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a series 
of dirty 
words:

Exclusivity

Authenticity

Community

Sustainability

Loyalty

Relevance

Culture

Content

Influence

Innovation
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There’s really no good working 
definition for “authenticity.” It’s 
one of those slippery words that 
can mean just about anything, 
and as a result, often ends up 
meaning nothing at all. Rampant 
overuse (and egregious misuse)

has rendered 
it all but 
m e a n i n g l e s s , 
and yet...we 
can’t quite 
seem to quit it. 
“Authent ic i t y ” 
as peddled 
by the self-
help industrial 
complex, and 
politicians and  
(worst of all!!!) 
brands might 
solicit a collective 
eye roll in most 

quarters, but it’s not because 
we don’t care about it anymore: 
it’s because “authenticity” as it’s 
being defined and discussed 
and deployed in those quarters 
is actually insufficiently authentic. 
The word might be meaningless, 
but the concept still holds major 
sway in the popular imagination.

Authenticity?



Not fake

Not contrived

Not studied

Not mannered

Not infallible

Not self-serving

Not deceitful

Not duplicitous

Not defensive

Not rehearsed



that you’re not being duped, 

conned, scammed, lied to or 

otherwise misled;

and that what you see is

 (within reason) what you’re 

going to get 

When something is authentic, 

it generally means that it’s 

comprehensible

And has a set of fixed qualities 

that make it to some extent 

predictable
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HAPPENED 
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TO THE POST-
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HELLSCAPE

We’re living through a supremely weird 
and destabilizing historical moment. It’s 
tempting to imagine that the chaos and 
nihilism and amorality that now whirls 

around us is nothing more than a curious 
aberration, and that order will be 

restored once cooler heads (inevitably) 
prevail. But the awful truth is that our 
world has been — and pardon my French 

— le fucked for quite some time. 

Ours is a era where the curtain has been 
ripped back from the halls of power 
in every sector and we’re able to see 
with astonishing clarity the false bill 

of goods we’ve been sold. From the food 
we eat, to the technology we depend 

upon, to the politicians we grudgingly 
sometimes vote for, all the Lies, abuses, 
greed, graft, and exploitation that we 
always suspected was happening has 

been laid bare for us to behold...

we’ve never been less able to do 
anything about it. the feel-good/feel-

bad/feel-nothing social media self-
flagellation that attends every new 

outrage won’t change the fact that the 
vast majority of people have precisely 

zero power to effect meaningful 
systemic change.

SO to the extent that anyone cares 
about “authenticity” (or anything!) 

anymore, it’s really just indicative of a 
desire to wrest back some token level 

of control from the monstrous economic 
and political machinations running (and 

ruining) our world. Even if that just 
means knowing where and how your 

t-shirt was made.



What does this 
mean for large 
corporations 

desperate to sell 
their largely 

interchangeable 
wares to a deeply 
skeptical, cynical, 

and untrusting 
public?

But enough of all 
this conjecture, 
abstraction, and 
self-indulgent 

navel gazing! 

Inquiring Minds 
Want to Know:

ATTENTION!ATTENTION!
BRANDS OF THE WORLD:

To Sell Your Products 
and Services:

BE: HAVE:

authoritative meaning

self-aware purpose

clear history

honest continuity



1-2-3-4-5-6-7-8 
REASONABLY 
AUTHENTIC 

BRANDS AND 
HOW THEY 

DO IT!
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Makes products that are self-
evidently better than they need 
to be

Always the same everywhere 
for everyone; genuinely 
embedded in daily life

Equal focus placed on 
performance, human stories, 
and good design

Inventive brand expressions 
that still respect and pay 
homage to its origins

Particular strengths:

A humorous and irreverent 
brand persona coupled with an 
emphasis on good design

Uncommon transparency 
around manufacturing, 
distribution and pricing

Radically streamlined product 
range and distribution model; 
elevates their customer’s voice

Unusual stories, combative 
point-of-view, high journalistic 
standards



BRAND

TRAITS

An authentic brand is one that is 

rooted in something tangible and 

enduring: a clear agenda; demonstrable 

achievements; actual operational 

principles; a legacy of consistently 

doing something right. In short, things 

that can’t be tacked on by one brilliant 

marketing campaign, and that conversely, 

can’t be diminished by one egregious 

misstep. A failed product launch or a 

tone deaf campaign, or the all-too-

predictable indiscretions of some 

C-Suite sociopath won’t ruin these 

companies because they have fixed 

qualities in the popular imagination that 

aren’t easily dismantled.  

HISTORY

Continuity
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BRAND

VOICE

an authentic brand voice really just 

comes from to speaking authoritatively 

about what you do, being clear about 

why you’re doing it, being honest about 

how you’re doing it, and possessing a 

modicum of self-awareness — namely, an 

acknowledgment of inherent limitations 

(A new dodge ram isn’t going to fix racism, 

sorry) and the ability to poke fun at 

yourself. But beware the black hole 

of jargon lurking at the middle of this 

handy graph: when a brand tries to be 

all things to all people, however well-

intentioned the effort might be, they 

end being nothing-in-particular to 

no-one-at-all. 

CLARITY
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“ACTIVISM™”
Two giant corporations read the proverbial tea leaves 

and realized that clapping back against systemic racism 
is hot-hot-hot right now. So they did the only reasonable 
thing: devise campaigns to conflate Black Lives Matter 

with their entirely unrelated wares. But while Nike’s 
“Colin Kaepernick” ad was a fawned over, think-pieced-
to-death, smash hit, Pepsi’s “Kendall Jenner” ad ended 
up a reviled disgrace. Let’s examine what went right and 

what went wrong!

Engaged 
Spokesperson

Colin Kaepernick has skin 
in the game; he’s putting 

his reputation on the line for 
something bigger than him.

Oblivious
Spokesperson

Kendall Jenner just did 
what was asked of her and 

cashed the check; God bless 
her for it, but how ‘bout nah?

Dignified 
A real-World Cause

A company like Nike 
throwing their might behind 
Black Lives Matter elevated 

and validated the cause.

Debased 
a real-world Cause 

Clumsily half-referencing 
Black Lives Matter and 
scrubbing it of meaning 

trivialized the cause.

Tastefully Addressed 
the Problem 

It wasn’t an overwrought call-
to-arms or a false promise; 

just a simple, personal 
appeal to our better angels.

Opportunistically
Offered a ‘solution’

Who knew that a stand-off 
between protesters and 
a SWAT team could be 

mollified by a soft drink?

Meaningful 
Message

“Believe in something. 
Even if it means sacrificing 

everything” resonates when it 
comes from Colin Kaepernick.

Meaningless
Message

 “Live Louder; Live for Now” 
could mean anything at all 

and so it ultimately ended up 
meaning nothing at all.
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Two coffee chains transcend their humble West Coast 
craft beverage beginnings and take over the world to 

the tune of billions. And while the most discerning coffee 
snobs of the world might not be impressed with Blue 

Bottle any more, it’s still widely considered to be good 
coffee worth seeking out, and a nice place to kill some 

time. Starbucks on the other hand is widely considered 
to be...well...a glorified public restroom that sells 

32-ounce milkshakes to suburban teens.

Generally
High-Quality Product

The coffee tastes good and 
the snacks taste like they 

weren’t make in a factory in 
Ohio 6 weeks ago.

Generally
Low-quality Product

The coffee tastes — oh why 
even bother? I’ll just have a 
bottled water and some of 

those caramel balls.

Emphasis
on craft

There’s important-looking 
apparatuses for brewing 

coffee, and knowledgeable 
people operating them.

Emphasis
on Efficiency

With just the press of a 
button, you too can have 

scalding milk slopped into  a 
cup in under 45 seconds!

Strong Focus on
Core offering 

Shockingly enough, a coffee 
shop that focuses on offering 

a wide range of coffee! It’s 
still what you go there for.

Core offering treated 
as afterthought

May we interest you in a 
breakfast wrap? How about 
this cake pop? Or this CD? 

Or this bruised banana?

Strategic
Roll-out

Locations are generally 
in major urban centers, 

sensitive to local context, and 
are few and far between. 

Indiscriminate
Roll-out

Anywhere, everywhere; one 
here, another across the 

street. Inescapable and not 
in a good way.
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“HERITAGE”
When relative unknown Alessandro Michele took the 

creative reins of Gucci in 2015, at first people were like 
“wait who?” but then they were like “can I please pay you 

$2000 for that bejewelled Kitty Cat sweatshirt???” But 
when legendary designer Hedi Slimane took over Celine 
in 2018, People were like “this is the same boring trash 
you’ve been peddling for the last fifteen years. We want 

Phoebe — and the accent aigu — back.” What went 
wrong for poor Hedi and what went right for sweet Al’?

love and Respect
for Heritage

Even though it’s a fresh, 
bold, unexpected direction 

for the brand, it still looks like 
the idea we all have of Gucci.

Disdain and disregard
for heritage

Slimane trashed Celine’s 
(beloved) vibe completely. 

Not even a wink and a nod to 
it; just into the bin it all went.

Genuine
Joyfulness

Bright, colorful, irreverent, 
and a little ridiculous: 

Michele has conjured up a 
world that looks fun to be in.

Genuine
Joylessness

I don’t know where that 
anemic 17 year-old in a 
$3000 baby doll dress is 

going, but I won’t be joining. 

Bold new
vision

Who knew they wanted a 
pussy bow blouse? Or a 

dress with snakes on it? But 
we all did; and it’s fabulous.

tired, re-cycled
(lack of) vision

Literally the same thing he 
did at Saint Laurent, and Dior 
before that. It was tired then, 

and it’s O-V-E-R now.

Humorous and
Self-aware

It’s all a big joke! A ruse! A 
sham! Fashion is ridiculous, 

so the least we can do is 
have a little fun with it.

morose and
Self-serious

10/10 people agreed that 
wearing black leather 

pants in LA will make you a 
miserable person.
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“SISTER, SISTER”
It’s a tale as old as time: your sister Kim is one of the 

most famous humans on the planet, and she’s figured 
out how to monetize every ounce of that attention. You 
find yourself similarly well-positioned to cash in, so you 
just pick...something; anything, really...and turn it into a 
brand. But Kylie Cosmetics by Kylie Jenner is a billion-
dollar baby, while Poosh by Kourtney Kardashian is a 
lifestyle brand?...ermm...a digital publishing startup?...
uhh...an e-commerce platform?...wait...what is it again?

Streamlined
offerings

Kylie Cosmetics sells mid-
range lipstick, eyeshadow, 
concealer, and skin care 

products. That’s it.

Convoluted
offerings 

Poosh sells collagen 
supplements and $1000 

heels and linen napkins and 
sports bras...obviously!

Simple
calls-to-action

Kylie announces the 
availability of a new product 
on social media, provides a 

link to buy it, and you do.

Confusing
calls-to-action 

Kourtney tells you to ‘swipe 
up’ on a nude photo of her 
and it links to an 1200-word 
essay on menstrual cups.

consistent
Point-of-view 

Kylie is rich and has a hot 
body and owns dozens of 

luxury cars, and you can too 
if you buy her lipstick!

muddled
Point-of-view 

Kourtney’s a nutritionist, no 
wait! a sexpert, no wait! an 
environmental activist, no 

wait! a yogi no wait...

Unimpeachable 
qualifications

Kylie might not know much, 
but goddamnit, she knows 
how to beat a face for the 

Gods, henny!

Questionable 
Qualifications

Other than being rich enough 
to afford Jeanneret chairs, 
it’s unclear what qualifies 

Kourtney to be a lifestyle guru.   



AUTHENTICITY
WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW NOW
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10 Just do You, Babe 
Acknowledge what your deal is and be the very best 
version of that. Simple. Easy. Good.

Tell the truth
Or at least a super compelling version of it. The public 
will forgive a lot, but not being lied to. 

Under-promise
People love to feel like they’re discovering something 
great; if their expectations are low, so much the better.

Stay in your lane
If you’re trying to sell $3 deodorant, you’re probably not 
also going to solve systemic racism, and that’s ok.

Be chill
Seriously. Cool it with the hard sell: no one like a 
thirsty multinational corporation. 

own your flaws
If there’s one thing the public loves more than dragging 
an offender to hell, it’s a redemption narrative arc.

Over-deliver
People also love to feel like they’re getting something for 
nothing. Even the smallest “extra” can change the game.

Lighten up 
It’s not so serious! We’re all going to be engulfed by the 
sun eventually, so have a few lolz at your own expense!

Just don’t
Co-opting racism, sexism, LGBTQ+ issues, #metoo 
et al to sell shit is a no-no. Really: just don’t.

Be Consistent
The way you look, talk, act, and show up should be 
consistent. Or be consistently inconsistent. Commit to it. 





tristanthom.com


