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Summary 

Marvel was founded in 1939 producing comic books, a new form of entertainment for 

children revolving around the concept of heroes and villains. Since then, the company has 

changed hands numerous times and gone through many monetary ups and downs. Marvel was 

threatened by censorship in 1954, struggled under CEOs with conflicting visions, and even filed 

for bankruptcy in 1996. Internal and external wars lead to a unstable company failing to maintain 

cultural relevance and necessity. Marvel then decided to reevaluate its assets and business 

models in an attempt to return to popularity and financial stability.  

Strategic business decisions were made to revamp and revitalize the company and 

Marvel has since become a successful powerhouse franchise, capitalizing on those assets it 

had all along. By October 2015, 41 films based on Marvel characters have been released, 

grossing $21.7 billion. The company intends to continue this trend using business practices that 

helped return them to the spotlight.  

 

Analysis 

The initial business model employed by Marvel founder Martin Goodman was financially 

motivated, very straightforward, and, put simply, it worked -- for a time. As with many industries, 

a lack of innovation and insistence on adhering to an old business model that worked before but 
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has become antiquated can easily become a death sentence. When Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and 

Steve Ditko decided to begin creating content aimed at a slightly older demographic, Marvel first 

began to capitalize on two strategies that would prove useful for them time and time again, and 

that is to: 

1. Be different and  

2. Attract noncustomers 

Lee and the other writers began creating characters that were heroes, yes, and often 

had extraordinary abilities, sure, but first and foremost, they were relatable humans with angst 

and emotional depth. They capitalized on post-adolescent readers that could see a real person 

in each character and evoked a sense of the world around them. This also potentially conveys 

that the company itself has a sense of emotional depth. Once a reader connects with a 

character on a higher level than pure entertainment, they can build a sense of loyalty to the 

creators of that character and, in turn, Marvel as a company.  

It would seem that at this point, in 1968, when Marvel was really finding its footing with 

its content as well as different audiences that could be reached, it became too comfortable with 

its success. Goodman's sale of Marvel to Cadence Industries, a company that knew nothing 

about the industry it was buying into, was nothing short of a tragedy. It is not surprising, though, 

as Goodman himself was not the one who created these characters that added so much newly 

acquired brand equity. Goodman's original business model was based largely on turning a 

profit, so when Marvel was at an all time high, he got his money's worth. While he did not create 

the newly popular characters, he did create Marvel. This shows how a founder's lack of loyalty 

and meaningful leadership can quickly ruin a successful venture. 

Under Cadence, Jack Kirby claimed work culture became purposefully toxic and soon 

poor management caused him to leave for DC Comics, with two of his major storylines being 
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cancelled soon after. Poor internal process will bring any company to the ground, stifling 

production and creativity in an industry that thrives largely on those two aspects. In 1986 Marvel 

was sold to New World Entertainment, another company that knew nothing about Marvel, its 

universe, or its fans and readers. New World Entertainment consulted with Wall Street 

investment bankers that advised they sell, and again Marvel was sold to a corporate raider, a 

person who benefits from hostile takeovers of companies and in turn flipping them for profit.  

This strategy, however amoral it is, may work for some companies, but not for Marvel. 

After being carelessly passed around by those more interested in turning a profit than truly 

understanding and strategically building a thriving company, Marvel filed for bankruptcy. This 

speaks to a severe lack of moral leadership and, as Aaker suggests, internal branding. If a 

company does not know who it is, it is difficult to capitalize on its brand. 

Luckily for Marvel, it was then acquired by a team that employed a strategist that had 

long term plans for a successful future, some of which relied on remembering who Marvel really 

was. Peter Cuneo reasoned that it was beneficial to focus on core businesses instead of trying 

(and failing) to have a hand in too many industries. This was also the beginning of what I see as 

a beneficial non-competitive strategy, and what Porter would say is taking advantage of a 

cluster and using it to your advantage. Cuneo also suggested Marvel license some of its 

characters, or "heroes," out to major studios, if for nothing more than to just get the fire started 

and spread the word, which would at least generate revenue from corresponding toys. Cuneo 

also knew it was time to repair the broken corporate culture from within Marvel that was 

perpetuating stagnancy and failure. In a creative industry like Marvel, it's important to foster that 

creativity and form a prosperous, supportive atmosphere. These two major strategic moves 

would in time greatly enhance Marvel's brand equity. 
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It was eventually suggested that Marvel actually capitalize on the "Marvel Studios" brand 

and start an actual movie studio and attempt to get the rights back for those sold by Cuneo. 

While it may seem excessive to pass licensing back and forth in this way, and the relatively 

small sums Cuneo had Marvel sell this licensing for almost doesn't seem worth it, it provided 

Marvel with the capital to essentially begin again. When Porter discusses strategies employed 

by failing businesses or industries, he mentions asset disposition and harvesting, which I think 

could be applied in this situation. Cuneo chose to kick start revenue flow by selling rights out, 

and because of his strategic knowledge, I would bet that he knew Marvel could buy those rights 

back once his strategies paid off.  

When Marvel Studios really began, they were as frugal as possible and were easily able 

to do so being outside of the Hollywood microcosm. They reduced cost in as many areas as 

possible, from office furniture, to middle management, to hiring relatively unknown actors, 

directors, producers and writers at lower costs. The effects of reducing middle management had 

not only monetary benefits, but corporate culture benefits as well. By reducing the bureaucracy, 

more creatives were in control of their own vision, allowing quality content to be produced 

relatively quickly.  

Using lesser known actors and directors also had a benefit other than lower production 

costs. It allowed Marvel to tap back into the sentiment created by Stan Lee, Jack Kirby and 

Steve Ditko when they first began writing for young adults -- the allure of the "everyman." Most 

Marvel heroes are, as stated before, regular, relatable people who find themselves in a situation 

where they've been given an immense amount of power and the emotions and struggles that 

come along with dealing with that power in everyday life. Peter Parker was just a dorky New 

York teenager before he was bitten by a radioactive spider and turned into Spider-Man. Bruce 

Banner was a shy scientist before an accident turned him into The Hulk. The X-Men are just 
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trying to survive with the cards they've been dealt in a world that doesn't want or understand 

them. It's almost natural for audiences to connect with these characters on some level.  Marvel 

capitalized by putting unknown actors in these roles, allowing the audience to connect with them 

even more. This brings us back to brand equity. The closeness a viewer feels for Spider-Man 

can easily translate to a loyalty to Marvel, or even comic book heroes in general. It is not often 

that strategies allowing companies (especially film studios) to spend less allow the company to 

make more money and bring them closer to the consumer. 

General loyalty to comic book characters is another strategy Marvel used to generate 

revenue and remain relevant. It brings us back to the concept non-competitive strategy, or using 

cluster competition to your advantage. Marvel and DC are not rivals, nor do they need to be. 

Readers and viewers often have a particular character they consider their favorite, but more 

often than not, a comic book fan is a comic book fan. A rivalry between Marvel and DC, 

regardless of which is more successful or popular, would be detrimental for both parties.  

In addition to these strategies creating and supporting brand equity, Marvel also puts a 

lot of care into maintaining brand integrity. That is, they care about their heroes as if they were 

their own children. This shows in the writing and production, as well as the relationships 

between Marvel characters and storylines. They care about creating a rich, meaningful world for 

their characters to thrive in together and audiences respond very well to this strategy. 

Throughout its history, and as with many other businesses, Marvel has proven they benefit most 

from care and strategic decision making as opposed to purely having money in mind.  

 

Recommendations 

Based on the strengths and weaknesses of Marvel's past major strategic decisions, both 

creative and business related, a lot can be said about about what they should keep in mind 

5 



moving forward. The first major win was the creation of the brand and product itself, which 

tapped into a single children's entertainment market that was then booming, but now antiquated. 

That shrewd capitalization is what birthed the Marvel brand and is a strategy that should be kept 

in mind, but used in conjunction with others. Brand equity is always important, but in the case of 

Marvel, it is vital for survival. The next win for Marvel was Stan Lee and crew reviving Marvel 

from near defeat by reaching an untapped market and doing it with meaning. The new character 

creations became familiar and important to readers as something they would hold dear into 

adulthood, essentially creating lifelong followers and customers. This was when Marvel first 

developed their brand equity and is something they would do well to remember. 

As stated in the analysis, the major downfall for Marvel in what I will refer to as its early 

adulthood. This misstep was all about money. Marvel changed hands multiple times and lost 

sight of what it was, what it meant to accomplish, and what it did and could mean to loyal 

consumers. In doing this, Marvel lost major players that had built that loyal following and began 

to disintegrate. Additionally, at this time Marvel promoted very unhealthy and even toxic work 

environments unsuited for a creative industry. As long as the company keeps these mistakes in 

mind and vows to uphold the integrity of the brand, the characters, the workplace, and the 

consumer, it will retain respect and loyalty from both employees and consumers alike.  

The second revitalization of Marvel, in the form of Marvel Studios, has really cemented 

the company as a major player and name that will be difficult to forget. Capitalizing on the 

loyalty of lifelong fans, as well as continuously creating new ones, or attracting "noncustomers," 

has been the biggest win for Marvel to date. That strategy, in conjunction with non-competitive 

clustering of like brands so as to keep individuals interested and loyal to comic book heroes as 

a whole, has done wonders for the brand. Continued conscientious moral leadership seems to 

be the key for Marvel's survival and success. 
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Implications 

Implications of these recommendations are fairly straightforward, as Marvel is 

currently still a wildly successful company. They continue to release multiple films a year, 

releasing new characters to be added to The Avengers films, increasing the star power and 

lucrative motion of the company and franchise. Marvel's newest film, Black Panther, has 

become the third highest grosser in unadjusted earnings, surpassing Titanic. The film was 

packed with stars, some well known, but many relatively unknown, in true Marvel fashion. In 

addition to recruiting relatively unknown New Zealand director Taika Waititi to direct the wildly 

successful Thor: Ragnarok, this strategy continues to pay off for Marvel. With two more films 

slated to be released in 2018, as well as three more in 2019, Marvel shows no signs of slowing 

down.  
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