It’s All About--   Taglines

By Paul Herbig   

“It’s All about . . . “  taglines.  Those simple, silly but memorable phrases we can recite in our sleep or hum with our friends.  “Hmm Good.”   “The Uncola”  “When You Absolutely have to have there tomorrow.” “Just do it.”  “Think Different” “You Deserve a Break Today.” “Have it Your Way.”  Can everyone name the products/companies these slogans represent?  How many years ago were some of these yet we remember them as if they were just yesterday.  These phrases provide the essence of brands, simplifying what could be a complex brand personality into a few powerful words.  They are the memorable part of the brand, providing an emotional association and image of the product/company to the customer. 

A remedial course on branding:  Brands differentiate your product/company from all other products/companies.  They are the emotional link between the product/company and the customer. They assist with identifying the product/company to the customers. They provide meaning of the product/company and relevancy to the customer.  They assist in creating awareness of the product/company to the customer.  And finally, they should provide an element of quality for the product/company to the customer.  Brands provide many advantages over generic product:  one can usually charge a premium price, has much greater customer loyalty, and higher levels of awareness than non-branded competition.  Everyone wants a brand.  Why else would hundreds of billions of dollars be spent annually to create and maintain brand image and awareness?  The importance of taglines to brands is that they act as a lock on the customer’s mind.

Taglines to be effective must have the following features:  be memorable, be meaningful and relevant, be likeable, be simple, and be distinctive.  A review of the taglines provided above certainly confirms these elements.  Successful taglines that beget successful brands have all these features.  Apple’s “Think Different” meets those criteria and in addition provides an excellent insight into the company’s culture (and provides customers with psychological benefits to buying and using their products—as stated so brilliantly in the classic 1984 commercial—to not be among the horde but be one.)   7-UP’s UnCola provides a simple description of the product (the antithesis of Cola—light, transparent and non-caffeine) and provides cause to the customer on why one should drink it (the classic James Dean rebelling against society rationale).  

Schools and universities also use taglines. . . some more ably than others.  If one were to drive up and down I-69 you would see the use and abuse of taglines in action.  Ball State’s “Everything You Need” sounds omnipotent but to a prospective student it could feel like BSU wants to clone Mom and coddle s/he more than one would probably want (their latest effort about Wireless Cool is much better).   IPFW “Two great universities, one Name”  does an excellent job of satisfying the five features.  A local private, securlar University’s “It’s all about you” is so general and vague as to be practically meaningless and is more suitable to a weekday soap opera than a great college.  My favorite is the tagline of “Christian Values, Academic Excellence” which does a great job of providing description of the institute, relevance, and meaning to the potential student.  Unfortunately,  since Anderson, Huntington, and Indiana Wesleyan all have similar taglines concentrating on the two phrases, it loses distinctiveness and confuses prospects.   St. Francis has chosen  “Home town University” to signify its localness.  The only drawback is putting off those from afar but it is a decision they made and must have thought well worth the risk. 

If you were an institution, a company or any entity for that matter, much care must be taken to choose an appropriate tagline.  It should be an extension of your brand and from which customers can understand what your brand is and stands for.  It must have meaning and relevance to the customer (or potential audience) and therefore cannot be so vague as to mean everything—something that means everything means nothing. It must be simple enough to be memorable (no two paragraphs please . . . if it can’t fit on a billboard and be read in three seconds don’t do it.).  And it must be distinctive . . . like your brand it must point to you and only you and cannot create confusion between two and your competition.

It is not easy.  It does not happen overnight.  It does take considerable thought.  But when you have a winner it will last you decades and propel you many miles.
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