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A Framework for Marketing Management (Kotler)

Chapter 9 (pp. 175-179)

Differentiation & Positioning Strategy

The reading is basically a primer to understanding the concept of differentiation, defined as the act of designing a set of meaningful differences to distinguish the company’s offering from competitors’ offerings.   Kotler proposes a straightforward framework with five types of differentiation and key variables as highlighted below.

	 
	Product
	Services
	Personnel
	Channel
	Image

	Variables
	· Form

· Features

· Performance

· Conformance

· Durability

· Reliability

· Repairability

· Style

· Design


	· Ordering ease

· Delivery

· Installation

· Customer training

· Customer consulting

· Maintenance 
& repair

· Miscellaneous


	· Competence

· Courtesy

· Credibility

· Reliability

· Responsiveness

· Communication


	· Coverage

· Expertise

· Performance


	· Symbols

· Media

· Atmosphere

· Events



	Example Companies
	· Starbucks (coffee)

· P&G (laundry detergent)

· Absolut Vodka

· Apple Computers

· Montblanc (pens)

· Godiva (chocolates)

· Harley-Davidson (motorcycles) 


	· Baxter Healthcare (offers customers special computers for ordering)

· Peapod 
(Web-based ordering)

· NetGrocer
(Web-based ordering)

· Deluxe Check Printers (fast & accurate delivery)

· GE (extensive training)

· Rite Aid (offers customer research on health-related topics)


	· Singapore Airlines (flight attendants)

· McDonald’s (courteous)

· IBM (professional)

· Disney (upbeat)



Excellent sales forces

· GE

· Cisco

· Frito-Lay

· Northwestern Mutual Life

· Pfizer


	· Caterpillar (construction equipment)

· Dell Computers (superior telephone & internet channels)


	· Nike (perceived mainstream by 12-24 yr olds)

· Airwalk (perceived more extreme by 12-24 yr olds)




Kotler continues by explaining that not all brand differences are meaningful and proposes six criteria to measure the worth of the differences: important, distinctive, superior, preemptive (not easily copied), affordable, and profitable.

Closely tied to differentiation is positioning, defined as the act of designing the company’s offering and image to occupy a distinctive place in the target market’s mind.  The interesting nugget in the reading was a quote by two ad execs (Ries & Trout) who stated: “Positioning starts with a product.  A piece of merchandise, a service, a company, an institution, or even a person … But positioning is not what you do to a product.  Positioning is what you do to the mind of the prospect.”  In terms of deciding how many differences to promote, many favor one consistent positioning message (e.g., best quality, lowest price, or best service), but some pursue multiple messages (e.g., Aquafresh – anticavity protection, better breath, whiter teeth).  The key challenge of multiple messages is to convince consumers that the brand can deliver on all of them.

Lastly, with the differentiation and positioning strategy in place, companies must communicate it to the consumers through their marketing mix and interactions with customers.

