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BYE -BYE,
AMERICAN PIE?
Can Biden rebuild Brand USA before time runs out?

Words ALLYSON STEWART-ALLEN
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Inside...
Honesty and consistency are the
hallmarks of a strong brand
Deliver short-term wins to keep
stakeholders interested in the
long play
Sometimes the stick is more
effective than the carrot
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et’s not dwell on the past.
But clearly, Joe Biden
inherited a very broken
brand as viewed from
outside the US. Today,
you could say that brand is also broken
within the US because of a lack of solidarity. The atomisation of Americans is
undermining Brand USA.
Brand trust is built on consistency. If
you have a very inconsistent set of brand
advocates, which Americans are, then
you can’t project a consistent view to the
world. If a company isn’t aligned around
the values for which it stands, then it
can’t project an honest view to the world,
and that applies here, at least today.
Consider Trump (I know, we weren’t
going to dwell). He was – and still is –
very clear about who his ‘customer’ was
and didn’t really care about appealing
to those who didn’t like him because he
knew he would never convert them as
fans. Ergo, you focus on the advocates
that really like what you do. Sometimes
that strategy works. There are plenty
of brands in that camp, especially in
the world of luxury goods and services or, ironically, at the other end of the
spectrum such as Ryanair. You could
argue that Trump is the Ryanair of the
American political marketplace.
The difference is, of course, that
while you can choose which airline you
will fly, you can’t easily undo which president of the United States takes office,
even if they are impeached. So Biden,
unlike most presidents before him,
inherited a brand that requires a turnaround both domestically and internationally which can give Brand USA more
unity and consistency.
Easier said than done, however.
This comes on top of Covid-19. Some
Americans are refusing the vaccine on
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the grounds they believe the American
government is overstepping its mark.
Then there is the abortion debate: an
interesting challenge for a Catholic and
Democrat president to counter the prolife arguments in largely Republican
states. Add in climate change, Aukus,
differing views on corporation tax and
you have just some of the dilemmas
Biden is tackling despite no clear winners while managing them.

Images Shutterstock

SELL AMERICA
TO AMERICANS

We are at a moment where Biden
effectively has to resell democracy to
Americans. He has to emphasise the
threat – with examples from around the
world, Britain included – to the electorate if democracy is allowed to erode even
further. Both democracy and Brand USA
are inextricably linked and given his role
as chief executive of Brand USA, part of
his role is to remind us (declaration: I am
a Los Angeleno in London for 33 years)
what our brand values are, how we rediscover them and the costs of losing them.
To get there, how do we ‘nudge’
America in the right direction? This is
the essence of Richard Thaler and Cass
Sunstein’s theory in their handily monikered book, Nudge. How are the choices we offer our customers – or citizens,
as they are the customers of Brand
USA – structured to nudge them towards
better decisions?
There is the phrase ‘you attract more
bees with honey than vinegar’, and certainly one of the major tenets of marketing is assembling the proposition to
attract your target market with positive
messaging, which makes them feel even
better about themselves. That may not
quite be the case here.
Take vaccinations for Covid-19.
Making sure the majority of the population is protected so it can go about its
business, boost the economy and yes,
feel better about society and more secure
about their place in it, is a high priority.
But Biden faces a wealth of contrary
public opinion. So his nudge is more of a
poke, with a big stick. No gentle carrots
here, he’s got the stern but pragmatic
Dr Anthony Fauci as one of his brand
ambassadors on health, alongside the
head of the Center for Disease Control
(CDC), Rochelle Walensky. He’s got a
number of healthcare experts in the US
singing the message that you have to
have vaccinations – no jab might even
mean no job.
And still he’s fighting against that
ghost of presidencies past. Trump,

Left and above
Biden has inherited
a brand that requires
a turnaround; he also
faces contrary public
opinion on Covid-19
Opposite page
There are tough
decisions about what
to prioritise

whose messaging that even an ostensibly unhealthy, aged man like him didn’t
need a jab, did untold damage in terms
of vaccine uptake, social distancing and
mask compliance.
You could argue that Biden’s is a
tough love approach. Compared to the
short, sharp shock of New Zealand’s
Jacinda Ardern, which worked for a
while then ultimately fell apart, or the
multiple prevarications from the UK’s

TRUMP IS THE
RYA N A I R O F T H E
AMERICAN POLITICAL
MARKETPLACE
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Johnson administration, the stick strategy may well be the one that wins out economically. Biden is more radical than we
think, with his protection of Obamacare
and trillions of dollars earmarked for
spending on various essential infrastructure projects.

STRUCTURAL CRACKS

Like any CEO worth their salt, Biden
knows he can’t act alone. Several of the
ambassadorial posts around the globe
are still vacant, and the state department is overwhelmed. The fallout from
the debacle in Afghanistan made it clear
that resources are limited and Biden is
having to make tough decisions around
what to prioritise.
Added to this is the omnipresent
pressure of short-termism. Biden is
aware that many of his programmes
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are long-term plays, exacerbated by the
American political system which does
not guarantee a second term of service.
In fact, presidents must start their fundraising for their next term on day one of
their first, which means short-term wins
and long-term strategies churn away in
the background simultaneously, all the
while trying to boost Brand USA and
Brand Biden.
The average tenure of a US CMO is 40
months – not far off four years. Let’s not
pretend that marketing is up there with
leading the free world, but you have to
admit, the time pressures to get things
done are remarkably similar.
Where the challenge is also similar is
in the end game. Ultimately, what does
the consumer – or citizen – want from
their brand stewards? For Brand USA,
Clinton provided a helpful summary:
“It’s the economy, stupid.” For all the
talk around emotive issues pertaining to
race, health, international relations and
climate, the average American is most
focused on the dollar in their pocket.
This was the platform of the Trump
ticket, though the blue collar jobs and
stratospheric manufacturing success
promises never transpired. Biden needs
to show this is something he can deliver.

The rest of the world is watching with
interest because it relies on America
having a healthy economy. So it’s no
small irony that the biggest beneficiary
of Biden’s Covid-19 economic stimulus
was China. It’s one thing to create the
market, quite another to let a direct competitor run away with your customers.
With the American Rescue Plan,
signed into law by Biden in March 2021,
each American household got an extra
$600 per child (under six) for a period
during the pandemic. Clearly, many
consumers used this to make online
purchases from Amazon, most of which
are made in China. Unsurprisingly, the
Chinese are thrilled with this US stimulus policy.
Biden needs to articulate this to
America – that there’s a new, old competitor in town. It’s very hungry, very
nimble and very aggressive. From consumer goods to supersonic weapons, the
Chinese have an economic, technological and increasingly military superiority
that the US is struggling to match. They
have the potential to decimate US influence as a brand unless America wakes up
to, invests in and protects its democracy.
As we move into Biden’s second
year, his presidency appears to already
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be struggling to achieve its aims. The
November midterms were a shocking
wakeup call as Republicans took Virginia
from the Democrats. Like any CEO and
CMO must do, engaging your sceptics
is essential.

NO MORE MR NICE GUY

To reinvigorate the brand, Biden needs
to reassure Americans that their country is on a better path, that it is healing
from everything that’s gone before. And,
he needs to continue to use sticks, continue to be brave and fear countering
the so-called untouchables. Taking on
Facebook and the growing voices of dissent around the platform’s treatment of
children could be one of his easy wins,
especially as the sector, including the
Faangs – Facebook (Meta), Amazon,
Alphabet, Netflix, Google (Alphabet) –
have been expecting this for years.
It’s time to show decisiveness, to
show Americans at home and abroad
that Brand USA is on a positive footing
and is making progress. Does Biden
care if he’s loved or not? It appears hard
to tell, and doubtful he loses sleep over
being branded by his opponents as
‘Sleepy Joe’. But he will have to tread
carefully. He has his own brand legacy
to consider.
As optimistic as we Americans may
be, the likelihood is that vice-president
Kamala Harris will transition into the
top spot sooner rather than later, and
certainly before the 2024 elections.
Trump is already making noises about
making another bid for the presidency,
so how Biden behaves now will strongly
influence how Harris will be perceived
as a candidate.
Taking care of Americans and their
wellbeing (even if it means getting
tough on vaccines), regulating social
media, working on the economy and
trying to repair some of the foreign
policy decisions (e.g. Afghanistan),
is one route to rebuilding Brand USA
in the eyes of domestic voters and
international stakeholders.
There are a lot of tough jobs on
this to-do list, with few that will make
Biden immediately popular, and he may
not get the chance to see them, or even
his presidency, through to the end.
Despite this, while he may not get
to see how and when
his strategy bears
Allyson
fruit, I am optimistic
Stewart-Allen
that the inheritors
is CEO at
of Brand USA will
International
thank him for impleMarketing
menting it.
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IT’S TIME TO SHOW DECISIVENESS, TO SHOW
AMERIC ANS AT HOME AND ABROAD THAT
BRAND USA IS ON A POSITIVE FOOTING

