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The importance of Brand as a choice 
criterion 
In today’s markets, brands serve a mix of younger and older generations, each using traditional 
and new media in their own way. The influence of the internet and social media is undeniable, 
brands have lost the control they had 2 decades ago when a majority of people could still be 
reached via one-sided communication through television, radio and printed media advertising 
(e.g., consider the ‘Next Generation’ campaign of Pepsi). While many people still use these 
traditional media, the internet and social media have distorted the balance, people nowadays read 
all kinds of information, from peers, consumer organizations and complete strangers about the 
brands they see on the streets, in shops and online. As a result brands lost (some) control over 
the perceptions and meaning of their brands in consumers’ minds.  

 

 

Figure 1: the 5 behind brand preference 

Because consumers nowadays have access to extra and more varying information, the views 
about a brand differ more than they used to. As a result different (generations of) consumers 
demonstrate alternative motivations behind brand consideration and purchases. In a world where 
everything is for sale in many variations and consumption is key to express your identity, brands 
face a combination of high expectations and unpredictable purchasing behavior. However, 
because there is so much information and because brands have become more important to 
express consumers’ identity, a strong brand is more important than ever before. If consumers see 
one brand as better than the competition (i.e., if they prefer it), it makes their choices a lot easier 
(just consider the people queuing up to get the newest iPhone, they would not even consider 
buying a competitor brand). 
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Brand preference as key performance 
indicator 
Even though brand preference is the outcome of publicity, advertising, promotion programs and 
customer experiences and therefore can serve as an important marketing KPI, brand preference 
is seldom the ambition.  

Recent studies on market purchasing behavior – such as one by the authoritative Marketing 
Accountability Standard Board in the US –demonstrate that brand preference strongly correlates 
with market share. Our discussions with clients tell us a similar story. We argue that this link 
makes brand preference a very promising, attractive and potentially effective and actionable 
marketing KPI to work with. Oddly enough, to date, few marketers focused on building preference 
with consumers and little research has been done into how brand preference is built. This might 
be a result of the unfamiliarity with brand preference as a strategic instrument. 

All in all, our observations brought the following questions to mind:  

- What do we know about the relationship between brand preference and market share? 
- Which factors influence brand preference / how do you increase the preference for a 

brand? 
- Does this differ per industry, category or country? 

The search for the answers to these important questions were the driving force behind the 
formation of the Brand Preference Center.  

In this whitepaper, you will not only discover that there are five drivers behind brand preference 
that can be used as levers to improve on your brand, marketing and financial performance, but 
you will also get more insights into the relationship between preference and market share.  
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Brand preference as a means to focus on 
growth 
The importance and impact of mass-advertising is diminishing. At the same time brand 
importance is increasing, while the focus on market share has been ever present. Altogether this 
means that it has become more important, but at the same time more difficult to manage brand 
preference. It is thus imperative that more knowledge is acquired about how consumers come to 
prefer brands and, to what extent different brand characteristics, performance, perceptions, 
emotions and availability play a role in this increasingly complex process. 

 

On a market level the correlation between brand preference and market share has often been 
proven. However, for individual brands within a specific market, market share and brand 
preference can (temporarily) be out of sync. Therefore stating that brand preference = market 
share is too bold a statement. In our view it is more appropriate to state that “brand preference is 
the promise of what market share could be”. The promise of brand preference as we call it, could 
be either positive or negative. By examining the preference shares in your market and exploring 
the drivers behind those preference shares, you get control of the levers that can be used to 
change things towards the positive. Studying brand preference and its drivers thus has the 
potential to support your quest for brand growth. Next we will elaborate on the levers: the pillars 
for building brand preference. 
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Five drivers behind brand preference:  
To use the full potential of brand preference as a KPI that helps a marketing organization focus 
on growth, the Brand Preference Center has developed a model called the Brand Preference 
Index . It helps to identify which plans to invest in so that impact on brand preference is greatest.  

After conducting extensive research in numerous countries among various categories, the Brand 
Preference Center has identified five drivers behind brand preference. Together the identified five 
factors: Mental Leadership, Availability, Price-Value Ratio, Meaningful Differentiation and 
Emotional Brand Connection form the Brand Preference Index. 

Performing well on one of the key drivers of brand preference does not automatically run parallel 
with commercial success. It is the interplay between the five drivers of preference that determines 
a brand’s success. For example, some "older, well-known" brands score high on factors such as 
Mental Leadership and Availability, while being overtaken by younger, innovative players on other 
factors such as Price-Value Ratio, Emotional Brand Connection and Meaningful Differentiation. A 
brand like European fashion giant “C&A” is a clear example of this and ends up somewhere in 
the middle with regards to preference and market share. 

Let’s look at each of the five drivers in detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 6 

1. Mental Leadership  

The first driver of preference we identified is Mental Leadership. Brands score high on this factor 
if they are considered ‘the leader’ within their relevant category. Top-of-Mind awareness is an 
important indicator. Leading brands often become synonymous with the category, which means 
they earn the "premier bonus" as a brand and are more likely to be considered and thus preferred. 
An example is the Kleenex brand that has become the common term people use to refer to facial 
tissues.  

Mental Leaders tend to get the most media attention. In many cases, the customer journey also 
starts with these brands in mind. Even though the journey is likely to start here, that does not 
mean that it automatically ends here as well. Whether it does depends to a large extent on 
performance on the other 4 factors.  

2. Availability 

When it comes to Availability, people tend to think solely about distribution. Is the brand available 
at the time of the need? However there are other perspectives for looking at Availability, such as 
the financial angle. Looking from the financial angle, Louboutin can be a  desired shoe brand for 
many, but if few customers can afford it, there is less chance that it becomes a widely preferred 
brand, and even if it does there is no way preference will translate into the same level of market 
share.  

For most consumers switching to a new provider is difficult. Availability is key to facilitate the 
process and make sure consumers get acquainted with your brand. If a brand is widely available, 
more people get in contact with it, thus general awareness is higher and likelihood to consider 
and prefer a brand is higher. For example globally, Coca Cola is more widely available than Dr. 
Pepper, therefore Coca Cola is more likely to be preferred. In general better availability is related 
to higher preference. 
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3. Price-Value Ratio 

The Price-Value Ratio 
expresses the value that the 
product or service represents 
in the eyes of the consumer. 
Price-value ratio is the answer 
to the classic question: “To 
what extent do people get 
value for money”? 
 
In our surveys, we see that 
strong brands score better on 
the Price-Value Ratio than 
brands that use a lower price 
as main differentiator for their 
positioning. In our research, 
Apple scores higher than the 
cheaper Chinese providers, 
such as Huawei, despite 
Apple’s prices being 

significantly higher. In other markets perceptions of low price translate very well into value 
for money, e.g., Lidl has a very successful supermarket concept that was built on low 
prices as a starting point. Given that financial aspects of a purchase are very important to 
almost all consumers, and because perceptions about how much value you get for your 
money is very personal, the relationship between Price-Value Ratio and preference is very 
close. 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2: Brand Preference Index model in the online fashion-retail 
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4. Meaningful Differentiation 

 Brands that differentiate themselves from other brands by use of a clear customer ad-
vantage are more likely to 
be preferred.  
 
In marketing, the belief 
had risen that no bad 
products were made 
anymore, and therefore a 
meaningful differentiation 
on a product level was 
virtually impossible. The 
difference between the 
freeze-dried herbs in a 
pack of Batchelors’ Cup-
a-Soup and a pack of 
Tesco Cup-a-soup is 
indeed difficult to explain 
in practice. However, 
looking at smartphones, 
Apple’s ease of use has 
provided them with a huge competitive advantage for years that is only slowly dwindling 
as competitors such as Samsung come with new innovations. Meaningful Differentiation 
can be real, or perceived, if your brand can achieve it in the minds of consumers, it is more 
likely to be preferred.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Brand Preference Index model in the beer market 
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5. Emotional brand connection 

Finally attaining an emotional connection with a brand is an important factor for driving brand 
preference. Advertising has been one of the primary methods for creating this emotional 
connection with consumers, for example consider Coca Cola’s happiness campaign that tried to 
connect drinking their cola with moments of happiness. Recently however, the importance of 
advertising has decreased, at least somewhat. This decrease can partly be attributed to the 
declining reach of traditional media, but is also influenced by increasingly critical attitudes of 
consumers and the growing interest in buying experiences rather than possessions.  
 
Positive brand experiences are the main driver of an Emotional Brand Connection. Positive and 
very personal experiences with the brand can create a connection that is hard to overcome by 
competitors. Just think of taking your child to a football match of your favorite club for the first 
time. The experience of the child - getting a scarf or shirt of the team, being part of a crowd that 
is united to support the players on the pitch and sharing the experience as parent and child - can 
create a life-long connection and preference that might be seen as irrational by outsiders.   

Using the BPI to examine the position of 
individual brands 
The Brand Preference Index is useful to explain the main drivers of preference in a category, but 
can also be used to examine the situation of individual brands in more detail. As mentioned before 
market share and preference for a brand can (temporarily) be out of sync. The BPI model can 
help diagnose where the difference comes from and help a brand be more successful in the future. 

Let’s have a look at three examples that illustrate how brand preference and market share can 
run out of sync, and how the BPI model can help diagnose the source and identify potential routes 
towards improvement. 
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A. Brand preference is greater than 

market share 

The brand is often preferred, but sales lag 
behind, this is a sign that future growth is possible 
but there is some barrier in place. Looking at the 
BPI shows that the brand underperforms on 
Availability, which can point at a distribution 
problem. One example, for retail is a bad position 
on the shelf (e.g., a local beer brand’s portfolio is 
widely dispersed over different shelves, while a 
global player like Heineken presents its whole 
offer as one wall you cannot miss). Another 
example, for e-commerce is a payment and 
check-out process that is too long (e.g., Domino’s 
Pizza requires much more steps to order the 
same pizza compared to Takeaway.com). In this 
case, improvement of ‘Availability’ will have an 
immediate impact on market share. 

 

B. Brand preference ancillary to 

market share 

There are many brands that utilize price as their 
main weapon, by keeping it lower than their 
competition, there will undoubtedly be a positive 
effect on the market share. If preference share for 
such brands are lower, our experience tells us that 
a decline in market share is very likely in the future. 
Using the price instrument as USP often has 
positive effects on sales in the short run, but has a 
disastrous effect on the brand in the long run. 
Budget brands are often bought as a compromise 
on price or availability, some successful examples 
can be found in fashion (Primark) and telephony 
(Huawei). However if they do not differentiate on 
other aspects than price, they are likely to lose in 
the long run. An example is can be found by 
comparing H&M’s current position and their position 
ten years ago.    

 

       C. Brand preference is lower than market share 

Older and more established brands often face a position where their market share is higher than their brand 
preference share justifies. The brand might still score well on pillars such as “Emotional Connection” and 
“Availability”, leaning on past successes. However, as the commonly used phrase states “past performance 
is no guarantee of future results”. A preference share that is lower than market share can be a sign that 
market shares are about to drop in the future. Think of brands like Marks and Spencer and Sears. Such 
brands often score under par on Price-Value Ratio and Meaningful Differentiation, which allows new and 
innovative brands to nibble bits and pieces of their market share over time.   
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Brand preference and the importance of 
drivers differs per category  
It’s not surprising that brand preference has its own construct in every category.  

For example, the way in which preference for soft drinks evolves, differs considerably from the 
way in which preference for an online fashion retailer comes to be. From our research we see 
that Mental Leadership is much more important for the soft drinks category, where the big players 
are the same brands come to mind immediately for a majority of consumers. For online fashion 
retailers, value for money is much more important, where the successful brands offer better 
service at the same or lower prices. 

Since the role of the driving forces behind preference vary between specific categories it is 
important to explore the relationship between, and among, the five pillars that we have identified. 
Of course we are looking forward to help you in this process. 

Why contact us 
The Brand Preference Center can help you grow by: 

- Assessing brand preference in your market to assess brand potential 
- Identifying and explaining potential gaps between preference and market shares in your 

category 
- Determining the role and importance of the 5 drivers of preference in your category, to 

give you levers to steer your brand towards (higher) growth 
- Explore the effects of intended strategies and tactics on the drivers of preference 
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For whom is the Brand Preference approach 
relevant? 
The Brand Preference methodology offers advantages for organizations and brands that: 

- Believe in data-driven growth management and only want to invest in projects that have a 
proven impact on growth.  

- Want to get quick and data driven insights into their preference position relative to the 
competition and want to discover the fastest way (back) to growth.  

- Currently focus on improving the NPS Score, but are not convinced it is the sole KPI to 
work with: Brand Preference will be an enrichment because Brand Preference and the BPI 
not only provide insight into the reasons behind the NPS score, but also in the preferences 
of non-customers. 

- For companies that are looking for a comprehensive KPI to assess their marketing 
effectiveness as a whole.  

- Have a need for research that provides direct insight and inspiration for both strategic and 
tactical marketing and communication activities. 
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The Brand Preference Center works  mobile 
first 
Brand Preference Center strongly believes in quality input - quality output (QIQO). Because we 
are no longer convinced of the value of traditional online questionnaires, our Brand Preference 
research is done by use of Mobile Conversation Design ™.  With our mobile first approach, we 
ensure the highest possible data quality for today’s era.  

Our approach has the following benefits: 

- Representative: our surveys reach consumers of all ages on smartphones, tablets and 
desktops. Always and everywhere. Including everyone, means more representative data. 

- Fun: consumers give their opinion about brands with more pleasure. The BPI survey has an 
average satisfaction of 93%.  

- Quality: intuitive survey tools and a pleasant 'tone of voice' lead to a higher participation rate, 
better understanding, higher engagement and thus better output. 

Finally 
From our head office in Amsterdam and supporting offices in New York and Singapore, our 
interdisciplinary team of marketers, research consultants, creatives and econometricians have 
the ambition to grow your brand together with you. 

We hope this report has raised your interest in brand preference and our BPI model. If you want 
to know more about our work, how we work, what we could do for you or if you simply want to 
stay well-informed of the developments and insights that are discovered as we advance our 
research in the field of Brand Preference, send an email to: 

info@brandpreference.center 



+31 (0) 653 383 043
info@brandpreference.center
www.brandpreference.center

Leliegracht 51
1016GT Amsterdam
The Netherlands
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