
cmo
TheResourceforMarketingExecutives

FIRSTPERSON

ProblemsWorthSolving
 ByDavidAltschul,presidentandfounder,Character

September2005Issue

Mostnewproductsareoriginallydesignedto

serveafunctionalneed.Marketersarebrought

in—oftenafterthefact—andchargedwithfash-

ioningaveneerofemotiontoelevatethestatus

oftheproductandembeditsbrandintheminds

ofprospectivebuyers.Itisnotsurprisingthatthe

resultingcommunicationsoftenseemartificial

andinauthentic.Whatconsumersreallywantto

knowis,Whatdoesthisnewproductmeantome?

Whatrolemightitplayinmylife,andwhyshould

Icare?Thissearchformeaningisthemostpow-

erfuldriverofhumanbehavior.

Manysmart,youngmanagersarehamstrungbya

beliefthatcreativityisjustmakingstuffupand

thatinnovationisjustproblemsolving.Butlots

ofproblem-solvingmuscleiswastedifyoudon’t

knowhowtodeterminewhichproblemsareworth

solving.FormanysuccessfulCMOs,storyisthe

key,becauseifyoureallyunderstandthestoryyour

brandislivingin,youcanusethatstoryasanaid

tonavigatingtheunchartedwatersofinnovation.

ConsiderStarbucks:Ifitsstoryweresimplyabout

theconflictbetweenqualityandprice,Starbucks

neverwouldhavebrokenoutoftheoldcoffee

paradigm.Infact,theStarbucksstoryseemsto

beabouttheconflictbetweeneverydayneedsand

specialindulgences.Ifyouframethestorythat

way,alotoftheaspectsofStarbucksthatseemed

outoftheboxwhentheyinitiallydebutedbegin

tofallintoplace:thecouchesandoverstuffed

chairs,thesecretlanguage,thespeciallycurated

CDsofpopularmusicandeventhepriceofthe

coffeeitself.

Totellyourstory,youneedtoanswerthefounda-

tionalquestions:Whatisthisbrandabout?What

doesitwant,overandabovemakingmoneyforits

shareholders?Whataretheunderlyingconflicts

thatmakeitsstoryengaging?Andwhatisthe

deeperhumantruththatconnectsthestoryofthis

brandtosomethingthatitsconsumerscaniden-

tifywithonanemotionallevel?

Storyhaspowerbecauseitistheprincipaltool

bywhichthehumanmindcomprehendsmean-

ing.Thetrick,however—andthereasonwhythis

partoftheprocessdemandscreativity—isthat

meaningcannotbeexpressedeffectivelyinwords

alone.Itmustbeexperienced.Agoodstorywell

toldcommunicatestothemindandtheheartat

thesametime.That’swhy,ifyouwanttocon-

sistentlyharnessthepowerofcreativeprocess

todriveinnovation,ithelpstobeginwithadeep

understandingofyourbrand’sstory.Itcansetthe

contextforinnovationandhelpyouchoosewhich

newideasaremostincharacterforyourbrand.It

canhelpyoudescribethatsweetspotbetweenin-

crementalismandpieinthesky.Anditcanhelp

youanswerwhatisperhapsthegreatestchallenge

toinnovation:knowingwheretostart.


