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SECTION 01

Brand is back
For years, marketing leaders have faced increasing pressure to prove immediate, measurable
returns.

But in 2026, something interesting is happening.

Brand is back at the top of the agenda.

McKinsey's State of Marketing Europe 2026, published in November 2025, ranks branding as the
number one marketing priority for the year ahead — ahead of performance marketing, martech
investment and generative AI. The finding is drawn from a survey of 500 senior marketing leaders
across France, Germany, Italy, Spain and the UK.

At the same time, marketers are operating in an environment where content is being created faster,
across more channels, by more people and with increasingly powerful AI tools.

And there is another change.

A brand is no longer only being interpreted by the audiences it publishes for. Increasingly, it is being
interpreted by the AI systems people use to discover, compare and evaluate organisations.

Those systems form their understanding from the content an organisation publishes. Consistency is
what determines how clear that understanding can be.

That raises the stakes on a challenge brands have always had.

Most established brands already know what they stand for. They have invested in their positioning,
messaging, tone of voice and brand guidelines.

The harder question is whether those foundations are consistently reflected in everything the
organisation creates — and what happens when those signals are increasingly being interpreted by
AI.

A brand is the story an organisation tells, consistently, across everything it puts
into the world.

The gap between what a brand intends and what it actually publishes has always been a risk. What
has changed is how much it now costs to leave it open.

Source: McKinsey & Company, Past forward: The modern rethinking of marketing's core, November
2025.
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SECTION 02

Defining the strategy is only the start
Most brands have done the hard work and have spent time and money establishing what makes them
unique.

They know:

• what they stand for

• who they are trying to reach

• what differentiates them

• what they want to be known for

• how they want to sound

• which messages matter most

Those foundations provide the direction.

But strategy doesn't create the brand on its own. It has to be translated into thousands of individual
decisions.

Every headline, campaign, product page and piece of AI-generated content is an expression of the
brand. And each expression creates opportunities for interpretation.

The challenge isn't knowing what the brand stands for. It's carrying that
understanding into the work.

Where drift happens

Brand strategy: what we want to stand for

Translation: how different teams and people understand and apply it

Campaigns and content creation: how the strategy becomes words, ideas and stories

Published content: what audiences actually see

AI and search: what increasingly intelligent systems can interpret about us

Drift happens where the strategy is interpreted and turned into work.

And increasingly, the output of that work doesn't just reach audiences directly. It becomes part of the
wider picture from which AI systems form an understanding of the brand.
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SECTION 03

Why alignment gets harder at scale

Brand

Teams

Agencies

Channels

Partners

AI tools
One brand, many hands. Consistency fades the further work travels from the source.

The modern brand isn't created by one person or one team. It might involve:

• internal marketing teams

• content teams

• PR

• social

• regional teams

• senior executives

• specialist agencies

• freelancers

• subject-matter experts

• AI tools

All of them are creating or influencing how the brand is expressed. And not everybody will have the
same depth of understanding of the brand strategy.

Even when everyone has access to the same guidelines, they will interpret them through their own
experience, expertise and context.

That isn't necessarily a problem.

Interpretation is part of good creative work.

The problem is what happens when small differences accumulate.

A message gets softened. A positioning point is interpreted slightly differently. A proof point
changes. A piece of feedback alters the emphasis. A colleague adapts the message for a different
audience. A new team picks up the work. An AI tool generates another version.

None of these decisions are necessarily wrong. But over time, they can create something bigger.

Brand drift.
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SECTION 04

Brand drift happens without anyone noticing

Brand standard

What actually goes out

Time
Small changes add up. Without regular review, the message drifts from the standard over time.

Brand drift happens through the normal process of creating work.

A team starts with the strategy. People interpret it through their own experience. The messaging gets
developed. Feedback is given. The work evolves. Another team adapts it for a different audience. An
agency brings its own expertise and perspective. A new person joins the team.

And someone who has spent years understanding the brand eventually leaves — taking some of that
context and knowledge with them.

None of this is necessarily a problem. In fact, it is how organisations work.

But every time the strategy is interpreted, adapted or passed on, there is an opportunity for
something to shift.

Usually, the shift is small. A different emphasis. A slightly different way of describing what the brand
does. A message that becomes more prominent than another.

Over time, those small changes can accumulate.

Organisations have always relied on people to carry the strategy forward — it's been the only way to
do it.

And people change.

Teams grow. People move roles. Agencies change. New partners come in. Knowledge gets lost.

The brand strategy remains in the document.

But the understanding of the strategy lives in people's heads.

That's where brand drift begins.

The strategy is agreed. Every interpretation, adaptation and handover moves the work a little
further from the standard
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SECTION 05

Alignment isn't about making everything the
same

Core message

Social
Short, playful

On-brand

Email
Warm, direct

On-brand

Website
Clear, confident

On-brand

Sales deck
Proof-led

On-brand

Aligned, not identical: one core message, expressed to suit each channel.

Brand consistency is often misunderstood.

It doesn't mean every piece of content should follow the same structure or sound identical.

A good brand needs to flex.

Different audiences need different messages. Different channels need different formats. Different
people need to tell different stories.

Alignment is not uniformity.

It is the ability to express the brand differently while still reinforcing the same strategic foundations.

A strong brand can be diverse in expression and consistent in meaning.

Different content. Different audiences. Different creators. One coherent brand.
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SECTION 06

Why now?

Your content AI search reads it What customers see

AI now sits between your brand and your customers, and it learns from everything you publish.

AI is accelerating the problem.

The challenge of brand alignment isn't new.

The urgency is.

AI is changing both how much content organisations can create and how audiences discover and
evaluate brands.

The ability to create content is accelerating. But the ability to govern what that content says doesn't
automatically accelerate with it.

More content, produced faster, by more people and more tools, means more moments where
someone decides how the brand should be expressed — and every one of those moments is an
opportunity for the brand to shift.

AI search is changing how people form a view of brands
AI search is still an emerging channel for many brands. For some, the volume of traffic coming
directly from AI platforms is already meaningful. For others, it is still relatively small.

But traffic isn't the only reason to care.

People are increasingly using AI to research categories, compare organisations, understand
companies and inform decisions.

And the people evaluating your brand aren't only potential customers.

Investors, journalists, analysts, partners, employees and other stakeholders can increasingly use AI to
form a view of an organisation.

So the question isn't simply:

How much traffic are we getting from AI search?

It is:

What does AI understand about our brand when someone asks?

That changes the question brands need to ask. It is no longer only:

What are we telling our customers?
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It is increasingly:

What story are we collectively creating about our brand — and what will AI make of it?

Your digital presence is becoming part of your brand story
Every piece of content contributes another signal. Every message reinforces — or weakens — a
narrative.

And increasingly, those signals aren't only being interpreted by people. They're being interpreted by
AI systems too.

If your website says one thing, your PR campaign says another, your thought leadership emphasises
something different and your teams describe the proposition in different ways, you aren't simply
creating an inconsistent customer experience. You're creating a less coherent body of information
about your brand.

Inconsistency was always a reputational risk. Now its commercial cost is rising.

AI is forming its picture of your brand now, and the content you publish
contributes to it.

AI systems summarise. They compress a large body of content into a short answer, and inconsistency
makes that harder to do well. Consistency isn't only about how a brand looks to people — it's about
making it easy for a system to describe the brand accurately.

SECTION 07

Practical steps to strengthen brand alignment

1 Define your brand
foundations

2 Identify everyone
who creates work in
your brand's name

3 Share the
foundations with
everyone creating
work

4 Look across your
channels

5 Review earlier 6 Reduce dependence
on individual
knowledge

7 Consider AI before
scaling it

8 Consider what AI
has to work with

Eight practical steps at a glance

Brand drift is difficult to see from the inside, because it happens gradually and through work that
looks reasonable at every individual stage.

The following eight steps can help you identify where brand drift is happening, and create stronger
conditions for alignment as content scales.
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01   Define your brand foundations
Make sure the foundations you expect teams to align to are clearly defined.

That means the full set of strategic foundations that shape how the brand should be
represented — positioning, audience, proposition, key messages, differentiation, personality,
proof points and any other principles that matter to your brand.

Ask Could someone new to the organisation understand what our brand needs to consistently
communicate?

Action Bring your core brand foundations together in one accessible source, so there is a single
version everyone works from.

02   Identify everyone who creates work in your brand's name
Map the people and teams who turn your foundations into campaigns and content. Internal
teams, agencies, freelancers, senior leaders, regional teams — and increasingly, the AI tools
your teams use to write and produce content.

Most organisations find the list is longer than expected. The people furthest from the brand
team are often working from a brief rather than the foundations themselves.

Ask Who is creating content in our name that we haven't accounted for?

Action Map every internal team, agency, freelancer, senior leader and AI workflow involved in
creating externally facing content. Identify what each is currently using as their source of brand
guidance.

03   Share the foundations with everyone creating work
Defining the foundations only helps if the people creating work can reach them.

New starters, agencies, freelancers and specialist teams often work from a briefing rather
than the source, and what they receive is already one interpretation removed.

Ask Could someone joining next week find our brand foundations, and would they know how to
use them?

Action Make sure everyone identified in step 02 knows where the foundations live, can access
them, and understands how they should be used.
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04   Look across your channels
Don't only look for obvious off-brand content. A brand usually holds together within a channel
and comes apart across them.

Look at your website, your social channels, your press coverage, your sales materials and your
thought leadership together, rather than reviewing each in isolation.

Ask If someone saw everything we published last month across every channel, would they come
away with the same understanding of our brand that our strategy intended?

Action Review a sample of recent content across channels together rather than separately.
Look for differences in positioning, messaging, proof points and emphasis — not just obvious
visual or tonal inconsistencies.

05   Review earlier
Don't rely on a final brand approval process. By the time content is finished, any misalignment
has already been paid for in time and cost.

Consider reviewing briefs and proposals against the foundations before work begins, as well as
content before it goes live.

Ask Are we catching misalignment when it is still easy to resolve, or after the work has been
done?

Action Build a brand review into the workflow before significant creative work begins. Review
briefs, proposals and key messages against the brand foundations before time and budget are
invested in developing the work.

06   Reduce dependence on individual knowledge
Look at where brand understanding currently lives. If someone who has worked with the brand
for ten years left tomorrow, how much knowledge would leave with them?

Ask How much of our brand knowledge exists in systems and processes, and how much exists in
people's heads?

Action Identify the decisions and context that experienced people routinely have to explain to
others. Capture the principles behind those decisions so brand understanding isn't lost when
people or partners change.
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07   Consider AI before scaling it
AI makes creating content faster. Before increasing volume, consider how you will maintain
alignment.

Ask If we doubled the amount of content we produced tomorrow, would our current approach
to brand governance still work?

Action Identify where AI is already being used in content creation and consider what happens
as that use increases. If volume can scale faster than human review, identify where brand
alignment needs to become part of the workflow itself.

08   Consider what AI has to work with
Your brand doesn't only exist in the content your brand team considers important. Everything
the organisation publishes contributes to the body of information available about it.

AI systems form their understanding from that body of content as a whole — not from the
pieces you would choose to show someone.

Ask If AI systems only had the content we have published, would they have enough consistent
signal to describe our brand the way we intend?

Action Look at the content being created across your organisation as a whole, not just the work
the brand team owns. Identify where your positioning, messages and proof points are
reinforced consistently — and where different versions of the story are emerging.

SECTION 08

From guidelines to continuous alignment

BEFORE

Guidelines PDF
• Shared once, then forgotten
• Relies on interpretation
• Reviewed late, if at all

AFTER

Always-on review loop
• Every piece reviewed against the foundations
• Findings explained, fixes suggested
• Learning feeds back in

From a static document people interpret, to foundations that actively review every piece.

Brand guidelines play an important role. They define the foundations, they give people a reference
point, and they create consistency.

But guidelines are fundamentally static. Content isn't.
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Your brand strategy is defined periodically. Your organisation may create thousands of pieces of
content in between.

That creates a fundamental difference:

Strategy is defined periodically.

Content is created continuously.

The opportunity is to make the foundations more active in the way content is created.

From

• Define the brand

• Create guidelines

• Distribute them

• Rely on interpretation and review

To

• Define the brand

• Create campaigns and content

• Review against the foundations

• Identify areas of inconsistency

• Align

• Build your brand over time

Brand alignment becomes an ongoing discipline rather than a one-off exercise.

SECTION 09

What good looks like
A modern brand doesn't need to control every piece of content. But creating the conditions for
consistency at scale is genuinely difficult without something in place to support it.

One source of truth

Everyone works from the same brand foundations.

Creative freedom

Teams and partners can interpret and express the brand appropriately for their audience and
channel.

Continuous review

The foundations are used when content is being created, not only referred to when something goes
wrong.

Scalable governance

Consistency doesn't depend on a small number of people reviewing everything.
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A coherent narrative

Different content can tell different stories while collectively reinforcing the same brand.

Most organisations have a version of this. What's harder is applying it the same way, every time,
across every team and channel.

SECTION 10

From brand foundations to an active review
layer

Brand foundations Elora review Findings Aligned content

Findings feed back into the foundations
An active review layer: foundations applied to every piece, before it goes out.

So what would it look like to make brand foundations part of the content workflow itself?

Rather than treating brand guidelines as a document to consult when something feels wrong, they
can become an active reference point throughout the creation process.

That means teams can continue creating work in the way they already do, while the brand
foundations provide a consistent standard against which that work is reviewed.

Define the foundations.

Create the work.

Review and align before publication.

This creates a feedback loop between strategy and execution.

And over time, that matters beyond individual pieces of content. When the content an organisation
creates consistently reinforces the same strategic foundations, it builds a clearer and more coherent
picture of the brand for the people who encounter it — and increasingly, for the AI systems
interpreting that content too.

That's the role Elora is designed to play.

Elora is a brand consistency platform. It reviews campaigns and content against an organisation's
own brand strategy, messaging, guidelines and GEO keywords before anything goes live, turning
brand foundations into an active review layer across everything the organisation creates.
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SECTION 11

Where this sits alongside GEO and AI visibility
tools

Elora
What you publish

GEO tools
How AI shows you

AI search

AI visibility tools show how you appear. Elora makes sure what you publish is on-brand to begin with.

Brand and marketing teams are being offered a growing number of tools that touch AI search. They
do different jobs, and it is worth being clear about which job you are trying to do.

The distinction is what each one treats as the reference point.

Reference point The question it answers Output

AI visibility measurement The model's answer How is our brand being
described in AI search?

A score or position

GEO optimisation What models reward Will this content be read
and cited?

Content written for AI
search

Brand alignment Your brand's strategy,
messaging and guidelines

Does this match what we
said we stand for?

Campaigns and content
that consistently reflect the
brand

The reference point is different.

AI visibility and GEO tools start from the model. Brand alignment starts with your brand.

None of these replaces the others. Measurement tells you where you stand. GEO helps your content
reach AI search.

GEO works best when it has a clear, consistent brand to amplify — and that consistency starts with
the brand's own strategy.

GEO amplifies your signals. Consistency is what keeps them clear.

When everything reinforces the same story, audiences get a clearer picture of the brand — and AI
systems have a more coherent body of information to interpret.
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SECTION 12

The future of brand alignment
The future of brand management isn't about stricter rules or more manual review. It's about
connecting strategy with execution within the workflows teams already have.

Because when content creation is continuous, brand alignment needs to be continuous too.

And as AI increases the speed and scale of content creation — while increasingly influencing how
audiences discover and evaluate brands — that connection becomes more commercially important.

The brands that thrive won't necessarily be the ones producing the most content. They will be the
ones that can create at scale without losing clarity about who they are.

Your brand strategy defines the story.

Your campaigns and content tell it.

AI increasingly interprets it.

Brand alignment keeps the story coherent.

WHY WE WROTE THIS

A note from the founder
I spent twenty years in brand and communications, most of it helping organisations translate brand
strategy into the work that actually reaches audiences.

Creating the strategy is only the beginning. The harder part is communicating
it consistently, over time, across every team, channel and partner involved in
bringing the brand to life.

The strategy and the published content can end up further apart than anyone intended. And as
content creation accelerates and AI becomes part of how brands are discovered and understood,
that gap matters more.

Elora exists to keep them aligned.

Becky Rawlings, Founder, Elora

The brand consistency platform for the AI search era.
Read this guide online at eloratech.co/brand-alignment-gap or email hello@eloratech.co.
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