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I was eleven years old when I had my first encounter with brand consciousness. It was
1983. I remember standing in a changing room at a department store, trying to figure out
how to let my inner charm out. Would Jordache* jeans or Esprit* corduroys help me?
Given my limited allowance (not enough to afford the matching shirt), I knew I would never
be mistaken for one of the “normal” girls in my class who had shiny hair and perfect Gloria
Vanderbilt* jeans with white swans embroidered on the back pockets. I attempted to
explain why sportswear is an important symbol about us to my mother, a nature-loving
feminist, and she responded with confusion. Why were all theée pricey things so necessary?
she wondered. Why was normality important? The answer, of course, was simple: because
the Jordache look is cool! |

Although I didn’t know it, I was branding myself for the ﬁrst time in that changing
room as an Esprit girl. After this moment, I would always be aware that people’s clothes
and their labels meant something about them and that my clothes and their labels meant
something about me. For the next two years, I would still try to resemble the “perfect”
girls in my class. I would also try hard to be like those girls who disco-danced and shook
their bodies in the television advertisements for designer jeans. In other words, I was
entering the world of branded adolescent.

It was not a new area. The marketing of products to teenagers, as a group separate
from adults and children, has existed since the word feenager was coined by the advertising
industry in 1941. But there has been a change in the degree to which young lives are
commercialized. The effects of branding on teens and preteens are far worse than my own
miserable dressing-room encounter with the logo almost twenty years ago.

Over the last decade, there has been a rapid increase in the intensity that manufacturers
employ to sell their stuff to the young. Today’s teens are victims of the contemporary
luxury economy. They have grown up in the age of the brand, bombarded and defined by
name products and clever advertising strategies. Raised by a materialistic culture from the
cradle, teens’ dependably fragile self-images and their need to belong to groups are perfect
qualities for advertisers to take advantage of. |

Teens suffer more than any other sector of society for this nonstop selling. They are at
least as anxious as their parents about having enough money and maintaining their social
class, a fear that they have been taught is best eased by more branded gear. And they have
taken to branding themselves, believing that the only way to participate in the world is to

turn oneself into a corporate product to help promote the products to other kids.

% Jordache, Esprit, Gloria Vanderbilt: WTFh I REZDT T > N&

Adapted from Branded (Alissa Quart, Arrow 2003)
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B-2

We see brands as unquestionable factors for social, economic, and cultural progress.
Brands exist and are neither good nor evil in themselves., They can be criticized, but
demanding to get rid of them is absurd. They are and will remain an essential tool of
marketing, international competition, and contemporary social life. It's impossible to imagine
that supermarkets would suddenly begin selling exclusively no-brand-name products. If that
were to happen, the need for differentiating these products would immediately arise —and
brands would reappear, or else the store’s name would take their place. In fact, there is no
such thing as a world without brands.

Brands are part of a phenomenon that is like that of technological innovation or the
development of advertising, which are often both the cause and the consequence of
evolutions in our society. There is no going back. All we can do is to try to strengthen
their positive aspects and reduce the ones that are harmful to human development. '

But if brands are to be seen as a true force for progress, they must first be well
managed; and second, consumers must involve themselves in the dialogue with corporations
in a serious way. It's important to remind both corporations and consumers of their
responsibilities, This means showing corporate managers how to create, defend and develop

their brands. This also means encouraging consumers to practice responsible purchasing.

Adapted from Pro Logo (Michel Chevalier and Gérald Mazzalovo, Palgrave Macmillan 2004)
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