
Marketing Smarts, Episode 53  
A Marketing Podcast    October 10, 2012   Guest: Laura Ries 
  

	  
Page	  1	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

  
Matthew:   Hello and welcome to Marketing Smarts, a podcast brought to you by 

MarketingProfs. I'm your host, Matthew Grant, Managing Editor here at 
MarketingProfs and I thank you for listening.  

 
 Does your brand have a visual hammer, one that effectively drives the verbal nail 

of your message into the mind of the consumer? Well, according to today's 
guest, Laura Ries, it should. As powerful as words can be, few brands are able to 
make a lasting impression or rise to the top of the branding heap without 
associating a strong visual image with their core message.  

 
 Laura, who has co-authored with her father, Al Ries, a number of books on 

marketing, branding, and what they call focusing published her latest book Visual 
Hammer back in March and we finally got her on Marketing Smarts to talk about 
it.  

 
 In the conversation that follows, we talk about the whys and what for's of various 

visual wins and fails and I try, somewhat quixotically, to defend the power of 
words.  

 
 Now, before we get started, I would like to remind you that if you like what you 

here on Marketing Smarts and even if you don’t, you can always leave us a 
review on iTunes or a comment on our site. You're also welcomed to reach out to 
me directly via email, my email address is MattG@marketingprofs.com. Or find 
me on Twitter, where I'm @MattTGrant.  

 
 Without much further ado, let's get started. Laura, welcome to Marketing Smarts.  
 
Laura: Well thanks, Matt. It's great to be here. 
 
Matthew: I really appreciate you taking the time to talk with us and you over the years have 

with, both on your own but also with your father, written a number of marketing 
books. You have a new marketing book out called Visual Hammer, about the 
importance of visual imagery in the branding process.  

 
 I was wondering if you could start out by giving our listeners a sense of what you 

mean by a visual hammer.  
 
Laura: Sure, because it's an important distinction. It's not just adding any visual to your 

branding efforts. It's about having a visual that has emotional power and is 
directly connected to your brand. Its power is by hammering in a verbal nail or 
word into the mind. So those two have to relate and connect.  

 
 Again, it's not any visual. It's a visual that has emotional power and is driving an 

idea into the mind.  
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Matthew: Could you give us an example then of a successful visual hammer or one that's 

particularly iconic for you. 
 
Laura: Yes. Sure. There's so many of them but I think one of the best and certainly one 

of the most classic and iconic one is that of the Coca-Cola contour bottle. 
Looking at that contour bottle, you don't just think Coca-Cola. It really drives into 
the mind the real thing. It talks to Coca-Cola's authenticity as being the first cola 
brand.  

 
 It's really interesting because they don’t sell a lot of cola in bottles anymore. Yet 

that image is so powerful that Coke has very smart and wisely is now using it on 
everything. I mean, it’s the center of their advertising campaign. It's on their 
trucks. It's on even the executives' calling cards. It's on the cups. It's on the cans. 
Because it really does so powerfully and emotionally communicate, what the 
brand is all about and that's the authentic, real thing cola.  

 
Matthew: That’s actually an interesting example and reading through your book it was 

funny to note that, yes, they put the picture of the bottle on the can. But it also 
raises an interesting point about, or an interesting aspect of what you're talking 
about here because the coke bottle in that case, the visual isn't of something 
else. It's not of mountains or animals or cute. What do they call those things? I 
want to say sidekick, but that's like a mascot or just something that embodies the 
brand. Not a sidekick exactly.  

 
 But that's a really interesting point that in the sense that a visual doesn't have to 

be of something. In this case, what's iconic is actually a picture or an image of 
the original product. What about that? Just to help people think about, again, to 
kind of picture what you're talking about. You're not just talking about, yes, every 
brand has to have an associated picture.  

 
Laura: That’s right. That's why it is really. It's not a design thing, it's a strategic thing. 

We're talking about using visuals in a strategic way and there's not just one way 
to think of a visual.  

 
 In the book, I've got it broken down into 10 chapters and that breaks down into 10 

different ways of creating a visual hammer. For Coca-Cola, they've actually, it's 
not the product, it's only the package. That original package was that glass bottle. 
It really has nothing to do with the product but the package itself has become the 
visual hammer and it became iconic.  

 
 It could be the product. You could say in the watchband of a Rolex for example, 

the product itself, that watchband, is the visual hammer. But you can use things 
like color or shape or action and action is like having the straw stuck in the side 
of the Tropicana orange. That was very powerful because it says and it 
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communicates the not-from-concentrate idea and so the action of sticking the 
straw in an orange, which obviously does not really get you very much juice but it 
doesn't have to always be literal.  

 
 You could also use the founder is also a great way. KFC and Kentucky Fried 

Chicken, the Colonel himself is of course the visual hammer for that brand. You 
could also add a celebrity. Again, you can add things or it can be a product. 
There's so many ways to think about it.  

 
The last one is heritage. Many times the brand, the fact that it's been around a 
long time and its history, that's a great thing to celebrate. Wells Fargo Bank for 
example uses their heritage and the old fashioned stagecoach and I think that it 
really does communicate something.  
 
What's funny is if you look at the mind (and when you're thinking about brands), 
you've got two brains, right. You have a right brain and you have a left brain. That 
right brain is your emotional side. It's also the side that processes pictures. So 
instantly, when you see a picture you have a very quick right brain emotional 
response. Now, the left brain processes sounds. So when you hear something it 
goes into your left side.  

 
 What's interesting is what happens when you read something. When you read 

something, you have to look at it so you process the letters with the right. Then 
you kind of read it to yourself over into the left side of the brain. It's a much longer 
process and it's a much more practical process instead of the quick emotional 
response you have when looking at a picture.  

 
 That’s why if you can have a visual hammer for your brand it can be so effective 

and people just feel so much closer to the brand. That's been the problem 
recently with Pepsi. People feel very close to Coca-Cola and I think their recent 
imagery of the bottle has a lot to do with that.  

 
Look at Pepsi. They keep changing their logo and their strategy and as a result 
those inconsistencies and changes I think people don't have the same emotional 
connection with Pepsi and the sales are there to prove it. Pepsi has gone from 
number two to number three behind Diet Coke.  

 
Matthew: I know. I feel bad for Pepsi. I do remember the huge debacle around when they 

changed their logo. It was a disaster on many fronts but that points to the fact 
that there are dangers when you're looking for your visual hammer.  

 
 I was wondering if you could talk about some examples as you do in the book. 

Many companies try to associate themselves with some kind of image. In your 
book, you have example after example of where you think that just doesn't and 
didn't work. I was wondering if you could about a few of those examples where 
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they're trying to find a visual hammer but it's frankly a fail, as the kids would say 
nowadays.  

 
Laura: Sure. There are lots of examples. One I think that’s very interesting is Red Bull. 

When you are first in a new category, you are given a great opportunity to 
develop, we call it the free hammer. If you can get just a good enough visual, it 
can become an iconic classic visual hammer.  

 
 An example of that would be Nike. Is that swoosh anything special? No. It's 

simple and it really describes Nike's leadership because Nike was the first 
athletic, real athletic sneaker and that swoosh that they've used consistently with 
the “Just Do It” verbalization has really become the embodiment and visual 
hammer for that brand.  

 
 So you have a great opportunity if you're first in a new category. That said, Red 

Bull, of course, first in this energy drink category they had that small 8.3 ounce 
can, very different, and spoke to the power of the product. You can't drink too 
much of the stuff. But what they failed to do is really establish a powerful 
hammer.  

 
 They had a name that was pretty darn good. It had a color in it, red, and bull of 

course is a great use of an animal that can represent the energy and power. But 
that trademark that they developed with the two bulls and the sun and the can 
that isn't red, for some reason it's blue and gray with the mismatched shapes and 
patterns there, is way too complicated. It's way too messy. It doesn't have any 
power.  

 
 Really, again, such a missed opportunity and you compare that to what Monster 

did. Again, when a leader like Red Bull doesn't develop a strong visual hammer, 
it allows a competitor to come in. Monster has become, like I said, a strong 
number two and they of course do have a very, very nice visual hammer and 
that’s those green claw marks. Again, a singular color. Those claw marks are 
unbelievable. If you've been to sporting events you can see how they make use 
of those in all sorts of ways and that's a great example.  

 
Matthew: It was funny because you brought up the Red Bull example and I prefer Red Bull 

personally to Monster. I was trying to think, well they do have the small cans, and 
like you were saying I hadn't thought about the mismatch between the Red Bull 
and the blue and silver can but I recognize it immediately when I go into the 
store.  

 
 It seems like Red Bull in spite of these problems, these visual problems, they are 

still number one and I guess there's other associations, visual associations, 
people might have with Red Bull. 
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 For some reason when I was reading your book I was thinking about Paris Hilton 
and her party friends drinking Red Bull and vodka. That is an image that 
somehow… 

 
Laura: Absolutely, because it was first. 
 
Matthew: Right. But you think, no one's going to drink Red Bull and Monster. That stuffs so 

sweet. I meant vodka and Monster. Red Bull and Monster, that would kill you. If 
there are children listening, please don't mix these energy drinks because it could 
really hurt you.  

 
 That did actually raise something else that you say and it was sort of an 

interesting point that the number one product isn't always the better product. I do 
think Red Bull is a better product than Monster, but what you're saying is that but 
through the power of this branding and the visual hammer of Monster, that Red 
Bull could get knocked out of first place.  

 
Laura: Well, yes. The most important thing to understand I think about branding and 

marketing is that the most important thing is not the brand at all, it's the category. 
What consumers really care about is categories. They don't care about a brand 
Red Bull, they care about the category of energy drink. By Red Bull being first in 
that category, they're seen as the real thing.  

 
 That's a very, very powerful place to be in and even if you make some mistakes, 

you're still at such a great advantage because they were in there first. They had a 
lead of many years before any really well-developed competitors came on the 
scene. 

 
 That is such a huge advantage and such a missed opportunity by many who 

launched, let's say like line extensions instead of new brands. Coke tried to 
compete with Red Bull by launching Tab Energy. There's V8 energy drinks and 
crazy things instead of trying to establish a new category.  

 
 What's interesting is you have to think about it's one small thing they did wrong 

but they did so many things right, so many things by launching with PR. The 
name itself is so brilliant and that has helped them a lot. What happens again, 
because like I said, category is really the most important thing. Over time you 
generally see two strong companies dominating a category and ones that are 
both well branded.  

 
 You've got Coke and Pepsi, Hertz and Avis. You've got Monster and Red Bull. 

That's really how it usually plays out in the long run and why you need to be so 
careful if you're not first. You have to try even harder, as the Avis slogan said.  

 
Monster did have to try even harder than Red Bull did because they weren't first. 
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They did a great job by coming in that large can with a great name and of course, 
their visual hammer.  

 
Matthew: Actually, something you said there reminded me of something you talk about in 

the book. You see very skeptical of companies doing a brand extension or just 
trying to go into different product areas. Even as you just announced it's probably 
a better idea to try to establish a new category.  

 
 Is the problem that when you do a brand extension, in a sense you take your eye 

off the ball? Or you make a mistake in judgment. You think, oh because this 
brand succeeded in this category, if we just move the brand into another 
category we'll be able to take that equity elsewhere. Why does it fail so 
frequently?  

 
Laura: Well it fails because brands are strong because they stand for something. 

Because they stand for something relatively narrow. Red Bull for instance stands 
for energy drinks or Volvo stood for safety, safe cars. That's what makes a brand 
strong. You can't necessarily move that into a different category. It's unlikely to 
work.  

 
 Red Bull launched Red Bull Cola and the founder said, “This stuff tastes better 

and it's made better.” It was better, better, better but it was called Red Bull Cola. 
That just didn't work. It was a catastrophe. The more you expand the brand by 
going into different categories, stretching it out, the weaker it becomes.  

 
 Most brands like Red Bull, they have sugar free and they have Red Bull Zero. 

They can survive a certain amount of expansion, depending on the competition. 
Going out of your category is really very dangerous. Also, not realizing that it's 
not the opportunity if you have a brand, the big opportunity isn't to stretch it so it's 
all watered down. The opportunity is to take the resources and build a second 
brand.  

 
 The powerful companies are those not with one brand on everything, but those 

that own multiple brands. What's the most profitable company in the world right 
now? It's Apple. Apple doesn't even sell any apples as a matter of fact. They 
have Apple TV but they don’t sell very many of those, but they have multiple 
brands. They have iPod, iPhone, Macintosh. It's a multi branded company and as 
a result very powerful.  

 
Matthew: That also brings up, since you mentioned Volvo, this notion, it almost seems like 

companies get tired of something, of just having done something for a long time 
or having a certain message. Then they think there's some value in just changing 
things.  
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 You make a pretty strong case that it was a big misstep for Volvo, which I still 
personally associate with safety. I didn't even know they had switched their 
messaging. It just shows how powerful that old message was. Why do 
companies do that? Is it just boredom? Or it's change for change sake? It seems 
crazy.  

 
Laura: It is crazy especially when, as an outsider, you look at some of these situations. 

You say, how could they ever think that a Volvo convertible would sell. Who 
thought of that? There's a couple of reasons here.  

 
 One is, you're right, particularly at big companies if you are put in charge of Volvo 

in marketing or branding, well, you think you're going to make your mark in that 
company by doing something. Not by doing the same strategy that they have 
been using. You want to do something and hire a new ad agency and make 
some noise for your own career in that sense.  

 
 Some of the problems I think are because of the structure of big companies and 

trying do something to maybe get a short-term burst in sales or to show a 
campaign that's being done.  

 
 The other thing is companies are so pressured by constant growth. They always 

have a feeling, we have sold all the safe vehicles we possibly can. We're forced 
to go into different markets. We have to in order to grow the business. That leads 
you astray. The reality is, you're not going to sell any kind of cars except safe 
cars if you call them Volvos.  

 
 If that's not going to work, you can grow by growing geographically many times, 

or you can grow by adding second brands. That's exactly what Toyota has done 
with launching Lexus, Scion, and Prius. They have become a much more 
powerful company than had they called everything Toyota.  

 
 The other thing is, particularly again, in these big companies you're seen as very 

disloyal to the company by suggesting launching a new brand, or by suggesting 
that they don't put the company brand on a new line of cars.” We're going to 
launch hybrid cars and not call them Toyota? We're going to launch expensive 
cars and not call them Toyota? Mr. Toyota will roll over in his grave.” That kind of 
thinking.  

 
 There really does have to be an understanding. We wrote the book about 

marketing versus management more in the boardroom that management has to 
understand the marketing implications behind and the reasoning. Marketing isn't 
common sense but it's marketing sense and you realize that a second brand in 
many cases is the much better decision long term for the company.  
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Matthew: That makes sense and I felt bad for Mr. Toyota rolling over in his grave but it has 
worked out well for them.  

 
Laura: Yes. They have done just unbelievable as a company. I'm not even sure he's 

dead yet. I was actually thinking of that.  
 
Matthew: Mr. Toyota, if you're listening, we weren't implying anything. I did want to get 

back to this. There was a thing, I have to say, when I was reading your book and 
I'm a word person. Obviously, I write for an online publication. I love words. 
Especially when I read in your father's introduction to your book and he had this 
example of people watching movies. You see them, they laugh and they cry but 
you would never see people doing that when they're reading.  

 
 The funny thing was, just before I started reading your book I had a friend of 

mine had posted something. There's a website called Letters of Note. A couple of 
weeks ago I had shared something I found there from Ken Kesey. It was some 
long thing he had written about the death of his son when he was 20. I couldn’t 
read it without crying.  

 
 Then this one today, a friend of mine posted was a letter that a women had 

written from a Czechoslovakian prison before she was executed to her only 
daughter. I started reading it and I was like, I'm not going to be able to read this. I 
have to read it later because I started crying. I believe that words do have 
emotional impact on me and maybe I'm last of a dying breed but they do.  

 
Laura:  You're the only one left reading.  
 
Matthew: So it would seem at times. I was wondering about that because you did say, yes, 

words have emotional power, obviously images do too, but it can't be denied 
words have emotional power. You did say ultimately that it's not just the visual 
hammer. There has to be this verbal nail. In fact, you even say a couple of times 
in the book that locking these two together has to be the primary objective of 
marketing.  

 
 I know there's an importance put on the visual hammer but you do also say they 

can't operate by themselves. They need this verbal nail. What are the 
components of a verbal nail that actually make it a good compatible partner with 
the visual hammer?  

 
Laura: Well, that’s a great point actually. I was thinking my next book should probably be 

on the verbal nail perhaps. The hammer does not work when you're trying to put 
two pieces of wood together. If you just have a hammer, you're not going to get 
the wood together. If you just have a nail, you're not going to get the wood 
together.  
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 In order to build your brand or to get those two pieces together, you need both 
the hammer and the nail. The hammer is very powerful but it's the nail that is so 
important. Working together. Again, when you think of the nail, you do have to 
think and what we work with, with our clients, a lot of it has to do with focus. You 
can't have an effective strategy or a verbalization of that strategy unless you 
have a focus, unless there's something you can talk about.  

 
 The problem at way too many companies and brands is they're trying to be all 

things to everyone. And if that's what you're strategy is, you're never going to 
have a powerful or effective message. You're never going to be able to think of a 
good verbal visual hammer to go along with it.  

 
 You have to be narrow in some way so that you can get to something that you 

can potentially verbalize and visualize.  
 
Matthew: You have to be able to visualize it but it seems like you also say the nail comes 

first I believe in your book.  
 
Laura: Yes. Absolutely. There's no secret formula to marketing and to working on 

strategy. Sometimes what really is, is most important and where we kind of start 
from, is do we know exactly what the category is? Are we first in it in a new 
category or are we going to position against the leader of an existing category? 
Then you want to think about that strategy.  

 
 Perhaps what that nail is, many times you have to, for example with BMW. They 

thought about a lot of different things about the car, whether it was reliable or 
different aspects of selling a car. Volvo is the same way. It was the durability on 
the road but the problem with durability is how do you visualize it?  

 
 With some of the things for BMW, how do you visualize it? You have to be able 

to visualize it. Sometimes you throw away maybe a better nail for one that is 
better visualized. So for driving for example, it's something that can be very 
easily and they've done it very nicely in a visual way. For Volvo, safety is 
something you can visualize.  

 
 You have the smashed car, which was sort of the classic Volvo commercial and 

that worked very, very effectively for them. You have all these moving parts and 
it's definitely not easy but the idea is can we have something where you link the 
name, the verbal nail, and the visual hammer.  

 
 One example I love is the Roach Motel. The roaches check in but they don’t 

check out. You have the visual of the little roaches going into the motel. It's the 
number one roach brand killer traps. You see how they all work together to really 
hammer in that brand and that position of that brand.  

 



Marketing Smarts, Episode 53  
A Marketing Podcast    October 10, 2012   Guest: Laura Ries 
  

	  
Page	  10	  of	  11 

Copyright	  ©	  2012	  MarketingProfs	  

Matthew: First of all, I love that you talked about the Roach Motel and it did seem like this 
perfect encapsulation of all those things you're talking about aside from just being 
a great brand name. I was wondering about this name piece of it because it was 
kind of funny when you were talking about the different characters or images that 
we might associate with different brands.  

 
 You said the Starbucks mermaid. The funny thing to me was, when I think of 

Starbucks what I immediately picture is the Starbucks name. In fact, the 
mermaid, I always almost think of her as a queen or a princess because she has 
like a crown. It's even hard for me to picture it in my mind. I can sort of picture it. 

 
 I'm just wondering, can sometimes just the name itself act as the visual hammer? 

Or is that usually not possible.  
 
Laura: Well, in some ways it can especially if it has something small with it and the 

name is very different and perhaps special or becomes that way. I think of Target 
for example. I think that that Target symbol, which is a little old translation of the 
name along with the name. Or Tiffany's. Again, I think really that blue color is 
their visual hammer.  

 
 Also the way you see their name with that blue is the best. Starbucks is a great 

example, and you brought up a lot people talk about the special power of this 
mermaid. I don't think many people make the correlation to the long story that 
they have about the mermaid calling the sirens and whatever coffee. Nobody 
really gets that.  

 
 Again, what Starbucks had is they were first in a new category. Whatever visual 

they used became symbolic of the category. Again, people care about that 
category, expensive coffee shop. They don't really care about that mermaid. I 
think what they wisely did with the mermaid was they had a single color of course 
the green, and they've simplified it.  

 
 Really for a symbol to become powerful, you have to make it as simple as 

possible. The original mermaid was much more intricate and was not very 
effective as a hammer but today, they've made it much smaller, less detailed, 
which does make it absolutely visual, the distance on that cup.  

 
 The name I think is important. I think dropping the name altogether as they have 

in certain aspects of their branding is probably not the right way to go. I think it's 
the combination of that name and the mermaid that makes it such a great brand. 

 
 I don’t think I ever responded to your crying at words, which I would love to do 

because I think it is very interesting. First of all, I don't think if you combine a 
story told through pictures versus one through words, I think you'll find people cry 
much faster at the pictures. Really, again, what it is and Al and I actually talked a 
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lot about this. I have read books and cried but I've cried more at movies that I 
might not have cried at if it wasn't a movie. If it was written down.  

 
 The thing with words is you need a whole lot of them to get an emotional 

response. One or two words you're unlikely to cry. If I show you the word baby,  
b-a-b-y, are you going to cry? I don't think so. But if I show you one picture of a 
baby for the same amount of time, I'll get chills. Of course I'm a woman that's had 
two babies but you can see how that example, it's more immediate.  

 
In branding, you don't have time to write three chapters to get people emotional. 
No one gives you that. You have a second at most. With a second and a picture I 
can get an emotional response. With just one word, you can't get that.  

  
Matthew: Right. Right. You don't have time to write Anna Karenina and lead up to the 800 

pages later where you're balling your eyes out because of what's happening.  
 
Laura: Believe me, if we could get people to read an 800-page book on my brand I could 

really sell something. But we don't have that luxury.  
 
Matthew: True. Not yet. Laura, that's all the time that we have this morning. Thank you 

once again for joining us here on Marketing Smarts.  
 
 Thank you, listener, for listening here to the very end. This has been the 

Marketing Smarts podcast. I've been your host, Matthew Grant. Thanks for 
listening. Talk to you next week.  

 
 
 
 
   
 
   
 


