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emotive and brand-led message. You can’t
incentivise purchase at the expense of
your brand’s long term value. It’s always
better to add bene�ts, not cut prices.”

Your new brand strategy then needs to
be designed, and Donlon makes the case
for viewing this as an investment. “We’re
not immune to the pressure to provide
value. We’ve always run our projects on a
�xed-cost basis and have a history of
delivering great results on any budget.
Ultimately, brand communication is an
investment that if done right, will
generate a return. Great design makes
your brand more convincing. It helps your
message to connect. It builds trust and
engagement with your audience. When
you back this up with a brand experience
that’s in sync with our creativity, you have
a truly powerful sales tool.”

The value of brand visualisation
Donlon also makes the case for using
design as an R&D lab to explore new
thinking. “Many of our clients �rst came
to us with the bones of an idea which we
then explored, visualised and made
tangible. It’s a �xed-cost, low-risk way of
trialling new concepts, and has led to
some very successful client ventures.” 

This service is also o�ered to
prospective clients. “We can �nd ways to
make any brand more e�ective. We o�er
an initial assessment without cost and
can then create an exploratory visual
presentation for a low introductory fee.
It’s a great way to show what we do, and
to prove how strong your brand could
be if it worked harder.”

If he only had one piece of advice, what
would it be? “Never stop talking to your
customers. You have to keep reminding
them what you do, and why you do it
better. It doesn’t matter if budgets are cut,
you still have to sustain your customer
engagement – or you won’t have any
customers. In the last year, we’ve helped
clients to �nd creative ways to engage
with their customers for less money:
More than ever, there are smarter and more 
e�ective ways of getting out your message, 
while production costs have never been 
lower.  With hard work on both sides, we 
can �nd ways to lower marketing costs
whilst still increasing sales.”

To do this, Donlon advocates mapping
your customers and competitors. “You
need to understand where your o�er sits in
the mind of your customers, and how they
compare it to your competitors. The
research services to �nd these answers are
now excellent value, but if you’re reluctant
to invest, some candid calls to the right
customers can deliver useful feedback.”

The benefits of an emotive brand
Once you know how your o�er is perceived
you can make informed decisions on what
needs to change. The key objective, says
Donlon, is to convey bene�ts that are
relevant, but also emotively appealing. “For
instance, everyone is looking for value, but
they’re not happy to sacri�ce service or
quality to get it. Value is a subjective
measure, informed as much by feelings as
facts. If you can make customers feel good
when buying, and long after they’ve
bought, then price becomes one of many
in�uencing factors, not the only one.”

Similarly, brands need to take care when
taking tactical measures to boost sales.
“Price cuts and special o�ers are
sometimes needed to jump-start cautious
customers, but they mustn’t damage your
brand. If you go tactical, do so with an

I
t’s been a hard year for Irish business,
yet with no upturn on the horizon,
many still seem set on hibernating in

the hope of weathering the storm rather
than �nding a new direction. “It’s a
groundhog day mentality,” says Brendan
Donlon of Design Tactics, a Dublin-based 
branding consultancy. “If you don’t change 
course now, you won’t be in a position to 
bene�t when things do turn around.”

The Design Tactics team have been
building brands and growing client
revenue for nine years. They created the
Java Republic brand, revived the brand
fortunes of Waterford Stanley, and
designed packaging for products like
Dawn Juices and Freshways Sandwiches
that changed consumer perceptions and
boosted sales. They also work for
Government clients like TidyTowns and
Fáilte Ireland with equal e�ectiveness.
From start-ups to blue chips, creative
director Brendan Donlon has guided
clients with a practical approach that aims
for real results. That’s why Design Tactics
has won awards both for its creativity, and
also for the boost it delivers to its clients’
bottom lines.

Key steps to improve your brand
Donlon believes that better branding is a
key weapon in battling declining sales.
“Your brand is the heart and soul of your
o�er. If your customers have stopped
buying, you can’t just blame the
economy.” He suggests some key steps
that every business needs to take to retool
its brand for tough times.

“Firstly, stop worrying, and start doing.
Every day you wait is another missed
opportunity. But don’t forget that a strong
brand can only be built from a sustainable
business model. If you’re struggling now,
don’t bankroll your survival plans on a
presumption that you’ll return to peak
performance. Do what you must to make
your business viable now, and then start
from there.” 

The next step is key. “Check your
message and be prepared to change it.
Does your brand re�ect what your
customers now want, and at a price
they’re prepared to pay? If not, it needs to
be realigned without damaging your
relationship with existing customers.”
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Brand your way back to growth
Better brand communication can measurably improve your business performance in slow
economic conditions. We talked to Brendan Donlon from DesignTactics to find out how. 

75

Brendan Donlon, creative director, Design Tactics
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