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A note on the cases. This book contains named
case studies. Brands the author owns or co-created
are named with permission. Third parties — clients,
vendors, venues, and companies outside the author’s
control — are anonymized by consistent descriptor
rather than named, per the project’s naming policy.
Any resemblance between an anonymized descrip-
tion and a specific company other than the one
intended is unintended. Trademarks referenced
remain the property of their owners; their mention is
nominative and implies no endorsement.

Disclaimer. This book describes brand decisions
the author made in specific situations. It is not legal
advice, and it is emphatically not trademark advice
— clear any name you intend to use with a qualified
attorney before you build on it.

Made with: a text-first pipeline built for this
book — pandoc, WeasyPrint, and a custom print rig
— assembled with human-in-the-loop AI. Set in
Bitstream Charter. See How this book was made.

On sources and influence

This book is, in the older sense of the word, a com-
pilation. The lessons in it were assembled over a
decade of brand work, and plenty of them are re-
finements of thinking that isn’t mine — Deming on
systems, and the rest of the shelf credited in the
appendix. Where an idea has an owner, it’s named.
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So here is the honest claim, and the honest limit
of it.

Ideas are not owned here. Nobody can copy-
right an idea, including me, and I wouldn’t want to.
What copyright covers — and what is claimed
above — is the selection, arrangement, and ex-
pression: which lessons earned a chapter, what
order they go in, the stories, the diagrams, and the
sentences. The underlying thinking belongs to
whoever developed it, and to you the moment you
use it.

The copyright exists so the license can. I hold
it deliberately, and not to lock anything up — a
license is something only an owner can grant.
Holding it is what lets me hand this to as many
people as possible on terms that stay fair to
everyone: read it, print it, copy it, teach a room with
it, hand it to a friend. The only things reserved are
the ones that protect you as much as me — that
nobody sells my compilation as their own, and that
my name stays on it.

On the machine’s part in it. Where Al helped,
it helped me consolidate my own archive and build
the tools that print this — not supply the judgment.
The selection and the expression are mine, which is
exactly the part that’s claimed. See How this book
was made.
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Working draft — v0.1. A field guide in progress.
Some cases are fully documented; some are still
marked to document. You’re watching the method
get built, which is the most honest way to teach it.

License. Free to read, print, and share, in whole
and unchanged, for non-commercial use, with my
name kept on it — Creative Commons BY-NC-ND
4.0. Nobody else profits from it. To edit, adapt, or
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grant a license for your specific use. Full terms in
LICENSE.md.
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What this book believes

Most branding advice starts with the logo. This one
starts with the feeling.

A brand is not what a business says about itself.
It’s the consistent feeling created by its decisions —
every name, word, image, and moment of the expe-
rience, pulling in the same direction or against each
other. Get the feeling right and the logo, the palette,
the tagline, the voice all have something true to
express. Get it wrong and no amount of design
saves it.

So we build the feeling first. Then everything
else follows from it.

What makes this book different

It shows the judgment, not just the results. Any-
one can show you a finished brand and call it in-
evitable. This book opens the projects up — the
ones that launched, and the ones that evolved,
stalled, got reworked, or got shelved. You’ll see
brands that were killed on purpose, and why. That’s
where the real learning is: not in the polish, but in
the decisions.

It meets you where you are. You might be star-
ing at a blank page, or holding a name you love that
keeps causing friction, or running three things that
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have started to tangle. Those are different jobs. So
the next page is a router: find your stage, and the
book points you at the path that does the most for it.

How to use this book — start with your stage

You don’t have to read straight through. Find
yourself here:

*I don’t have a name yet. — the Idea and
Naming paths.

* I have a name but I’m not sure it’s right. —
the Rebrand path — start with the Name-in-
Use Stress Test.

* I’m confident and about to launch. - the
Launch path.

* People already buy from me and I’m adding
to it. — the Growth path.

* My name keeps causing friction in real use.
— the Rebrand path.

* I run more than one thing and it’s tangled.
— the Expansion path.

Each path is a short sequence of chapters, one or
two exercises, and the case that shows it in practice.
The full map is in the pathways guide; each chapter
also names, at the top, the stages it serves.

However you read it, do the exercises. Reading
about brand-building changes nothing. The Brand
Creation Brief — which you’ll build a piece at a
time as you go — is where the book turns into your
brand.
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A companion, not an upsell. This is one of
three field guides that share a method. This one
builds the brand — the feeling, the name, the world.
The Flywheel Architect runs the same method at
building a business system — several small busi-
nesses wired to feed each other, so one person can
run a portfolio instead of a job. And Earn the Atten-
tion runs it at the part in between: how a business
that deserves to be hired actually gets found and
hired.

Two of the three are finished enough to hand
you. The third is a working draft with real holes in
it, and I'd rather say so than have you go looking
for something that isn’t ready. When it is, it’ll be at
teter.us with the others, free and no gate.

If the harder problem in front of you is the
business architecture and not the brand, start there;
it’s just as free. Take whichever fits. And when
you’d rather have a second brain on your situation
than a book — that’s what I'm for; the first
conversation costs nothing.

The shape of every chapter

Six beats, the same each time: the principle (what I
believe), the story (a real moment), the method
(what you do), the case (how it played out), the ex-
ercise (your turn), and the check (how to tell if it
worked). Theory and practice, in the same breath.
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Two honest exceptions. A chapter here and there
is written as a straight argument — it runs principle,
method, check, and skips the story and the case,
because the argument is the chapter. And in this
draft, most Story sections say outright that the story
hasn’t been written down yet. They’re real moments
from real projects; I’d rather the page admit the gap
than fill it with an invented anecdote.

Let’s build the feeling.
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Steal this book

This is a working draft, and it’s meant to travel.

Print it. Copy it. Hand it to someone. Print the
whole thing at home, run it off at the library,
forward the file, read it aloud at a table. Photocopy
the Brand Creation Brief and fill it in with a pen. If
a chapter helps someone you know, give it to them
— you don’t need to ask me first.

That’s not a marketing gimmick. It’s the same
argument the sibling book makes about giving away
the checklist, applied to this one. A brand is a
feeling with a system around it, and no one has ever
been talked into a feeling by a gated PDF. I'd rather
the ideas get used, argued with, and improved than
sit behind a form.

So: no permission needed to read it, print it, or
share it as-is. If you want to remix it, teach from it,
or put it in front of a room, that’s a conversation I’ll
almost always say yes to — reach me below.

The only thing I ask is honesty about what it is: a
draft, by a practitioner, still shipping. Don’t sell it as
finished. Don’t strip my name off it. Beyond that —
it’s yours to spread.



License: free to read, print, and share, in whole and
unchanged, for non-commercial use, with my name kept
on it — Creative Commons BY-NC-ND 4.0. Nobody
else gets to profit from it. Want to edit it, adapt it, teach
from a changed version, or sell it? Reach out
(info@teter.us) and I’ll generally grant you a license
for your specific use. I want it used — I just want to be
asked. (Full terms in LICENSE.md.)

One caution particular to this book

The other book teaches plays you can run on your
own business. This one contains named case stud-
ies — real brands, real decisions, and in places real
mistakes. Where a third party appears, they’re
anonymized on purpose and consistently (see the
naming policy); where a brand is named, it’s
because it’s mine to name.

If you teach from this book, keep that discipline.
It costs nothing to describe a company by what it
did rather than what it’s called, and the story works
just as well. The people in these pages didn’t sign
up to be examples.



Build the Feeling First

14

How this book was made

A short, honest note — because a book about brands
telling the truth about themselves shouldn’t be
cagey about its own making.

The material here is lived. Every framework in
this book came out of running actual naming
projects and rebrands, sitting in rooms where a
founder couldn’t say what their company was for,
and watching which questions unlocked people and
which ones just made them defensive. The Brand
Creation Brief exists because I kept needing it.
Productive tension exists because I kept reaching
for the same move and finally named it.

Like its sibling, this book was assembled from
an archive before it was written as a book. A
decade of explaining the same things in different
rooms leaves a trail: voice notes recorded between
jobs, long emails to clients talking them out of a
logo and into a decision, messages to friends
starting something, half-written brand guides, notes
to myself after a meeting went sideways. I used Al
to help me consolidate that pile — to find where I’d
explained the same idea six different ways and pick
the version that landed, and to turn a rambling voice
memo into a paragraph I could then argue with. The
machine didn’t supply the material. It helped me see
the shape of what I already had.
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I’ll. be more specific than most books are,
because you can see it for yourself: this one is visi-
bly less finished than its sibling. Several chapters
are still closer to their outlines than their final form,
and most Story sections say, in as many words, that
the story hasn’t been written down yet. That’s
deliberate. Those are real moments from real
projects, and I’d rather the page admit the hole than
invent an anecdote to fill it. A book that teaches you
to build trust shouldn’t open by fabricating its own
evidence.

The tools built the scaffolding, not the judgment.
The print pipeline that turns plain text into this
book, the diagram system, the build rig — I made
those, with Al as the thing that closed the gap
between knowing exactly what I needed and having
a working tool. Then the writing got argued with by
hand, line by line, until it sounded like me.

What it hasn’t had is a full human edit. That
pass comes when the chapters stop moving — a real
editor who’ll tell me what’s repetitive, what’s
asserted rather than earned, and where I’ve mistaken
“I’ve said this for years” for “this is clear.” I’ll
credit them by name here the moment they’ve done
the work.

So the honest line on authorship: the tools are
the instruments; the book is mine. I lived the
projects. I decided what earns a chapter. I made the
calls about what’s true and what’s mine to say —

15
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especially about the cases, where someone else’s
name is on the line. A tool can tighten a sentence. It
can’t have been in the room when the founder
finally said the real thing.

— David

16
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How to read this book

Two honest ways to use this, and I’d rather name
both than pretend everyone reads front to back.

Straight through, because the order is an argu-
ment — feeling first, then foundation, then the
world you build on top of it. Or find your stage
and run that path, because the job in front of you
right now is specific, and three-quarters of this book
is about a different one.

Neither is wrong. The second is how most peo-
ple use a working book, and every chapter is written
to survive being opened alone.

The straight-through path
Three parts, in the order a brand actually gets built.

Part One — The Feeling Comes First (ch. 1—
4). What a brand actually is, who it’s for, what it
promises, and the tension that makes it distinct
instead of merely competent.

Part Two — Build the Foundation (ch. 5-9).
The brief, the audience underneath the demograph-
ic, the position in plain speech, the personality with
a spine, and the proof that keeps a promise from
being a mood.

17



Build the Feeling First

18

Part Three — Create the Brand World
(ch. 10-16). Naming, voice, restraint, belonging,
experience — and the part a machine can’t do for
you.

Then the case files, where the method gets
shown working — and, honestly, shown failing,
which is where the learning actually is.

Find your stage

Six stages. Find yours, run its path, and leave the
rest for later.

Idea — pre-name; it exists as intent, not
identity. - Ch. 1 a brand is a feeling - Ch. 2
build for the person - Ch. 3 the emotional
promise - Ch. 4 productive tension — Deo:
the Brand Creation Brief, §1-4

Naming — ready to name the thing, or
something inside it. — Ch. 4 productive
tension (you can’t name a feeling you haven't
named) - Ch. 10 naming the world — Do:
the Name-in-Use Stress Test, then the Brand
World Map

Launch — named, about to meet the public.
— Ch. 11 voice is behavior - Ch. 12 writing
like a thoughtful host - Ch. 13 visual restraint
- Ch. 15 the experience is the brand — Do:
Brief §6-10
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Growth — live and working; adding
offerings, audiences or partners. - Ch. 7
positioning without corporate language - Ch.
9 the reason to believe - Ch. 14 designing for
belonging

Rebrand — an identity exists and it’s
causing friction. — Do first: the Name-in-
Use Stress Test on the name you already have
— Ch. 5 the brief, re-run on the business you
have now - Ch. 10 naming the world - Ch. 8
personality and anti-personality — The
question underneath it: am I solving a
communication problem, or has the
communication problem exposed a business
problem?

Expansion — more than one thing, and
they’ve started to tangle. — Ch. 2 build for
the person - Ch. 14 designing for belonging -
Ch. 16 what the machine can’t build

No time at all — the doors open in a week.
Or tomorrow. — Ch. 5, the section called
When you don’t have a month — De: the
compressed brief. Cut by what’s expensive to
reverse, not by what feels important.

Coming back to what you skipped

The jumping is fine. The forgetting is what costs
you.

19
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When you skip a stage, write the chapter num-
bers down somewhere you’ll see them again — the
same place you keep your Kkill-or-keep dates.
Skipped chapters aren’t optional; they’re deferred,
and the difference is whether it’s written down.

One rule about what to return to first. Whatever
stage you came in at, the chapters worth reading
next are almost always Part One — because most
brand problems that show up at naming, launch or
rebrand are actually unfinished work from the
feeling. A name that won’t sit still is usually a
promise nobody ever wrote down.

About the worksheets

The Brand Creation Brief is the spine of the whole
thing — twelve sections, assembled a piece at a
time as you read. Every other sheet is one of its
sections pulled out for its own afternoon.

The sheets are free at teter.us, individually, so
you can print the one you need without printing the
rest. They’re bound together as a workbook too, if
you’d rather write in something with a spine.

Every one ends the same way: a kill-or-keep
date on a real calendar, set before you’re
emotionally invested.



PART ONE

The Feeling Comes
First

Before the logo or the name: decide what the
brand should make people feel.
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Chapter 1 — A Brand Is a
Feeling With a System
Around It

The Principle

Ask most people what a brand is and they’ll point at
the logo. Ask a designer and they might say the
logo, the palette, and the typeface. Both are
describing the packaging and calling it the product.

Here’s the definition this whole book runs on: a
brand is the consistent feeling created by a
business’s decisions. Not what you say about your-
self — what people feel after every encounter with
you, added up. The logo is a tiny fraction of that. So
is the tagline. The rest is the name and whether it’s
easy to say, the first email and whether it sounds
like a person, the price and how it’s explained, what
happens when something goes wrong, the word you
use for the people who buy from you, the thing they
remember three weeks later. All of it emits a
feeling. A brand is whether those feelings agree.

That’s why a beautiful logo can’t save a brand
and a plain one can’t sink it. The logo is one
decision. The feeling is all of them. Build the
feeling first — decide what people should reliably

23
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feel — and every other decision finally has a
standard to be measured against. Skip it, and you’re
just decorating.

Experience

what happens

Name Voice Look
what you're called how you sound how you appear

THE FEELING
what people reliably feel after every encounter

build this first — every decision above is measured against it

The feeling is the foundation. Name, voice, look, and experi-
ence each emit a feeling — so you build the feeling first and let
every one of those decisions be measured against it. Get the
order backwards and you’re decorating; get it right and
everything above has a standard to meet.

The “system around it” is the second half of the
sentence and it’s not optional. A feeling you can’t
reproduce isn’t a brand; it’s a good day. The system
— the brief, the voice rules, the naming logic, the
experience map — is what makes the feeling hap-
pen on purpose, every time, even when you’re not
the one in the room.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this

draft would rather say so than invent one.

24
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The Method
Separate the three things people constantly confuse:

1. Identity — what you make and show (name,
logo, words, look).

2. Reputation — what others say about you when
you’re not there.

3. Experience — what it actually feels like to deal
with you.

The brand is the experience, expressed through
identity, which eventually earns a reputation. Most
branding effort goes into identity alone. Redirect it:
name the feeling the experience should create, then
audit every identity decision and every touchpoint
against that one standard — does this add to the
feeling, or leak against it?

The Case

Points to the case library. Best fit: a brand where
the system (a repeatable set of decisions) — not a
single asset — created the feeling. Cross-reference Set
and Signal, where a name change reorganized the
whole system, not just the mark.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §1 (Business Context) and §3
(Emotional Direction). Also: “A brand I remem-
ber because...” — write three brands you remem-

25
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ber and, for each, the specific feeling and the
decision that produced it. None of the three answers
should be “the logo.”

The Check

* Can you name the feeling in one specific word
that isn’t “good,” “professional,” or “quality”?

« If you removed the logo entirely, would people
still describe the feeling the same way? (If yes,
you have a brand. If no, you have a graphic.)

* Name three non-logo decisions currently
emitting a feeling against the one you want.

26
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Chapter 2 — Build for the
Person, Not the Category

The Principle

“Women 25-44, household income sixty thousand
plus, suburban.” That describes a spreadsheet row.
Spreadsheet rows don’t get nervous before spending
money, don’t lie awake wondering if they picked the
wrong vendor, and don’t tell a friend about you.

Categories don't feel anything. People do — and
this book is about building a feeling, so you have to
build it for someone who has them.

A category is an average, and you cannot design a
feeling for an average. Averages have no situation,
no fear, no bad prior experience, no thing they’re
quietly embarrassed about not knowing. Those
specifics are exactly what a brand decision needs,
because the decisions are things like: how much to
explain before the price, whether to lead with
credentials or with reassurance, what tone the first
email takes. “Real-estate clients” cannot answer any
of those. A seller who’s never listed a house before,
whose agent told them to get it photo-ready, and
who is worried the place looks worse than their
neighbor’s answers all three immediately.

27
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So start there. One person, one situation, and
four things about them:

* What they’re trying to do — the practical job,
in their words.

* What they’re tired of — the thing the category
keeps doing to them. This is where your differ-
entiation usually already lives.

* What they’re quietly worried about — the
fear they wouldn’t say out loud. Address it
unprompted and you’ve earned more trust than
any credential will buy.

* How they want to feel at the end — which is
the emotional promise from the next chapter, in
draft form.

The predictable objection is that this narrows the
market. It doesn’t, and this is the part worth inter-
nalizing: specific is what travels. Design for every-
one and you produce something so hedged that
nobody feels addressed — broad reach, zero recog-
nition. Design unmistakably for one real person and
a surprising number of people who aren’ that per-
son still cluster around it, because it’s obviously
made for someone, and being made for someone is
rare enough to be attractive on its own. Nobody has
ever felt seen by a brand that was aiming at a demo-
graphic.

The other reason to do this first: it makes every
later chapter cheaper. Voice, price, visual restraint,
the exclusions you name — all of them are easier to
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decide when there’s a specific person to decide for.
Skip this and every downstream question turns into
a matter of taste, and taste arguments don’t resolve.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Write one person, not a segment. A situation,
not a demographic: “a first-time seller whose
agent just told them to get the house photo-
ready.” If your sentence contains an age range,
start over.

2. Name the practical need — the job they’d say
they hired you for.

3. Name the emotional need underneath it —
what they actually want to stop feeling. These
are almost never the same, and the second one
is what the brand is really for.

4. Complete the statement: “We’re building this
for people who , but are tired of
They want to feel ”

5. Pressure-test it against a real decision. Take
one concrete choice — how you price, what
your first email says, whether you lead with
proof or with reassurance — and see if the
statement decides it. If it doesn’t, it’s still too
general. Go back to step 1 and get more specif-
ic.

29
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6. Write down who it’s not for. The audience
you’re deliberately not serving sharpens the one
you are, and it’s the seed of the honest
exclusion later in the book.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §2 (Audience). Draft the one-
sentence audience statement, then run Method step
5 against a real decision you’re currently stuck on.

The Check

* Does your audience statement describe a per-
son in a situation, or a demographic? (If it has
an age bracket, it’s a demographic.)

* Can you name the emotional need under the
practical one — and are they actually different?

* Does the statement decide something? Test it
on your pricing and your first email. If both
answers stay vague, it’s not specific enough yet.

+ Can you say who this is explicitly not for?
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Chapter 3 — The Emotional
Promise

The Principle

Every strong brand makes one emotional promise
and keeps it everywhere. Not a feature, not a slogan
— a felt outcome. Fill in the blank and mean it:

After dealing with this brand, people should feel

One promise, kept consistently, beats five adjectives
kept nowhere. That’s not a stylistic preference; it’s
arithmetic. A promise has to survive every touch-
point you own — the way the phone gets answered,
the way the invoice is worded, the way a mistake
gets handled at 4:50 on a Friday. Anything you can
keep in all of those places is worth promising.
Anything you can only keep in the good moments
isn’t a promise, it’s a mood.

The most common mistake is confusing the
promise with the tagline. The tagline is said. The
promise is kept. Most businesses can write a decent
tagline in an afternoon and then spend three years
failing the promise underneath it, because nobody
ever wrote the promise down as a standard that
decisions get measured against. If your promise
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doesn’t ever cause you to say “we can’t do it that
way,” it isn’t operating as a promise — it’s decora-
tion.

Relief counts. People reach for aspirational
words here — inspired, delighted, elevated — and
skip past the more common truth: a great many
brands succeed by removing a burden. Handled.
Unhurried. Not stupid for asking. Not sold to. If
your customer arrives carrying something, the
strongest promise you can make is often that they’ll
put it down. Name the burden explicitly, because the
burden tells you what to build. “People should feel
unhurried” sends you to your scheduling, your
hold music, and the length of your intake form.
“People should feel inspired” sends you nowhere in
particular.

And name the feeling you must never create.
This is the half people skip, and it’s the half that
does the work. A promise with no forbidden feeling
can’t be broken, which means it can’t guide
anything. Write both:

They should feel taken care of — and never man-
aged. They should feel impressed — and never out-
classed. They should feel clear — and never rushed
into it.

The forbidden feeling is your early-warning system.
You’ll usually violate it first in the unglamorous
places: a confirmation email, a policy, the second
follow-up. Those are the places to look.
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One promise. Supporting feelings are fine —
three or four is plenty — but they serve the primary
one, they don’t compete with it. If you have five
equal promises, you have none, and your team will
pick whichever one is most convenient in the mo-
ment.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Write the sentence. “After dealing with us,
people should feel .” One word or one
short phrase. If you need a comma, you’re
describing more than one promise.

2. Name the burden you remove. What is the
customer carrying when they arrive? Relief is a
promise; write it as one.

3. Name the forbidden feeling. “...and never

.” Pick the one that’s plausible for a
business like yours, not the one that’s obviously
bad. Nobody’s brand is at risk of making people
feel robbed; plenty are at risk of making them
feel processed.

4. Test it in the three places brands break. Walk
the promise through your price, your wait, and
your mistake. Not the pitch — the pitch is easy.
If the promise holds in all three, it’s real. If it
only holds in the pitch, it’s marketing.
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5. Choose the supporting feelings. Three or four,
each one obviously in service of the primary. If
any of them could be the headline, you have a
competing promise; cut it or promote it and
demote the other.

6. Put it where decisions get made. Not the
brand deck — the place someone looks before

writing a policy or answering an angry email.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; the chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §3 (Emotional Direction).
Write the one-line promise, the burden removed,
and the forbidden feeling — then three feelings to
create and three to avoid.

The Check

* Can you say the promise in one sentence, out
loud, without a comma?

* Does it name a forbidden feeling you could
plausibly cause? (If nobody could imagine your
business causing it, you picked a safe one. Pick
again.)

» Walk it through price, wait, and mistake. Does
it survive all three, or only the pitch?
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* Has it ever made you say “we can’t do it that
way”? A promise that has never cost you any-
thing isn’t being used as a standard yet.
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Chapter 4 — Productive
Tension

The Principle

A brand that is only one thing is forgettable.
“Premium” is a category, not a personality — a
hundred businesses are premium. What makes a
brand distinct is almost always a productive ten-
sion: two qualities that don’t usually travel together,
held on purpose.

The brand should be X, but never Y. It should be A
and B — the combination most competitors can’t hold.

* Premium but approachable.
* Playful but dependable.

* Nostalgic but current.

* Expert but unintimidating.
* Polished but personal.

The tension is productive because each half keeps
the other honest. “Premium but approachable”
means the price is confident and the greeting is
warm — neither slides into the failure mode of the
other (cold luxury, or cheap friendliness). Pick one
adjective and you blend in. Pick two that fight a
little and you’ve got a personality nobody can copy
without copying the whole balancing act.
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Most weak brands aren’t wrong; they’re only one
thing. Most distinctive brands are a tension, re-
solved consistently. This is the idea I reach for first,
because once you name the tension, half your later
decisions — voice, price, imagery, how you handle
a complaint — get easier. You’re no longer asking
“what’s on-brand?” You’re asking “does this hold
both sides?”

X, but never Y — held on purpose

Approachable

ting

the personality

nobody can copy without
copying the whole balance

MORE TENSIONS

Playful but dependable
Nostalgic but current
Expert but unintimidating

Productive tension: two qualities that don’t usually travel
together — premium and approachable — held on purpose.
Neither is allowed to slide into its failure mode (cold luxury, or
cheap friendliness); where they hold is a personality nobody
can copy without copying the whole balance.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.
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The Method

1. List the obvious adjective — the category
word everyone in your space would claim (pre-
mium, fun, trustworthy, local).

2. Find its warm/human counterweight — the
quality that keeps it from its own failure mode.
Premium’s failure mode is cold; the counter-
weight is approachable.

3. Write it as a tension: “X, but never Y,” plus
one or two supporting tensions.

4. Stress-test against real decisions: a price, a
greeting, a logo choice, a complaint reply. A
true tension makes those decisions; a fake one
(two words that don’t actually pull against each
other) doesn’t.

5. Keep the anti-side explicit — “but never Y” is
as load-bearing as the X. (This becomes the
anti-personality in Chapter 8.)

The Case

Case library: any brand whose distinctiveness is a
held contradiction. Set and Signal’s two-part construc-
tion is itself a tension worth reading once documented.
Rose Gold Realty (“premium without distance”) and
Trackside (“expertise without intimidation”) are
tension statements in the case map.
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The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §4 (Productive Tension).
Then the Productive Tension Cards (workshop):
draw two, and argue where the balance becomes
distinctive versus where it collapses into one side.

The Check

« Can you state your brand as “X, but never Y” in
one line?

* Does the tension actually decide something?
(Test it on your pricing and your complaint-
handling — if both answers are obvious and
different in spirit, the tension is real.)

* Would a competitor have to copy both halves to
copy you? If they could take just one, you
haven’t found the tension yet.
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PART TWO

Build the Founda-
tion

The strategy tools that turn a feeling into a
brief you can build from.
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Chapter 5 — The Brand Brief

The Principle

A brief is how a loose business idea becomes a
focused creative foundation — before you spend a
dollar on identity. It is not paperwork. It’s the set of
decisions that make every later decision cheap.

Here’s the actual economics of it. Every brand-
ing decision you haven’t made in advance gets
made later, under pressure, by whoever happens to
be in the room — and then made again next time,
differently, by someone else. That’s where inconsis-
tency comes from. Not from bad taste; from unmade
decisions. A brief is a stack of decisions made once,
on a calm day, so the same question stops costing
you an argument every time it recurs.

A brand brief is not a creative brief. A creative
brief tells a designer what to make. A brand brief
tells you what’s true — who this is for, what it
promises, what it must never become — and the de-
signer’s job gets easy downstream because the hard
part is already settled. If you’ve ever gotten three
logo directions back and had no principled way to
choose between them, you didn’t have a bad
designer. You had no brief.
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Fill it in as you read. The Brand Creation Brief
in this book is built to be assembled a section at a
time — each chapter finishes one piece. That’s
deliberate. A brief filled in one sitting is mostly
guesses in a nice format; a brief filled in across a
dozen chapters accumulates decisions you can
defend. By the end you’ll have twelve sections that
cost an afternoon each and a foundation you didn’t
have to buy.

Draft fast; refine later. A brief you finished
beats a brief you perfected, by a wide margin,
because the value isn’t in the wording — it’s in
having taken the position. You can only discover
that section 5 is wrong by writing section 5 down
and watching it fail against a real decision. An
empty section can’t be wrong, which is exactly why
an empty section is worth nothing. Write the
mediocre version. Come back.

If you’re rebranding, run it on the business
you have now. This is the most common failure of a
rebrand: the brief describes the company as of its
founding — the audience it started with, the service
it led with, the owner it had before three people
joined — and then everyone wonders why the new
identity feels half a step off. Fill the brief in for the
business as it exists this quarter, with the customers
currently paying you. The gap between that brief
and your current brand is the rebrand brief.
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It doubles as the workshop. The same twelve
sections run as a facilitated session, in the same
order. Book, workbook, workshop — one artifact at
three depths. Alone, the brief is your working
document. With a partner or a team, it’s the agenda,
and the arguments it starts are the point of running
it.

When you don’t have a month

The brief assumes you have time. Often you don’t.
The doors open in a week. The truck is already
wrapped. Somebody needs a name by Friday be-
cause the paperwork is sitting there. So: how do
you launch a brand in a month? A week? A day?

Not by doing a worse version of the same work.
Compressed branding fails when people try to do all
twelve sections badly — you end up with twelve
shallow answers and no foundation, which is worse
than three deep ones.

You compress by cutting, and the cut is made on
one criterion. Not importance — reversibility.

Sorting by importance is the natural instinct and
it gives you nothing, because everything in a brand
is important; that’s why it’s in the brief. Sort instead
by what’s expensive to undo. Some decisions end
up in the URL, on the invoices, on the truck, and in
your customers’ mouths. Others cost you an after-
noon to change next spring. Spend every hour you
have on the first kind and deliberately placeholder
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the second — and write down that it’s a placeholder,
so nobody six months from now mistakes it for a
decision.

* A month. The whole brief, properly. Name
tested in real sentences with real people, the
world it generates mapped, one signature detail
designed into each stage of the experience.
Enough time to be right, not just decided.

A week. Sections 1-7: context, audience, emo-
tional direction, productive tension, position,
personality, voice. Name from one territory
instead of five; stress-test two candidates
instead of ten. One visual move, not a system.
Everything downstream of the name is a place-
holder.

A day. Three decisions, and they are the three

that are murder to reverse: the emotional
promise (people should feel this, never that),
the productive tension (X, but never Y), and a
name that survives being said out loud
twenty times. Then one typeface, one color,
one sentence, and open the doors.

Look at what never gets cut, at any speed: promise,
tension, name. Those three appear in every version
because those three are what cost real money and
real credibility to change once they’re loose in the
world. A palette you regret costs an afternoon. A
name you regret costs you every introduction, every
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invoice, and every referral for as long as you keep it
— and it gets more expensive to leave the longer
you wait.

One sentence does all the sorting for you:

If this turns out wrong, what does it cost me to
change it in six months?

Cheap answer: placeholder it and move. Expensive
answer: that’s what today is for.

And the honest note about the one-day version: it
isn’t a lesser brand, it’s a smaller one. You’ve made
three real decisions and deferred the rest on
purpose, which is a completely different thing from
having made twelve vague ones. The compressed
brand can grow into the full brief later without
contradicting itself, because nothing you shipped
was a guess dressed as a decision.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven't written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Work in the order given. Context, audience,
emotional direction, productive tension, posi-
tion, personality, voice, naming territory, visual
territory, experience, constraints, success. The
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order isn’t decorative — each section is answer-
able because the ones before it are done.

. One section per chapter, one sitting per sec-

tion. Set a timer if you need to. Sections that
take a week are sections you’re avoiding.

. Write sentences, not adjectives. “Warm, pre-

mium, trustworthy” is three words that commit
you to nothing. “We answer the phone in person
during business hours, and we say the price out
loud” is a decision.

. Mark your guesses. Put a question mark beside

anything you don’t actually know. A brief with
visible uncertainty is honest and usable; a brief
with false confidence gets built on and then
quietly abandoned.

. Date it and version it. The brief is a living doc-

ument with a revision history, not a monument.
When a section changes, note what changed it
— a decision, a customer, a failure.

. If you’re stuck, do the last section first. Sec-

tion 12 asks what success looks like. If you
can’t answer that, sections 1-11 are speculative,
and finding that out early is worth the after-
noon.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.
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The Exercise

Build the Brand Creation Brief (workbook) — begin
§1 (Business Context) now, and revisit each section
as its chapter arrives.

The Check

*Is every section either filled in or visibly
marked as a guess? Blank and confidently-in-
vented are the two failure states; a question
mark is neither.

* Could a stranger read the brief and make a de-
fensible decision you’d agree with — a name
direction, a color direction, a policy?

* Does any section describe the business you
used to have?

* Has the brief settled an argument yet? If it
hasn’t been used, it hasn’t been tested.
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Chapter 6 — The Audience
Beneath the Demographic

The Principle

Age, income, location, category. That’s the surface.
It tells you who might buy. It tells you nothing about
what to build.

Demographics are a targeting tool borrowed
from media buying, where the question is “whose
screen do I put this on.” That’s a real question, and
if you’re buying ads you need the answer. But it got
adopted as a brand foundation, and as a brand foun-
dation it’s close to useless, because two people with
identical demographics can want opposite things
from you. “Women 35-54, household income
$90k+, within 20 miles” describes a woman furnish-
ing her first house she actually likes and a woman
replacing a couch her dog ruined, and if you build
one brand for both, you’ll build a brand that’s
slightly wrong for each.

Underneath the demographic is the layer that
actually generates decisions: the situation the
person is in. What are they navigating? What have
they settled for? What are they afraid of getting
wrong? What do they wish existed and can’t find?

That last pair does most of the work.
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What they’ve settled for tells you the real com-
petition. It’s almost never the business you think
you’re competing with. It’s the mediocre option
they’ve tolerated for years, the friend-of-a-friend
who does it cheap, the spreadsheet they built them-
selves, or doing nothing at all. If you position
against a competitor while your customer is actually
choosing between you and nothing, every word you
write is aimed past them.

What they’re afraid of getting wrong tells you
what your brand has to neutralize before it can sell
anything. Almost every considered purchase has a
fear attached: paying too much and not knowing it,
looking foolish in front of someone, choosing the
thing that fails in two years, being talked down to.
That fear is where trust gets built or lost, and it’s
usually invisible in the demographic. A brand that
speaks directly to the fear feels like it knows them.
A brand that ignores it feels like a vendor.

Emotional context is designable;
demographics aren’t. You can’t design for “38
years old.” You can absolutely design for “has been
burned once and is now over-researching every-
thing” — that person needs your pricing visible,
your process spelled out, and no pressure whatsoev-
er. The situation tells you what to put on the page.
The census doesn’t.
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One warning. Going beneath the demographic is
not the same as inventing a persona with a stock
photo and a name and a favorite podcast. That
exercise produces fiction that everyone quietly
ignores. Write the situation, in the customer’s own
words where you have them, and nothing you can’t
source from someone who actually paid you.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Write the demographic once, then set it
aside. You’ll need it for ad targeting. It is not
the foundation.

2. Name the practical need. What are they liter-
ally trying to get done? One sentence, no adjec-
tives.

3. Name the emotional need underneath it. Why
does getting it done matter to them? What
changes for them when it’s handled?

4. Name what they’ve settled for. The mediocre
status quo. This is your real competition —
write it as a thing, not a company.

5. Name what they’re afraid of getting wrong.
Be specific enough that it’s uncomfortable.
“Wasting money” is a category; “spending eight
thousand dollars and having a neighbor say they
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got the same thing for five” is a fear you can
design against.

6. Name what they wish existed. The sentence
that starts “I just want someone who...” — this
is usually your positioning, handed to you.

7. Rewrite the audience as a situation. One para-
graph, present tense, no demographics in it at
all. If it still reads like a census row, go back to
step 3.

8. Source it. Mark every claim as heard, ob-
served, or assumed. The assumed ones are your
next three customer conversations.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §2 (Audience) — the deeper
prompts. Rewrite a demographic description as an
emotional situation, then mark each line heard,
observed, or assumed.

The Check

* Read your audience paragraph with all the de-
mographics removed. Does anything survive
that would change a decision?

 Can you name what they’ve settled for — and
is it a thing rather than a competitor?
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* Is the fear specific enough to be uncomfortable
to write down?

* How many of your lines are marked assumed?
That number is your homework, not a problem
— but it should be shrinking.
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Chapter 7 — Positioning
Without Corporate Language

The Principle

Positioning got a bad name because it usually reads
like a hostage statement full of marketing nouns.
Done right, it’s just a clear, human sentence: for this
person, we’re the thing that does this meaningful
thing, and here’s why you can believe it. If your
positioning could be pasted onto a competitor’s site
without anyone noticing, it isn’t positioning — it’s
wallpaper.

The most common way it goes wrong isn’t
grandiosity — it’s jargon. People describe them-
selves to clients the way they’d describe themselves
to peers: in the specs and vocabulary of the craft. A
real-estate photographer says “HDR” and “drone.”
But nobody woke up wanting HDR. They want
photos that look bright and airy, and shots from
above that make the property feel like an estate.
“HDR” is how the work gets done; “bright and airy”
is what the client came for. Lead with the first and
you sound like every other vendor in the category;
lead with the second and you sound like the one
person who understood the assignment.
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That’s the tell that separates peer-language from
client-language: peers care how it’s made; clients
care what it does for them. Speaker sizes, model
numbers, technique acronyms, brand names —
those are peer credentials, and they’re fine in the
room with other pros. Aimed at a client, they quietly
say “I think about my tools” when the client needed
to hear “I think about your result.” Every feature
you’re proud of has an outcome underneath it that
the client actually bought. Name the outcome. Keep
the feature as the reason to believe it — that’s a later
chapter — not the headline.

So positioning is really a translation discipline:
for every spec you’d instinctively lead with, write
the human result it produces, and lead with that
instead. Not “4K, HDR, color-graded” but “footage
that still looks expensive on the big screen at the
reception.” Not “full-stack” but “you call one
person and it gets handled.” The craft stays exactly
as sophisticated — you’ve just stopped making the
client learn your language to understand why they
want you.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.
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The Method
Draft the structured version — “For , this
brand is the that , because ?

— then rewrite it in plain speech: “We help
experience without .” Keep the plain
version. Then run the translation pass: list every
spec or piece of jargon you’d instinctively lead
with, and next to each write the outcome the client
actually buys. Lead with the outcome column;
demote the spec column to your reasons to believe.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §5 (Position and Promise).
Write both versions; read the plain one aloud and
cut any word you wouldn’t say to a friend.

The Check

* Could this sentence be pasted on a competitor’s
site without anyone noticing? If yes, it’s
wallpaper — go back to the outcome column.

* Read the plain version aloud. Is there a word in
it you wouldn’t say to a friend over a beer?
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* For every spec you kept, is there an outcome in
front of it — or is the spec still doing the sell-
ing?

* Hand it to someone outside your trade. Can
they tell you what you do and why it matters,
without asking a follow-up question?
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Chapter 8 — Personality and
Anti-Personality

The Principle

Defining what a brand is gets you halfway. The oth-
er half is defining what it must resist becoming.

Four traits give a brand a character. Four anti-
traits give it a spine. That second list is the one
nobody writes, and it’s the one that does the work,
because brands don’t usually fail by choosing the
wrong personality. They fail by drifting — one
convenient decision at a time — into the nearest
cliché in their category. The friendly brand slides
into cutesy. The premium brand slides into cold.
The expert brand slides into condescending. No-
body decided that. It happened across forty small
choices, each of which was defensible on its own,
none of which had anything to push back against.

The anti-personality is what pushes back. It’s the
“but never Y” from your productive tension, pro-
moted from an idea into a working rule.

The reason drift goes in that particular direction
is worth naming: the nearest cliché is always the
easiest thing to write. When someone’s rushing a
caption, the friendly brand’s fastest option is an
exclamation point and a pun. When someone’s pro-
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tecting margin, the premium brand’s fastest option
is silence. Under time pressure, people reach for the
genre default. If you haven’t named the genre
default as forbidden, it wins by convenience.

Adjectives are cheap; behavior is the actual
definition. “Warm, knowledgeable, honest, ap-
proachable” describes roughly every service busi-
ness that has ever existed, and it will not settle a
single argument. You find out what a brand actually
is by watching it in five situations:

* Welcoming someone. First contact — do you
open with warmth, competence, or efficiency?
You can’t lead with all three.

* Explaining a price. The most revealing mo-
ment there is. Apologize, justify, or simply state
it?

* Announcing good news. Celebrate loudly, or
mention it and move on?

* Handling a problem. Own it fast, explain the
cause, or fix it quietly?

* Asking for action. Invite, instruct, or make the
case?

Write how your brand does those five and you’ve
defined the personality far more precisely than any
adjective list. More usefully, you’ve written
something another person can execute. “Be warm”
isn’t a transferable instruction. “We say the price
plainly and we don’t apologize for it” is — some-
body new can do that on their first day.
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Pick anti-traits that are actually a risk for
you. The test is embarrassment: if the anti-trait
doesn’t make you slightly uncomfortable because
you can think of a time you nearly did it, it’s a
decoy. Nobody’s brand is at risk of “boring” in the
abstract. Yours might be at genuine risk of over-ex-
plaining, or chasing every trend, or sounding like a
corporation when things get tense. Those are the
ones worth writing down, because those are the
ones you’ll be tempted by on a bad day.

Four and four. Not ten and ten — a list nobody
can recall isn’t a spine, it’s a document.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Choose four defining traits. Adjectives are al-
lowed here, but only as headings for the
behavior you’ll write in step 3.

2. Choose four anti-traits. Apply the embarrass-
ment test: each one should name something you
could plausibly slide into, not something
absurd. Include the nearest cliché in your
category — it’s the likeliest drift.

3. Write the five behaviors. Welcome, price,
good news, problem, ask. One or two sentences
each, in the words you’d actually use. Where a
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trait and an anti-trait collide, that sentence is the
most valuable one on the page.

4. Check it against the tension. Your anti-traits
should be recognizable as the failure modes of
your productive tension from Chapter 4. If they
have nothing to do with each other, one of the
two is wrong.

5. Hand it to someone else. Ask them to write the
next social caption or the next price email using
only this page. If they can’t, you’ve written
adjectives, not a personality. Rewrite the behav-
iors.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §6 (Personality). List the four
traits and the four anti-traits, then write the five
behaviors. The personality worksheet in the work-
book runs the whole thing on one sheet.

The Check

* For each anti-trait: can you recall a real moment
you nearly did it? If not, it’s a decoy — replace
it.

* Is the nearest cliché in your category on the
anti-list?
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* Could someone who doesn’t work with you
write your next price email from the five
behaviors alone?

* Do the anti-traits look like the failure modes of
your productive tension? They should be the
same idea, said operationally.
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Chapter 9 — The Reason to
Believe

The Principle

Every brand in your category promises the moon.
Effortless. Premium. We really care. Your customer
has heard those exact words from a dozen business-
es, several of which then disappointed them. So the
promise, by itself, is worth almost nothing — not
because it’s untrue, but because it’s unfalsifiable and
everyone says it.

A promise with nothing behind it is a mood. Moods

don’t close.

The reason to believe is the concrete thing that
makes the promise credible: the standard you hold,
the process you follow, the guarantee you’ll honor,
the detail nobody else bothers with, the number you
can actually cite. It’s the bridge between the feeling
you’re promising (Chapter 3) and the reader’s
entirely reasonable “says who?”

The distinction that does the work here is shown
versus claimed:
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Claimed (a mood) Shown (a reason)

“We’re responsive.” “Every message gets a real
answer within one business
hour, or the job’s ten
percent off.”

“Meticulous attention to The pre-shoot checklist you
detail.” hand the client, so they can
see what you check.

“Years of experience.” “Two thousand six hundred
houses, and counting.”

“We stand behind our The specific thing you do

work.” when it goes wrong,
written down before it goes
wrong.

Everything in the right column is checkable. That’s
the whole test — a real reason to believe is one a
customer could, in principle, catch you failing. If
it’s unfalsifiable, it’s decoration.

Three things worth knowing once you start
hunting for yours:

Your best evidence is usually a process, not a
credential. Credentials say you were once approved
by someone. A process says what will happen to this
job, which is what the customer is actually anxious
about. The checklist, the sequence, the backup plan,
the thing you always do at the end — those are
more persuasive than any award, and they’re al-
ready sitting in your operation unnamed.
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Give away the proof. A reason to believe that’s
locked behind a sales conversation isn’t doing any
work. Published — as a guide, a checklist, a visible
standard — it becomes both the evidence and the
marketing, and it arrives before the customer has to
trust you. (That’s the teach-first move this whole
library runs on; the sibling book makes the business
case for it.)

Delete the promises you can’t back. This is the
uncomfortable half of the exercise. If you can’t
name what makes a promise credible, you have two
honest options: build the thing that would make it
true, or cut the claim. Keeping an unbacked promise
doesn’t fool a careful buyer — and careful buyers
are the ones worth having. It just quietly teaches
them to discount everything else you said.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. List every promise you’re currently making
— on the site, in the pitch, in the tagline. Write
them out plainly.

2. Next to each, write the evidence. One con-
crete, checkable thing. Nothing abstract. If you
stall for more than a minute, that’s the finding.
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3. Sort each into shown or claimed. Anything

that can’t fail is claimed — move it or lose it.

4. Mine your operation for unnamed proof. The

steps you always take, the checks you always
run, the thing you do that competitors skip.
Most operators have strong evidence they’ve
never written down because it feels ordinary to
them. Ordinary to you is remarkable to a cus-
tomer.

5. Publish the strongest one. Turn it into some-

thing the customer can see before they buy — a
checklist, a standard, a written guarantee.

6. Cut or build. Every promise still without evi-

dence gets deleted, or gets a project attached to
make it true. No third option.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §5 (Reason to Believe). Pair
each emotional promise with its evidence — and
delete any promise you can’t back.

The Check

* Does every promise you make have one con-
crete thing next to it?
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* Is that thing checkable — could a customer
catch you failing it? (If not, it’s still a mood.)

* Is at least one reason to believe visible before
the sale, not saved for the pitch?

» What did you cut? If no promise got deleted or
assigned a build, you probably graded your own
claims generously — run step 3 again, harder.
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PART THREE

Create the Brand
World

Where strateqy becomes expression — name,
voice, look, and the world around them.
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Chapter 10 — Naming the
World

The Principle

A name’s job is not only to identify the business.
The best names generate a world: they make it easy
to name the offerings, the roles, the events, the
membership, the rituals — a coherent vocabulary
that reinforces the feeling. And a name has to
survive use: it has to work in conversation, in an
introduction, on an invoice, as a possessive, as an
abbreviation, in a partnership, and when someone
meets it cold with no explanation. A name that’s
clever in a deck but awkward in a sentence is a
name that will cost you every day. This is the
anchor of the Set and Signal case.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven'’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this

draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

Explore naming territories (descriptive, suggestive,
invented, personal, geographic, playful). Test
finalists with the Name-in-Use Stress Test — drop
each into ~20 real sentences and rate clarity, speech,
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expansion, vocabulary, and organization. Prefer the
name that generates language over the name that
merely sounds nice.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Workbook: the Name-in-Use Stress Test, then the
Brand World Map. Brief §8 (Naming Territory).

The Check

* Drop the name into twenty real sentences — a
voicemail, an invoice, an introduction, a posses-
sive, an abbreviation. Which one made you
wince? That wince is the cost you’d pay daily.

* Does the name generate vocabulary? Name
three offerings, a membership, and an event
with it. If you’re reaching, it identifies but
doesn’t build.

 Can someone spell it after hearing it once, and
say it after reading it once? Both directions
have to work.

* Does it leave room for the business you might
become, or does it fence you into the one you
have today?



Chapter 11 — Voice Is Behavior

Chapter 11 — Voice Is
Behavior

The Principle

Most brand voice guidelines are a list of adjectives
— friendly, bold, authentic — and they’re close to
useless, because every business in your category
would claim the same three. An adjective describes
how you’d like to sound. It doesn’t tell anyone what
to type.

Voice isn’t a word list. Voice is how the brand
behaves in language.

A brand with a real voice sounds like the same per-
son whether it’s welcoming a stranger, asking for
money, or admitting it got something wrong.

That last one is where voice is actually decided.
Anyone sounds charming in the welcome email —
that’s the easy register, written on a good day with
nothing at stake. The voice that matters shows up in
the hard moments:

* Selling — asking to be paid without either
groveling or posturing.

» Saying no — declining work, or holding a
price, without going cold.
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* Delivering bad news — the delay, the overage,
the thing that broke.

 Apologizing — owning a mistake without hid-
ing in the passive voice.

* Being challenged — answering the hard ques-
tion straight instead of deflecting into policy
language.

Watch what most brands do at exactly those mo-
ments: they go stiff. The warm, specific voice from
the homepage vanishes, replaced by “We apologize
for any inconvenience this may have caused.” That
sentence has no author. Nobody says it out loud to
another person. The moment a brand reaches for it,
the customer learns that the friendly voice was a
costume and the thing underneath it is a form letter.

This is why voice belongs here and not in a
style-guide appendix. Your voice is the audible form
of the emotional promise (Chapter 3) and the pro-
ductive tension (Chapter 4). If the promise is
you’re in good hands and the tension is expert but
unintimidating, then the apology has to sound like a
competent person telling you the truth — not like a
legal department, and not like a friend who’s in over
their head. Adjectives don’t decide that. Behavior
does.

The practical upside: voice defined as behavior
is teachable and delegable. “Be warm” cannot be
handed to an assistant. “When something goes
wrong we say what happened, what it costs, what
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we’ve already done, and what we recommend — in
that order, in plain words, without apologizing three
times” absolutely can. That’s a rule someone else
can follow on your worst day, which is the only test
of a brand system that matters.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Write the brand doing three jobs. Not
taglines — real messages at full length: a wel-
come (a stranger arrives), an offer (you’re ask-
ing for money), and an apology (you got some-
thing wrong). Write them as if you’re sending
them today.

2. Add the two nobody writes. A no (declining a
request or holding a price) and a hard question
(the thing customers are afraid to ask). These
two expose more about voice than the first three
combined.

3. Read all five out loud, back to back. Do they
sound like one person? Where the register
jumps — the apology suddenly formal, the offer
suddenly apologetic — you’ve found the seam
where the voice isn’t real yet.

4. Extract the rules from what you wrote, not
from adjectives. Sort them into always true (we
lead with the decision), sometimes true (humor
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when the stakes are low), and never true (never
“unfortunately,” never two apologies in one
message).

5. Check each rule against the promise and the
tension. A voice rule that doesn’t serve the
emotional promise is just a preference. Cut it or
fix it.

6. Hand the rules to someone else and have
them write a sixth message. If it comes back
sounding like you, the voice is documented. If it
comes back sounding like a brand, it isn’t — go
back to step 4.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §7 (Voice). Write the wel-
come / offer / apology trio — then add the no and
the hard question from Method step 2. Derive the
always / sometimes / never rules from the five
messages you actually wrote.

The Check

* Is your voice written as rules about behavior
(“we lead with the decision”), not adjectives
(“we’re direct”)?
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* Could you hand those rules to an assistant and

get back a message that sounds like you — on a

bad day, about a problem?
* Does your apology sound like the same person

as your welcome? Read them back to back; if

the apology goes stiff, the voice isn’t finished.
* Is there anything on your never list? A voice

with no prohibitions hasn’t been decided yet —
it’s just a mood.
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Chapter 12 — Writing Like a
Thoughtful Host

The Principle

The tonal center for most brands worth building: a
thoughtful host — someone who has considered
every detail but never makes the guest feel out of
place. Credible enough to trust, warm enough to
join, distinctive enough to remember. The host
doesn’t perform; they make you comfortable and
clear about what happens next. Most brand copy
fails by choosing one leg of that tripod — credible-
but-cold, warm-but-vague, distinctive-but-exhaust-
ing.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven'’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this

draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

Hold all three at once: trustworthy, welcoming,
memorable. When a sentence is only one of the
three, revise until it’s at least two. Cut anything that
makes the reader feel talked-down-to or sold-at.
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A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Rewrite one real piece of your copy as a thoughtful
host would say it. Check it against the three-part
center.

The Check

* Take any three sentences of your copy. Which
leg of the tripod is each one missing —
credible, warm, or memorable?

* Is there a sentence that exists to make you look
good rather than to make the reader comfort-
able? Cut it and see if anything is lost.

* Does the reader always know what happens
next? A host who’s charming and vague is still a
bad host.

* Read it aloud to someone who doesn’t know the
business. Watch their face at the price. That’s
your real tone test.
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Chapter 13 — Visual
Restraint

The Principle

Ask someone to design a brand and the instinct is to
make the mark say everything — premium and
playful and trustworthy and local and modern, all at
once. What comes back is a crest: six ideas
crammed into one shape, saying none of them.

One clear visual move beats a mark straining to
carry every idea.

Restraint reads as confidence. Clutter reads as
anxiety — and anxiety is legible from across the room.

The confident brand picks one move and commits:
one bold color, one strong shape, one type decision,
one recurring motif. Then everything else gets out
of its way. The nervous brand fills every inch,
because it doesn’t trust any single element to carry
the weight — which is really it not trusting itself.
That’s the tell. Clutter is rarely a taste problem; it’s
an unresolved strategy problem showing up in the
artwork. When you don’t know what the brand is,
you hedge, and hedging looks like adding.
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This isn’t minimalism for its own sake. Minimal-
ism is its own category convention, and a beige
sans-serif nothing is just as forgettable as the crest.
The goal is a single deliberate choice that carries
the feeling — which means restraint only works af-
ter Chapters 3 and 4. If you know the emotional
promise and the productive tension, “what’s our one
move?” has an answer. If you don’t, no amount of
subtraction will save it; you’ll just have less of an
unclear thing.

Two practical consequences, and they’re the
reason I care about this more than aesthetics:

* One move is applicable. A brand whose identi-
ty is one color and one shape can be put on a
business card, a truck, a spreadsheet, a hand-
drawn sign at an event, and a black-and-white
fax — and survive all of it. A crest survives
none of it. If your identity only works at full
color, at large size, in the hands of a designer, it
isn’t an identity; it’s an illustration you
commissioned once.

* One move is enforceable. You can hand “al-
ways this color, always this shape, everything
else stays quiet” to somebody else. You cannot
hand over taste. Restraint is what makes a
visual system delegable, which is what makes it
survive you being busy.
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The hardest part is the deleting. Every element you
cut was somebody’s good idea, often yours, and
cutting it feels like losing something. It isn’t. White
space isn’t wasted space — it’s the sound of a brand
that isn’t panicking.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Name the one move. One sentence: *“You’ll
know it by the ___.”* A color, a shape, a type
treatment, a repeating motif, a material. If you
need “and” more than once, you haven’t picked
yet.

2. List your category’s tired conventions — the
visual clichés everyone in your space defaults
to. Write down at least three, and commit to
refusing them. (This is the visual form of the
anti-personality from Chapter 8.)

3. Test the move at its worst. One color, one inch
wide, photocopied, hand-drawn by someone
who isn’t a designer, on a screen in daylight.
What survives all of that is the identity. What
doesn’t is decoration.

4. Subtract until it breaks, then add one thing
back. Remove elements one at a time until the
brand stops being recognizable. The last thing
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you removed is your move. Everything you re-
moved before it was optional — leave it out.

5. Judge against the promise, never against
trends. The only question is whether it pro-
duces the feeling from Chapter 3. “It looks
current” is how brands end up needing a refresh
every three years.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §9 (Visual Territory). Name
your one move in a single sentence, and list three
category conventions you’ll refuse. Then run the
worst-case test from Method step 3.

The Check

* Can you finish the sentence *“You’ll know it by
the ___ “* with one thing?

* Does the identity survive one color, one inch,
and a photocopier?

» Can you name three conventions in your cate-
gory you’re explicitly refusing?

* Could someone who isn’t a designer apply it
correctly from your rules alone?
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» What did you delete? If the answer is nothing,
you haven’t done this chapter yet — you’ve
only added.
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Chapter 14 — Designing for
Belonging

The Principle

There’s a difference between a customer list and a
crowd that has decided it’s theirs, and it isn’t loyalty
points.

People don’t only buy brands. They join them.

A customer list is a pile of transactions. It forgets
you the moment something cheaper shows up, and
every sale starts from zero. A group of people who
feel they belong to something behaves completely
differently: they come back without being marketed
to, they correct strangers who describe you wrong,
and — the part that actually compounds — they
recruit. One competes on price forever. The other
barely competes at all, because you cannot undercut
belonging.

The good news, and the whole point of this
chapter: belonging is designed, not lucked into.
It’s built out of ordinary, nameable parts:

* Vocabulary — what you call the things you do.
A named thing can be asked for by name.

* Roles — what you call the people. Members,
regulars, residents, founding fifty. A role is
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something a person can be, not just something
they bought.

* Rituals — what repeats, predictably enough
that people plan around it. The recurring night,
the annual thing, the opening line.

* Objects — the physical artifact that proves you
were there. A stamp, a card, a print, a pin.
Documentation people keep.

* A part to play — the thing a customer can do
rather than watch. If there’s no participation,
there’s no membership; there’s an audience.

Notice how little of that is graphic design. Belong-
ing is mostly language and structure — which is
why it sits in Part Three next to naming and voice
rather than in a marketing chapter. When you name
the thing, the people, and the ritual, you’ve given
someone a place to stand inside the brand. Without
those, the most anyone can do is stand outside and
look at it.

Two honest cautions, because this is easy to fake
and faking it is worse than skipping it:

An in-group needs a door. Vocabulary that
makes insiders feel clever makes newcomers feel
stupid, and a brand that’s only legible to regulars
has quietly capped itself. Every ritual needs an
obvious way in for someone attending their first
one. Insider language is a reward for arriving, never
a test at the entrance.
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Don’t manufacture belonging you’re not pro-
viding. Calling customers a “family” while doing
nothing a family does is the fastest way to sound
hollow. The vocabulary has to describe something
that’s actually happening. If the participation is real,
naming it makes it stronger; if it isn’t, naming it just
makes the gap audible.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this
draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

1. Map the world the brand can generate — of-
fers, experiences, people, places, process,
content, community, rituals. (This is the Brand
World Map.) You’re inventorying every surface
that could carry a name.

2. Name the recurring things. Anything that hap-
pens more than once deserves a name. Un-
named repeats stay invisible; named ones
become something people look forward to and
ask for.

3. Name the people, carefully. Pick a role that
describes what they actually do, and that they’d
be willing to say out loud about themselves. If
nobody would use the word in a sentence about
themselves, it’s your word, not theirs.

4. Design one ritual and one artifact. Something
that repeats on a schedule, and something a
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person leaves holding. Between them you get
anticipation and proof.

5. Check the vocabulary is related, not repeti-

tive. Names should feel like they come from the
same world without all sharing a prefix. (Chap-
ter 10’s rules apply: each one still has to survive
use.)

6. Find the newcomer’s door. For each ritual and

term, write the sentence that lets a first-timer in
without explanation. If you can’t, simplify until
you can.

The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Workbook: the Brand World Map, plus Brief §8 and
810. Fill the map, then name the repeats and the
roles; finish by writing the newcomer’s door for
each.

The Check

* Is there something in your brand a person can
be — a role, not just a purchase?

* Is there something that repeats on a schedule
people can plan around?
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* Do your customers have words for your things,
or do they describe them from scratch every
time?

* Does a first-timer have an obvious way in, or
does the vocabulary only work for people who
were already there?

* Does the language describe participation that’s
genuinely happening — or is it aspirational? (If
it’s aspirational, build the thing before you
name it.)
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Chapter 15 — The
Experience Is the Brand

The Principle

In the end the brand is not the logo or the copy —
it’s what it actually feels like to deal with you,
before, during, and after the transaction. Every
touchpoint either adds to the promised feeling or
leaks against it. One memorable, repeatable detail at
each stage does more than a rebrand. The experi-
ence is where all the earlier chapters get proven or
exposed.

The Story

A story goes here. I haven'’t written this one down
yet. It’s in the known-issues list at the back, and this

draft would rather say so than invent one.

The Method

Map the journey before / during / after. Find one
signature, repeatable detail per stage that reinforces
the emotional promise. Prioritize consistency over
novelty — a small thing done every time beats a big
thing done once.
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The Case

A case goes here. The case library is still being
mapped; this chapter gets its match as the inventory
fills in.

The Exercise

Brand Creation Brief, §10 (Experience). Build a
three-stage map with one signature behavior each.

The Check

» Name your one signature detail for before, dur-
ing, and after. If a stage is blank, that’s where
the feeling leaks.

* Is each detail repeatable on your worst week
— understaffed, behind, tired? If it only
happens when things go well, it isn’t part of the
brand.

» Walk your own after-stage as a customer. Most
brands are strongest before the sale and silent
after it; that gap is usually the cheapest thing
you’ll ever fix.

* Does any touchpoint contradict the emotional
promise from Chapter 3? One contradiction
undoes several confirmations.
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Chapter 16 — What the
Machine Can’t Build

The Principle

Al can help you build a brand. It cannot build your
brand. That sentence is the whole chapter, and the
distance between its two halves is exactly the
distance between a brand people remember and a
brand that sounds like every other one launched that
week.

Here is the honest split. A brand divides into the
part that carries your fingerprint and the part that
doesn’t. The scaffolding — naming variations to
react against, a hundred first-draft taglines, alt
layouts, a tightened sentence, a mood board assem-
bled in minutes instead of days — a machine is
genuinely useful for all of it, and refusing that help
is just slower, not purer. But the core — the feeling
you decided to create, the productive tension only
your business can hold, the promise you can
actually keep, the judgment about these customers
you’ve actually served — none of that is scaffold-
ing, and a machine cannot supply it. It can generate
what’s plausible. It cannot know what’s true about
you, because it was never you.
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The context it will never have

Everything this book has argued turns on context a
machine doesn’t have and can’t get. Build the
feeling first — but the feeling comes from what you
believe, who you’ve served, what you’re willing to
be known for. Hold a productive tension — but the
tension worth holding is the specific one your real
business lives, not the statistically-likely one. A
model can average every brand that came before
yours; averaging is the one thing a distinctive brand
must never do. What makes a brand yours is pre-
cisely the part that isn’t in the training data: the
lived context, the odd conviction, the human quirk
you’d never let an optimizer smooth away. There is
always more context than the machine can see —
and that gap is not a weakness in the tool. It’s the
permanent home-field advantage of the human
doing the work.

That’s why a brand built end-to-end by a ma-
chine feels the way it does: competent, coherent,
and completely forgettable. It’s “only one thing” —
average, resolved, safe — because average is what a
model returns when you ask it to be like everything
it has seen. Memorable lives in the exact place the

machine can’t go.
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The Method

Use the tool the way you’d use any tool: for lever-
age on the parts that don’t carry your soul, never for
the parts that do.

1. Keep the feeling, the tension, and the
promise in your own hands. These are deci-
sions about who you are. Draft them yourself,
from lived conviction. If you ever find yourself
asking a machine what your brand should feel
like, stop — that’s the one question the whole
book says only you can answer.

2. Hand it the scaffolding. Variations to choose
against, first drafts to sharpen, the tedious
production glue. Treat everything it gives you
as a prompt for your judgment, not a verdict.

3. Add the context it can’t. After the tool has
done the plausible version, your job is the part
that makes it true: the specific detail, the real
story, the conviction that turns a generic-but-
competent brand into one only you could have
made.

4. Guard the authenticity out loud. If a piece of
your brand would embarrass you as “the ma-
chine wrote that,” it doesn’t ship. The rough,
human, unmistakably-you version wins over the
smooth one every time, because yours is the
only thing on offer that a competitor can’t also
generate.
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The tool is the instrument. You are the hand.
Human ingenuity — the lived context, the creative
leap, the true thing no average could reach — is not
the part of the work that’s about to be automated
away. It’s the part that was always the actual work,
finally freed from the busywork around it.

The Check

* Could a competitor type your category into the
same tool and get substantially the same brand?
If yes, you handed the machine the 80% and
kept the 20% — reverse it.

» Name the one thing about your brand that only
you could know. If it’s in there, load-bearing,
you’re safe. If you can’t find it, that’s the work
left to do — and it’s yours, not the machine’s.
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The Case Files

Real brands with the judgment on display —
including the ones that were reworked or shelved.
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A Strong Idea in the Wrong
Container

How Work in Progress Productions became Set &
Signal

Case brief. Work in Progress Productions was a
strong creative thesis in a high-friction operating name.
Through an intermediate direction (Folio Presents) it
became Set & Signal — a name broad enough to hold
the physical work, the cultural work, and the communi-
cation between them. The rebrand didn’t replace the old
brand; it inherited from it selectively. That’s the con-
cept this case teaches.

The concept it teaches: selective inheritance

A rebrand is not a clean replacement. Every direc-
tion you try — even the ones you abandon — leaves
behind useful ideas, structural lessons, language, or
warnings. The work of a rebrand is not to preserve
the greatest amount of previous work; it’s to
preserve the right things, and to let the rest complete
its purpose and go.

A rebrand is not a demolition. It is an excavation.

The case also introduces a sub-principle about
names — a name must survive use. A name can be
conceptually strong and still create friction every
time someone tries to say it, shorten it, or extend it.
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(That principle drives the workbook’s Name-in-Use
Stress Test.) And it produces a signature artifact,
the Inheritance Ledger — a line-by-line account-
ing of what survived, what changed, and what died,
and why.

The case
The book-ready draft, in David’s voice.

Work in Progress Productions was not a bad
brand.

That is important to establish at the beginning,
because rebrand stories are often rewritten too
neatly. The old brand becomes an obvious mistake.
The new brand becomes the inevitable answer. Ev-
erything that came before is treated as wasted time.

That is not what happened here.

Work in Progress was built around a strong
belief: creative work, artists, events, audiences, and
communities do not need to arrive fully finished
before they deserve support. Development could be
visible. Participation could be part of the experi-
ence. The process itself could have value.
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The phrase also contained humility. It resisted
the polished fiction that every successful project
emerges complete and certain. People are develop-
ing. Artists are developing. Producers are develop-
ing. Cities and cultural communities are developing.

We are all works in progress.

That idea was emotionally true. It gave the brand
warmth, permission, and a sense of participation. It
was larger than a production-company name. It
could become a philosophy.

But a brand can be conceptually strong and still
create friction every time someone tries to use it.

That was the problem.

Work in Progress survived as an idea more easily
than it survived as a company name.

The original thesis

The earliest version of Work in Progress Produc-
tions was intended to hold several activities at once:

* Producing public events

* Developing artists and performers

* Providing live production and AV support

* Creating recurring local programs

* Building audiences

* Documenting the work

* Giving people ways to participate rather than
simply attend
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* Creating a cultural system that could eventually
expand into other cities

The name made sense emotionally because the com-
pany was not only producing finished shows. It was
helping people, programs, and communities devel-

op.

It also shaped the early language of the experi-
ence. The audience was not meant to feel like
passive scenery. Artists did not need to appear fully
formed. New formats could be tested publicly.
Other people could borrow, adapt, or build parallel
ideas. The producer’s role was not to protect a
perfectly controlled product. It was to create
conditions in which more work could happen.

That gave Work in Progress a strong cultural the-
sis:

We do not need to wait until everything is perfect
before we begin building something together.

That thesis survived the rebrand. The name did not.

When the name entered the real world
The problems appeared through use.

“Work in progress” is a familiar phrase, which
initially made it feel approachable. It also meant
that the name carried meanings the business could
not control.
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A work in progress can be exciting, generous,
and full of potential. It can also sound incomplete,
temporary, unprepared, or not ready for public use.

That ambiguity was useful as an artistic philoso-
phy but more difficult when attached to a company
responsible for production, technical execution,
schedules, equipment, artists, partners, and public
events.

The business needed to communicate two ideas
simultaneously:

1. The creative work could remain open, develop-
ing, and participatory.

2. The production company itself would be pre-
pared, dependable, and capable.

Work in Progress made the first idea easy to
express. It sometimes made the second harder.

The problem became more noticeable as the
business grew beyond a single event concept. “Pro-
ductions” technically allowed many kinds of work,
but it did not help explain how those parts related to
one another. Was Work in Progress an event produc-
er? A production-services company? An artist-de-
velopment organization? A recurring event series? A
community platform? A parent company for several
programs? A philosophy shared by independently
produced events?
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The answer could be “all of these,” but the brand
did not provide enough structure for someone else
to understand that answer quickly. Every explana-
tion became longer. Every new program created
another naming problem. The brand had meaning,
but it did not yet have a sufficient taxonomy.

The power and limits of WIP

The abbreviation WIP was one of the strongest parts
of the identity. It was short, familiar, visually useful,
and naturally connected to the philosophy. It could
appear on artifacts, signs, internal documents,
stamps, and developing projects.

It also reinforced the same complication. In
ordinary professional usage, WIP already means
unfinished work. That made it expressive, but it also
meant the company would repeatedly borrow an ex-
isting operational label and ask it to function as a
distinctive identity.

The shorthand could work especially well inside
the community once people understood it. Outside
that community, it still required explanation. This
revealed an important distinction:

A brand can have excellent insider language with-
out having equally effective entry language.
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WIP was strong after someone entered the world. It
was less reliable as the front door. That did not
mean it had to disappear from every future applica-
tion. It meant it could no longer carry the entire
company by itself.

The first instinct: repair the existing brand

The first path was not to abandon Work in Progress.
It was to make it work harder. Could the visual
identity create more confidence? Could a stronger
descriptor clarify the business? Could individual
programs carry clearer names beneath the parent?
Could “WIP” operate as the recognizable public
shorthand while the complete company name re-
mained formal? Could the tension between unfin-
ished art and dependable production become the
point?

These were reasonable questions, because the
original concept still had value. But a visual system
can clarify a strategic idea only so far. It cannot
permanently solve uncertainty about what the orga-
nization is, how its parts relate, or how people
should refer to those parts.

The more the company expanded in imagination,
the more frequently the same structural questions
returned. At some point, repeatedly rewriting the
explanation becomes evidence. The problem is no
longer the paragraph. The problem is the container.
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The Folio path

One of the next major directions was Folio
Presents.

Folio shifted the emphasis. Where Work in
Progress centered development and process, Folio
suggested collection, curation, presentation, and a
body of work. It felt established without being rigid.
It could hold artists, programs, documentation, and
a growing catalog of experiences.

“Presents” also made immediate sense in the
context of public programming. Folio Presents
could introduce a concert, performance, series,
screening, or community event with little
explanation — Folio Presents... — and that was
one of its clearest strengths: it behaved naturally in
announcements. Related possibilities such as Folio
Sessions extended that world toward recurring pro-
grams and documented performances.

This path contributed several useful ideas: the
company could act as a curator, not only a vendor;
individual events could belong to a larger body of
work; programs could be documented and collected;
the language of publishing and presentation could
help organize creative output; the parent brand
needed to introduce projects cleanly.

But Folio also narrowed the perceived role. It
leaned more toward presenting, curating, and docu-
menting than toward the technical and operational
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side of the business. It could describe the public-
facing cultural output, but it did not naturally
communicate AV, production infrastructure, techni-
cal labor, or the systems required to make the
programs happen. There were also naming and col-
lision concerns: the more specific the extensions
became, the more existing uses appeared. A direc-
tion can feel creatively right and still be strategically
expensive to defend.

Folio did not become the final brand, but the
path was not wasted. Its strongest contribution sur-
vived:

The company should be capable of creating a body
of work, not merely completing disconnected jobs.

That principle continued into Set & Signal. The
name died. The curatorial thinking did not.

Searching for a name with more range

The central question gradually changed. It was no
longer “What should this production company be
called?” It became “What kind of system is this
company building, and what name can help that
system organize itself?”

The brand needed to hold multiple truths: it
originated programs; it supported artists; it
produced public experiences; it supplied technical
systems; it could work for its own productions or in
support of others; it needed to feel culturally
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meaningful without hiding its operational compe-
tence; it needed to scale regionally; it needed
terminology for the different parts of the work; it
needed to function in conversation, not only in a
brand presentation.

The ideal name could not simply express a feel-
ing. It had to produce useful language. That was the
shift that led to Set & Signal.

The arrival of Set & Signal

Set & Signal worked because it did not attempt to
summarize the entire company in one literal de-
scription. Instead, it created a relationship between
two ideas.

Set could refer to the environment, the stage, the
conditions, the preparation, the structure, or the act
of putting something in place.

Signal could refer to communication, sound,
image, transmission, invitation, visibility, connec-
tion, or the thing that reaches an audience.

Together, the words created a broad but relevant
world. The company could help set the conditions.
It could build the set. It could prepare the system. It
could create, carry, shape, or amplify the signal.
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The name connected the physical and technical
work to the cultural and communicative work. It
allowed production infrastructure and artist devel-
opment to belong to the same idea. That made the
emerging descriptor feel coherent:

Set & Signal Live production, AV & artist develop-
ment

The descriptor explained the category. The name
carried the world. This was a stronger division of
labor than asking the name itself to explain every-
thing.

A naming conflict that improved the system

Set & Signal was not frictionless. The initials S&S
turned out to be spoken for — an established pro-
duction-and-staffing company already used them —
which meant the convenient abbreviation was not
sensible to claim.

That could have killed the direction. Instead, it
created a useful constraint. The brand would need to
rely on the full name, Set & Signal, rather than
collapsing immediately into generic initials.
Regional or application-specific forms could use
other structures where necessary, but the primary
spoken identity would remain intact. This reinforced
another lesson:

Not every inconvenience is a reason to abandon a
name. Some constraints make the final system more in-
tentional.
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That company represented a genuine area of over-
lap, particularly around AV and production services.
But Set & Signal’s complete name, cultural model,
public-programming role, artist-development work,
and regional platform created meaningful differ-
ences. The collision required care. It did not erase
the value of the direction.

The name began redesigning the business

The most significant change was not aesthetic. Set
& Signal made the parts of the business easier to
see.

Work in Progress began primarily as a belief
about development. Set & Signal created a frame-
work for both what the company builds and what
the company sends into the world. That distinction
encouraged a more comprehensive operating model.
The company was not merely putting on events — it
was creating the conditions, systems, relationships,
and infrastructure that allowed events and artists to
develop. It was not merely supplying AV — the
technical work existed in service of an experience, a
program, an audience, or a larger cultural signal. It
was not only a presenter — it could originate work,
support work, document work, and help other
people produce work.

The rebrand therefore began answering opera-
tional questions: Which activities belong inside the
company? Which projects should become indepen-
dent programs? Which services support the compa-
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ny’s own productions? Which services can be of-
fered to outside partners? How should regional
versions be identified? What terminology distin-
guishes internal development from public presenta-
tion? How can different programs feel related
without sharing the same exact identity? What role
does documentation play? What is the relationship
between physical production and audience commu-
nication? Which ideas deserve their own endorsed
brands?

The name did not answer all of these automati-
cally. It made them easier to ask. That is a meaning-
ful function of a strong brand system.

The name redesigned the founder, too

There is a more personal way the name reached
back into the business, and the book keeps asking
me to be honest, so here it is. I am, by temperament,
hot-headed. It has taken years to level out, and the
leveling did not come from willpower — it came
from preparation. The farther ahead I set things up,
the more I control the environment, and the earlier I
set expectations with the people around me, the
calmer I am and the better the results the environ-
ment hands back. A prepared room does not pro-
voke me; a chaotic one does. So I learned to build
prepared rooms.

Set & Signal named that discipline before I had
fully named it in myself. Set is the preparation —
the stage built, the gear placed, the plan laid, the
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expectations set. Signal is the cue that everything is
ready to go. The name chosen for the company
turned out to describe the operating system I had
been reaching for personally: get everything ready
far enough in advance that the moment itself is
calm, and the volatile version of me never has to
show up. The brand taught the founder as much as
the founder built the brand. That is what it means, at
the deepest level, for a name to begin redesigning a
business — it redesigns the person running it, too.

What survived

The transition did not erase Work in Progress. Its
strongest ideas became part of Set & Signal’s foun-
dation.

* Development as a visible process. Artists, pro-
grams, producers, and communities are allowed
to develop in public. The work does not need to
pretend it arrived fully formed.

* Participation over passive consumption. The
audience is part of the environment. Participa-
tion is encouraged, and documentation can be
provided. People are not treated as background
scenery.

* A generous cultural model. The goal is not to
own every possible event. Others can borrow,
adapt, build parallel programs, or create their
own versions.

* The producer as a builder of conditions. Not
merely booking talent or supplying equipment
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— creating the conditions in which strong work
and meaningful participation can happen.

A regional system with room to travel. The
company can begin within a specific area while
developing structures that could eventually be
adapted elsewhere.

Documentation as part of the work. Photog-
raphy, video, printed artifacts, archives, and
audience records are not necessarily secondary
marketing outputs. They can be part of the
experience and the cultural value.

Human imperfection. The people involved do
not need to perform perfection. The system can
be polished without pretending its participants
are finished products.

These elements survived because they were not
dependent on the old name. They were the
underlying truth.

What changed
Other elements survived only after being translated.

* “Work in progress” moved from identity to
philosophy. It no longer needed to be the com-
pany’s primary name to remain part of its
worldview — it could still appear in editorial
language, internal development, program notes,
cultural statements, or the closing reminder, we
are all works in progress. The idea became
more powerful once it was no longer responsi-
ble for every practical task.
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* WIP became a possible tool rather than the
whole system. The abbreviation could remain
useful for a developing project, an internal
status, an artifact series, or a specific editorial
feature. It no longer needed to be the front door.

“Productions” became a function rather than
the identity. Production remained central, but
the company was larger than the conventional
meaning of a production house. Removing the
generic modifier created room for AV, artist
development, public programming, documenta-
tion, and infrastructure to coexist.

Events became part of a body of work. The
Folio exploration strengthened the idea that
individual programs should accumulate into a
recognizable catalog or cultural record. The
publishing metaphor faded, but the curatorial
discipline remained.

The brand voice became more direct. Work in
Progress invited philosophical explanation. Set
& Signal could speak in shorter, more concrete
language while still supporting deeper meaning.

What died

Some ideas did not need to be rescued.

* Work in Progress Productions as the formal
company name. The emotional concept was
not enough to offset the recurring usage prob-
lems.
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* WIP as the universal public shorthand. Too
dependent on context and too closely tied to the
general meaning of unfinished work.

* The expectation that one phrase could
explain the entire model. The company needed
a name, a descriptor, an architecture, and a
vocabulary. No single line needed to do every
job.

* Folio as the central brand world. Its strengths
in curation and presentation did not sufficiently
hold the production, technical, and operating di-
mensions.

* S&S as the obvious abbreviation. Its initials
were already in use by an established produc-
tion-and-staffing company, which made the
shorthand strategically unhelpful.

* The idea that a rebrand should preserve ev-
erything. Some parts had completed their work.
Their purpose was to reveal a need, test a possi-
bility, or provide a bridge to the next decision.
They did not all need a permanent home.

The Inheritance Ledger
Element Outcome Why
Development and | Survived A foundational

visible process

“We are all Survived as
works in philosophy
progress”

belief, not merely
a naming device

Emotionally true
without needing
to be the
company name
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Element Outcome Why

Work in Progress | Died Too much

Productions recurring friction
in practical use

WIP shorthand Reduced / Strong insider

reassigned language, weaker

public entry
point

Participation as Survived Central to the

part of the
experience

Documentation

“Productions” as
the whole
category

Folio’s curatorial

worldview

Folio Presents

Folio Sessions

Regional
scalability

Survived &
expanded

Died

Survived

Died

Died as a
central direction

Survived

cultural model

Became part of
the experience,
archive, and
signal

The business
extended beyond
a conventional
production
company

Encouraged the
company to build
a body of work

Did not hold the
complete

operational and
technical model

Useful program
language, but
collision-heavy
and narrower

Continued to
shape the
architecture



A Strong Idea in the Wrong Container

Element Outcome Why
Set & Signal Became the Connected
primary identity | conditions,
production,
communication,

S&S
abbreviation

Full company
name as spoken
identity

Artist
development

AV and technical
production

The expectation
of perfection

Died

Strengthened

Expanded

Clarified

Died

and cultural
output

Existing market
proximity made
it unwise

More distinctive
and intentional
than generic
initials

An explicit part
of the business
rather than an
implied value

Could now sit
visibly beside
cultural

programming

The brand
retained polish
without requiring
false
completeness

The larger lesson

A rebrand is not a demolition. It is an excavation.

The work is to identify what belongs to the organi-

zation’s deepest truth and what belongs only to one

attempted expression of that truth. Some elements
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survive almost unchanged. Some survive only after
being renamed or reassigned. Some ideas become
supporting language instead of the central identity.
Some concepts complete their purpose by exposing
a problem. Some need to die.

The goal is not to preserve the greatest possible
amount of previous work. The goal is to preserve
the right things.

Work in Progress described the belief. Folio ex-
plored the body of work. Set & Signal built the

operating world.

The final brand was not created by discarding every
previous direction. It was created by inheriting
selectively. That is why Set & Signal was more than
a replacement name. It was the point at which the
brand stopped merely describing the business and
began helping design it.

The case isn’t closed: fold in, break out

Selective inheritance keeps operating after the
rename — and watching it happen live is part of
what makes this the book’s anchor. Set & Signal is
now doing two opposite things at once, on purpose.

Folding in. Outgrown ventures come into the
platform. The photobooth business, Treat Your
Selfie, worked, was outgrown, and rather than being
discarded, folded into the experience Set & Signal is
built to cultivate — its capability, gear, relation-
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ships, and lessons carried forward. This is selective
inheritance across ventures, not just across names
— the operator-in-time cousin of the customer-in-
space adjacency taught in the sibling book: the
through-line isn’t a shared customer, it’s you, com-
pounding.

Breaking out. At the same time, as David builds
the software that drives the experience, he’s frag-
menting elements back out. The software and ser-
vice layer is becoming its own product, working
name “Together, Please” — designed to integrate
deeply into the Set & Signal platform and stand
completely independent. In this book’s segmenta-
tion language, it’s a sibling that can island. A
strong platform (the body, from the camera
metaphor — one body, many lenses) earns both
powers at once: it can absorb ventures you’ve
outgrown and spin out products that don’t need it to
survive.

And notice the recursion: “Together, Please” is a
second naming decision, facing the same test as the
first — does it survive use? Before it’s locked, run
it through the Name-in-Use Stress Test.

Working name. “Together, Please” is provisional
(David: “potentially”). A live candidate, not a decision.
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Disagree, commit — and split the signal

Here’s a live one, still in motion as I write, and a
small clinic in what the name is actually for. The
host venue, as part of our arrangement, asked me to
keep booking a particular act — a high-energy bar
draw that reliably fills the room but pulls a drink-
first crowd, not the crowd I’m building Set & Signal
around: people who come to engage, and to come
back, for something more than the bar tab. Left to
myself I’d drop it. I disagree with the booking on
brand grounds, and I think I’'m right.

But I think I’m right is not the same as I get my
way, and a partner who handed me the room has
earned a genuine disagree and commit — not a
grudging yes, an actual one. So the question stops
being do I book it and becomes how do I honor the
commitment without letting it blur what Set &
Signal signals. My tentative answer is to split the
signal at the collateral: two sets of flyers. One set is
the venue’s — theirs to run, for the act and the
crowd they want. The other is mine, for my own
marketing and promotion, aimed at the audience I’'m
actually building toward. Same night, two signals,
each pointed at the room it’s meant for. The venue
gets the yes it was owed; the brand keeps its edges.

I’m not certain it’s the right fix — it’s provision-
al, like the name “Together, Please” a few lines up
— and that’s precisely why it belongs in a working-
draft book: you’re watching me honor a disagree-
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ment in real time, with the exact instrument the
brand is named after. Set the conditions you can
control; choose which signal goes to whom. When a
name is doing its job, it doesn’t only describe the
business — it hands you the move.

Third parties anonymized per meta/naming-
policy.md: the act and the host venue are described
by function, not named. The disagree-and-commit deci-
sion is David’s, and live — provisional, not a closed
verdict.

The principles this case teaches

1. Selective inheritance — a rebrand inherits
from every prior direction; keep the right
things, not the most things.

2. A name must survive use — conceptual
strength doesn’t guarantee it works in an intro,
on an invoice, as an abbreviation, extended to
new offerings.

3. Insider language # entry language — a name
can be great once someone’s inside the world
and unreliable as the front door.

4. Friction is evidence — when re-explaining be-
comes constant, the problem is the container,
not the paragraph.

5. A generative name produces a system — Set
& Signal made operational questions askable; it
organizes, it doesn’t just label.
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6. Constraints can improve a system — the S&S

initials-collision forced a stronger, more
intentional full-name identity.

7. Some directions succeed by failing — Folio’s

job was to contribute the curatorial worldview
and then step aside.

. Disagree and commit by splitting the signal
— you can honor a partner’s request you’d have
refused without blurring the brand, by segment-
ing the collateral so each audience gets the
message meant for it.

Feeds these exercises

* The Name-in-Use Stress Test (workbook/
name-in-use-stress-test.md) — run it on
“Together, Please.”

* The Brand World Map (workbook/brand-
world-map.md).

* The Inheritance Ledger — a new workbook
exercise this case should seed: list every
element of the prior brand/direction and mark it
survived / translated / died, with the reason. (To
build.)

» The Rebrand pathway’s debrief: am I solving a
communication problem, or has it exposed a
business problem?
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To finish this case — remaining fill-ins

Most of the case is now drafted. Still useful from
David: 1. 2-3 verbatim friction moments — a spe-
cific intro, invoice, partner handoff, or program-
naming moment where WIP actually broke. (Con-
crete scenes beat the general account.) 2. What
“Set” and “Signal” mean to you beyond the
ranges listed — the personal reason the pairing
clicked. 3. Together, Please: what it does (software
+ service), how it integrates vs. stands alone, and
why that name. 4. Rights (meta/case-status.md,
meta/naming-policy.md): the third-party staffing
company is now anonymized per policy; confirm
you’re fine showing the Folio exploration, and
what’s publishable while Set & Signal is still in
progress. 5. Any later parts you’re still drafting
(you flagged “more below”).

129






Afterword — Still building the feeling

Afterword — Still building
the feeling

A tidy ending would be a lie here more than most
places, because this book is visibly mid-build. So:
release notes instead.

What this draft is honest about

This is v0.1, and it’s uneven on purpose rather than
by accident. Some chapters are fully written; some
are closer to their outlines. The anchor case is the
most complete thing in the book, and it’s still
carrying a list of its own open questions at the bot-
tom.

Known issues, stated plainly:

» Three chapters are still thin. Chapters 10, 12
and 15 have the principle, the method and the
check, and they’re waiting on the depth the
finished ones have. Parts One and Two are
written out.

* Most chapters are missing their story. Each
one says so on the page. Those are real mo-
ments from real projects, and I won’t invent an
anecdote to fill the slot in a book about earning
trust. They get written as I document them.
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* The case library is one case deep. Set & Sig-
nal is the anchor; the rest of the map is drawn
but unwritten.

* Rights aren’t all cleared. Some cases can’t be
told at full detail until the people in them say
yes. Where that’s unresolved, the case stays out.

* The workbook covers seven sheets, not six-
teen. The Brief, the jargon-to-outcome pass,
personality and behaviors, the Name-in-Use
Stress Test, voice in five messages, the Brand
World Map and the experience map are real. A
visual-territory sheet and a belonging sheet are
named and not yet built.

Why ship it anyway

Because the alternative is a folder. The sibling book
argues that a working draft in someone’s hands
beats a perfect one that doesn’t exist yet, and it
would be strange to believe that about businesses
and not about this.

There’s a second reason particular to this book.
The frameworks in here are the part I’'m most confi-
dent about — they’ve been run on real projects and
they hold. What’s missing is documentation, not
conviction. You can use the Brief, the tension, the
naming test, and the world map today, exactly as
written, without a single one of the missing stories.
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What to do now

Don’t read it twice. Fill in the Brief. One sitting, on
the business in front of you. Get the feeling written
down, find your tension, and let those two decide
the next three things you were going to argue about.

If you only do one chapter: do Chapter 4.
Naming the productive tension is the move that
makes the most other decisions easy, and it costs
you an afternoon.

And if you beat me to it

Take these frameworks and build something better
with them. Teach from them. Argue with them in
public. The one thing I’d ask is what the colophon
asks: be honest about what this is, and leave the
names of the people in the cases out of it unless
they’re yours to use.

This book will keep getting better. The current
draft always lives at teter.us — if you’re holding a
printed copy, there’s a newer one online.

Still building,

David Teter - Lafayette, Indiana - info@teter.us
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Work with me

The book is the free part, and it’s the whole method
— not a teaser for the real thing. If you never
contact me and just go build the brand yourself,
that’s a win, and it’s the outcome I’d pick.

But people ask what working together looks like,
so here it is plainly, cheapest first.

Start free

* The field guides — ten of them, at teter.us/
guides. Each one is a single play, pulled out to
stand on its own. Start with the one that
matches the problem in front of you.

* The workbook — the Brand Creation Brief
and the signature exercises, ready to fill in. Free
digitally; in print if you’d rather write on paper.

* The current draft — this book keeps improv-
ing. The newest version is always at teter.us,
free, no email required.

Go deeper

» Workshops — the Brief and the tension exer-
cises, run in a room with your team. A public
seat, or private.
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* The Operator’s Intensive — a multi-week co-
hort that braids this book with its sibling: build
the brand and the business.

Bring me in

* 1:1 advisory — an access retainer for ongoing
architecture work, or a defined project when
you have one specific thing to solve. This is
where I do the work with you rather than hand
you the playbook: naming and rebrands, the
brand brief, positioning, and the brand world.

Retainer clients get the whole library comped —
both books, both workbooks, the box set, a work-
shop seat. That’s a perk of working together, not a
discount — I don’t run discounts. There are two
prices, full and free.

The honest close

The first conversation costs nothing and comes with
no pitch. If the answer is “you don’t need me, do
this instead,” you’ll get that answer — it’s cheaper
for both of us than an engagement that shouldn’t
happen. Teach-first is the whole philosophy of the
book, and I’d be a hypocrite to gate the one conver-
sation that tells you whether you need me at all.

info@teter.us - teter.us - Lafayette, Indiana
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And if you take these frameworks and build a
brand better than anything I’ve made — genuinely,
tell me. That’s the best outcome on the board.
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Appendix

What this book borrowed, and an honest account of
what it didn’t.
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Appendix — The borrowed shelf

Appendix — The borrowed
shelf

The sibling book to this one, The Flywheel Archi-
tect, carries a shelf of authors whose thinking is
load-bearing throughout it. This book has a shelf too
— shorter, and honestly proportioned: overwhelm-
ingly, what’s in this book came from running
actual rebrands and naming projects, not from a
stack of marketing books I then applied. But
“overwhelmingly” isn’t “entirely,” and it would be
its own kind of dishonest to leave real influences off
the shelf just because client work did most of the
heavy lifting. So here’s what’s actually on it.

Books on the shelf

Positioning: The Battle for Your Mind — Al Ries
& Jack Trout. The foundational case that a brand
wins by owning one word in the customer’s head,
not by trying to be everything. Chapter 7’s whole
argument — positioning is a claim you keep, not a
slogan you write once, and jargon is what happens
when you’re too scared to pick the one word —
traces back to this.

Start With Why — Simon Sinek. Already cited
on the sibling book’s shelf for a different chapter; it
earns a second citation here. “Decide the feeling
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first” (Chapter 1, and the whole credo the book
opens on) is the same instinct as “start with why,”
pointed at a brand instead of a product roadmap —
purpose before mechanism, in both books, for
different reasons.

Purple Cow / This Is Marketing — Seth
Godin. Remarkability, and the discipline of serving
the smallest viable audience on purpose instead of
chasing everyone. Chapter 2’s “build for the person,
not the category” is Godin’s smallest-viable-audi-
ence logic applied to brand-building specifically —
design for one real person, not a demographic
average nobody actually is.

The Brand Gap / Zag — Marty Neumeier. The
closest single influence to this book’s actual thesis.
Neumeier’s “a brand is not what you say it is — it’s
what they say it is,” and his case for zagging (delib-
erately doing what the category doesn’t) instead of
zigging with everyone else, sit directly underneath
both the book’s title premise (feeling over mecha-
nism) and Chapter 4’s productive tension (two
things that don’t usually travel together, held on
purpose — a zag you can sustain, not a stunt).

What I checked and left off, on purpose

I also ran this book back through W. Edwards Dem-
ing’s work — the same System of Profound Knowl-
edge that’s load-bearing for the sibling book —
looking for a genuine fit here. The honest finding
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was: not really. His subject was quality, statistics,
and management; this book’s subject is feeling,
language, and identity. One thin family resemblance
turned up (his insistence that data means nothing
without a theory behind it, which loosely rhymes
with Chapter 16’s argument that a machine can
generate the plausible but not the true) and it didn’t
survive close inspection as citation-worthy, so it
stays off the shelf. Being willing to leave a name off
is the same discipline as being willing to put one on
— both come from actually checking, not from
what looks complete.

Read the sibling shelf too

If you want the deeper theory behind why systems,
feedback, and honest process matter — the disci-
pline underneath “the show always goes on” and
“correct the system, not the task” — that’s The
Flywheel Architect’s appendix, not this one. The
books are a set on purpose; read both shelves.
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“Credible enough to trust. Warm enough to join. Distinctive
enough to remember.”

A brand is not a logo — it's the consistent feeling a business's decisions create. This
is a field guide to building that feeling first, then letting the name, the voice, the
look, and the experience follow from it.

Not a portfolio — a look at the judgment behind the work, including the brands that
were reworked or shelved. Find your stage — idea, naming, launch, growth,
rebrand, expansion — and the book points you at the path that does the most for it.

A book, a workbook, and a workshop — one method.

Assembled from a decade of brand work — and from the shelf of people who got there first.

WORKING DRAFT PRESS - Lafayette, Indiana
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