
The importance of a brand on a company’s bottom 
line almost goes without saying—a strong brand 

differentiates a product from its competition, builds 
customer loyalty and awareness, forms an emotional 

connection with the customer and, ultimately, enables 
the company to charge a premium. 

Until relatively recently, brand development was left mostly to corporate mar-

keting departments, with designers being brought in during the later stages  

to apply a pretty bow on top. However, as businesses increasingly discover the 

importance of design and design thinking in the innovation process, design 

firms are being called upon to develop or revamp brands from start to finish, 

while also applying them to various brand touch points—advertising, packaging,  

retail, online, even virtual. For many brands, the results of a design-centered 

approach have been staggering—think Apple, Jet Blue, Target and Nokia. 

The designer’s role in creating branded experiences was recently explored during a 

panel discussion at the 2008 MOBIUS L.A./AIA Design Conference in Los Angeles. 

Entitled “Branded Architectures: Brand Slaves to Brand Stewards,” the panel 

was hosted by Art Center faculty member Sherry Hoffman and founder of  

(M)Arch., a collaboration of architects and creative marketing professionals in Santa 

Monica, and featured three leading voices on branding: Gensler’s Russell Banks, 

Imagination’s Eduardo Braniff, and Eight, Inc.’s Tim Kobe.  

Among the issues discussed by the panelists were how to create effective brand 

experiences; using a multi-channel and multidisciplinary approach; the importance 

of authenticity in branding; and the brand as a physical destination. The following 

pages feature excerpts from the panel discussion.
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“Everyone thinks that virtual is like the Wild West,  
but i’m very keen on virtual becoming an important 

part of the brand equation, particularly when it  
comes to designing spaces and experiences.”

— Eduardo braniff

working together to make something truly successful. 

braniff: That’s where strategy comes in very handy. 
That’s your touchstone. That’s how you can maintain  
a fluidity of collaboration. 

hoffman: Do you work with people like brand strate-
gists who set the creative vision that all the designers 
follow?

kobE: No, it’s more collaborative. We try not to have 
any single voice drive it. 

banks: The strategy isn’t necessarily setting the vision  
for a project. The strategy articulates what is of real 
value, what we’re trying to achieve and what we’re going  
to deliver. A vision can deliver this value and there can  

be many different visions. The strategy helps us under-
stand the best ways to get there. When you’re justifying 
your design solutions, strategy is a way to sync up with 
the business goals and the objectives of your clients. 
When people talk about the brand gap, they’re talking 
about the gap between strategy and design. 

braniff: Unfortunately, strategy has become this loaded  
or dirty word. In some creative firms you get to sit at 
the pulpit of understanding the industry, the business 
or the consumer. What strategy is doing is simply put-
ting out the proverbial box that we’re supposed to think 
outside of. I’m much more interested in leading teams 
who are thinking within a box, understanding the brand,  
what the consumer needs or wants, what the industry 
can bear and what the creative limit should be on a 
particular project. Strategy is simply putting the right 

“People look to be a part of something, and if a  
company can manifest the sensibility that connects 

people, it can be strong and deep. however, this  
must be earned and delivered on every day.”

— Tim kobE

hoffman: The design process can often differentiate  
one firm from another. Can you share a little bit of your  
design process with us, and maybe how that differenti-
ates your practice? 

kobE: It’s very difficult to take a brand and have it be  
something that it’s not. If it’s not being honest, it’s hard  
to be successful. If you look at Apple, many of the 
qualities we tried to bring to the retail space were exten- 
sions of what that culture inherently was before. We  
also look at opportunities to distinguish the experience. 
It’s about looking for opportunities to make something  
different. Finally, we have to make sure all these pieces  
lead to an emotional connection with people. If we’re not  
able to connect with people, everything else falls apart. 

braniff: We focus a great deal on working with the  

client to make sure they are aligned to make the project  
the best it possibly can be. In our niche of the world, 
there’s often this cry for revolutionizing the agency 
model. We’re trying to do that by revolutionizing the  
client side. I think Tim’s client roster is at the forefront  
of leading organizations, which begets incredible  
creativity. But I’m not going to lie to you, some of our 
clients are not revolutionary. So, we’re trying to create 
design thinking with our clients as part of our process. 

banks: Because of the diversity of our projects, a  
collaborative dynamic has to happen. This idea is king,  
because the market puts a lot more demand on design 
right now. You can’t just do a great building and have 
it be a success—you have to look at it from many  
different points of view. Collaboration among different 
disciplines is very important to get all those perspectives  
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The Guinness Storehouse in Dublin, Ireland—a seven-story destination developed by Eduardo Braniff at Imagination—has become Ireland’s number one international 
visitor attraction by telling the story of the world famous beer through interactive exhibits, a tasting laboratory and branded memorabilia. Copyright: Imagination

Whether it be in its advertising, design, interiors or architecture, Apple products  
make an emotional connection with the consumer by creating a human relation- 
ship with the brand. Pictured above is an Apple MiniStore interior, designed by 
Tim Kobe’s firm, Eight, Inc.



parameters around the problem that you’re trying  
to solve. 

hoffman: How do marketing and branding trends—
consumer-driven content for example—affect design? 

braniff: At the end of the day, we still look for quality,  
but consumer-driven content is telling us that the turn- 
around time, the impact and the meaning of our work 
has to be much more fluid. You have to stand on great 
values and set your sights on something meaningful to 
the consumer and listen to them. It’s about going from 
the independence of a particular channel to the inter-
dependence of how your mobile phone can interact 
with your company blog or Web site. You’ve got to be 
listening and acting much faster. 

kobE: Being relevant is probably the most critical ele-
ment to marketing these days. There’s a general fatigue 
and almost a backlash from having to sort through too  
much content. By being intelligent about how and where  
information is conveyed and not over-saturating people’s  
mind-space, you generate loyalty through respect for 
the audience. 

audiEncE: All three of you invest a lot of time and 
energy into understanding your clients. Do you feel that 
upfront work builds a long-lasting relationship between 
you and the client? 

kobE: If you demonstrate a real understanding of 
someone’s business and their brand, you can wield 
greater power when you’re trying to sell ideas that are 
less traditional. If there’s a trust there, it can result in 

a client going somewhere with you, versus constantly 
challenging you and wanting what’s expected. 

braniff: At the end of the day, it’s people, people, 
people. It’s as simple as having a human relationship. 

banks: It’s like a marriage, up and down, and side-
ways at times—but there’s a certain trust in that. 

hoffman: What is the role of research in establishing  
this trust and understanding the business and the brand? 

kobE: It’s huge. Our firm has 40 years in the business,  
particularly in workplace design, so we have a lot of 
research and market insight to bring to bear. It plays 
very heavily in the design process. In terms of branding,  
understanding the marketplace is critical. If you’re 
trying to create an offering somewhere, you need to 
understand who you are up against and your options  
to what you’re building. 

banks: We do segmentation studies, both qualitative 
and quantitative, and we also have a strategic part-
nership with another firm whom we work with quite 
extensively on research. So it depends on the scale of 
the project. There’s a certain amount of due diligence 
you can do without a huge investment to understand a  
marketplace. It’s a scale game. Basing your decisions 
or ideas on research is critical, otherwise it’s a game  
of “I like” or “I don’t like,” and that’s a terrible way  
to design. 

braniff: We similarly rely on external research part-
ners. We then complement that more formal process 

by giving each and every Imagination employee, of 
which there are about 350 worldwide, a very simple 
cheat sheet about subjects that are either of interest to  
them, relevant to the projects going through the com-
pany or to industries we’re trying to court. One thing 
our clients are getting better at is actually placing  
value on the interpretation of that research, and how  
it impacts what they’re doing. 

banks: I think you’re right. Research for research’s 
sake doesn’t get us anywhere. Research is another tool, 
an input to a bigger story, a larger discussion. And if you  
don’t know what you’re fishing for, that information is 
useless. I think of how Henry Ford asked people what 
they wanted and they said, “a faster horse.” You have 
to have confidence in the relationship that allows you 
to say, “You know what? All of the information is telling 
us to try it there.” That is where the fluidity and the 
more experiential stuff becomes exciting, because that 
is where you’re pushing the limits of those boxes.

Russell Banks is the creative director at Gensler’s Brand Design 
group, which focuses on idea-driven design. His clients include 
CityCenter, Microsoft, The Beverly Hilton and American Express. 

Eduardo Braniff is the global insight director for Imagination, an 
experiential design firm whose clients include Mazda, Guinness 
Beer and Ford. 

Tim Kobe is a founder and partner of Eight, Inc., an environmental 
design firm in San Francisco. An Art Center alumnus and trustee 
of the College, Kobe is also the guest editor of DOT 17. His clients 
include Apple, Nokia, Virgin, Herman Miller and Citibank. 

Sherry Hoffman is the co-founder of (M)Arch., a collaboration of 
architects and creative marketing professionals in Santa Monica. 
She teaches Branding Strategies at Art Center College of Design.

Visit artcenter.edu/dot to read more from the branding panel.

“brand experience is about creating physical places 
where you can see, touch and sense the brand. it 
should be memorable and about creating stories.”

— Eduardo braniff
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“Today, the architecture as brand model is becoming 
more and more obsolete, because there are now  

trends worldwide where people are coming into more  
self-sustainable lifestyles, where they can live,  

work and play within a certain vicinity.”
— russEll banks 

Exterior shot of CityCenter in Las Vegas, a destination branding project managed by Russell Banks at 
Gensler. Image courtesy of CityCenter Land, LLC.


