Q: Steve – I don’t see how anyone in business takes Donald Trump seriously right now. I mean comeon, really, pandering to birthers? What’s up with that?

Spence
A: I must admit that like you, I find it very surprising, verging on strange, that Trump is trumpeting the at-this-point-ridiculous claims of the birthers. And given that no matter what else you may think of Donald Trump, a dummy he is not. Indeed, he is obviously a very smart guy.
So what’s the deal with the birther claims and transparently phony presidential aspirations?

Columns like this, apparently. 
What seems obvious to me is that almost everything Trump does publicly is designed with one purpose and only purpose in mind – to build the brand. Indeed, let me suggest that the motive for all of it --  The Apprentice, The Celebrity Apprentice, celebrity feuds with Rosie O’Donnell, becoming a birther, etc. -- all have one sole purpose: To grow his business.

The idea is this: The more we hear about Trump, the bigger his name gets, and the bigger the name gets, the more valuable it should be on buildings, golf courses and other holdings. So instead of looking like some fringe right-winger, it seems to me that Donald Trump the birther is instead nothing but a cold-blooded cynical capitalist capitalizing on our celebrity culture.
But this is true too: Donald Trump learned a lesson long ago that can help anyone in business,namely, people like personal brands. They like doing business with people and if your business can create a personal brand or personal brand connection, it is attractive, to consumers especially. 
Look, there are tons of real estate firms in New York, but I bet you have probably only heard of two: Trump’s Trump Organization and Barbara Corcoran’s Corcoran Group. And what do those two businesses have in common? You got it. Both are based on personal brands. It’s no accident those are the two you (or I) remember. People like brands based on people. Think Tommy Hilfiger, Kenneth Cole, and Ralph Lauren. Think Magic Johnson Enterprises. Think Martha Stewart. Personal brands are memorable.

Except when they are remembered for the wrong reason.

I once was invited to a Tony Robbins event back in the day, long before anyone had really heard of Tony Robbins. I certainly had never heard of him. He was amazing in person, on stage, as you might expect: Passionate, sharp, engaging, funny, moving. Tony said something that night that I still remember: “You don’t know how far you can go until you go too far.” His point of course was that you have to continue to stretch, and that in the process you may eventually fail, but even that is OK if it means that you are trying new things, learning your lessons, and moving forward. 
So the question of the day with regard to Donald Trump is whether there really is no such thing as bad publicity. I think there is such a thing as bad publicity. I think there is a point where you can unfortunately discover how far you can go because you finally went too far. 
Your brand is precious – whether it is personal or not, it’s your business reputation, promise to your customers, goodwill, and corporate personality all rolled into one. You have to guard it, protect it, preserve it, and defend it. 

Even if that means not buying into silly conspiracy theories for the sake of just a tad more publicity.

Today’s Tip: Ernst & Young recently announced a call for applications for its fourth annual Entrepreneurial Winning Women competition, a program designed to help accelerate the growth of women-owned businesses. Winners of the competition will receive a customized executive leadership program designed to help them grow their business. The deadline for entering is June 30 and winners will be announced in October. You can learn more and apply at www.ey.com/us/entrepreneurialwinningwomen. 

