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Brand Compass Snapshot

Riley Hayes presents as a Minneapolis-based advertising and brand agency built on a 35-year founder narrative and a
consistently expressed ““Create with Joy” philosophy that runs through its homepage, About page, and case work for
clients like Delta Air Lines, Alerus Financial, and Tactile Medical. Two named frameworks — Brand From the Inside
Out and Brand Gap Analysis — give the agency real intellectual scaffolding, though both remain thin as developed
thought leadership. The opportunity ahead is to make explicit what is currently only implied: the specific client problem
— a brand and culture that have grown apart — that Riley Hayes’s philosophy and frameworks are built to solve.

Archetype Resolution

Brand & Story Architects — agencies that lead with meaning, narrative, identity, and belief-led
positioning.

Primary Archetype

Confidence \ Strong

Riley Hayes’s strongest and most consistent signal is its founder-rooted “Create with Joy” philosophy — a felt, specific
belief carried from Tom Hayes’s founding letter through case studies that describe brand transformations in human terms,
such as Alerus Financial’s “soaring spirit” repositioning and New Horizon Academy’s “Built to Nurture” platform. That
combination of a genuine founding worldview and story-driven case work is what defines a Brand & Story Architect
rather than another archetype. Per direction, this analysis proceeds with Brand & Story Architects as the confirmed
archetype.

Quality Scorecard

Quality \Score \What This Means

Brand Story Depth Foundational | A 35-year founder narrative, an origin story tied to the founder’s mother, and five

stated guideposts (“Create with joy” among them) give Riley Hayes a specific, felt
identity — the gap is that it stops at personality and doesn’t yet connect to a claim
about what problem the agency solves.

Thought Leadership Signal | Foundational | Two named, dedicated-page frameworks (Brand From the Inside Out, Brand Gap
Analysis) sit in main navigation, but neither is developed beyond a single page —
no supporting articles or framework-in-action content.

Breadth of Capability Established The site explicitly names two disciplines — Strategy (positioning, insights, go-to-
market, journey mapping) and Creative (brand evolution, experiential, campaigns,
video, digital) — and five case studies demonstrate work across both.

Technical / Niche Expertise | Emerging Case work spans brand strategy, identity, campaign, and digital disciplines without
a single named technical specialization anchoring the agency’s identity.

Executional Strategy Established Case studies show clear strategic reasoning behind the creative (Alerus’s life-stage
repositioning, Tactile Medical’s patient-outcome narrative ahead of its IPO), and
Strategy is a named, staffed discipline.

Methodological Depth Emerging Brand Gap Analysis names three diagnostic components (competitive positioning,
communication strategy, visual identity), but neither framework documents a
repeatable process, tools, or a case showing the methodology applied step by step.

Vertical Focus Emerging A recurring emotional, human-connection thread runs across very different sectors
(airline co-brand, community banking, early education, medical device, fintech),
but it is never stated as a claimed specialization.
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Score ‘What This Means
Client Type Mix Established Roster spans large recognizable brands (Delta/Amex, Gap Inc.) and credible

regional institutions (Alerus, New Horizon Academy, Tactile Medical),
consistently substantial, though not framed as an explicit targeting statement.

Cultural Personality Defining “Create with Joy” and the founder’s five guideposts are the single strongest and
most consistent signal on the site, carried from the homepage through the About
page and into case study language.

Tech Enablement Absent No proprietary tools, technology platform, or tech capability is referenced
anywhere on the site.

Anchor Qualities to Build

Anchor Quality Current Direction
Score
Brand Story Depth Gate-qualifying score — protect and activate. The
4 — founding narrative is strong; the gap is that it stops at

Foundational personality and does not yet connect to a claim about
what Riley Hayes is built to solve.

Cultural Personality The highest single score in the analysis. "Create with Joy"
is already a defining-level signal. The strategic task is to
connect the personality to the methodology — so that joy
reads as both a value and a practice.

5 — Defining

Thought Leadership Signal Two named frameworks already score at Foundational.
4— The gap is that the frameworks are navigational items, not
Foundational developed intellectual content — no articles, no case
studies framed around the methodology, no evidence of
the frameworks in action.

Target Al Search Read

“Riley Hayes is a Minneapolis advertising agency with a 35-year history, known for a ‘Create with
Joy’ philosophy and brand work for clients like Delta Air Lines, Alerus Financial, and Tactile
Medical, though its site does not make clear what specific brand problem it solves or who it’s built
for.”

Current Read

“Riley Hayes is a Brand & Story Architect that helps organizations whose brand and culture have
grown apart rebuild from the inside out — evidenced by transformations like Alerus Financial’s
life-stage repositioning and Tactile Medical’s IPO-ready rebrand, and grounded in named
frameworks (Brand From the Inside Out, Brand Gap Analysis) built on that belief.”

Target Read
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Discoverability Assessment

Riley Hayes has the strongest Cultural Personality signal in the current analysis set — the "joy" platform is genuine,
consistent, and founder-led. The discoverability challenge is not one of authenticity; it is one of searchability. Al
systems can describe Riley Hayes as warm and creative, but cannot yet answer the question a prospective client
actually asks: what kind of brand problem is Riley Hayes built to solve, and for whom? The two proprietary
frameworks (Brand From the Inside Out, Brand Gap Analysis) are the clearest path to closing that gap — they give
the agency a citable intellectual identity — but they are currently navigation labels, not developed signal assets.

Archetype Rarity “Brand & Story Architect” is a less common archetype than “Integrated Growth Engine”
— it requires a genuine founding worldview, a named philosophy, and creative work
framed as proof of belief. Riley Hayes meets those requirements, which means it
competes in a smaller field. The "joy" platform is distinctive; the risk is that without
connecting it to a specific type of client problem, it reads as a personality trait rather
than a positioning claim.

Signal Specificity The most specific, verifiable signals on the site are the named frameworks (Brand
From the Inside Out, Brand Gap Analysis), the founder's letter, and the three client
testimonials with attributed quotes. These are concrete and confirmable. The service
descriptions (Strategy and Creative bullet lists), the "joy" headline, and the case study
titles are present but generic — they describe what the agency does, not what it
changes for clients.

Discoverability Gap The primary gap is the absence of a stated client problem. Riley Hayes does not name
the situation it was built to serve — whether that is a brand misaligned with its culture,
a company undergoing repositioning, an organization whose internal and external
brand have diverged, or a challenger brand needing a stronger story. The two
frameworks strongly imply this territory, but it is never stated. An Al asked "who is
Riley Hayes the right agency for?" cannot yet find a confident answer on the site.

Al-Mediated Search Best Practices

Current signal strength assessed against the universal principles and the resolved archetype's priority stack.

# | Principle Status | Key Observation
Pick a primary identity and say it Brand & Story Architects identity is implicit in every page
1 everywhere. v — the joy philosophy, the founder voice, the

methodology names. Consistent but not yet declared as
a governing identity claim.

Make your homepage do archetype "Create with Joy" is a philosophy declaration, not an
2 declaration, not teasing. . archetype declaration. The homepage signals a
distinctive personality without telling an Al what kind of
agency this is or what problem it solves.
Use your ICP's problem as your service Services (Strategy, Creative) are grouped by discipline,
grouping logic. not by client problem. The Brand From the Inside Out
3 X and Brand Gap Analysis frameworks imply a specific
client problem (brand-culture misalignment, brand
underperformance) but this is never named.
Write case studies as proof of Case study titles (e.g., "Breathing life into a brand en
positioning, not just outcomes. route to IPO," "Breathing new harmony into the music
4 ~ school brand") gesture at brand transformation

narratives. But case study pages show project outputs
rather than the before/after of a brand problem solved.
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# | Principle
Let thought leadership signal method,
not volume.

5
Use consistent language for the same
ideas.

6
Make your ideal client feel obvious,

7 even if it feels limiting.
Treat your About page as a strategic
asset.

8
Align visual density with your strategic
promise.

9
Optimize for interpretive confidence,
not keyword coverage.

10

v Executing ~ Partial X Gap

Status

Key Observation

Two named frameworks are present and navigable —
strong foundation. No supporting articles, methodology
explainers, or framework-in-action content is visible. The
frameworks exist as labels, not as developed thought
leadership.

"Joy" and its variants appear consistently across all
pages. "Brand From the Inside Out" and "Brand Gap
Analysis" are used consistently. Language discipline is a
strength.

No ICP is named or implied anywhere on the site. The
client roster spans sectors, sizes, and challenges. A
prospective client cannot determine whether Riley
Hayes is built for companies like them.

The founder's letter is a genuine strategic asset —
personal, specific, and conviction-led. However, it
focuses on agency culture and founder values rather
than the strategic argument for why brands built from
the inside out outperform those that aren't.

The site is visually clean and brand-consistent. Content
density is light — service descriptions are bulleted, case
studies are title-and-image, methodology pages are
brief. For a BSA, the expected visual density includes
richer story content.

An Al reading the site can describe Riley Hayes
accurately but cannot place it with precision — the
personality is clear, the problem the agency solves is
not. Interpretive confidence requires a stated client
situation, not just a stated philosophy.
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Al-Mediated Search Best Practices — Strategic Guidance

Recommendations drawn from the BSA priority stack, presented in priority order. Riley Hayes has a strong
foundation — the strategic task is not to change the identity but to make it work harder as a discoverability signal.

1. Connect the founding belief to a

stated client problem — everywhere.

Phase 1 status: Partial. "Create with Joy" and "bring
humanity to humanity" are consistent and authentic,
but they describe how Riley Hayes works, not what it
changes. An Al can describe the agency's personality
accurately but cannot complete the sentence "Riley
Hayes is the right agency when your brand..." because
that sentence doesn't appear on the site. The two
named frameworks (Brand From the Inside Out, Brand
Gap Analysis) strongly imply the client problem —
brand-culture misalignment, brand underperformance
relative to the company's actual quality — but neither
page names it directly.

Finding

Add one sentence to the homepage that names the
client situation Riley Hayes was built to serve. It does
not need to be a narrow vertical claim — it can be a
problem type: "We build brands for organizations
whose story hasn't kept up with who they've become."

Action Or: "We work with companies whose brand and culture
have grown apart." Use this sentence (or its equivalent)
on the About page, the Brand From the Inside Out
page, and as the opening of the Brand Gap Analysis
page. The "joy" platform stays — it just gets anchored
to a problem, not left as a free-floating philosophy.

Brand Story Depth moves from gate-qualifying to
differentiated as the founding narrative acquires a
strategic claim. The Al search read shifts from a

Signal Impact personality description to a positioning statement that
can be cited in response to specific queries. Thought
Leadership Signal strengthens as the frameworks are
now visibly connected to a defined problem.
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Turn the Brand From the Inside Out

methodology into a developed signal
asset.

Phase 1 status: Partial. "Brand From the Inside Out"
is a named methodology in site navigation — which
gives it real discoverability value. But the dedicated
page is brief: it names the problem (messaging-
delivery disconnect), states the solution (inside-out

Finding alignment), and shows one case study (Delta Fly
Proud). There is no methodology explainer, no
framework diagram, no articulation of what the
process looks like or what it produces. An Al can find
the name but cannot describe the approach in any
depth.

Develop the Brand From the Inside Out page into a
full methodology asset. At minimum: a brief
articulation of the problem it solves (3—4 sentences),
a named process or framework (even a simple 3-
stage model: Diagnose — Align — Activate), and two
case study references that show the methodology in
action with named outcomes. This does not require
new work — Riley Hayes has the client roster to draw
from. The Delta Fly Proud case study already exists;
one more (Alerus is a strong candidate given the
"purpose, values, and true voice" testimonial quote)
completes the proof set.

Action

Thought Leadership Signal strengthens as the
methodology becomes a developed intellectual asset
rather than a navigation label. Brand Story Depth
benefits as the founding belief ("brands built from the
inside out") acquires a citable process. The Al search
read gains a methodology name that can be surfaced
in response to queries about brand-culture alignment
and internal brand activation.

Signal Impact
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Reframe case studies as brand

transformation narratives.

Phase 1 status: Partial. Case study titles gesture at
transformation ("Breathing life into a brand en route to
IPO," "Breathing new harmony into the music school
brand") — the instinct is right. But case study pages
currently show project outputs rather than the arc of a
brand problem solved. An Al reading a case study
page can determine what Riley Hayes produced; it
cannot determine what changed for the client, why the
Riley Hayes approach was the right one, or what the
before/after of the brand looked like.

Finding

Restructure each case study around three elements:
the brand situation (what was the challenge — a
brand that hadn't evolved, a culture that wasn't
expressed in the messaging, a story that didn't match
the product), the Riley Hayes approach (how
empathy-first strategy and inside-out thinking shaped
the solution), and the outcome (what changed, with a
named result where possible). The Alerus testimonial
("The team brought our purpose, our values and our
true voice to the world") is the exact language of a
BSA case study — it just needs to be the frame for
the case, not a quote at the bottom of a carousel.

Action

This is the proof layer that validates the positioning
claim from Recommendation 1. An Al system reading
two restructured case studies can now confirm: yes,
Riley Hayes solves brand-culture alignment problems,
and here is what that looks like in practice. Cultural
Personality signal strengthens as the joy philosophy is
shown producing outcomes, not just described as a
value.

Signal Impact



RSW/US

Rewrite the About page to argue for

the belief, not just describe it.

Phase 1 status: Partial. The founder's letter is one of
the strongest About page signals in the current analysis
set — specific, personal, and conviction-led. The gap is
that it argues for Tom Hayes's character and the

Finding agency's culture, not for a theory of brand-building. A
prospective CMO reading the About page understands
who Riley Hayes is; they do not yet understand why the
Riley Hayes approach produces better outcomes than
an agency without that philosophy.

Keep the founder's letter — it is a genuine differentiator.
Add one paragraph after the creative philosophy
statement that makes the strategic argument: brands
built around what a company actually believes and
delivers outperform brands built around what a

Action marketing team thinks will resonate. The joy platform is
not just a cultural value — it is a methodological stance:
start with empathy, build from the inside, let the brand
reflect the organization's actual character. This
argument is already implicit in everything on the site; it
just needs to be stated once, plainly.

Brand Story Depth strengthens as the founding
narrative acquires a strategic argument to accompany
its personal warmth. The About page becomes a

Signal Impact positioning asset, not just an origin story. BSA signal
confidence increases as the belief is now stated as a
theory of brand-building, not just a description of how
the agency feels to work with.
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5. Name the client Riley Hayes is built

for — on the homepage.

Phase 1 status: Gap. No ICP is named anywhere on
the site. The client roster suggests the territory
(organizations whose brands haven't kept up with who
they've become; companies navigating repositioning,
internal alignment, or identity evolution) but a
prospective client cannot determine whether Riley
Hayes is built for companies like them. For a BSA, the
ICP is defined by the type of brand problem, not by
sector or size — which means the claim can be broad
without being generic.

Finding

Add a one-sentence ICP signal to the homepage —
not a demographic description but a problem
description: "We partner with organizations whose
brand needs to catch up to who they've become." Or:
"We work best with companies that are ready to build
their brand from the inside out." This sentence should
appear above or near the service descriptions, not in
the footer. It does not limit the client roster — it creates
a moment of self-identification for the right prospective
client.

Action

This is the highest-leverage single-sentence addition
available on the site. An Al reading this sentence can
now answer "who is Riley Hayes built for?" — which is

Signal Impact the question that determines whether the agency
surfaces in a relevant query. Discoverability Gap
closes as the client problem is named and
confirmable.

Signals to Reduce or Remove

Riley Hayes’s confirmed Brand & Story Architect direction strengthens its current archetype rather than redirecting to a
different one, so most of the work ahead is additive rather than corrective. Two existing signals are worth tightening
rather than removing: the Dave and Delta SkyMiles case studies are framed almost entirely around channel and tactic
execution (push notifications, SMS, in-flight/OOH/direct-mail toolkits) with little brand-story language, and read as
performance-marketing proof rather than BSA proof unless they get the same brand-situation/approach/outcome reframe
recommended above for Alerus and Tactile Medical; and the homepage’s “Strategy” and “Creative” service labels are a
generic discipline list with no connective narrative to the “Create with Joy” philosophy or the two named frameworks.
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Implementation Priority

Order \Recommendation Effort Signal Impact

1 Add a homepage sentence naming the client problem Riley Hayes | Low High
solves (brand and culture that have grown apart)

2 Add a homepage sentence naming who Riley Hayes is built for Low High
(ICP defined by problem, not sector)

3 Reframe the Alerus Financial and Tactile Medical case studies Medium High
around situation — approach — outcome

4 Develop Brand From the Inside Out into a full methodology asset | Medium Medium
(named process + second case study)

5 Add one paragraph to the About page connecting the founder’s Low Medium
philosophy to a stated theory of brand-building

Effort/Impact key: green = High, yellow = Medium, no fill = Low.
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RSW/US Perspective

Too many agencies try and be too clever and forget that a prospect hitting their site has no time to work at figuring out
what the agency is, why they’re better, and what they can do for them.

Too often, it’s all about the agency and not enough about the prospect.

The other challenge agencies often face is selling things that any other agency can just as easily sell — like a list of
services, or being a “great partner” or claiming that “we work for you” (I certainly hope so!).

Since the start of RSW/US in 2005, we have seen agencies try and define their uniqueness with things they believe are
unique, but at the end of the day, can be claimed by any other firm.

We see it when we review a new client’s website at the start of the engagement. Our focus when reviewing a client’s site
is always on their positioning, wanting to offer recommendations on ways an agency can strengthen its positioning —
which at the end of the day, helps our New Business Directors representing them, better and more easily call out their
value. Without it, our client is just another agency.

For Riley Hayes, their “Branding from the Inside Out” and their “Brand Gap Analysis” are unique in name but there’s no
real reason to believe why these named approaches to thinking are different and better than some other agency in the
market.

Outlining steps in their process to better a prospect’s brand for each of the approaches would really put some solid meat
on the bone and might prove great hooks to get prospects talking with the team at Riley Hayes.

I agree with the Al-Brand Compass Model that it would be very helpful to either start a blog on the site or create a
landing page that links to articles posted on LinkedIn — something to show prospects that there’s some thinking and
foundation behind curtain.

And lastly, it would be great if Riley Hayes was more explicit about how their “Brand from the Inside Out” or their
“Brand Gap Analysis) played out in the client work showcased.

Absent of the thought leadership and the connection to their unique thinking/processes, it might make it a little tougher
for a prospect to want to reach out...if all their seeing is what they see in other agency sites: work, service lines, client
brand names. Pushing it to make it a part of everything on the site (as our Model suggests) will help create a powerful
and compelling story for Riley Hayes.

In addition to the changes to enhance the positioning of the brand, following the recommendations made in our “Al-
Mediated Search Best Practices — Strategic Guidance” section of the report will help put the brand in front of more
prospects, more often, putting the agency in a really great place.

About the AI-Brand Compass Model

RSW’s proprietary Al-Brand Compass Model analyzes your agency’s public-face and shows exactly how Al systems are
reading and interpreting your agency. Then it gives you a clear content roadmap to help you establish a more
authoritative and unique positioning and to help you optimize your site for Al-mediated search.

RSW/US | Al Brand Compass Model | Agency Archetype Model v2.1 | Signal-Governed Edition



