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J. Gor don  Lipp in cot t , Fou n der , Lipp in cot t  &  Mar gu l ies
1909-1998

Born in 1909, J. Gordon Lippincot t  has played sax for a ship's orchest ra, surveyed br idges for 
The Saw Mill River Parkway, clim bed the pyram ids, pract iced and taught  indust r ial design 
and, since his ret irem ent  in 1969, launched five new businesses. His m ost  far- reaching 

accom plishm ent , however, is in the world of ideas. Mr. Lippincot t  
helped change the way we think about corporations, and the way 
they think about  them selves.

Trained as a civil engineer at  Swarthm ore College and Colum bia 
University, Mr. Lippincot t  began his career as in indust r ial designer in 
the great  consum er boom  following the World War I I .  He opened a 
design office in New York in 1943 and, with Walter P. Margulies, who 
joined the firm  in 1944, m ade Lippincot t  & Margulies the forem ost  
consultancy in package and product  design. The company designed 
everything from  pleasure boats and seaplanes to ink bot t les and 

packaging for pharm aceut icals, even the inter iors of several notable hotels and the classic 
but  short - lived Tucker autom obile. I t  was Gordon Lippincot t  who coined the term  corporate 
ident ity to encom pass all the ways a com pany ident ifies it self,  from  a new corporate nam e 
and logo to the color of a factory building. Gordon Lippincot t  and Walter Margulies m ade 
corporate identity the core of their company and showed the nation's top business leaders 
how to use well planned ident ity system s for com pet it ive advantage.

" I  always did like being on the cut t ing edge of change,"  says Gordon 
Lippincot t . "And what  bet ter t im e than today, with a growing worldwide 
belief in ent repreneurship. Horace Greeley said, 'Go West  young m an.' 
Today he would say, 'Go global! '"

I  don't  know how the quest ion occurred to m e, but  I 'm  glad it  did
because the answer gave me an important insight into the whole subject
of corporate and brand ident ity. I  posed it  25 years ago to a taxi dr iver
in Mexico City, one of m y stops on a global tour to assess Coca-Cola's
image and identity practices around the world. We had just passed a
Coca-Cola billboard and I  asked the dr iver, "Who m akes Coca-Cola?" He
looked at  m e kind of funny, but  answered very politely, "The Coca-Cola
Com pany, se–or."  I  couldn't  resist :  " I s this a Mexican com pany?" Again,
I  got  a quizzical look before he answered, with considerable pr ide, "But
of course, se–or."

That  Coca-Cola was a global brand Mexicans called their  own was pret ty am azing to m e. To
this day, I  have not  com e up with a bet ter validat ion of the business axiom , "Think globally,
act  locally."  Coca-Cola didn't  becom e the m ost  recognized brand in the world by sheer
happenstance. They earned it. What Coca-Cola management understood thenÑand still
doÑwas that such symbols as corporate and brand names, Logotypes, service marks,
signage, and so on, were t ruly valuable assets that  should be m anaged as r igorously as
people, technology, cash and br ick-and-m ortar facilit ies.

Many large corporat ions have followed suit .  But  a lot  has changed in the world since m y 
taxicab r ide in Mexico 25 years ago. We are now seeing the em ergence of a global econom y, 
and the progressive elim inat ion of polit ical, social and t rade barr iers around the world. Truly, 
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we now inhabit  a global village. What  do these changes portend for corporate and brand 
ident ity pract ices? I  contend that  ident ity m anagem ent  is m ore im portant  than ever before 
because of business' need to position themselves and their products in regions and countries 
they never dream ed would be viable m arkets. But  I  also see a new m anagem ent  
responsibilit y em erging from  the new world econom ic order. I  call it  percept ion or im age 
m anagem ent . Here's the concept  in a nutshell.

Let 's assum e we all agree that  a business' success depends in large part  on the percept ions 
of it s key audiences. I f favorable, the business will succeed;  if not , it  will be vir tually 
im possible to achieve its object ives.

I f that 's t rue, then one of senior m anagem ent 's m ajor responsibilit ies is first  to determ ine
how they want  to be perceived by em ployees, shareholders and custom ers. The next  step is
to establish clear guidelines against which all decisions and communicationsÑwhether
init iated at  corporate headquarters or in the m ost  rem ote corporate out -postÑ are tested in
advanced, not  only for their  potent ial im pact  on the bot tom  line but  also on the com pany's
im age, now and in the future. What  form  would such guidelines take? I  think they should
include a detailed statem ent  of a com pany's ethical standards and acceptable business
pract ices. They would also includeÑ for every job posit ionÑ specific cr iter ia for evaluat ing
each em ployee's perform ance against  the com pany's im age object ives.

Now you m ight  say that  m anaging percept ions is hard enough on a local, regional or nat ional
scale. How can it  be done effect ively by com panies that  span the globe, encom passing
different  cultures and environm ents, and where day- to-day decisions are m ade and
im plem ented not  be execut ives thousands of m iles away in corporate headquarters but  by
indigenous personnel in each count ry? I  agree. I t 's not  easy. But  it  has been done. And if it 's
im portant  for individual brands, isn't  it  even m ore so for the corporat ions that  stand behind
those brands? I  think it  is. Because unless a com pany m anages its im age as professionally
and system at ically as it  m anages any other valuable business assetÑ with standards of
accountabilit y across all business lines, in all areas of operat ions, throughout  the
organizat ional ranks- the value of that  asset  will depreciate, along with the com pany's abilit y
to achieve its business object ives.

Now don't  get  m e wrong:  im age m anagem ent  program s cannot  m ake weak com panies 
st rong, m ask unethical pract ices or actually prevent  m anagem ent  from  m aking stupid 
decisions. What  they can do is help prevent  decisions that  appear harm less when m ade but  
that  can, years later, generate im age-dam aging headlines around the world.

I m age or percept ion m anagem ent  program s can be very powerful tools for achieving global 
com pet it ive advantage. They can give m eaning and purpose to the m ost  rout ine tasks, 
encourage the team -building skills needed to succeed in the global m arket  and help validate 
a business' charter.

Such programs also have enormous social potential. In many countriesÑespecially those
em erging from  com m unist  dom inat ionÑ large, global corporat ions have t radit ionally been
viewed as exploiters of the people. Global corporat ions that  m anage their  im ages along the
lines I have suggestedÑwith a strong emphasis on ethical and socially responsible behavior
by all em ployeesÑ can help posit ion business as a social benefactor:  providing m eaningful,
rewarding work;  producing valuable goods and services;  and driving econom ic and social
progress. In short, properly managed global businesses can be a potent force for world
peace, helping to knit  together the com m on threads of the different  cultures that  m ake up
the hum an fabric, not  by hom ogenizing those cultures but  by leveraging their unique business
and social potent ial.  As we m ove toward the 21st  century, with polit ical, social and econom ic
barr iers tum bling around the world, I  think that  is a challenge well worth addressing. I f that
taxicab dr iver from  Mexico is st ill around, I  think he would agree.


