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The modern CMO must be many things — a data czar, a thought leader, a product marketer, a growth 
Sherpa, and the tie that binds the C-suite on customer decisions. In an age when brand attachment 
trumps loyalty and emotional connection outweighs price, how important is master or parent brand 
storytelling in the mix? When is it a critical investment? And have brands experimented enough to make 
the right decision on how much and where to invest?

This dilemma underscores the role of the top marketing exec as chief brand steward. And the master 
brand story can be likened to a long-term investment. Call it brand life insurance — parent brand 
storytelling is a game changer. And it’s more than checking the corporate social responsibility box.

THE CHICKEN OR THE EGG?
The conundrum for marketers: rely solely on a product or category for growth or invoke deep master 
brand storytelling to drive emotional attachment in a competitive marketplace. What happens when 
a buyer loves a product, but the master brand has no awareness and stumbles in the market? On the 
other hand, might the stars align when a master brand has created a compelling position and launches 
a new product capturing that goodwill? Leaders of large multibrand companies with countless priorities, 
pressure and finite budgets are challenged to prioritize. Which comes first — telling the story of the 
company or the product? How do you do both with balance?

We set out to help answer these questions and more with Pace PulseSM, a research series that will explore 
topics critical to today’s CMO and provide actionable insights into the new brand consumer. Our first 
study examines the importance of parent brand storytelling from awareness to impact on engagement, 
purchase and loyalty. We surveyed consumers as well as senior marketers across industries to get 
perspective, as there are two parts to the equation. And the findings are unequivocal. The time is now for 
hard conversations in the C-suite on the power of the parent.

POWER OF THE PARENT
This paper will explore the role of parent brand storytelling. We’ll define the opportunity, prove the
value through proprietary and secondary research, share success stories and give you the tools to put it
in place in your organization.
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POWER OF THE PARENT

OVERVIEW

Which comes first, telling 
the story of the company 
or of the product?



From General Mills to General Motors, master brands touch almost every category and part of life. 
The parent operates as a holding company with branding and investment focused on the product or 
service brand. But in an age of hyperconnected and hyperaware consumers — hello woke generation 
— the purpose of the company is as important as the performance of its products. Conscious 
capitalism is here to stay.

In fact, millennials believe that improving society is the No. 1 priority of businesses. This critical audience 
demands transparency and authenticity and needs to understand a company’s values and purpose. 
Dubbed the “CorpSumer” in recent industry research, this new buyer spans more than just the millennial 
generation — 1 in 3 Americans believe a company’s reputation is as important as the products it makes 
— and have bought a product more than once based on it. And on the business-to-business side, the 
case for corporate meaning is equally strong: brands realize a 31% revenue growth when emotional 
connections are made with buyers. 

Creating a mission is just the beginning. Parent brands must bring the mission to life in a meaningful 
way. Enter in the explosive rise in storytelling and engaging content that connects consumers to a 
company. The corporation comes alive, has a heart and stands for something beyond a bottom line. 
This is increasingly important in the age of recalls, PR crises and unforeseen events at the product level. 
When one bad review on social media can spiral into a viral tsunami, holding companies must have 
something consumers can hold onto when times get tough. 

Just take a look at the numbers. Content marketing spending worldwide is projected to more than 
double by 2021 to over $412 billion – yes that’s billion with a B. Marketers are recognizing the powerful 
impact on awareness, purchase and loyalty. And let’s not forget efficiency. The approach offers 
significant savings over traditional advertising and taps into savvy consumers’ appetite for information. 
It also engages an omnichannel customer whose path to purchase is often blurred across online and 
offline, mobile and social. 

The big opportunity for parent companies? Find meaning beyond the moment and engage beyond the 
product level — and do so on an ongoing basis.

POWER OF THE PARENT

OPPORTUNITY

Brand storytelling is critical for building trust. By using storytelling  
to establish a trusted relationship, customers may be willing to  
try out additional products — or to be more forgiving if there’s a  
recall on a product.
Stephanie Stahl
General Manager of the Content Marketing Institute
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https://www.paceco.com/insights/strategy/woke-generation/
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_II_FromMarginsMainstream_Report_2013.pdf
http://engageforgood.com/mwws-corpsumer-research/
https://webbiquity.com/social-media-marketing/33-thought-provoking-b2b-social-media-and-marketing-stats/
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171031006357/en/Content-Marketing-Market---Low-cost-Investment-High


We polled more than 500 adults ages 18+ on the topic of parent brand storytelling in the first wave of 
our new ongoing research study, Pace PulseSM.

The findings make a compelling case for a strong parent brand story. All things being equal, people 
will choose the product or service from the company that more closely aligns with their own personal 
values. And millennial “wokeness” appears to be having a halo effect as other generations are seeking 
meaning and purpose beyond a purchase. We’ll break down some of the key findings below.

POWER OF THE PARENT

TAKING THE PULSE

AWARENESS OF PARENT BRAND

1 out of 2 do not know the parent brand behind their  
most frequently purchased products or services.

IMPORTANCE OF PARENT BRAND

More than half believe parent brand,  
messaging and values are as important  
as product performance.

IMPACT ON PATH TO PURCHASE

Understanding parent company purpose and values affect: 

IN THEIR WORDS

 I like to put my money where my values are. 

 In the world of increasing ‘fake news’ and lies, transparency is critical. 

  If a parent company is associated with a scandal or negative media,  
I won’t buy their product. 

  I don’t want to give money to a company that doesn’t care about the 
environment, sustainability or their employees. 

35% 
ENGAGEMENT/INTEREST PURCHASE LOYALTY

58% 58% 

 5



GENERATIONAL FINDINGS

Millennials were the most likely by far to know which parent brands make their 
favorite products and services. 

Nearly 70% of millennials believe that a parent company’s  
brand and values are as important as product performance. 

Millennials are also most likely to indicate that a parent brand’s values would 
affect their interest level and/or willingness to engage with a brand/product.

Interestingly, while half of millennials surveyed say that parent company values 
affect their purchase, Boomers and Gen Xers showed an even greater impact: 

POWER OF THE PARENT

TAKING THE PULSE

63% 
MILLENNIALS BOOMERS GEN XERS

42% 43% 

44% 
MILLENNIALS BOOMERS GEN XERS

31% 36% 

50% 
MILLENNIALS BOOMERS GEN XERS

58% 62% 
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GENDER FINDINGS

Our findings support the idea of an emotional component to shopping where a 
purchase is much more than a practical event. 

ROLE OF ETHNICITY 

Culture also plays a strong role, as 70% of Hispanics and nearly 70% of  
African Americans surveyed believe parent brand values are as important  
as product performance. 

More than half of Hispanics and African Americans surveyed say  
they know the parent brands of their favorite products and services — 

significantly higher than other ethnic groups. 

For more information on our Pace PulseSM report and findings, please contact 
Gordon Locke or Katie Riddle.

POWER OF THE PARENT

TAKING THE PULSE

Concerned about a parent company’s values 63% 54%

Parent company values would affect willingness to purchase 61% 49%

Brand values as important as product performance 59% 50%

Parent company values would affect loyalty in the long term 60% 54%

70% 
HISPANICS AFRICAN AMERICANS

68% 
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There is clearly a case for parent brand storytelling from the consumer perspective, so we dove deeper to 
understand the marketer’s side. We polled more than 500 marketing executives across both B2B and B2C 
industries, and respondents resoundingly confirmed our consumer study. Parent brand storytelling is no 
longer a nice-to-have — it’s a need-to-have. Marketers were emphatic that a heavy reliance on product 
opens up companies to a lack of relevance and loss of market share in an era of me-too products.

POWERFUL NUMBERS

POWERFUL WORDS

 Values over valuation. 

  The only story otherwise is from Wall Street. It needs to be more  
comprehensive than just a numbers lens. 

  The backstory is as important as the product story today.  
It is the prequel to the show. 

  Strong parent brands can build clearer bridges to line extensions  
and adjacent markets in ways that singularly strong product brands  
have more difficulty doing. 

  It creates and fosters trust and long-term customers rather than a one  
and done transaction. 

POWER OF THE PARENT

MARKETER’S PERSPECTIVE
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90% 
of respondents believe 

the brand and values of a 
company are as important  
as product performance.

97% 
of respondents believe that 
marketers should invest in a 

parent brand story.



A FEW FINAL WORDS —  
WHAT HAPPENS IF YOU DON’T INVEST IN PARENT BRAND STORYTELLING...

 Another company with a similar product will win. 

   Consumers will take their hearts, minds and money to other brands  
that work hard at establishing trust, at educating, at entertaining. 

BEYOND THE CONSUMER
Our research revealed another interesting dimension of the importance of parent brand storytelling. 
It plays a critical role in attracting and retaining talent for pharmaceutical companies, according to 
John Elicker, Senior Vice President, Corporate Affairs and Investor Relations for Bristol-Myers Squibb. 
At the end of the day, it’s people who develop product, and biopharma companies are competing 
for the best researchers and scientists to develop the best products. “That’s enough value in and of 
itself,” says Elicker.

POWER OF THE PARENT

MARKETER’S PERSPECTIVE
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Parent brand storytelling  
plays a critical role in 
attracting and retaining talent.



Consumers want a story. Marketers need to tell a story. But who’s doing it well, and what can we learn 
from them? Let’s take a look. 

POWER OF THE PARENT

SUCCESS STORIES

GENERAL ELECTRIC
Long considered the gold standard in parent brand storytelling, GE has a rich legacy and 
story from Thomas Edison and the light bulb to becoming a digital industrial visionary in 
more than 180 countries. “We never want to come across as corporate. We want to come 
across as human,” asserts Linda Boff, CMO. Her advice to marketers is to understand a 
company’s DNA and its passion and find a way to tell that story. For the “125-year-old 
startup,” it’s all about invention and imagination — both in content and in platform from 
VR to voice. Think science-based films at Sundance, popular YouTube channels and their 
very own GE Podcast Theater boasting nearly 8 million downloads.

COCA-COLA JOURNEY
Coca-Cola has been a pioneer in brand storytelling with Coca-Cola Journey, the 
company’s global content hub for “Refreshing the world one story at a time.” Journey’s 
mission is to build brand love and corporate trust with content that makes a difference. 
#Cocacolarenew is the latest massive cross-channel storytelling effort that powerfully 
conveys that the parent is so much more than a company or single brand. Through 
Journey, social media and offline advertising, the campaign showcases the people, 
products and character of the company through the voices and faces of employees 
across the country. Stories powerfully communicate the company’s commitment to local 
communities and the environment. 

“When people hear our story, our business benefits. And when we benefit, we can do 
even more for our consumers and customers, and make an even bigger impact on our 
communities. It’s a virtuous cycle.” 
Caren Pasquale Seckler, vice president of social commitment, Coca-Cola North America
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Great companies identify something larger than transactions  
to provide purpose and meaning.
Harvard Business Review

https://futureofstorytelling.org/video/linda-boff-the-eight-mantras-of-branding
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coca-cola-usa-a-total-beverage-company-with-local-roots
https://hbr.org/2011/11/how-great-companies-think-differently


POWER OF THE PARENT

SUCCESS STORIES

PROCTER & GAMBLE
The parent of Pampers, Tide and countless trusted consumer products brands promises 
to make life a little easier. The packaged goods giant walks the walk of their tagline 
“Touching lives, improving life” with powerful storytelling like “The Talk”. The striking short 
features black parents through the years having “the talk” — not about the birds and 
bees, but about racism, prejudice and survival. The website also includes a series of other 
video conversations exploring racism. 

“We take seriously the opportunity to spark dialogue on what we all can do to put an end 
to the harmful effects of bias, and motivate true change.”
Damon Jones, P&G’s director of global company communications

“The Talk,” while not without controversy, certainly spurred conversation: more than 7 
million views, 200,000 shares, 858 million earned media impressions and an Adweek ARC 
Award honoring the best brand storytelling of 2017. 

GEORGIA-PACIFIC
This venerable paper products company has made a major shift from product marketing 
to brand-building stories over the past two years amid increasing pressure from 
private labels, other CPG giants and the need to do more with less. Georgia-Pacific’s 
chief marketing officer Douwe Bergsma has completely transformed the conventional 
marketing and advertising model into one powered by “story orchestrators” whose mission 
is to bring a brand’s human truth to life. The results? Strong growth for the company’s 
portfolio of brands from Brawny to Angel Soft with no increase in investment and a 
decrease in resources.

“We had to learn to embrace conflict, because the conflict is the engine of the story.” 
Douwe Bergsma, CMO of Georgia-Pacific 

 11

https://www.pgeveryday.com/tag/mbib-the-talk
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/parents-have-the-talk-in-powerful-my-black-is-beautiful-campaign-from-pg/
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/adweeks-arc-awards-recognizing-the-best-brand-storytelling-of-2017/
http://www.thedrum.com/news/2016/10/21/georgia-pacific-s-cmo-explains-how-his-not-big-and-definitely-not-cool-company-has


POWER OF THE PARENT

EMOTIONAL STORYTELLING

These companies all share a clearly articulated company mission and purpose and content that 
connects the parent brand to its consumers and its products and services. This all sounds great, but 
how do you do it?

At Pace, we like to call it emotional storytelling. Our mission is to find the emotional kernels in the 
master brand that convey its core essence. It all starts with a keen understanding of your audience 
and their unique mindset. Carefully crafted insight boards help us uncover the opportunity and 
how the audience might want to hear it. Awareness and demand happen when you tap into deep 
functional and emotional needs across touch points — and inspire audiences to look further, dig 
deeper and consider something new.

We use storytelling to awaken buyers’ emotional connection to a bigger picture 
while compelling actionable steps in the consideration and purchase cycle.

AUDIENCE

STRATEGYBRAND & PRODUCT

CREATIVITY & TECHNOLOGY
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POWER OF THE PARENT

EMOTIONAL STORYTELLING

CONNECTIVE TISSUE FRAMEWORK
We employ a strategic framework that marries parent to product and teases out the connective tissue 
for great storytelling between the two. It’s the making of marketing magic, if you get it right. 

A parent brand story is developed that aligns with brand purpose and pillars. We create a high-level 
story and powerful themes that connect to the individual line of businesses and solution areas. We use 
powerful storytelling to inspire audiences, drive brand attachment and trigger buying actions.

MASTER BRAND STORY

Elevation of and collaboration with products/services to 
inspire and inform storylines across portfolio and buyer journey

“CONNECTIVE TISSUE” STORYTELLING:  
EMOTIONAL CONNECTION

Middle layer of connected storylines, themes and story franchises 
to connect master brand with the marketplace

YOUR BRAND PILLARS

STORY THEMES

PACE APPROACH: 

A proven framework for connected storytelling across the enterprise 

INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCES, MOTIVATION AND OUTCOMES

PRODUCTS & SERVICES

 13



POWER OF THE PARENT

EMOTIONAL STORYTELLING

Connected storytelling helps identify white space in the market and allows us to 
leverage content more efficiently along the path to purchase. 

CONSIDERATION 
 & STEP-BACK PURCHASEAWAKENING EDUCATION RESEARCH

PERCEPTION BUILDING

Content that attracts, builds credibility  
and shifts thinking

Content that informs, drives audiences  
to the decision-making process

A
D

O
PTIO

N

Advocacy                   The “Loyalty Loop”                 Retention & Expansion

Defection

Content that keeps audiences engaged and drives long-term affinity

Our approach has yielded powerful results for industry-leading clients  
across categories: 

92%
Lift in site visits 
when content 

is present in the 
digital experience 

200%+
Lift in organic 

traffic, as content 
gained in  

search traction

50%
Nearly 50% 
reduction in 

customer churn

3 TO 5x 
Lift in purchase 

rate when content  
is encountered in 

the purchase path
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We understand the challenges CMOs face in getting the C-suite to invest in master brand story 
development. Our mission in exploring this topic was to unearth meaningful data to support them in 
their quest. And the numbers tell the story of the power of the parent. A compelling corporate narrative 
has never been more important — spanning gender, generation and culture. It’s insurance for the long 
term — the rainy day, the viral tsunami.

As North America’s largest independent brand storytelling agency, Pace helps industry leaders from 
Walmart to Southwest Airlines tell their stories. We’re ready to help you tell yours.

For more information on our approach and how Pace can help, visit paceco.com. 

POWER OF THE PARENT

CONCLUSION

 15

https://www.paceco.com/


1.  A Total Beverage Company with Local Roots #CocaColaRenew. (2017),  
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coca-cola-usa-a-total-beverage-company-with-
local-roots

2.  Armstrong, A. (2018). The wake-up call for marketers from the woke generation,  
https://www.paceco.com/insights/strategy/woke-generation/

3.  Content Marketing Market - Low-cost Investment and High Conversion Rate,  
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171031006357/en/Content-Marketing-Market---Low-
cost-Investment-High

4.  Http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_II_FromMarginsMainstream_Report_2013.pdf[PDF]. (2013, 
September).

5.  Kanter, R. M. (2014). How Great Companies Think Differently,  
https://hbr.org/2011/11/how-great-companies-think-differently

6.  Linda Boff - The Eight Mantras of Branding,  
https://futureofstorytelling.org/video/linda-boff-the-eight-mantras-of-branding

7.   MWWs CorpSumer Research. (2017).  
http://engageforgood.com/mwws-corpsumer-research/

8.  Oster, E. (2017). Parents Have the Talk in the Powerful ‘My Black Is Beautiful’ Campaign From P&G, 
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/parents-have-the-talk-in-powerful-my-black-is-
beautiful-campaign-from-pg/

9.  Pick, T. (2016). 33 Thought-Provoking B2B Social Media and Marketing Stats,  
https://webbiquity.com/social-media-marketing/33-thought-provoking-b2b-social-media-and-
marketing-stats/

10.  Smiley, M. (2016). Georgia-Pacific’s CMO explains how his ‘not big’ and ‘definitely not cool’ company 
has driven growth through storytelling,  
http://www.thedrum.com/news/2016/10/21/georgia-pacific-s-cmo-explains-how-his-not-big-and-
definitely-not-cool-company-has

11.  Stanley, T. (2018). Adweek’s Arc Awards: Recognizing the Best Brand Storytelling of 2017,  
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/adweeks-arc-awards-recognizing-the-best-brand-
storytelling-of-2017/

POWER OF THE PARENT

WORK CITATION

 16

http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coca-cola-usa-a-total-beverage-company-with-local-roots
http://www.coca-colacompany.com/stories/coca-cola-usa-a-total-beverage-company-with-local-roots
https://www.paceco.com/insights/strategy/woke-generation/ 
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171031006357/en/Content-Marketing-Market---Low-cost-Investm
https://www.businesswire.com/news/home/20171031006357/en/Content-Marketing-Market---Low-cost-Investm
Http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_II_FromMarginsMainstream_Report_2013.pdf
https://hbr.org/2011/11/how-great-companies-think-differently 
http://engageforgood.com/mwws-corpsumer-research/ 
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/parents-have-the-talk-in-powerful-my-black-is-beautiful-campai
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/parents-have-the-talk-in-powerful-my-black-is-beautiful-campai
https://webbiquity.com/social-media-marketing/33-thought-provoking-b2b-social-media-and-marketing-st
https://webbiquity.com/social-media-marketing/33-thought-provoking-b2b-social-media-and-marketing-st
http://www.thedrum.com/news/2016/10/21/georgia-pacific-s-cmo-explains-how-his-not-big-and-definitely-not-cool-company-has
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/adweeks-arc-awards-recognizing-the-best-brand-storytelling-of-
http://www.adweek.com/brand-marketing/adweeks-arc-awards-recognizing-the-best-brand-storytelling-of-


POWER OF THE PARENT

ABOUT THE AUTHORS

 17

GORDON PRICE LOCKE 
Chief Marketing Officer 
Gordon has 25 years of brand marketing and sales leadership ranging from  
re-engineering well-known brands, strategic storytelling and aligning product and 
service portfolios for growth. At Pace, his role is to help clients discover and develop 
solutions for winning content and digital marketing to reach their strategic objectives. 
Prior to joining Pace, Gordon served as president of a leading agency in Dallas, and 
ran Global Marketing for the Sabre Airline Solutions portfolio. His marketing leadership 
and agency-client experience covers brands such as The Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company, 
Hawaiian Airlines, HP, Rackspace, Rosenbluth-American Express, Teradata, Nestle 
Purina, Fossil, Ryan, NewYork-Presbyterian Healthcare System and Intuit. Gordon 
graduated from Appalachian State University with a degree in marketing and media 
communications. He has traveled to 40+ countries and has lived in Charlotte, North 
Carolina; Washington, D.C.; Honolulu; Dallas and now Greensboro, North Carolina. 

LISA DEATHERAGE 
Pace Brand Advisor & President, Lisa Deatherage Consulting

Lisa is a recognized industry leader, storyteller and global agency veteran with 
extensive Fortune 500 brand experience. Prior to forming her own consulting 
business, Lisa served in senior management roles within Omnicom, most recently as 
head of network marketing for The Integer Group, a global promotional and shopper 
marketing agency. Lisa’s time pre-Integer was spent in senior marketing roles at 
brand agencies DDB Worldwide and Temerlin McClain and in sales management at 
Procter & Gamble. A Who’s Who in Shopper Marketing and Promotional Marketing 
Association (PMA) Beacon Award winner, Lisa has served on the board of the PMA, as 
co-chair of the PMA Shopper Marketing Center of Excellence and as a REGGIE judge.

 

KATIE RIDDLE 
Director, Strategy & Insights 

Katie is curious about everything, from how curling became a sport to why bell-
bottoms keep coming back into style. At Pace, she leads the content strategy, 
research and brand strategy practices, working across a wide variety of clients. 
She builds insights-based strategies that center around the end user and produce 
real business results. Katie has worked in both boutique agencies and multinational 
corporations, including work for brands such as Verizon, Target, Intercontinental 
Hotels Group, Bristol-Myers Squibb, Philips Electronics, and Merck. Katie received her 
Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of Tennessee at Knoxville and remains a 
die-hard SEC fan. She is raising a daughter and a dog in Greensboro, North Carolina, 
and is constantly planning her next travel adventure.



FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT:
Gordon Price Locke
gordon.locke@paceco.com
336.383.5601 

ABOUT PACE 
Pace is a leading creative agency that develops integrated experiences for a 
diverse client base of some of the world’s most iconic brands. Its staff of more 
than 370 employees across the country produces award-winning work that moves 
audiences to action. It has offices in Dallas and San Antonio, Texas; Greensboro, 
North Carolina; New York City; and Bentonville, Arkansas. 


