
property

Higher prices, 
higher volumes

Brand loyalty Cross-selling Network effects



2000s 
Consumer as 
active ‘brand 
builders’

Social brands + content sites rely on loyalty of 
participating customer base/user-generated content.



Things have 
changed...



Social media is word of mouth on steroids.

The consumer is no longer a faceless 
statistic in a report; she has become an 
active participant in the brand building 
process. Share, tag, and comment are her 
new mantras. 
 
Formal hierarchies don’t exist; there’s no 
barrier to entry and transparency is valued. 
Social media tools enable individuals to 
instantly communicate with the universe 
using a simple keystroke.



“
Your brand is what other people say about you 

when you’re not in the room.

Jeff Bezos



What is Brand Identity?

Brand identity is the face of the brand. 

▪ It is tangible and appeals to the senses. You can see it, 
touch it, hold it, hear it, watch it move;

▪ Fuels recognition, amplifies differentiation, and makes 
big ideas and meaning accessible; 

▪ Takes disparate elements and unifies them into 
whole systems.



“
Identities are the beginning of everything. 
They are how something is recognized and 

understood. What could be better than that?

Paula Scher



Examples: Brand Identity





Pave Academy Charter 
School

Environmental graphics 
for a school educating 
children from 
low-income families.



Identity and 
environmental 
graphics for the 
largest and 
highest 
performing 
network of 
charter schools in 
New York City.



Brand Quiz: 
Do you recognize 
these brands?















Believe in your smellf





Leave the driving to us.





The happiest place on earth.







The perception that customers have across all 
of their interactions with your organization. 

What is Brand Experience?

Please rate your experience

Love it! Nice! Huh? Aargh!Sad



A journey is your user/customer’s end-to-end 
experience—across all touchpoints (print, digital, 
social media, in person, on the phone, etc)



Why do they 
matter?

emotion
drives
loyalty

loyalty
drives
business

• Help identify the touch points that of your customer/user’s 
experience (in order to improve your interactions at these touch 
points)

• Understand the emotional impact of interactions in your existing 
customer experience







An evolving affair...
Branding is now an evolving relationship with the customer. 

A modern brand never stands still.
37



Components of branding



Research

You need to understand what 
your brand means to your 
internal and external audiences.



Strategy & Positioning

A process that identifies what 
boldly differentiates your brand 
in the mind of the user.



The hierarchy of programs and 
products within a single organization.

Brand Architecture





Identifies and organization in its simplest 
form via the use of a mark or icon.

Logotype/Logomark





A cohesive approach to language and 
consistent cross-channel usage. 

Messaging & Voice



The visual aspects that together form the 
overall brand. Includes: typography, 
color palette, graphic devices, 
photography, and illustration. 

Visual Identity System



An ongoing approach to managing your 
brand assets and components to ensure 
consistent usage.

Managing Assets



Guiding the brand evolution over time, 
including ongoing review of new brand 
elements and products. 

Governance



The physical representation and 
consistent application of brand identity 
across all channels.

Implementation



Branding Benefits



On an average day consumers are exposed to 6,000 
advertisements and, each year, to more than 25,000 
new products...

Brands help consumers cut through the proliferation of 
choices available in every product and service category.

— SCOTT M. DAVIS, Brand Asset Management

Why is it important in the world today?



I read that the 
average consumer 
has a lower 
attention span than 
a goldfish.

Sorry, did you 
say something?





Truth:
You are not 
your user

Too often, decisions are based on the personal 
preferences and presumptions of individuals—rather 
than in the interest of the people we are serving. 

A good set of personas will guide you and your team 
to think about the users of your products/ideas at 
every stage of brand and design development.



What is a 
persona?

• Personas are fictional characters drawn from 
real data that encompass the various needs, 
goals, and observed behavior patterns among 
your real and potential customers 

• Different personas often experience your 
product very differently

• They represent segments of your customers and 
help you visualize the customer you are 
designing for



Developing 
empathy 
with your 
persona

• Sympathy: feeling compassion, sorrow, or pity for 
the hardships that another person encounters; 

• Empathy: putting yourself in the shoes of another 
in order to understand the emotions, ideas, or 
opinions of that person.





Maria
Background: 
Maria lives in a cramped apartment in 
Denver with her parents, siblings, aunt 
and uncle, She feels disconnected from 
many of her peers. Her father recently 
lost his job and Maria is helping with a 
part-time job.  

Family Income: $45K 

High School Education: 
Maria is very hard working but her 
grades have fallen as a result of her 
home life, and she’s lost in the crowd of 
first gen students with more support 
and better test performances. 

College Goals: 
She is told her only way to truly 
support her family is to go to college: 
but how can she abandon them, let 
alone have time to study for her tests? 

Strengths: 
• Inspired to help her family and live 

out their American dream 
• Knows she has it in her to get 

better grades 

Pain Points: 
• Financial: impacts everything from 

supplies to time 
• Parents are not able to guide her
• Has a desire to do better for 

herself, but doesn’t know what 
steps to take 

• No visible role models or mentors: 
friends are in similar situation. 

Tech Products: 
• LG non-smart phone
• Family does not have a computer; 

parents each have a cell phone 
• TV with PS3 
• All computer use is at school. 

Social/Digital Media: 
• Checks Facebook when she can 

access a computer 
• Loves texting her friends, but 

wishes she had a smartphone so 
she could use Snapchat 



Rob
Background: 
Rob and his sister live in a large house 
east of Seattle. His parents are 
successful professionally: in tech and 
business. Rob has never fit in with their 
plans: he’d rather play bass than study, 
ski, or watch football. 

Family Income: $350K 

High School Education: 
Rob wanted to go to a private music 
and art school, but his parents made 
him attend an elite boarding school. He 
almost got kicked out for bad behavior 
and grades. 

College Goals: 
He knows college equals freedom, but 
wonders: “who will take me?” 

Strengths: 
• Financially stable 
• “Unconventional” talents 
• Parents encouraging, rather, 

expecting college 

Pain Points: 
• Frustrated and unmotivated 
• Worries that low scores and 

grades will not help him escape or 
give him his freedom 

• Doesn’t want to get “cut-off”- and 
knows someday he’ll have to 
support himself 

Tech Products: 
• Has it all: tech products are one 

way he and his parents connect 
• Loves to use Adobe Premiere and 

Audition to record and make 
videos of his music 

• PS4 when friends visit—would 
rather play music than games. 

Social/Digital Media: 
• All his friends use Snapchat, so he 

does too 
• Watches YouTube music cover 

videos in his spare time. 



Alex
Background: 
Alex lives with two siblings and their 
single mother in Leyden, IL. His mom 
has a high school diploma and works 
two jobs. Alex helps by babysitting and 
cooking dinner. His mom is 
encouraging, but stretched. 

Family Income: $40K 

High School Education: 
Alex always excelled, but is starting to 
see his grades slip as he takes on more 
at home. He still gets A’s in English 
and his school newspaper class—his 
favorite course. 

College Goals: 
He always figured he’d go to college, 
but now it feels impossible: from 
money to leaving his mom to picking a 
school—should he study journalism? 
He’s not even sure where or how to 
apply. 

Strengths: 
• Good at juggling many tasks and 

well-rounded 
• Passionate about writing and 

reading 
• Desire to support his family
• Wants to be a good big brother 

Pain Points: 
• Financial worries: how to pay for 

college
• Does not want to leave mom and 

siblings in the lurch 
• Doesn’t know options for college: if 

he can afford it, and what would 
be a good fit 

• Guidance counselors are spread 
thin and he is also very private and 
wary of sharing/judgment

Tech Products: 
• Samsung Galaxy 4, given to him 

by his stepdad when he upgraded 
• Google Chromebook from school
• Listens to music on his Galaxy 

Social/Digital Media: 
• Plays sports video games with his 

friends in his spare time 
• Uses WhatsApp to message his 

friends 



Persona: An informed summary of the mindset, 
needs, and goals typically held by key stakeholders.

● Who are you?

● What’s your main goal?

● What’s your main barrier to achieving this goal?

Exercise: Build a Persona (20 + 10 mins)

NOTE: Detailed 
worksheet included 
in the app for you.



Questions?



Break
Session restarts at 
11 a.m. sharp!



Worksession 
Activities



Who is the 
Brand?



Level Set: 
Where are 
you now?



Who do you 
want to be?



Exercise:
Personality 
Challenge

Think of the organization—
its personality, what it ‘feels’ 
like—then try to make it into 
a person. 

Think of as many traits as 
possible — male or female? 
Tech-focused or artistic? 
What celebrity would play it 
in a movie?



Create your 
brand story



How to take action 
at GEAR UP



Institute Best 
Practices

• Create and centralize brand guidelines for visual 
brand identity and messaging/voice. Doesn’t 
have to be fancy!

• Develop standards and templates for visual 
consistency — including emails, presentations, 
print collateral, websites, and social media.

• Centrally locate brand assets for ease of use by 
your team and partners. Use Dropbox, Google 
Drive, servers.



Build your 
brand voice

Pro tip:
Read your work 
out loud to see 
what is/isn’t 
working.

Writer’s checklist

1. What is your project about?  What do you want the reader to 
know, to do, to feel? If you don’t have clear answers, then 
you’re not ready to write. 

2. Who are you talking to?  Students? Educators? Policymakers? 
Unless you’re writing internal communications, staff and 
leadership are not your audience. 

3. What’s the best approach? Would your piece work best as a 
narrative, a top-10 list, an infographic? Consider how channel 
(print, web, video, etc.) will impact what/how much you say. 

4. Don’t cut and paste. Look at precedent, but be biased against 
the way things were done before.

5. Less is more. In an effort to give our audiences everything they 
need, we tend to over-communicate. This can confuse readers, 
complicate matters, or make us appear defensive.  



Monitor and 
manage your 
brand

• Create Brand Champions within your organization. 
Every person in your organization plays a part in the 
success!

• Create a forum for ongoing dialogue with your GEAR 
UP colleagues.



Understand 
your 
audience

● Create personas within your local GEAR UP 

community.

● Personas help focuse on people above other 

factors

○ Deepens empathy for others

○ Summarizes research findings

○ Challenges preconceptions



Keep learning 
and growing

• Your brand will evolve over time—that is natural 

and a sign of a strong brand.

• Talk to your users regularly, to ensure the 

effectiveness of your work.



Questions



Thank You


