Designer Labels and Brands:  Are They Worth It Or Would A No-Name Brand Be As Good?
I ran out of my normal shampoo recently and had to resort to using my husband’s no-name, supermarket brand.   As a loyal user of a high priced salon-branded, I felt like I was using dishwashing detergent on my head, (and the lather it generated was not dissimilar either).

Here’s what’s weird though.  On the day I used his shampoo, my hair was glossier, fuller and more manageable than it had ever been.   I didn’t think much about it.

I used his shampoo again a few days later, and lo and behold, my hair was yet again looking better than ever.

It got me to thinking – could it possibly be the shampoo I was using that made the difference?  Surely not.  After all, how good could a $6 bottle of generic house-brand shampoo be, particularly when compared with the $30 bottle of premium salon-endorsed brand.

Sure enough, I tried it again and had to concede that it indeed was the shampoo that was contributing to this recently acquired lustrous mane of glossy hair.

It got me to thinking – have I been wasting my money paying for a high-priced brand when I could have been using a dirt-cheap bargain basement brand all along?   Well, yes, that would appear to be the case.

Does high price always equal high quality?

Notwithstanding that all hair types can benefit from a change of product, this fact made me question the value of brands.  What are we really paying for?  How is it really different to another, lesser-priced version?  Do brands deliver on what they promise or are we seduced into believing that a premium brand and high price always equal premium quality. 

As a marketing consultant and creator of advertising material, I am a little embarrassed to admit that story as I should know better than to equate brand with quality.  However, it would appear that I am not the only one swayed by the relentless assault on our senses of brand advertising.  Here’s a story of a chap whose brand loyalty knows no boundaries.

I was reading the social pages in the Sunday newspaper, and it featured an interview with a very dapper dude about his outfit - what he was wearing, where he bought it from and what it made him feel.

In a nutshell, every item of his clothing – from his jocks to his socks – were designer label - top shelf all the way.  He concluded the interview by adding:  “My brands are very important to me.  I’m a designer-label kinda guy.  I can’t always afford them but I like to wear them”.

My first thought was ‘Is he for real or is he being ironic?’.  My second thought was “He’s a marketer’s dream!” It would appear he just buys designer brands because he likes them; because they are…well, brands.  Having just revealed how I too was brainwashed by branding, I can hardly be too judgemental about this guy and his fetish for brands, but what intrigued me was that he didn’t appear to give much thought to whether the item was of good quality, where it was made, how it was made or whether it met his functional needs. So long as it was a ‘designer brand’, he was happy.  (At least I read the ingredients on the bottle of my designer shampoo!)
This is not to say that buying a well-known brand is not a good investment. On many occasions, buying a trusted brand provides certainty that on balance, this item should be a cut above the rest.
However, for those of us who occasionally can’t see the forest for the labels, what we fail to realise is that sometimes the brand has no direct bearing on quality.  Manufacturers know full well that by slapping their logo on an item, they can charge a premium than if the logo was not there.  More importantly, most consumers would have a hard time telling the difference between the two without the logo as a tell-tale guide.
How to create a perception using price and distribution channels:

If consumers of brand label items (clothing in particular) were to investigate a little further, they may see that the manufacturer of their beloved brand also makes the no-brand version as well - in the same factory, by the same people, from the same fabrics, with the same stitching, same pattern, same cut - same everything.   However, slap a designer label on it and whammo! - double the price, double the profit.

The only difference is the marketing – and to be specific, the price and the distribution.   Here’s what I mean:  if you were to find a dress in a discount variety store for $29.99 and the same dress in a designer boutique for $229.99, you’d assume that the latter was superior in every way.  Maybe it is, but there’s a good chance it could be exactly the same dress as the $229.99 version you found in the boutique. The only difference is how it’s priced and what store you found it in.  In short, these two variables – price and distribution - create a perception; nothing more, nothing less.
Here’s another quick anecdote to support my case. 
I was doing a minor renovation on our bathroom and needed to change the taps.  I went to a large hardware store and picked up two brands of taps that looked exactly alike.  Like the story about the $29.99 dress, one was priced high, one was priced low.  I asked the assistant what was the difference in terms of features and benefits, and he said, “Well, apart from the brand, nothing at all.”  I quizzed him on all manner of questions but he stuck to his guns. There was no difference between the two at all.

What’s the solution?

So what can we do about this?  Are we lambs to the slaughter at the altar of consumerism?  Are we destined to fall prey to manufacturer’s claims forever more because we don’t want to take the risk of choosing the cheaper product.  Well, there is a solution and it’s very simple:  if you are a business owner and it’s your job to rein in expenses and run a tight ship financially, all you need to do is ask your suppliers some searing questions about their product so that you can separate the marketing spin from the product’s real attributes.

How to find out what the product is really worth.

My advice is: don’t just rely on the name of the brand as a guarantee of good quality and good value.  Ask your supplier or sales rep questions that really give you the knowledge you need to make a shrewd choice.   When you ask the sales people a few pertinent questions about the product, you’ll either be swayed to believe that the top-priced brand is indeed worth every cent, or you’ll come away thinking the brand has no inherent special qualities and it’s not worth the extra investment.

Either way, you’ll be able to buy with confidence knowing that you’ve asked the key questions that determine if the quality is real or perceived.

The top 6 questions to ask all your suppliers and sales reps:

When making a decision between two brands with disparate price points, always ask the following:

1. Can you explain to me what the key differences are between Designer Brand A and No-Name Brand B?

2. Can you explain in detail what those differences are and why they are important to me, the user?

3. Is that difference important to the function of the item or is it just cosmetic?

4. If there is a real difference, what is the benefit of that difference to me?

5. Will this difference meet my needs more satisfactorily than if I bought the other brand?

6. Is the increased functionality (or cosmetic improvement) worth the extra cost?

And the two last questions are for you, the consumer:

1. If I bought No-Name Brand B instead of Designer Brand A, what could I buy with the money saved and, if there was a real difference, would this compensate me for the reduced functionality?

2. Will this difference in quality or functionality matter in five days, five months, five years? 
Don’t misunderstand me. Some brands are more expensive because they are better made, have quality components and cost more to make.  On those occasions, by all means, go crazy and buy up.  

But if you cannot see, feel or hear the difference between Brand A and B, and the sales representative cannot provide you with an informed response, then you need to evaluate whether the extra expense is worth it.  

If it’s not but it still makes you feel better about yourself (or life in general), then go for it.  But at least know that you have bought into the advertiser’s dream and that it probably won’t bring you the lasting happiness, beauty or wealth it promises -  but a moment or two of pleasure knowing that you bought something that you wanted and it made you feel good.
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