
Creating Character
(Answering Who am I?)



We need to understand the 

company character before we 

make choices about where or 

how to brand it. 

Character comes first because  

it drives all of the choices made 

by the organization.



When you know who you are,  

it becomes far easier to make 

decisions — about everything. 

That’s true for people and  

for brands.



Should our logo (or employees) 

be bold? Ingenious? Cautious? 

Where should we extend our  

services? Is is appropriate for  

us to partner with...?
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			   You get the idea.



Defining Character
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Who should be part of the process? 

Ideally everyone in the company. 

Sometimes that’s not possible. 

So you would survey small 

cross-sections & groups of 

individuals in the company.

For our class... 

We won’t be interviewing the company. 

Instead we will split into our company 

groups and use our communal research,  

first hand experience and knowledge of 

the company to generate it’s character.



The rule of three



It is good to shoot for 

three traits... three 

character traits that 

together capture the 

evolving nature of the 

organization or company.
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heritage, present and aspirations 
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Why only three?
It forces you to make hard choices.
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No endless lists that everyone 

can agree to but no one uses.

Three words are memorable 

and actionable.



No endless lists that everyone 

can agree to but no one uses.

Three words are memorable 

and actionable.

And three traits are enough to 

express a complex character.



No endless lists that everyone 

can agree to but no one uses.

Three words are memorable 

and actionable.

And three traits are enough to 

express a complex character.

Get them just right and 

everyone will see the true  

nature of the organization in  

an elegant triad.



Facilitating



Facilitating
Your job is to keep everyone honest. 



You’re not looking to mindlessly 

reproduce an existing value 

statement. The hardest part is to 

keep everyone focused on the 

character of the organization 

— not just on traits that they 

personally have or admire.

Imagine if the organization had 

a personality that you could 

describe to a friend — it does 

and you can...



How to start



Use a white board. 

Provide everyone with colorful 

3” x 3” Post-it Notes and bold 

black markers.

Give everyone sticky dots in 

two cotrasting colors.

Have two contrasting color 

white board markers.

Take photos and type in all notes 

on the discussion of each group.



The Steps to  
Defining Brand 
Character



ATTRIBUTES CARDS





















Brainstorm
Structure the groups so that 

quieter voices are also heard 

and that every idea, even the 

unpopular ones, have a chance  

to be listed.

The Steps to Defining 
Brand Character

•





Characterize
Step back and the traits on the 

wall will begin to tell a story.

The groupings may start to  

cluster into ideas.

Label each group of traits with 

the word that best characterizes 

them as a whole. For example, a 

group of words like, “adaptable,” 

“flexible,” “nimble,” “flighty,”  “fickle” 

might be labeled “adaptable.”

The Steps to Defining 
Brand Character

•





For character traits:   

Use clear and singular traits. 

Words like “integrity” represent 

bundles of traits like, “honest,” 

“steadfast,” “dependable,”  

“selfless,” etc. Create Post-Its  

for each of the bundled traits:  

e.g. “integrity” (with the root 

traits which make up that 

bundled trait in paranthesis)





Organize
It is likely that five or so 

groupings will emerge from 

dozens, even hundreds of traits. 

If there are too many, enlist the 

best wordsmiths from the teams 

to pack them more tightly. 

The Steps to Defining 
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Craft
In this step, the group will  

decide on the three traits that 

capture the character traits of 

the organization.

The Steps to Defining 
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Craft
Find a new space and select 

three traits. Put them close 

together in a triangle. Consider 

their interaction. They should 

not duplicate or overlap in 

meaning. They should affect each 

other. For example, “ambitious” 

could be seen as selfish, but add 

“supportive” and you begin to see 

it as “ambitious for others.”

The Steps to Defining 
Brand Character

•



Dedicated
Loyal

Committed

Directed

Visionary

Explosive

The Explosive nature of the company is what fueled its 

innovative spirit. Their Visionary spirit helped to brainstorm 

many varied solutions quickly = Explosive.

This group felt they had gotten the first two traits right but  

were still finding the right word for the third trait.



Craft
Try different combinations of key 

traits.  You may tweak the words 

themselves.  A synonym with a 

slightly different emphasis might 

be what is needed.
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Craft
Try different combinations of key 

traits.  You may tweak the words 

themselves. A synonym with a 

slightly different emphasis might 

be what is needed.

The Steps to Defining 
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Try out: http://www.visualthesaurus.com 

to experiment with synonyms.



Some hints to find the right  

three traits: There is almost 

always a trait that spurs action 

or provides energy. The nature 

of that energy depends on the 

organization. For example, the 

traits “bold” or “fearful” both  

lead to action.



Some hints to find the right  

three traits:  A balanced charac-

ter profile should make sense 

from all points of view. Consider 

whether the traits lean too much 

toward what is relevant inside  

the organization or outside of  

the organization.



Some hints to find the right  

three traits:  The final traits are 

meant to guide and inspire ac-

tion. Choose strong words. If the 

words are watered-down, the 

brand will be watered-down.

Be genuine.



Validate
The best test of character traits is 

to imagine putting them to use.

Discuss what the organization 

would do and say if it fully em-

braced the three traits you have 

chosen. What would the organi-

zation look like, sound like? How 

would it affect the development 

of products and services, recruit-

ment and career paths?

The Steps to Defining 
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Validate
What would the organization stop 

doing? What would the organiza-

tion start doing? What would the 

organization do more of?

The Steps to Defining 
Brand Character

•



Finalize: 
Creating 
Purpose/Mission 
Statement (What Do I Do?) 
Once you’ve chosen your 

three essential character traits, 

draft a short statement that 

captures the words and ideas.

The core character statement 

need not be long. But include as 

much detail as necessary for oth-

ers to understand the choices 

you’ve made.

The Steps to Defining 
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Finalize: 

Creating 

Purpose/Mission 

Statement (What Do I Do?) 

For example:

We are driven, ingenious, and 

grounded — relentlessly 

advancing  the industry and 

our customer’s businesses in 

surprising but practical ways.

The Steps to Defining 
Brand Character

•

This character statement is  

called your brand purpose.



University of  California Berkeley:  
Curious, Socially Conscious, and Influential. 

Berkeley is passion and conviction: the passion to 
teach, learn & explore coupled with the conviction 

to go forth and give back, to lead and inspire.



Ford:  
Dependable, Contemporary, Driving, Quality. 

Ford is known for consistently delivering 
products with strong rational appeal — well 
engineered, great to drive, and affordable.  

Ford’s products deliver “style with substance.”



Dove:  
Real, Uncomplicated, Optimistic, Timeless.  

Dove will constantly elevate and therefore redefine 
the standard of  care in every category it enters. 
Dove seeks real meaning: Real relevance. Dove 

won’t make a product unless Dove understands the 
deeper meaning and relevance in a consumer’s life.



Walmart:  
We are straightforward, optimistic, and 

caring. Walmart is the friendly neighborhood 
store customers have come to trust and 
depend on. Our goal is saving people 

money so they can live better.



Facebook:  
At Facebook we build tools that help people to 

connect with one another and tools that make sharing 
what they want — ideas, stories, and photos — 

much easier. By doing this, we are extending people’s 
capacity to build and maintain relationships.





Presentation information taken directly from the following sources:
 
Building Better Brands by Scott Lerman




