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Thinking is a collection of our knowledge, musings, tidbits, pretty drawings and any other information that helps businesses create successful 
marketing efforts. Thinking is entirely produced by the big-time thinkers at Bozell in Omaha, Neb. You can view these articles, as well as more 
Thinking, at bozell.com. Questions or suggestions? Email thinking@bozell.com.
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There has been a lot of noise lately about  
so-called purpose-driven branding.

For example, “nearly two-thirds of millennials and 
Gen Z express a preference for brands that have a 
point of view and stand for something.” 1

And for an even bolder statement: “people are 
willing to pay more to remain true to their values.” 2

I wouldn’t be so sure.

Don’t get me wrong. Plenty of people switched 
from Uber to Lyft in the wake of their scandals; VW’s 
emissions evasion fraud made some rethink their 
new car; and Papa John’s suffered tanking pizza 
sales after their CEO made a general racist a-hole  
of himself.

People vote with their dollars, it’s true. But 
choosing not to patronize a brand because of their 
bad behavior is a vastly different prospect than 
paying more for a product because the brand has a 
stated “higher purpose.”

Does this mean that brands shouldn’t align 
themselves with a purpose? Not at all. It means do it 
for the right reasons. 

1)  Find a purpose that truly aligns with your brands’  
mission to avoid being outed as inauthentic. 

2) Don’t expect a sales jump because of it. 

Advertising has a great power to impact change in 
our world. Do it because it’s the right thing to do.

It seems like everyone has hopped on the cause-and-
affinity-marketing train this past year. The transparency 
of social media has pretty much forced it to happen if a 
company wants to create, gain or retain brand loyalty. 
But there are a lot of things that can go wrong when you 
quickly and (almost) blindly jump into these types of 
partnerships. So take a breath. Think about what makes 
the most sense. Be genuine. Be mindful. And above all, 
read this issue of Thinking as we walk you through some 
of the musts, the don’ts and the in-betweens.
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“A complete recommitment to you.”   
“thAt’s going to change.”
“moving forward, it’s time to move in a new direction.”

Three things said in three not-so-different commercials for three of America’s most prominent brands: Wells 
Fargo, Facebook and Uber. 2018 has indeed turned into the year of the apology tour. A year in which brands ask for 
forgiveness as they face round after round of negative publicity, boycotts and even congressional hearings.

how did we get here?

Well, according to the Harvard Business 
Review and data firm Label Insight, consumers 
cite shared values (64 percent) and transparency 
(94 percent) as major factors when it comes 
to determining with which brands they want to 
build a relationship. Should these factors erode, 
brands are left with fewer ways to compete and 
little in the way of differentiation.

In 2018, brands are being held to higher 
expectations than ever before. Why? Because we 
as consumers have choices. Don’t like Uber? Try 
Lyft. Not a fan of Wells Fargo? There are plenty 
of other banks out there (might we suggest First 
National Bank? 😊). Gone are the days when we 

just grin and bear it because we have no other 
options. And companies know that. That’s why 
they’re spending upwards of $500 million on 
high-impression campaigns aimed at regaining 
trust and reshaping the narrative. Frustrated 
with Facebook? Well, that’s a different story.  
But, you could always delete your account.

will they be sucCessful?

On YouTube, all three ads suffered from a 
considerable amount of “dislikes.” All three 
brands were forced to disable comments on their 
videos. And all three have served as fodder for 
countless parodies.

how cAn brands prevent this?

Advertising can only do so much after the 
fact. You can’t promote a value or a mission that 
doesn’t actually exist. So, always place your 
customers’ needs first. Don’t try to be something 
that you’re not. And do what’s right from the get 
go. You won’t have to reestablish yourself if you 
never lose your way in the first place.
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Can you imagine if you sat 
down to watch WWE and you 

heard the announcer say, “This 
match is brought to you by The 
Gap – give love; give gap”? Not 
gonna happen, right? And why 
is that? Because a partnership 
between a fun, friendly clothing 
store and a knock-down, drag-
out professional wrestling 
organization doesn’t make sense. 
Crisp khakis and bright golf shirts 
don’t mix well with pro wrestling!  

Marketing partnerships are built 
on affinity: that mutual respect 
between a company and an 
organization that’s built on shared 
interest and beliefs. Some of them 
are obvious: a restaurant and a 
food bank. But some of them – 

and often the best of them – are 
subtler. 

If you were a child or parent in 
the 80s, you’re probably aware of 
Pizza Hut’s BOOK IT! program. The 
partnership encouraged children 
to read more by incentivizing them 
with pizza: read a prescribed 
number of books, get a free 
personal pan pizza. 

This partnership was a success. 
Pizza Hut wanted to boost its 
image among families. BOOK 
IT! wanted kids to read more. 
Both achieved their goals on a 
massive scale, thanks to Pizza 
Huts’ popularity. And ultimately, 
the consumer won, too, because 
children read more and got a  
free dinner. 

Affinity marketing is all about 
getting consumers to feel good 
about your brand, so it’s best 
when the brand and its partner 
feel just as good about each other. 
Consumers will see it and feel it. 

Another example is Allstate 
Insurance and college football. 
You’ve probably seen the Allstate 
hands printed on dozens of field 
goal nets across the country.  
For every field goal kicked into one 
of these nets, Allstate makes a 
donation to the particular school’s 
scholarship fund. Through this 
program, they’ve contributed 
millions to collegiate scholarships 
since 2005. 

This partnership works really 
well because the supplier 

A  Partnership 
Paved  with  Pizza 
and  Books

(Allstate) gains a reputation as a company that is 
caring and genuine, and the affinity group (colleges) 
benefit from the financial contributions toward 
scholarships. It’s mutually beneficial for both 
parties, and it’s a win for the consumer. 

So what’s the moral of this story? 

Find  a  partnership that  fits. 

No matter what, above everything else, there 
has to be a connection. If you’re the supplier, your 
brand needs to borrow something from the affinity 
group that you couldn’t buy. And if you’re the 
affinity group, you need to get something out of it, 
too. 

And don’t underestimate the power of passion. 
I’d be willing to bet the people who came up with 
the marketing idea of BOOK IT! had a kid who 
wouldn’t read books … but loved pizza.
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Affinity  marketing  
is  all  about  getting  

customers to  feel  
good  about  your  
brand, so  its  best   

when  the  brand  
and  its  partner  feel  

just  as  good  about  
each  other.

Mike Gilloon, Director of Strategic Communications
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to small, actionable steps, 
it became more accessible. 
No single human can replant 
all 18.7 million acres, but one 
single human can contribute 
to conservation by becoming a 
member of the Omaha’s Henry 
Doorly Zoo & Aquarium, as a 
portion of every membership 
goes toward conversation. 
So, what was a big problem 
(18.7 acres of forest lost every 
year) was broken down into an 
approachable solution (buying a 
membership).  

two
When messaging leads with a 

problem rather than solution – 
especially when it’s as daunting 

as 18.7 million acres of forest 
being lost every year – the 
audience is often left feeling 
helpless, angry or numb. This is 
why it is so important to do what 
we call “flipping the script.” 
Basically, tell people what 
they can do before you share 
how big the problem actually 
is. Put the control back in the 
audience’s hands. Explain why 
it’s a worthwhile endeavor and 
minimize the stress response.  

three
At best, randomly picking 

an initiative to support feels 
disconnected. At worst, it feels 
slimy and disingenuous. So be 
sure you’re choosing a cause 
that has a relevant connection 
to your brand and audience. 
For example, if you’re in the 
automotive business, how 
could you use your product and 
expertise to benefit others? 
Perhaps you start a program 

that offers rides to work for 
struggling individuals. Or you 
could donate a portion of your 
income to sustainable energy 
research. Simple, and definitely 
not slimy. 

After implementing all that’s 
above, follow through on your 
efforts. See if you’re actually 
making a difference. If you are, 
tell people about it. If you’re not, 
take time to reevaluate and try 
again. Because we believe when 
it comes to cause marketing, 
the goal should simply be to 
make it better. Sure, your team 
can pursue perfection, but 
moving the needle slowly and 
steadily is just as much of an 
accomplishment. Remember, 
cause marketing is ultimately 
about empowering your 
audience. And, together,  
doing good.

Researchers have identified 
three common reactions 

to stress: fight, flight or freeze. 
(Freeze was only recently 
added.) And without meaning 
to, much of cause marketing is 
triggering these responses daily.

It’s unintentional, usually. 
An injustice is happening or 
there’s a major issue that 
needs attention, and we and 
our clients want people to act. 
Problem is, we’re paralyzing 
them with shocking statistics, 
disturbing images and issues 
that seem beyond anyone’s 
control. 

To be fair, a consumer might 
act if their stress response 

tends to be fight. But that leaves 
two thirds of an audience fleeing 
or freezing. So, how do we talk 
about causes in a way that 
connects rather than stresses? 
Our best recommendation is 
to put into practice what we 
learned while working with 
Omaha’s Henry Doorly  
Zoo & Aquarium. 

1) Break down a big problem 
into small, actionable steps. 
Think: what impact can one 
individual realistically have?  

2) Lead messaging with what 
an individual can do, not with 
the problem.

3) Pick an initiative that is 
relevant and meaningful to  
your brand. 

Why or how did we arrive at 
these takeaways? Let’s explore 
each in detail. 

One
When we first began working 

with Omaha’s Henry Doorly 
Zoo & Aquarium, we learned 
18.7 million acres of forest 
are lost every year – that’s 27 
soccer fields every minute, 
according to the World Wildlife 
Organization. A daunting 
problem to say the least. We 
realized, however, that if we 
chiseled the big problem down 

Asking Your 
Audience to 
 

Quit

save
the World

Except for koalas. We can 

totally save koalas, right?

Bailey Williams, Copywriter

if we chiseled the big problem 
down to small, actionable steps 
it became more accessible.
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In today’s ever-changing communication climate, 
it is increasingly more important to be a beacon for 
doing what is right and what works for employees, 
clients, consumers and the community. 

The idea of corporate social responsibility isn’t 
new, but it has found new life for brands, companies 
and consumers. According to a 2018 Cone/Porter 
Novelli Purpose Study, 77 percent of consumers “feel 
a stronger emotional connection to purpose-driven 
companies over traditional companies,” 79 percent 
say they are “more loyal” and 73 percent are “willing 
to defend that company.” 

With this in mind, we ourselves are doubling down 
on this approach – for our clients and ourselves. As 
we approach 100 years of doing business, we are 
reimagining our future and vision. 

Bozell has always had a heart for making a 
difference in this world. Giving back is not an option, 
but rather a requirement to do business. Our founder, 
Morris Jacobs strongly believed that we should  

“pay rent for the space we occupy on this earth.” 
Because of this …

Our vision is to “empower those who aspire to 
change the world.” 

This vision is more than words on a page. It is the 
words by which we live, it is what helps us make 
decisions, and it is what helps us build lasting 
relationships.

Purpose, 
Passion, 
VisionThe last thing any business leader 

wants to do is alienate a potential 
customer. But the days of companies 

being able to safely sit on the sidelines of 
the big social issues are over. Silence can 
be viewed as being complicit. And it gives 
others the upper hand in controlling the 
narrative. 

Efforts like Ben & Jerry’s Save Our World 
political activism and Nike’s support of Colin 
Kaepernick get massive media coverage. 

But every day, in small towns and big cities, 
companies large and small are being asked 

by consumers to explain what they stand for and 
where they stand on key issues.

According to a recent study by the Shelton Group, 
86 percent of consumers believe companies should 
take a stand on social issues. In a study from Sprout 
Social, 57 percent of consumers are more likely to buy 
from or boycott a brand because of its stance on a 
social or political issue. And for these “belief-driven 
buyers,” silence is not an option. Edelman’s 2017 study, 
“Beyond No Brand’s Land,” found that 51 percent of 
respondents believe that brands have more power to 
solve social issues than the government.

And lest you think it’s just millennials: 62 percent of 
consumers 55 and older also say it’s at least somewhat 
important to hear from brands about social and 
political issues.

But this isn’t something done lightly. It must be 
authentic. It should lie at the intersection of your 
brand’s value proposition and your customers’ passion 
points. And you need to understand the repercussions. 
By taking a stand, you may make some people unhappy. 
But the fact is, today, brands have more to lose in 
silence than in speaking out.

57 percent
of consumers are 
more likely to buy 

from or boycott a 
brand because of its 
stance on a social or 

political issue.

By Kim Mickelsen, CEO

by Jackie Miller, CMO

Brands with a purpose set on 
improving our quality of life 
outperform the stock market  
by 120 percent. – Interbrand’s Best Global Brands 2017
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