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Gillette’s product innovation strategy is one of
trade-up, where new products are introduced 
with significant improved performance for which
consumers are prepared to pay a premium. 
Gillette spent nearly $200 million on research 
and development in 2001 developing such
products not only for the Gillette brand but also
for Oral B, Braun and Duracell. This strategy
inevitably results in previous products being
‘cannibalised’ as customers see the advantage 
of moving to the new version.

A potential flaw in this innovation strategy arises
if the improved product is easily copied. Then the
consumer’s trade-up path is suddenly diverted
outside Gillette and another company cashes in on
the investment. A further problem is that a typical
R&D programme is a long step-wise process that
takes many years to complete. The competitive
landscape can change dramatically in that time.

In an effort to break out of this loop and to
introduce a greater degree of creativity, Oral B
launched its Project Discovery in 1997. A cross-
functional team was established to break the
mould and develop an all-new toothbrush that
delivered significantly superior performance. 

The team was urged to experiment, traditional
barriers between functions were knocked down,
design and marketing input came at the start, 
and everybody in the team had a say in each 
new concept. The result was the CrossAction
toothbrush, Oral B’s top-of-the-range manual
brush launched at the end of 1998.

Patent considerations played their part in the
process. Unlike drugs, where the pharmaceutical
company may enjoy a 20-year patent in order to
recoup the up-front investment, products such 
as toothbrushes have been around for hundreds
of years and cannot be so rigorously protected. 
It is therefore much harder to prevent copying.
Gillette’s approach is to protect every improved
feature on its products with patents to create a
‘thorny thicket’ around its products, making it
difficult for imitators to get too close.

A patent analysis of a concept involves 
searches to see whether other companies already
possess patents that might block it or simply
whether it has been done before. Focus is 
placed on particular aspects of the product or 
its manufacturing process. In the case of the
CrossAction toothbrush, four design registrations

and 23 patents cover innovations in the crossing
tufts, filaments, packaging, the cushioned plastic
handle and the manufacturing process.

Where to file for patent protection is an
important part of the patent strategy. Gillette sells
products in over 200 countries and it would be
cost-prohibitive to file patents in all of them.

When you file is also critical. Too soon and you
tell your competitors what you are up to, too late
and external testing might have put the innovation
in the public domain, jeopardising the ability to
patent at all.

One alternative to patenting is to preserve 
the innovation as a trade secret. However 
this approach is vulnerable to a competitor’s
subsequent patent – and people have an
unfortunate habit of talking!

The investment required to launch new
innovative, value-added products successfully 
on the market is both significant and rising. 
For companies to follow a trade-up marketing
strategy and to earn a sustainable return, patent
protection strategies are an integral part of the
overall brand strategy.

Rarely has a new addition to the business
vocabulary been able to match the impact that 
the word ‘brand’ has had. In a few short years it
has taken root firmly in the business vernacular. 

Some people view ‘brand’ with suspicion. They
suspect something lightweight, a triumph of style
over substance, a kind of ‘flower arranging’ for
business. And yet, paradoxical though it may
seem, these brands (and observations about them)
can strike fear into CEOs, knock millions off share
prices, and cost people their jobs or pay packets.

So brands are far from inconsequential but are
they cosmetic or indeed malevolent? I don’t think
so. Much of the cynicism surrounding brands is 
a reaction to the marketing industry itself which,
sensing a fad in the making, has jumped on the
‘brandwagon’ while neglecting to understand 
it first.

Brands are important, and you get a good
understanding of just why they are important by
considering your own buying behaviour and that
of others – from the drinks or magazines favoured
by your children to the ‘old favourites’ where your
parents like to shop. 

Brands are about people’s perceptions - 
which explains why brands are worth so much. 
In a competitive marketplace where customers are
free to choose they don’t always select on price 
(in fact they rarely do). Choice is driven by a hunch,
by a remembered story, by a perception of good
corporate citizenship, by experience, by a thousand
little reasons which become important at the
second that the decision to purchase is made.

A brand is the sum of all the perceptions held
by a particular audience about a firm’s products or
services. And everything a business does and says
has the potential to influence its brand. Cellnet’s
brand received a boost when it changed its name
to O2, while Orange received great applause when
it introduced per second billing. On the other
hand, Andersen’s brand was so sullied by recent
events at Enron (and latterly Worldcom) that its
partners are now ditching it and rushing to sign

up with rival accountancy firms. 
The lesson for all of us is that 

brands are built not just through 
external communications but also 
through the quality of the product 
itself and of the company behind it, 
including the behaviour of staff and the 
nature of the whole customer experience.

The old adage ‘actions speak louder than 
words’ has clearly been lost on those 
marketing people who prefer to focus on
advertising, PR or design at the expense of
behaviour or product capability. A popular myth 
is that brands are about logos. Of course, design 
is important in presenting a confident and
consistent face but ask yourself, do people really
buy Levi’s jeans because of the logo? Did All Bar
One revolutionise the pub just with the sign above
the front door?

This is common sense. A sandwich shop doesn’t
become a Pret a Manger by adopting its signage –
or even by introducing red-topped bar-stools and
mirrored walls. Legally it could be part of the same
chain, but if the service wasn’t up to scratch,
people would say ‘this isn’t what I expect from
Pret’. Worse still, if this happened a few times,
customer perceptions of Pret itself – the Pret
brand - would be damaged. 

This is also where rebranding can fall down.
There are, of course, good reasons for wanting 
a facelift, whether it’s a deep-seated urge for
change or a fundamental feeling that things are
not right. But the trouble with many facelifts is
that is all they are - a change of face without a
change of substance. When the core is rotten,
changing what's on the surface will have minimal
impact on the brand – on people’s perceptions.

For any business involved in building a brand,
achieving internal understanding (and better still,
engagement with) the brand is essential. If staff
understand their role in contributing towards the
brand – and if they agree with the intended
direction of the brand – you’re well on the way 

to delivering a consistent experience. 
The merger of easyJet and Go demonstrates 

just how hard this task can be. It’s only a matter 
of a few months since Go aircrew referred to their
new owner as ‘the nasty orange company’ in their
cabin announcements, so it’s difficult to imagine
that particular integration going smoothly! The
merged company can (and presumably will) update
the liveries of its aircraft and provide its staff with
new uniforms - but that’s only the start. 

Businesses need to see themselves as brand-
owners and to understand the importance of
doing whatever is necessary, not only through
customer communications but internally as well,
to enhance and protect one of their most precious
assets – the way they are seen by others.
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Copycats hit the headlines
once again
In February the marketing press reported the
launch of Tesco’s Temptations crisps in
packaging similar to Walkers’ Sensations crisps.
Tesco, which stated back in 1998 that it would
no longer copy competitors’ packaging, has
denied any copying.

A brush with the law Under the skin
of brands

day,’ says Reed. The straightforwardness clearly
works for many of Innocent’s customers, down 
to the lady who sent the logo in needlework in
homage to the brand.

Reed recites eight refreshingly ingenuous
lessons learnt from his experience of growing 
the business:
1. Keep the main thing, the main thing. This
standard advice, gleaned from a management
course, is reinforced by a poster on Reed’s office
wall, showing the headquarters of an American
shopping basket manufacturer – an eight-storey
building shaped like a shopping basket, complete
with handles.
2. Keep things nice and simple. Innocent’s approach
to market research provides an illustration. To test
the viability of the concept they took a stall at a
festival and asked people to try the drinks,
indicating whether or not the Innocent team should
give up their day jobs by tossing the empties into
bins labelled ‘yes’ or ‘no’. Similarly, when seeking
capital – too little to interest venture capital
organisations – Reed sent an email to friends asking
if they knew anyone rich. Amazingly, it worked.
3. Worry about reality, not image.

4. Make it easy for other people to make friends
with you. This is good advice for companies
unable or unwilling to spend large sums of money
reaching people through advertising or elaborate
sales promotion schemes. Innocent’s packs invite
calls, and the company welcomes visitors to ‘Fruit
Towers’ – and they come.
5. Be consistent. Reed puts a fresh spin on the
usual obsession with ensuring uniform appearance
of the brand. ‘It’s not necessary for everything to
look the same; but everything should be such as 
to make the consumer feel the same.’
6. Pay a lot for a little before you pay a little for a lot.
In other words, don’t be afraid to make an expensive
mistake first time around, as long as you learn from
it before scaling up for volume production.
7. Sweat the detail. Innocent’s bottle caps don’t
say ‘Use by...’, they say ‘Enjoy by....’ After all, you
don’t use a soft drink, you enjoy it – or should. 
8. Spot the good advice.

All in all, it comes down to this: ‘Do a thousand
things well.’ Then you have some protection. It’s
impossible to patent a simple fruit drink – ‘God
would have something to say about that’ – and so
Innocent must accept the competition, including
the blatant imitator Angel complete with its
derivative halo logo. It has copied a couple of
Innocent’s successful innovations. That still 
leaves Innocent with 998 more.

Proveninnocent
Richard Reed, Innocent Drinks

In 1999 Richard Reed and two college friends 
set up Innocent Drinks to fulfil a wish to go 
into business and make something ‘pure and
unadulterated’. Their fruit smoothies and yoghurt
drinks have flourished in a highly competitive
product sector, are sold at Harrods and served
everywhere from the celebrity drying-out clinic, 
the Priory, to on board North Sea oil rigs.

The drinks are distinctively branded which
imitators have since followed but the quality of
the product itself is less readily copied. ‘We make
them this way because we drink eight of them a


