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The aim of the thesis is to study how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes 

enhances organization's brand equity. Additionally, the research examines in what types 

of marketing activities professionals are involved in and what challenges occur in their 

involvement. 

 

The theoretical framework is based on literature related to professional services and 

business-to-business brand marketing, specially related to brand equity. The research 

was designed as a single case study and empirical data is based on surveys conducted in 

the case organization. 

 

The findings of this research highlight the importance of professionals’ involvement in 

marketing processes. Results suggest that professionals’ involvement enhances 

organization’s brand equity by increasing credibility and efficiency of marketing, building 

customer relationships and internal competencies further and by strengthening 

organization’s brand. 
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Tämän pro gradu –tutkielman tarkoitus oli selvittää, kuinka asiantuntijoiden osallistaminen 

markkinoinnin prosesseihin parantaa organisaation brändipääomaa. Tutkielma tutkii myös 

mihin markkinoinnin prosesseihin asiantuntijoita osallistetaan sekä millaisia haasteita 

osallistamiseen liittyy. 

 

Teoreettinen viitekehys perustuu kirjallisuuteen asiantuntijamarkkinoinnista ja 

brändimarkkinoinnista, erityisesti liittyen brändipääomaan. Tutkimustapana on käytetty 

tapaustutkimusta ja empiirinen data on kerätty lomakehaastattelujen avulla case-

organisaatiossa.  

 

Tulokset nostivat esiin asiantuntijoiden osallistamisen tärkeyden brändipääoman 

rakennuksessa. Tutkimus osoittaa, että asiantuntijoiden osallistaminen parantaa yrityksen 

brändipääomaa nostamalla markkinoinnin luotettavuutta ja tehokkuutta, rakentamalla 

asiakassuhteita ja sisäisiä kompetensseja sekä vahvistamalla yrityksen brändiä. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Considering the characteristics of a professional service firm, individual professionals 

have a significant role in organizations by having a long-term impact on organization’s 

success (Greenwood et al. 1988, 293; Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). The main function of a 

professional is to provide a service for the customer. Services are provided in interaction 

with clients where commitment and skills of an individual professional affect the outcome 

of the provided service (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7; Løwendahl 2005). Professional services can 

be characterized as complex knowledge-intensive services (Bettencourt et al. 2002; 

Kaiser et al. 2011, 7) where the outcome of the provided service is affected by an 

individual professional (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7; Løwendahl 2005).  

 

By interacting with customers, professionals are affecting the brand equity of the 

organization (Biedenbach et al. 2011) that in turn creates value both for the customers 

and to a firm (Aaker 1991). Aaker (1991) has found out, that among other benefits, brand 

equity can provide organizations efficiency to their marketing programs. That leads to the 

purpose of this research, which is to examine how professionals involvement in marketing 

processes enhances organization’s brand equity in practice. By understanding the value 

of involvement, results will help managers to allocate right amount of professionals’ 

resources in marketing activities that support achieving the goals of marketing 

department.  

 

In order to examine the value that involvement of professionals in marketing activities 

provides, it is firstly important to discuss distinctive characteristics of a professional 

service firm. Additionally, theory about branding in business setting will provide 

understanding of different marketing activities that can be utilized in marketing of 

professional services. Finally, the model of brand equity is presented in order to 

demonstrate how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes enhances 

organization’s brand equity. 

 

1.1 Research questions 

 

The aim of the thesis is to study how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes 

enhances organization's brand equity. Therefore, the main research question is: 
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How professionals’ involvement in marketing processes enhances organization's 

brand equity? 

 

In order to answer the main research question, study examines the subject through 

examining the following sub-questions: 

 

Sub-question 1: What is the role of professionals in professional service firm’s marketing 

process and value creation? 

 

The purpose or the question is to find out in what concrete ways professionals are being 

involved in marketing of professional services. In the sub-chapters 2.1 and 2.2, the 

theoretical background for the question is presented. 

 

Sub-question 2: How is brand equity built in professional service firms? 

 

The second sub-question examines how brand equity is built in professional service firms. 

Sub-chapters 3.1 and 3.2 demonstrate the importance of business-to-business branding 

for a professional service firm and different dimensions of the brand equity model are 

presented.  

 

Sub-question 3: What are the challenges related to involvement of professionals in 

marketing processes? 

 

The third sub-question examines what challenges occur in involvement of professionals in 

marketing processes. 

 

1.2 Literature review  

 

Literature review of this research includes theory about the characteristics of professional 

service firms and how individuals in the organization can be seen as a resource. It is 

followed by theory about branding and brand equity in business-to-business context. 

Professional service firms have been given little attention in literature, despite its important 

role in today’s business life (Kaiser et al. 2011, vii). The importance of professional service 

sector has been increasing in developed economies, both at microeconomic and 

macroeconomic level (Kaiser et al. 2011, v).  
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Professional service firms can be defined as firms that provide knowledge-intensive 

services for other businesses (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7) and the input of a service is 

intangible, such as expertise of a method of doing something in a certain way (Løwendahl 

2005, 182). Professional services are delivered by highly educated professionals who are 

intended to solve customer’s problem (McColl-Kennedy et al. 2015). There are widely 

used characteristics that distinguish services from products that include intangibility, 

inseparability, heterogeneity and perishability (Lovelock et al. 2004; Morgan 1991, 8-9; 

Kotler 2002, 12; Booms et al. 1981).  

 

Considering the characteristics of a professional service firm, individual professionals 

have a significant role in organizations by having a long-term impact on organization’s 

success (Greenwood et al. 1988, 293; Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). Services are provided by 

professionals in interaction with clients where commitment and skills of an individual 

professional affect the outcome of the provided service (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). Morgan 

(1991, 162) describes that in a market-oriented firm every professional should be able to 

sell services that the firm produces. Løwendahl (2005, 85) has examined literature related 

to firm resources and suggests that intangible or information resources, including 

competence, reputation and brand equity are the most relevant for a professional service 

firm.  

 

Branding of services (Dall’Olmo et al. 2000) and brand equity in business-to-business 

context have not received a lot of attention in the literature (Gordon et al. 1993). Brands in 

this context serve the same purpose as in consumer markets identifying the offering 

(Anderson et al. 2004; Keller 2003, 19) and differentiating from competitors (Anderson et 

al. 2004; Webster et al. 2004). Functions of a brand in business-to-business setting are to 

increase information efficiency, risk reduction and value added and image benefit creation 

(Caspar et al. 2002, 13). In addition, providing meaning to the services of a professional 

service firm (Keller 2003, 19) and differencing from competitors (Anderson et al. 2004; 

Webster et al. 2004) are important functions of brand in business-to-business context. 

 

Brand equity as a concept was created in the late 1980s changing the perception of 

marketing. Instead of seeing branding just a part of advertising, it was now seen as a key 

asset of the organization and part of the long-term business strategy. (Aaker 2011, 162) 

Brand equity has been primarily researched in business-to-consumer setting (Aaker, 

1991; Keller 2001) but according to Biedenbach et al. (2011), it’s importance in customer’s 
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purchase decision process in business-to-business context has been supported by Kotler 

et al. 2007; Michell et al. 2001; Mudambi, 2002 and Webster et al. 2004. In professional 

service setting brand equity has been studied by Dall'Olmo Riley et al. (2000); Kim et al. 

(2011) and Biedenbach et al. (2011). The most used model of brand equity is the model 

developed by Aaker in 1991 (Kim et al. 2003; Wood 2000).  

 

Brand equity has the capability to create value both to a customer and to a firm. Aaker 

(1991) identifies four different principal dimensions that are brand loyalty, brand 

awareness, perceived quality and brand associations. These dimensions are further 

discussed in this research. (Aaker 1991) 

 

1.3 Theoretical framework 

 

The thesis combines literature from professional service firms and brand marketing. In 

order to study how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes enhances 

organization’s brand equity, the theoretical framework draws on the brand equity model 

created by Aaker (1991). As an outcome, the framework suggests how professionals’ 

involvement in marketing processes can enhance organization’s brand equity in practice. 

In order to examine professionals’ role in this process, the model is modified by the author 

of this research. The brand equity model has been originally developed for consumer 

markets, but it’s suitability for business-to-business setting has been supported by e.g. by 

Aaker (1991). The reason for modifying the model is, that even though the brand equity 

model has been supported in various business-to-business research, it does not show the 

role of an individual professional as a resource in enhancing the brand equity of a 

professional service firms. Because professionals itself have a long-term impact on 

organization’s success (Greenwood et al. 1988, 293), it is reasonable to study 

professionals’ role in value creation also for marketing. The model of brand equity was 

chosen because it demonstrates how brand equity is created and how it delivers value to 

a firm in the business-to-business setting and gives a good framework for studying further 

professionals’ role in building organization’s brand equity.  
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework.  

 

The original model of brand equity demonstrates in general how brand equity creates 

value to customers and the organization. Figure 1 represents the modified model where 

the impact of an individual professional is taken into account. The reason for adding the 

professionals in the model is to show how professionals, being the most important 

resource of a professional service firm, can create value also to marketing of professional 

services. The theoretical framework of this research is a chain of elements starting from 

involving the professionals in marketing processes, finally leading to enhanced brand 

equity and value to the whole organization.  

 

The first stage of the model Professionals (Figure 1) refers to the professionals who are 

providing the core offering of the professional service organization. The next stage 

Involvement in marketing is based on results from the empirical part and shows how 

professionals are being involved in marketing processes in practice. The next stage 

involves different dimensions of brand equity and shows how professionals’ involvement 

enhances these dimensions. For example, professionals affect the brand equity by 

interacting with customers (Biedenbach et al. 2011). That stage is followed by Value to 

marketing stage, which indicates the value that involvement creates to the marketing of 

professional services. The next stage shows enhanced brand equity as a result of 

involvement, leading to the final stage Value to firm indicating the overall value that 

involvement of professionals in marketing can create for an organization. 

 

As Aaker’s (1991) brand equity model suggests, by improving different brand equity 

dimensions, an organization can create value to the whole organization. The brand equity 

also creates value to customers (Aaker 1991), but due to limitations, the research will 

focus on the brand equity only from organization’s perspective. 
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1.4 Key definitions 

 

Professional 

 

In this research, a professional refers to a highly educated individual providing the service 

to a customer in a professional service firm (Løwendahl 2005, 20).  

 

Professional service firm 

 

A professional service firm provides knowledge-intensive services for other businesses 

(Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). The input of a professional service firm is intangible, such as 

expertise of a method of doing something in a certain way (Løwendahl 2005, 182).  

 

Knowledge-intensive business service 

 

Knowledge-intensive business services are customized services that aim to solve 

customers’ problems and meet their specific needs. These services are produced by the 

service provider in cooperation with the customer (Bettencourt et al. 2002). 

  

1.5 Delimitations  

 

The research focuses on a large, internationally operating case organization that offers 

professional business services for a wide scale of different industries. Therefore, 

generalization of the results does not depend on industry where a professional service 

firm operates. However, generalization should be done carefully when applying findings 

on small or medium sized organizations. The empirical part of the research focuses on 

examining how professionals’ involvement creates value to marketing from the 

perspective of marketing experts in the case organization. By interviewing marketing 

experts of the case organization, results will reveal marketing department’s perception on 

how professional’s involvement in marketing processes can enhance organization’s brand 

equity.  
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1.6 Research methodology and case study description 

 

This qualitative research aims to explore and understand the phenomenon from the view 

of participant. The research was conducted as a case study due to in-depth examination 

about a phenomenon in a real-life setting in an organization (Yin 2014). Through studying 

the phenomenon in a real-life setting it is also possible to generate new insights to further 

to describe and develop the exiting theory (Dubois et al. 2002; Eisenhardt 1989; Ridder et 

al. 2014). The chosen case company is an internationally operating organization providing 

knowledge-intensive professional services to other businesses, which fits well into the 

context of the research.  

 

A deductive approach in this research is utilized which refers to building a theory from 

existing literature and testing the theoretical proposition (Saunders et al. 2016, 714). 

Current research tests the brand equity model in real-life setting in a professional service 

organization. However, also elements of an inductive approach can be identified, referring 

to theory development based on empirical data (Saunders et al. 2016, 145). The current 

research does not only test the existing theory proposition, but also modifies it by 

suggesting news aspects as there is no previous research about the topic of this research. 

The research is designed to fulfil an exploratory purpose which aims to examine the 

happenings and insights around the topic (Saunders et al. 2016, 716). 

 

The primary data for the thesis is collected by interviewing five marketing professionals 

having background in marketing of knowledge-intensive services. Respondents were 

interviewed through a structured survey interview (Fowler et al. 1990) and questions were 

designed to be open-ended. Respondents have working experience and background from 

different sectors, such as industrial technology and industrial digital services. 

 

Data triangulation method is utilized which refers to using more than one source for data 

collection is known in the literature as the data triangulation (Saunders 2016, 207) to 

gather deeper understanding of the phenomena (Patton, 1999) and to test the validity 

(Carter et al. 2014). 
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1.7 Structure of the study 

 

Chapter 1 presents the introduction of the research. It starts with describing background of 

the research and proposing the objectives and research questions. It is followed by 

literature review and the theoretical framework which gives a basis for the research. Next, 

definitions and delimitations of the research are presented. Finally, introduction describes 

the methodology applied in the research and structure of the research.  

 

Chapter 2 and 3 provide the literature review of the most important theories relevant for 

the research. Firstly, chapter 2 presents the context of the theory by describing the 

characteristics of professional service firms and how individuals in the organization can be 

seen as a resource. It is followed by the chapter 3, which introduces the theory about 

branding and brand equity model in business-to-business context. Finally, chapter dives 

deeper into different dimensions of the brand equity model.  

 

Chapter 4 includes description of the methodology used in the research, such as research 

design, approach, data collection and analysis methods. It also provides description about 

the case study and analyses the trustworthiness of the research.  

 

Chapter 5 presents the findings of the research, which are further analysed and discussed 

in relation to the theoretical framework in the chapter 6. Chapter 7 provides theoretical 

and managerial implications and suggests future research directions, including limitations 

of the current research. 
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2 INTRODUCTION TO PROFESSIONAL SERVICE FIRMS 

 

This chapter presents the theoretical background of the study. It focuses on the literature 

about professional service firms by discussing their characteristics and professionals’ role 

as a resource for a professional service firm.  

 

2.1 Characteristics of professional service firms  

 

Professional service firms provide knowledge-intensive services for businesses (Kaiser et 

al.  2011, 7) and the input of a professional service firm is intangible, such as expertise or 

a method of doing something in a certain way (Løwendahl 2005, 182). Professional 

services are delivered by highly educated professionals and intended to solve customer’s 

problem (e.g. McColl-Kennedy et al. 2015). Professional service firms can be often 

described as people-driven firm, which emphasize the importance of an individual 

professional in the organization (Kaiser et al. 2011, 89).  

 

A professional can be defined as an employee having a higher academic education, and 

who combines its knowledge with experience in order to solve certain problems and 

provide altruistic service to clients. Furthermore, professionals have a common code of 

ethics and self-control supported by other members (Blau et al. 1962; Hughes 1958; 

Vollmer et al. 1960). In the situation, where professional needs to choose between what is 

economically profitable for the supplier or what is best for the customer, the second option 

is usually chosen in order to build and maintain a long-term reputation of the organization 

(Løwendahl 2005, 22).  

 

Characteristics that differentiate services from products are called IHIP attributes (Ritala et 

al. 2013). They include intangibility, inseparability, heterogeneity and perishability 

(Lovelock et al. 2004; Morgan 1991, 8-9; Kotler 2002, 12; Booms et al. 1981) which are 

the most often mentioned characteristics in service marketing literature. Intangibility refers 

to service’s output that has no tangible elements (Morgan 1991, 8). Among all services, 

especially professional services are often considered most intangible as it is difficult for a 

customer to pre-test a service during customer’s decision-making process (Morgan 1991, 

8-9; Kotler 2002, 12). Heterogeneity of the service means that standardization of the 

service is difficult because every professional delivering the service is an individual. 

Inseparability relates to “the ability to separate the service received by the client from the 
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person of the professional is providing the service” (Morgan 1991, 10). Also, it may be 

difficult to separate the service from the professional providing the service. Because of the 

nature of a service, it can not be stored and used in the future, which refers to service’s 

perishability. (Morgan 1991, 10) 

 

When categorizing professional service firms, it is important to understand that 

professional service firms are knowledge-intensive; however, not all knowledge-intensive 

firms provide professional services (Løwendahl 2005, 24). In the figure 2 is presented the 

relationship between professional service firms and other knowledge-intensive firms.  

 

 

 

Figure 2. Types of organizations (Løwendahl 2005, 23) 

 

Løwendahl (2005, 22) summarizes the characteristics of professional services as 

following: 

1. High knowledge intensity, delivered by people with higher education, frequently closely 

linked to scientific knowledge development within the relevant area of expertise 

2. Involves a high degree of customization 

3. Involves a high degree of discretionary effort and personal judgement by the expert(s) 

delivering the service 

4. Typically requires substantial interaction with the client firm representatives involved 

 

Services provided by a professional service firm can be defined as knowledge-intensive 

because the production of a service requires the expert knowledge, experience and 
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problem-solving ability from the professionals involved. The business of professional 

service firms is to work on customers’ unstructured problems, which requires an excellent 

organizational knowledge through which competitive advantage in the specific area can 

be gained. (Kaiser et al. 2011, 4)  

 

In the figure 3 is presented how Sipilä (1999, 26) separates “traditional” services from 

knowledge-intensive business services. Sipilä considers creativity and unique expertise as 

core characteristics that distinguish professional services from other types of services.  

 

 

 

Figure 3. Knowledge-intensity of the offering. (Sipilä 1999, 26) 

 

The overall assessing of a service quality in advance is difficult because the final results of 

services vary (Kaiser et al. 2011, 38). When service is delivered to a customer, it creates 

“a moment of truth” and service provider is in charge of managing the moment in order to 

“provide a consistent message about the quality of the service” (Kotler 2002, 14).  

 

Delivering services requires a close cooperation between the service supplier and the 

client. The client is involved in a multiple steps of the process starting from problem 

definition, to choice of the solution and often until developing and implementing the 

solution. However, generalizing should be done critically because of sevice’s heterogenic 

nature. (Løwendahl 2005, 38) The more process-oriented service is, the higher degree of 

interaction is needed (Løwendahl 2005, 29). 

 

2.2 Individual professionals as a resource 
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Due to the nature of professional service firms, professionals have a significant role in 

organizations by having a long-term impact on organization’s success (Greenwood et al. 

1988, 293; Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). Services are provided by professionals in interaction 

with clients where commitment and skills of an individual professional affect the outcome 

of the provided service (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). 

 

It is important for professionals to invest in developing the relationships with the 

customers because it influences the formulation of long-term and intensive relationships. 

The importance of social and emotional aspects in these relationships is emphasized. 

(Kaiser 2011, 46-47) Through interaction with the customers, employees of a service 

organization give a face to the organization (Davies et al. 2010). 

 

Developing professionals’ performance consists of multiple different and connected 

factors. The factors include professional’s skills, commitment and organizational 

framework conditions. Professional’s skills and commitment can turn into a meaningful 

performance only, if they are aligned with organizational requirements and thus, with client 

and market requirements. (Kaiser et al.  2011, 90) Morgan (1991, 162) describes that in a 

market-oriented firm every professional should be able to sell services that the firm 

produces. These skills can be gained through recruitment, selection and training (Morgan 

1991, 162). 

 

Kaiser et al. (2011, 90) suggest that professionals’ performance can be optimized by 

different ways. Organization’s human resource management should take care of providing 

work capabilities, which means acquiring a sufficient number of suitable professionals. In 

addition to this, Kaiser et al. (2011, 90) emphasize that professionals need to be 

continually motivated to tackle organizational requirements and trained to understand 

performance improvements. An organization needs to ensure that individual professionals 

would work in teams that work synergistically. (Kaiser et al. 2011, 90) 

 

The value that an individual professional creates for an organization can be looked 

through resource-based management. Barney (1991, 101) defines resources as “all 

assets, capabilities, organizational processes, firm attributes, information, knowledge, etc. 

controlled by a firm that enable the firm to conceive of and implement strategies that 

improve its efficiency and effectiveness”. (Barney 1991, 101) Løwendahl (2005, 85) has 
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examined the earlier literature related to firm resources and suggests that professional 

service firm’s resources can be divided in the following four categories: 

 

1. Financial assets 

2. Tangible resources 

3. Human resources 

4. Intangible or information based resources, including competence, reputation and brand 

equity.  

 

Penrose (1959) points out that the dynamics between the different resource categories is 

different because human resources do not depreciate over time like physical resources, 

but controversially can be improved through time. An intangible asset can be defined as 

an intangible asset as “a claim to future benefits that does not have a physical or financial 

embodiment” Lev (2001, 5). In turn, information resource can be described as both inputs 

and outputs from the production process generating more information when they are in 

use (Itami 1987; Løwendahl 2005, 86).  

 

Organization’s competitive advantage depends on organization’s ability to develop and 

maintain core competences (Grant 1991; Barney 1991). Løwendahl (2005, 88) has 

identified four levels of competencies that are 1) individual competences, B) firm or 

organizational level competences, C) group level competence and D) managerial 

competences. Individual operational competences relate to individual strategically and 

operationally relevant knowledge, skills and aptitudes that firm can access through the 

employees by mobilizing the competences (Table 1). Motivation of the professionals to 

stay in the organization and to encourage them to use the competences for the benefit or 

value creation for the organization plays a significant role. Løwendahl (2005, 88) 

 

According to Løwendahl (2005, 89) knowledge-based organization is not always aware of 

professionals’ competences that would be available for value creation. Løwendahl et al. 

(1994) point out that relevant competencies may stay latent because of organizational 

ignorance and inadequate memory. Additionally, professionals may not want to develop 

some certain competencies and keep them hidden (Løwendahl et al. 1994). For a long 

time marketing has been misunderstood and perceived by the professionals more as a 

selling technique with a high pressure on customer (Kotler 2002, 6). Furthermore, McColl-
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Kennedy et al. (2015) argue that professionals have usually limited knowledge in 

marketing and it is seen as a volunteer work besides customer work hours. 

 

Table 1. Examples of individual competences (Løwendahl 2005, 89). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 1 presents different examples of individual professionals’ competences.  

 

 

 

 

Organizational competences include knowledge about the customers and competitors in 

different forms, such data bases (Løwendahl 2005, 89) and skills that enable an 

organization to perform in a certain performance level, e.g. routines, standard operating 

procedures (Nelson et al. 1982). Individuals can also create value to the firm through 

group level competences that cannot be transferred to another group by individuals 

(Løwendahl 2005, 90).  

 

Managerial competences are needed for organization to maximise the value that available 

competencies can create for an organization. (Løwendahl 2005, 92). Molander (1986, 21) 

emphasizes the importance of developing the management by referring to it as “the 

identification and release of individual potential”.  

 

Managerial competences include recruiting, motivating and mobilizing employees’ 

competences and creating teams that can achieve creativity and other key synergies. 

Additionally, in the manager level competence is needed in keeping key knowledgeable 

individuals loyal to the firm. Furthermore, sharing, developing, creating new and more 

competences at individual and organizational level are considered as managerial 

competences. (Løwendahl 2005, 92)  

- Professional knowledge and experience 

- Knowledge of client firms and industries 

- Problem solving skills 

- Project management experience and skills 

- International experience and language skills 

- Knowledge of formal and informal organizational procedures 

- Experience and skills in client relationship building and maintenance 

- Knowledge of competitors and professional peers 

- Experience in government lobbying, media handling, etc. 

- Interpersonal competence, such as communication skills and abilities to 

cooperate in teams 

- Meta-competences (Nordhaug, 1993) such as creativity, analytical 

abilities, and the ability to learn quickly from new situations 
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Løwendahl (2005, 54) points out the managerial challenges in organizations related to 

attracting, motivating, controlling, developing, keeping and allocating professionals into 

wanted tasks. Management cannot allocate a professional into a project if professional is 

not willing to participate or does not consider the task as appropriate to its expertise. 

(Løwendahl 2005, 54) 
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3 BRAND MARKETING IN PROFESSIONAL SERVICE FIRMS 

  

This chapter introduces the second part of the theoretical framework by discussing 

literature related to brand marketing in professional service firm context. It is followed by 

the theory of brand equity and deeper discussion of each dimension of the brand equity.  

 

3.1 Branding in professional service firm context 

 

The literature on business-to-business branding is scarce in comparison to consumer 

branding. (Bennett et al. 2005; Lynch et al. 2004). The relevance of branding in business-

to-business organizations has been researched by Kotler et al. (2007) and the results 

indicate that business-to-business branding has a positive impact on company 

performance.  

 

Brands in business-to-business context serve the same purpose as in consumer markets 

by facilitating the identification of the offering (Anderson et al. 2004) and differentiating 

from competitors (Anderson et al. 2004; Webster et al. 2004). Formally, a brand can be 

defined as a name, sign symbol or logo that identifies the organizations’ offering and 

differentiates it from the competitors (Webster et al. 2004). Brand has an ability take on 

meaning with customers via e.g. their personal experiences, commercial messages and 

interpersonal communications (Webster et al. 2004). Caspar et al. (2002, 13) suggest that 

the most important brand functions in business-to-business setting are to increase 

information efficiency, risk reduction and value added and image benefit creation. 

 

Keller (2003, 19) argues that branding can help organization to identify and provide 

meaning to the services it is providing. The author sees that service firms can benefit from 

branding because with its help intangibility and variability problems can be addressed 

(Keller 2003, 16). The effect branding can be seen e.g. in organizing and labeling the 

offerings in a more understandable way for the customers (Keller 2003, 19). However, it 

has been noticed that the importance of a brand varies between different organizational 

buyer characteristics or purchase situations (Gomes et al. 2015). Business-to-business 

branding does not help company to reach only customers, but also all other stakeholders 

such as investors, employees, partners, suppliers, competitors, regulators, or members of 

your local community (Pandey 2003, as cited in Kotler et al. 2006).  



25 
 

 
 

Keller (2003, 26) points out that brand is more than just a product or service as also 

people and organizations can be seen as brands. An individual person can build a career 

by building up a name and reputation in business setting. Also, person’s awareness and 

image in public can affect the way how other people interpret his or her words, actions 

and deeds. (Keller 2003, 26) 

 

According to Webster et al. (2004), organizational buyers emphasis creating long-term 

relationships with suppliers. Lynch et al. (2004) suggest that emotion plays an important 

role in business-to-business branding and can act as a key differentiator. They point out, 

that branding of industrial brands has been often considered external and more internal 

activity is needed, as a strong brand can build intellectual and emotional ties also with 

organization’s employees. (Lynch et al. 2004) 

 

Raggio and Leone (2007) argue that brands generate value to organizations by two 

mechanisms. Firstly, directly through sales volume and profitability that firm resources and 

capabilities enable and secondly by indirectly lowering costs in firms operations, such as 

human resources. Also, Schultz et al. (2009, 62) argue that firms that are well-known 

among their target market can generate premium fees compared to firms that are less 

known (Schultz et al. 2009, 62). Brand also helps in competing against competitors when 

firm has an indicator showing its previous experience and indicating customer what it is 

receiving from the firm. When firm can meet or exceed customer’s expectations, it 

reduces customer’s switching to another brand. Well-branded company also can succeed 

better in employer market and get good quality candidates. These benefits of branding 

can be considered as long-term financial advantages that lead into the higher market 

value and company valuation. (Schultz et al. 2009, 99–100) 

 

An organization should be able to manage it’s brand identity by making it relevant to 

employees through internal marketing and training. Additionally, professionals need to be 

motivated to exceed customers’ expectations and create a delighting customer culture. 

(Dall'Olmo et al. 2002) 

 

When customer is making a buying decision about the unfamiliar or only partly familiar 

professional service firm, the importance of marketing communication is emphasized due 

to the higher degree of buyer uncertainty that leads customers to search for more 

information about the firm (Morgan 1991, 35). Keller (2003, 16) describes that marketing 
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of services confront challenges because services are more intangible and their quality can 

depend on a person providing the service.  

Kotler (2002, 14-19) has found multiple distinctive problems (Table 2) that differentiate 

marketing of professional services from marketing of traditional physical goods.  

 

Table 2. Distinctive problems in marketing of professional services (Kotler 2002, 14–19). 

 

1. Third-party accountability 

2. Client uncertainty 

3. Experience 

4. Limited differentiability 

5. Maintaining quality control 

6. Making doers into sellers 

7. Allocating professionals’ time to marketing 

8. Pressure to react rather than proact 

9. Conflicting views about advertising 

10. A limited marketing knowledge base 

                                                  

 

Kotler (2002, 14–19) describes the ten mentioned distinctive problems in the following 

way: 

 

Third-party accountability. When professionals serve clients, they also serve third-party 

clients, such as “investors, insurance companies, government regulatory agencies and the 

members of their own professions”. 

 

Client uncertainty. Buyer’s uncertainty is especially high in services because their 

intangibility makes it difficult for client to evaluate the offering. There are three ways to 

reduce the uncertainty, which are client education, client follow-up after the buying 

decision and providing some type of guarantees for the client.  

 

Experience. Client prefer seeing record of professionals’ previous experience in similar 

situations.  
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Limited differentiability. Especially in professional services, differentiation is difficult to 

achieve in standard procedures.  

 

Maintaining quality control. Controlling quality of professional services is more challenging 

than in traditional manufacturing business where products come out of product lines. 

Sometimes quality of service is also dependent on clients behaviour towards service 

provider.  

 

Making doers into sellers. Instead of meeting just a sales person, clients want to get 

familiar with a professional before making a purchase decision. However, it is difficult to 

try to involve professionals into selling activities and often professionals do not have the 

right characteristics needed for that. 

 

Allocating professionals’ time to marketing. Many organizations are not willing to allocate 

enough time for professionals to marketing and it is unclear how much time should be 

allocated for each task that is not directly related to professional’s work.  

 

Pressure to react rather than proact. Time allocation is challenging also if professionals 

have to provide services on a short notice to existing clients, which makes marketing 

planning and time allocation for professionals challenging.  

 

Conflicting views about advertising. Many professionals still consider marketing unethical 

and it is debated among professionals. 

 

A limited marketing knowledge base. Many professional service firms do not have enough 

knowledge to market the offerings and therefore, professionals need to find additional time 

to learn about marketing on their own time. Some firms hire marketing professionals to 

couple with marketing issues. The problem still remains in the fact that the services are 

seen separate from the individual professionals who deliver the services and therefore, 

also professionals need to have a basic understanding of marketing as they are the ones 

affecting the firm image. 

 

Also Bloom (1984) addresses similar challenges based on his interviews and discussions 

with professional service marketers. He sees buyer uncertainty, importance of experience, 
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limited differentiability and converting professionals into sellers challenges that 

professional service marketers confront.  

 

3.2 Brand equity in business-to-business context 

 

One of the business-to-business concepts - the model of brand equity is primarily 

developed for business-to-customer markets but various research support it’s importance 

in business-to-business context (Aaker 1996; Keller 2003; Bendixen et al. 2004; Hutton, 

1997; Michell et al. 2001; van Riel et al. 2005). However, Sincic et al. (2015) point out that 

interrelationships between the brand equity dimensions are still being researched. Brand 

equity as a concept was created in the late 1980s changing the perception of marketing. 

Instead of seeing branding just a part of advertising, it was now seen as a key asset of the 

organization and part of the long-term business strategy. (Aaker 2011, 162) 

 

Aaker (1996a,7-8) defines brand equity as a “a set of brand assets and liabilities linked to 

a brand, its name and symbol that add to or subtract from the value provided by a product 

or service to a firm/or to that firm’s customers”. Aaker (1991, 1996) and Keller (1993) are 

known names in the literature of the brand equity as both have developed a model of 

brand equity. Aaker (1991) has created a model of the brand equity that consists of four 

different principal dimensions that are brand loyalty, brand awareness, perceived quality 

and brand associations.  

 

Keller (1993) has developed a conceptual brand equity model which is customer-based 

brand equity model (CBBE). It is presented from the perspective of an individual 

consumer. Keller definies customer-based brand equity as “the differential effect of brand 

knowledge on consumer response to the marketing of the brand.” According to Keller 

(1993), a brand has either a positive or negative customer-based brand equity depending 

on how consumer reacts on a brand compared to unknown or unnamed product or a 

service. Also Keller (1998) links brand image and brand awareness with his brand equity 

model. 

 

Biedenbach et al. (2009) suggest that a basis for the formation of brand equity is created 

when customer directly interacts with the service provider and by the outcome of the 

provided service. Biedenhach et al. (2009) and Keller (2003) agree that when customers 

experience learning with a brand, customers perceive that brand creates value. 
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Biedenbach et al. (2009) see that customer experience has a positive effect on all four 

dimensions of the brand equity that are brand awareness, brand loyalty, brand 

associations and perceived quality. Mangham (1995) and Palmer (2005) argue that for an 

organization where business relationships are crucial part of the operations, training of the 

employees plays an important role in enhancing the experience of the customers.  

 

Figure 4 demonstrates a comprehensive view of how each dimension of the equity model 

creates value and finally creates value to customer and a firm. (Aaker 1996a, 8) Also 

Keller (2003, 732) recognizes the same benefits of a brand equity as mentioned in the 

figure 4. Different dimensions of Aaker’s brand equity model (1991) are deeper described 

in the following sub-chapters.  

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4. Value delivered by the brand equity (Aaker 1996a, 9).  

 

3.2.1 Brand loyalty 

 

Aaker (1991, 39) definies brand loyalty as a measure of how attached customer is to a 

brand. As opposed to other brand equity dimensions that are characteristics of brands that 
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a person has never used, brand loyalty is closely connected to prior purchase and use 

experience. (Aaker 1991, 42) Keller describes that perhaps the strongest action of 

customers’ brand loyalty is when they are willing to invest more time, energy, money or 

other resources during purchasing or consumption than it was supposed initially (Keller 

2003, 93). According to Jacoby (1971), brand loyalty is a repeat purchase and the 

behavior of brand loyalty can be a response of psychological process. 

 

Aaker (1996a, 21) argues that brand loyalty is an important part of the concept because 

brands create value to a firm by customer loyalty. Furthermore, when loyalty is considered 

as an asset, it enhances and “justifies loyalty-building programs which then help create 

and enhance brand equity” (Aaker 1996a, 21). Brand loyalty can be based on habit, 

preference or switching costs. Customer may have a habit of using the services or 

products from a familiar firm or genuinely prefer the brand for some specific reason. 

Switching costs are especially related to software users because of training costs that 

software requires. (Aaker 2011, 164) 

 

In the figure 5 is demonstrated that brand loyalty creates strategic value by reducing 

marketing costs, leveraging trade, attracting and retaining customers and increasing time 

for responding to competitive threats (Aaker 1996a, 7). For a firm, it is more expensive to 

attract new customers than retain the old ones. Often firms make a mistake when they 

focus too much on attracting new customer and neglecting existing customers. Brand 

loyalty has also impact on enhancing an entry barrier to competitors because expenses 

caused by attracting new customers is often very high. (Aaker 1996a, 21) By increasing 

the customer loyalty organization can decrease the vulnerability to competitive action 

(Aaker 1991, 39). Brand loyalty also increases time to respond to competitors’ moves, as 

loyal customer will give time for an organization to match or neutralize the offering (Aaker 

2011, 164). 
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Figure 5. Elements for creating and maintaining brand loyalty and value to a firm (modified 

from Aaker 1991, 50) 

 

Brand loyalty can be enhanced by various ways. Aaker (1991, 50–51) mentions five 

factors that help in creating and maintaining brand loyalty (Figure 5). The factors are 

positive customer experience, interaction with customer, measuring and managing 

customer satisfaction, creating switching costs and providing extra. Also the study of 

Biedenbach (2009) shows the importance of customer experience not only in brand 

loyalty, but also in three other dimensions of brand equity (Biedenbach, 2009). 

 

Customer experience can be ensured by training and culture. In addition, companies with 

strong customer culture are able to closely interact with their customers and make 

customer feels they are valued. In order to understand the level of customer satisfaction 

or dissatisfaction, companies need to regularly conduct customer surveys. With help of 

the information companies can learn more about their customers and take the information 

into account in service offering development. Switching cost can also be created by 

rewarding loyal customers. (Aaker 1991, 50–51) 

 

Also Papassapa et al. (2009) suggest in their research that service organizations should 

build and enhance their relationships with the customers. They describe that better 

interaction would improve customers’ trust in organization and improve customers’ 

perception of the service quality which finally would lead in loyalty. (Papassapa et al. 

2009) 

 

For identifying customer loyalty, Aaker (1991, 39) suggests the loyalty pyramid model 

(Figure 6) which contains five levels demonstrating different marketing challenges and 

assets for the management of challenges. 
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Figure 6. Brand loyalty pyramid (Aaker 1991, 40). 

 

The lowest level represents non-loyal buyer who is indifferent to the brand and buys only if 

buying is convenient and price suitable. On the second level from the bottom are buyers 

who are satisfied or not dissatisfied with the brand. Aaker describes, that there is no 

dimension of dissatisfaction that would make buyer to change a brand, especially if it 

requires effort. On the other hand, the buyer is vulnerable to switching to a competitor who 

can create a clear benefit for switching. The third level consists of satisfied buyers with 

switching costs. They are satisfied but have switching costs that can be related to time, 

money or performance risk that is associated with switching. For winning a customer to 

their side, competitor should offer a an inducement that is large enough to compensate 

switching costs. The fourth level represents customers who truly like the brand and whose 

preference towards a brand can be based on an association such as symbol, user 

experience or a high perceived quality. On this level, it can be difficult to identify the 

reason for liking, especially if customer has a long customer relationship with the 

organization. The top level of the pyramid represents committed customers who are pride 

of using a certain brand because it is important for them either functionally or as 

expressing who customers are. (Aaker 1991, 39) 

 

3.2.2 Brand awareness  

 

The second dimension of Aaker’s (1991) brand equity model is brand awareness which 

relates to potential buyer’s ability to recognize or recall the brand (Aaker 1991, 61). The 

importance of brand awareness in business-to-business setting has been presented by 

Munoz et al. (2004) and Celi et al. (2007). 

Buyer

Likes the brand

Satisfied buyer

Satisfied or habitual 
buyer

Buyer with no brand 
loyalty



33 
 

 
 

Levels of brand awareness can be demonstrated with help brand awareness pyramid 

model which consist of four levels that are represented in the figure 7 (Rossiter et al. 

1991; Aaker 1991, 62). 

 

 

 

Figure 7. The Awareness Pyramid (Rossiter et al. 1989; Aaker 1991, 62). 

 

The bottom level of the pyramid represents a person who is not aware of the brand at all. 

The second level, brand recognition, represents the minimal level of the brand awareness. 

It demonstrates how well a person can link a certain brand to a right product category. 

(Aaker 1991, 62) Schultz et al. (2007) have found out that organization’s reputation and 

brand recognition play an important role in generating leads. The third level consist of 

brand recall, which relates to the situation when person can name a brand within a certain 

product class. The top of the pyramid represent refers to a person who has a certain 

brand in her/his mind ahead of other brands. (Schultz et al. 2007) Farquhar (1989) 

suggests that a brand can be seen dominant when it is the only recalled brand among the 

respondents.   

 

Aaker (1996a, 16–17) argues that in the future the biggest success in building brand 

awareness can be reached by utilizing channels outside the traditional media channels, 

such as event promotions, sponsorships, publicity and sampling. Following three factors 

are included in creating brand awareness: recall, recognition (Aaker 1996, Keller 1993) 

and familiarity (Aaker 1996a, 17).  

 

Top of mind

Brand recall

Brand recognition

Unaware of brand
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Figure 8. Elements enhancing brand awareness and value to a firm (Aaker 1991, 63). 

 

Aaker (1991, 64) suggests four ways how brand awareness creates value to a firm (Figure 

8). Brand awareness plays a role as an “anchor to which other brand associations can be 

attached.” Familiarity and liking refers to customer’s preference to choose the brand which 

customer recognizes. Familiar brand can help in making the purchase decision faster. 

(Aaker 1991, 64-65) On the contrary, in the research conducted by Zajonc (1980), it was 

noticed that exposure repetition can have influence on customer’s linking even if it does 

not influence the level of brand recognition (Zajonc, 1980). 

 

(Aaker 1991, 65) describes that brand awareness can create value also by providing a 

substance for the brand even if customer has only a little information about the company. 

From the customer’s perspective, brand recognition can lead to assumption such as the 

company is a successful player, which has been operating for a long time, whereas if 

brand cannot be recognized, it can lead to suspicion that the brand and a company are 

not substantial. (Aaker 1991, 65) Furthermore, brand awareness has the ability to reduce 

the organizational risk and the personal risk of the buyer (Mitchell, 1995; Hawes et al. 

1987), such as job security, career advancement, status or appreciation in the 

organization (Anderson et al.1985; McQuiston et al. 1991). 

 

Biedenbach et al. (2010) question the role of brand awareness in enhancing the brand 

equity. They argue that brand awareness plays only a minor role in enhancing the brand 

equity because customers in business-to-business context already have a high level of 

awareness about the current service provider.  

 

According to Keller (2003, 69), brand awareness can be established by increasing the 

familiarity of the brand, which in in turn can be improved by repetitive exposure. Keller 
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points out, that it is generally more effective for brand recognition than brand recall. Ways 

to improve exposure of the brand include advertising, promotion, sponsorship, event 

marketing, publicity public relations and outdoor advertising. (Keller 2003, 69)  

 

Generally, Bendixen et al. (2004) suggest that brand awareness is built through technical 

consultants, sales people, conferences, exhibitions and journals. Aaker (1992, 72) 

suggests that brand awareness, both recognition and recall, can be achieved by building 

up a brand name identity and linking it to the product class. Aaker also suggest other 

ways to improve brand awareness (Figure 8). Brand should have a communication 

approach, which differentiates it from the competitors and makes it noticed and 

memorable. A slogan could help to create a link to a brand by involving product 

characteristics that re visualized in a slogan. In addition, a symbol that is closely linked to 

a brand is easier to learn and recall than a word or phrase. Aaker points out that publicity 

plays an important role in brand awareness and that people are more interested in reading 

news about the brand than reading advertisements. Awareness can also be gained 

through event sponsorship. In order to make a brand better recalled by the audience, it 

should be constantly exposed to the audience or audience should have an in-depth 

learning experience with a brand. Aaker emphasizes that customers’ ability to recall 

decreases over time. (Aaker 1991, 73) 

 

3.2.3 Brand associations 

 

Aaker (1991, 109) defines brand association is anything that person links in memory to a 

brand. According to Keller (2003, 71), organization’s marketing program and other factors 

like people’s brand experiences affect how strongly associations are linked to a brand. 

Associations build a base for purchase decisions and brand loyalty (Aaker 1991, 110). In 

the research of Aaker (1989) was noticed that organization’s reputation for high quality 

was regarded as the most important sustainable competitive advantage among high-tech 

firms, service firms and manufacturing firms.  

 

Keller (2003, 730) sees three dimensions of brand associations, that are strength, 

favourability and uniqueness. The strength of a brand association refers to it as a 

quantitative and a qualitative function. The strength of a brand association depends on 

how deeply the customer thinks about brand information and relates it to existing 

knowledge about the brands. The deeper thinking leads to the stronger association. Keller 
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definies (2003, 730) favourable associations as those that are desirable to customers, are 

successfully delivered by the offering and conveyed by the supporting brand marketing. 

Uniqueness can be provided by creating a competitive advantage and making customers 

understand why they should choose a specific brand. (Keller 2003, 730) 

 

Aaker (1991, 164) describes that in creating organization’s associations advertising has a 

direct contribution to it. Other ways (Figure 9) are more complex and require 

understanding of how customers build their perceptions. Aaker sees that for an 

organization, it is important to identify and manage signals it provides to customers. A 

customer may not assimilate factual information about the offering but rather makes a 

conclusion based o signals the customer receives from the organization. The key signals 

an organization can provide are quality and the correct categorizing of the offering which 

helps customer to organize the information. Also, in high technology industry credibility of 

the offering affects the associations, especially if an organization does not have a 

previous track record. An organization also needs to understand possible unanticipated 

signals. Sometimes product or service attributes that are positive from organization’s 

perspective may be seen negative signals from customer’s point of view. Thus, it is 

important for an organization to understand different possible interpretations of brand 

associations. Additionally, promotion that strengthens the brand association helps 

organization in strengthening the associations. Promotions also help in enhancing loyalty 

as they help in strengthening the existing customer relationships and attracting new ones. 

Furthermore, promotions play an important role also in enhancing perceived quality. 

(Aaker 1991, 164) 

 

Promotion needs to be done in appropriate way, which suggest offering’s quality. Publicity 

which comes in a form of a newsworthy action or event is an efficient way to create 

associations. If publicity is based only on paid advertising, it can be lacking credibility and 

audience’s interest value. Finally Aaker (1991, 171) suggest that the strongest 

associations are created when customers are involved. For example a tour in the 

organization can create a pleasant experience for the customer which is both credible and 

valuable for the customer. (Aaker 1991, 164–171) 

 

Aaker (1991, 110) lists different ways of how brand association can create value to a firm 

and customer (Figure 9). Associations can help an organization to communicate brand 

related facts and specifications that otherwise customer could find difficult to process and 
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access. Brand association can have an positive effect on customer’s decision making by 

increasing brand recall. Furthermore, an association creates a basis for differentiation 

which can be a key competitive advantage. Brand association can provide a reason-to-

buy which is a basis for purchase decisions and brand loyalty, Purchase decision can be 

enhanced when brand provides a positive association, such as credibility and confidence 

in a brand. Brand association can create positive attitude and feeling towards the brand. 

Positive feelings can be also created during the use experience and transforming it into 

different than it would be. (Aaker 1991, 110) 

 

 

 

Figure 9. Elements creating brand associations and value to a firm (Aaker 1991, 110). 

 

3.2.4 Perceived quality 

 

Quality of provided services is a strategically important resource in professional service 

firms (Kaiser et al. 2011, 39). The fourth dimension of Aaker’s (1991, 85) brand equity 

model refers to customer’s perception of the overall quality or the superiority of a product 

or a service. It is defined relative to intended purpose and its alternatives of a product or 

service. Perceived quality cannot be objectively determined because it is perceived by 

customer and all customers are individuals having different personalities, needs and 

preferences. (Aaker 1991, 85) 

 

Kaiser et al. (2011, 39) define that service quality is the results of an assessment when 

customer compares the expected service quality to the actual quality of the received 

service. According to them, the evaluation and perception of the service quality is based 

on two factors: the actual results and subjective perception. The actual results of the 

service affect customer’s perceived quality. Because the service is provided in interaction 

with the customer, the actual results of a service are affected by customer’s subjective 
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perception of the organization, employees and organization’s image and reputation. 

(Kaiser et al. 2011, 39) Also Grönroos (1984, 38) emphasizes the importance of these 

quality factors but uses the term technical quality about the actual results and functional 

quality (Grönroos 1984, 39) about the subjective perception. Gummesson (1988, 4) (as 

cited in Lowendahl 2005) points out that customer’s perceived quality is also affected by 

professional’s ability to sell own services or the results.   

 

Buzzell et al. (1987, 103-134) emphasize that in the long term, perceived quality is the 

most important single factor that affects the performance of a business unit. The research 

results show that organization’s return-on-investment (ROI) and return-on-sales (ROS) 

depend on customer’s perceived quality. Higher perceived quality leads to higher ROI and 

ROS of the business. (Buzzell et al. 1987, 103-134) 

 

Aaker (1991, 91) divides perceived quality in a service context further in five dimensions, 

that are tangibles, reliability, competence, responsiveness and empathy. Tangibles refers 

to how physical facilities, equipment and appearance of personnel imply quality of a 

provided service. Service can change depending on a professional providing or customer 

receiving the service. Thus, it is important that service is provided dependably and 

accurately. Competence refers to the knowledge and skills of staff to provide high quality 

service. It evaluates whether professional conveys trust and confidence. Responsiveness 

and empathy shows how well customer is taken care of when interacting with an 

organization and how an individual customer is given attention. (Aaker 1991, 91) 

 

Aaker (1991, 94) suggest ways how to improve perceived quality (Figure 10). In order to 

deliver high quality, an organization needs to give it a top priority. Commitment to quality 

should be seen in the organizational culture, so that it is reflected in everyone’s behaviour 

and values. According to Aaker quality is perceived by customers, and therefore, 

organization should obtain customer input. This can be done by studying customer’s 

experience with an organization. Feedback can be collected for example by interviewing 

or through experiments. An organization should also measure customer’s perceived 

quality and set clear goals and standards for them, in order to make achieving high quality 

more efficient. (Aaker 1991, 94) 

 

Aaker (1991, 94) presents five ways how perceived quality creates value to a firm (Figure 

10). It provides a reason-to-buy by influencing customer’s purchase decision related to 
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which brand to select and exclude from consideration. Customer’s perceived quality can 

also play an important role in differentiating and positioning the brand. Also, it provides a 

possibility to charge a premium price from a customer. Perceived quality can also be 

meaningful for distributers and other channel members, allow brand extensions by giving 

an option to use a brand name also when entering new product categories. (Aaker 1991, 

94) Kaiser et al. (2011, 39) emphasize similar benefits by pointing out that service quality 

leads to business deals and generates economic profits. However, Kaiser et al. (2011, 45) 

point out that high quality of a service does not automatically lead to client satisfaction. It 

requires communication between clients and professionals in the projects and in the long-

term. (Kaiser et al. 2011, 39) 

 

 

 

Figure 10. Elements improving perceived quality and value to a firm (Aaker 1991, 94). 

 

According to Kaiser et al. (2011, 41), the service quality can be improved by strengthening 

and extending the knowledge base. Knowledge can be defined as skills that are 

generated by information and experience, which is relevant for an organization. Figure 11 

demonstrates that knowledge, which is essential for professionals can be divided in 

technical knowledge and knowledge about their customers. Technical knowledge is 

scientific knowledge that forms a base for professionals to solve customer assignments. 

The second factor is knowledge about customers, which is needed for professionals to 

optimize the client relations. Knowledge about customers include general understanding 

of the specific sector, detailed knowledge about the client organization and personal 

knowledge about the key staff in the organizations, such as decision makers and 

information providers. (Kaiser et al. 2011, 41-42) 
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Figure 11. Professionals’ knowledge base. (Kaiser et al. 2011, 41-42, adapted from 

Ringlstetter et al. 2004, 145) 
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4 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 

This chapter provides an introduction to research design, methodology and the case 

description. Additionally, the trustworthiness of the research is discussed.  

 

4.1 Research design and case description 

 

This qualitative research approach aims to explore and understand the phenomenon from 

the view of participant. The study utilizes a deductive approach which refers to building a 

theory from existing literature testing the theoretical proposition (Saunders et al. 2016, 

714). It tests the brand equity model in real-life setting in a professional service 

organization. However, also elements of an inductive approach can be seen which refers 

to theory development based on empirical data (Saunders et al. 2016, 145). The current 

research does not only test the existing theory proposition, but also modifies it by 

suggesting news aspects as there is no previous research about the topic of this research. 

Therefore, having both deductive and inductive elements, this research can be considered 

to have a mixed approach. 

 

Research needs a research design, which is a general plan for how the data is collected 

and analysed in order to answer research question and meet research objectives in a 

justified way (Saunders et al. 2016, 163). Methodology for data collection can be 

quantitative, qualitative or mixed (Saunders et al. 2016, 165). As stated earlier, in this 

research, qualitative approach is utilized in order to examine the meanings of individuals 

and groups (Creswell 2014, 4). In this research, data is collected through survey interview 

during a short period, which fits a description of a cross-sectional research, as it studies a 

phenomena at a particular time (Saunders 2016, 200). 

 

There are different strategies for qualitative research which all have ontological and 

epistemological roots in common, but differ in an own emphasis, scope and procedures 

(Saunders 2016, 169). This research can be considered case study research due to in-

depth examination about a phenomenon in a real-life setting in an organization (Yin 2014). 

Through studying the phenomenon in a real-life setting it is also possible to generate new 

insights to further to describe and develop the existing theory (Dubois et al. 2002; 

Eisenhardt 1989; Ridder et al. 2014) which supports well the author’s justifying of using an 
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inductive approach in addition to deductive approach. Through single case study, it is 

possible to develop an accurate, interesting and testable theory (Eisenhardt et al. 2007). 

As a case organization was chosen large, internationally operating organization providing 

professional services to other business in different industries. The chosen organization 

works well as a case company because it offers professional services to wide scale of 

different industries and therefore, results of the research can be easier generalized to 

other organizations, regardless the industry.  

 

4.2 Data collection methods 

 

The current research is designed to fulfil an exploratory purpose, which aims to examine 

the happenings and insights around the topic. To examine these aspects, both research 

problem and questions asked from the participants are likely to begin with what or how. 

Exploratory research involves interviewing the experts in the subject (Saunders et al. 

2016, 174-175). 

 

Primary data is collected by interviewing marketing experts from an organization offering 

knowledge-intensive business services. Saunders et al. (2016, 175) point out that 

exploratory research involves interviewing the experts in the subject and in in this 

research, marketing experts are being interviewed. In addition to primary data, also 

secondary data was utilized. The method of using more than one source for data 

collection is known in the literature as the data triangulation (Saunders 2016, 207). 

Secondary data is used to gather deeper understanding of the phenomena (Patton, 1999) 

and to test the validity (Carter et al. 2014).  

 

An interview invitation was sent to six selected persons, of which five answered. By using 

a purposive sampling (Patton, 2002), the interviewees were selected based on their job 

description in the case organization. In order to avoid uninformed response (Saunders et 

al. 2016, 442) in the collected data, selected respondents have a good understanding 

about the themes occurring in the research. In other to gather deep understanding of the 

phenomenon, marketing experts from different levels where interviewed (e.g coordinator, 

manager, vice president). Respondents were chosen from one specific organization in 

order to conduct a case study research and deeply examine a phenomenon in a real-life 

setting in an organization (Yin 2014). All respondents have a wide working experience 

varying from research and industrial technology to industrial digital services. This research 
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design also gives a possibility for author to suggest detailed managerial implications for 

organizations based on the findings of the research. As described earlier, interviews were 

conducted during a short period, which refers to cross-sectional time horizon (Saunders 

2016, 200). 

 

Table 3 demonstrates the job title of the interviewees. In order to maintain the anonymity 

of the interviewees, they are identified only by their job title. However, all five marketing 

experts working in the case organization have background and working experience in 

marketing of professional services from different sectors, such as industrial technology 

and industrial digital services. 

 

Table 3. Interview participants 

 

Interviewee Job title 

Interviewee A Marketing Manager 

Interviewee B Marketing Manager 

Interviewee C Marketing Coordinator 

Interviewee D Marketing Specialist 

Interviewee E Marketing & Communications Vice President 

 

Respondents were interviewed through a structured survey interview (Fowler et al. 1990) 

and questions were designed to be open-ended. Open-ended questions give a 

respondent possibility to answer freely and spontaneously, controversially to close-ended 

questions that limit respondents’ answering (Oppenheim 1992). 

  

In a survey, each respondent answers the same questions that are in a predetermined 

order (De Vaus 2014). This type of data collection was chosen in this research because 

the chosen questions required time and careful thinking and author saw that answering in 

a written form would suit the respondents best. Also, because interviews were conducted 

during respondents’ working hours, author saw that answering the questions in a written 

form would put less time pressure on respondents than it would have been in a face-to-

face situation.  
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It has been noticed, that interviewing people by email gives respondents freedom to 

choose when and where to answer the research questions (James 2015). For this reason, 

the questions for participants were delivered by email. However, one of the survey 

interviews was conducted as a face-to-face interview by the wish of a participant. The rest 

of the answers were self-completed by the respondents and returned to the author via 

email in a written form. One of the respondents responded in a different language, 

therefore answers were translated into English by the author. The research questions are 

presented in Appendix 1.  

 

Interview was divided in four themes including awareness, associations, loyalty and 

perceived quality being in line with conceptual framework of the brand equity. In addition, 

three general questions were asked. The topic and the purpose of the research was 

briefed for every respondent and each theme of the questions defined, so that each 

respondent would understand the questions in a same way. Because the interview 

situation was not interactive, respondents were encouraged to contact the author anytime 

to ask any questions if they occurred.  

 

4.3 Data analysis methods 

 

In this research, thematic analysis is used. Braun et al. (2006, 78) argue that thematic 

analysis is a foundational method for qualitative analysis. By using thematic analysis 

rigorously, research improves its trustworthiness and meaningfulness. (Braun et al. 2006, 

78)  One of the ways to analyze qualitative data is to simplify it by grouping and 

categorizing it (Tuomi et al. 2009, 101). The purpose of the thematic analysis is to look for 

themes or patterns across the data (Saunders et al. 2016, 579).  

 

The data of this research was coded by sorting the data into the table and titled according 

to the themes (loyalty, awareness, perceived quality, associations) that occur in the 

interview questions. Then, different ways of professionals’ involvement in marketing were 

searched from the data and categorized according to the types of activities. Finally, these 

types of activities where linked to the dimensions of the brand equity. In the analysing a 

framework was used which combines both brand equity model dimensions and theory 

related to professional service marketing. 

 

 



45 
 

 
 

4.4 Trustworthiness 

 

Qualitative research should be conducted in an accurate and methodical manner in order 

to gather useful results (Nowell et al. 2017). Trustworthiness of the qualitative research is 

judged by its dependability, credibility, transferability and confirmability that are alternative 

assessing criteria of reliability and validity used in quantitative research (Lincoln et al. 

1985; Saunders et al. 2016, 206). Additionally, validation is important in order to verify the 

research data, analysis and interpretation, which can be done by triangulation method and 

participant validation (Saunders 2016, 206). This research utilizes data triangulation 

method and uses both primary and secondary data sources, such as empirical data and 

existing literature. With help of more than one data source, the research data can be 

verified. Participant validation refers to allowing participants to check the accuracy of the 

collected data. In this research, data was collected in a written-form which minimizes the 

risk of faulty collected data and gives a possibility for interviewee to check the answer 

before submitting. As one interview was conducted face-to-face, the recording was 

listened by the author two times and carefully turned it into a transcript. In order to 

minimize participants’ risk of interpreting the research questions wrong, author provided 

briefing and explanation of the research and asked questions.  

 

Transferability demonstrates how well the inquiry can be generalized. Researchers should 

provide a reader enough information about the research so that based on the information 

reader can judge its transferability to another research setting. (Saunders et al. 2016, 206; 

Lincoln et al. 1985) As the research is case study, a reader is provided a concrete 

description about the case study context, which helps the reader to evaluate the 

transferability into wanted setting.  

 

Dependability refers to how well reader is able to examine the emerging changes in a 

research process. Author should record and demonstrate changes that have occurred in 

the research. (Saunders et al. 2016, 206; Lincoln et al. 1985) This research is structured 

in a way, which makes reading and following the research easy for the reader. The 

research objectives and questions are stated in the introduction and research is structured 

logically. 

 

Credibility refers to how appropriate, meaningful and useful the measure is (Cottrell et al. 

2011, 241) and how well respondents’ views and the researcher’s representation of them 
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matches into reality (Tobin et al. 2004). A credible research should measure what it is 

intended to measure (McDermott et al. 1999). The credibility of this research is ensured 

with data triangulation by using both primary and secondary data. Furthermore, an author 

had a chance to follow closely case organization’s daily marketing operations, which gave 

a front-row view into organization’s operations. Thus, it can be validated that respondents’ 

views match the reality. Since the study is an exploratory by its nature and aims to 

examine how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes enhances organization's 

brand equity, it is reasonable to use a qualitative case study method, which describes the 

case in the real business context.  

 

Confirmability can be achieved when research fulfils criteria of credibility, transferability, 

and dependability (Guba et al. 1989). The research can be considered confirmable 

because it fulfils the criteria of credibility, transferability and dependability.  

 

A possible error occurring from the misunderstanding questions is minimized by 

encouraging respondents to contact author to ask questions by phone, e-mail or face-to-

face. Author knows well the respondents of the case organization, which made contacting 

the author for more questions easy for the respondents. When selecting the respondents, 

their knowledge about the subject was estimated so that respondents have a good 

expertise to answer the survey interview and to minimise the risk of not knowing the 

process to which survey question is related. Even though most of the respondents self-

completed the survey, has been personally in touch with each person, which ensures, that 

the right person answers the survey. 
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5 FINDINGS 

 

In this chapter, the findings are presented and analysed. The first sub-chapter introduces 

how professionals of the case organization are involved in marketing processes and value 

creation to marketing. Secondly, activities and their value creation are discussed in 

relation to the brand equity model. Finally, the organizational challenges related to 

involvement of professionals are presented. 

 

5.1 Professionals’ role in marketing processes 

 

Findings indicate that professionals are involved in different types of marketing activities. 

The ways of involvement can be divided in the following categories:  

 

1. Content production 

2. Thought leader publicity 

3. Promotion 

4. Interaction with customers 

5. Offering development 

 

Content production 

 

Findings indicate that professionals have an important role in producing marketing 

content. Respondents emphasize that professionals are a vital resource for marketing of 

professionals services because without professionals’ knowledge about their own fields it 

would not be possible to produce any marketing content. Mentioned types of content were 

press releases, articles, news, customer stories/cases, webinars, blogs and white papers. 

Respondents see that professionals have an irreplaceable role in content production 

because only professionals have a deep expertise about their field. Professionals also 

support content production by giving marketing department viewpoints to different kind of 

content pieces.  
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“… professionals are deeply involved in the content production when we do 

press releases, articles, news, customer stories/cases, webinars etc.” 

(Interviewee B) 

“...we [marketing department] can’t do it alone!” (Interviewee D) 

 

"We benefit from this in the form of high-quality, interesting and 

differentiating content, that builds our brand further." (Interviewee D) 

 

Thought leader publicity 

 

In the case organization professionals are actively brought to publicity as thought leaders. 

They participate in their service field related discussions in different channels. A though 

leader can be defined as an expert on a particular subject who influences other people in 

business with her/his ideas and opinions (Cambridge University Press 2018). 

 

"Suitable professionals are brought to public as so-called thought leaders 

who have a significant role in external media communications and also 

social media." (Interviewee C) 

 

In the case organization thought leader themes are defined by strategy and suitable 

thought leaders are chosen depending on both the subject. 

 

“… it comes from the strategy: what are the thought leadership themes that 

we want to bring up to wider audience/our customers”. (Interviewee A) 

 

Promotion 

 

Individual professionals contribute in promoting their projects and expertise in physical 

and digital channels, such as customer events or social media channels. Professionals 

are seen as brand ambassadors who represent their organization by their own behaviour. 

 

“…everyone working in a professional services company represents the 

company and its expertise and thus is also a brand ambassador.” 

(Interviewee B) 
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“… they are heavily associated in different marketing processes that 

enhance our brand associations […] their personal activities (like being 

active in social media and talking about the organization and our expertise in 

a positive way or being very customer oriented and always giving superior 

service) are very important. “ (Interviewee B) 

 

“Professionals also attend our customer events, fairs etc. where they meet 

with customers and have a possibility to build stronger relationships with 

them.” (Interviewee B) 

 

However, it was mentioned that professionals can act as brand ambassadors even 

unintentionally as they are not always aware of their role in marketing and sales funnel or 

consider it as part of their work. 

 

“Most of the professionals don’t consider that brand ambassador’s role is 

part of their work.” (Interviewee C) 

 

“…they [professionals] are not doing it consciously and do not undertsand 

their own role in this whole. Or we cannot say that about everyone but most 

of them doesn’t see it - they think that marketing organization is some 

separate unit that does all things related to brand.” (Interviewee E) 

 

Interaction with customers 

 

As discussed in the existing literature, professionals have a significant role in interaction 

with customer because services are produced in interaction with customers (Kaiser et al. 

2011, 7). Findings indicate that in the case organization, professionals are involved in 

marketing by every customer touchpoint with customers, both through physical and digital 

channels. Through customer encounters professionals are interacting with the customers 

and affecting how customers see the organization. 

 

In addition to customer project-related encounters, professionals interact with customers 

in social media channels or in events and fairs where they actively interact with both 

existing and potential customers. 
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“Professionals also attend our customer events, fairs etc. where they meet 

with customers and have a possibility to build stronger relationships with 

them.” (Interviewee B) 

 

"...personal activities (like being active in social media and talking about [the 

organization] and our expertise in a positive way or being very customer 

oriented and always giving superior service) are very important. “ 

(Interviewee B) 

 

Offering development 

 

Professionals contribute to marketing also by developing the offerings and acting as 

owners for the international product offering. 

 

"… involved with the offering development, which includes f.ex. Making of 

value proposals that are further used in marketing and lead generation 

campaigns…" (Interviewee B) 

  

“…they also act as product owners for the international product offering.” 

(Interviewee A) 

 

When producing the services, professionals have a direct interaction with customers, 

which gives them possibility to develop their offering. The case organization follows 

customer’s level of satisfaction related to customer project which also gives professionals 

relevant information about to further develop the offering and project process.  

 

“…separate customer satisfaction -process run by quality organization (not 

marketing), where after each project feedback is asked from customers and 

then the results are shared within the project team of professionals.” 

(Interviewee B) 

 

5.2 Brand equity in a professional service firm 

 

Findings reveal that activities where professionals are involved in the case organization 

enhances organization’s brand equity. Considering Aaker’s (1991) brand equity model, 
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the dimensions are awareness, loyalty, perceived quality and associations. This sub-

chapter presents how previously introduced ways of involvement can be linked to 

enhancing the organization’s brand equity.  

 

Content production 

 

Professionals’ involvement in content production is considered to increase organization’s 

awareness and improving associations. When each marketing content piece has a 

professional standing behind a piece, such as blog, webinar or press release, it increases 

credibility of the organization. 

 

"...appealing to the reader when a real professional tells his/her views." 

(Interviewee B) 

 

…"if professionals are actively promoting their work f.ex. through social 

media channels (shares content etc.), blogs etc. it increases our brand 

awareness. " (Interviewee B) 

 

Furthermore, it was mentioned, that marketing department is not able produce marketing 

content without professionals contribution. Therefore, it can be considered that 

professionals’ involvement is a prerequisite for successful content production. 

 

"Marketing department alone is just a shell. Professionals are the most 

important resource when we want to produce added value for our 

customers." (Interviewee C) 

 

When professionals participate in content production, the case organization benefits in the 

form of high-quality of the content. This positively affects audience’s associations towards 

the organization and strengthen the brand.  

 

"We benefit from this in the form of high-quality, interesting and 

differentiating content, that builds our brand further." (Interviewee D) 

 

Promotion  
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Professionals’ personal promotion activities in social media help organization to raise the 

awareness of their organization and the offering. Respondents see that active promoting 

increases organization’s awareness.  

 

…"if professionals are actively promoting their work f.ex. through social 

media channels (shares content etc.), blogs etc. it increases our brand 

awareness.” (Interviewee B) 

 

Findings indicate that every professionals’ contribution in promoting the organization is 

needed. 

 “More voices adds up to more impact – and more variety”. (Interviewee D) 

 

"… we would then have much bigger machinery, and all these levels 

awareness, loyalty and brand associations would be reliable." (Interviewee 

E) 

 

"Brand becomes stronger when every person from the organization stands 

behind it." (Interviewee C) 

 

It was mentioned that when professionals can affect brand associations through their 

involvement in marketing activities, case organization benefits from it by getting more 

engaged and satisfied customers, and overall by increased brand image. It was seen that 

organization’s good brand image can also raise interest towards potential workforce and 

skilled workforce can help to build organization’s internal competences and knowledge, 

thus creating value to their customers.  

 

“Marketing benefits from this by more engaged and happy customers and 

also by good brand image, which all have a direct link to the bottom line. 

Good brand image also attracts more skilled workforce, which again helps to 

build our competences and knowledge internally and thus helping our 

customers perform better. “ (Interviewee B) 
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Thought leadership 

 

When professionals are brought to publicity as though leaders, it can be considered as 

promotion of an organization. Thought leaders seems to raise audiences interest towards 

the case organization. 

 

"Thought leaders raise always interest and the whole organization benefit 

from that.” (Interviewee A) 

 

Interaction with customers 

 

As stated earlier, professionals are involved in marketing by every customer touchpoint 

with customers, both through physical and digital channels. The way professionals interact 

with customers affects customer’s associations linked to the organization and customers’ 

loyalty towards the organization. 

 

When professionals represent the organization with a positive mindset and act as “brand 

ambassadors”, they can positively affect the associations. However, sometimes this 

behaviour can happen unintentionally if professional is not aware of own role in marketing 

or marketing department’s expectations towards her/him. 

 

"We are all our organization's business card. The brand isn't some logo on a 

site corner, but the feeling of a certain goal and a sense of fulfilment when 

we deliver what we promise..." (Interviewee C) 

 

Respondent see that when associations related to the organization are good, marketing 

department can benefit from this by working more efficiently and can both set and achieve 

higher goals.  

 

"...we would be able to do our work better, and put aims higher and also 

achieve them." (Interviewee E) 

 

As described earlier, professionals participate in customer events and fairs. This gives 

professionals a possibility to build relationships with their customers. Also, because 

customer project requires an active interaction with customers, the organization measures 
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customer’s satisfaction during the projects. This helps professionals to make corrective 

actions to the projects. These ways of involvement are seen to help organization to gain 

more loyal customers. Furthermore, successful customer projects can lead customers to 

speak positively about the organization in the public. 

 

“Marketing benefits from it in the form of more loyal customers, who are 

happy to work with us and who spread the good word about us and working 

with us”. (Interviewee B) 

 

Offer development and customer projects 

 

Professionals’ primary role in a professional service firm is to provide a service. Because 

of the nature of a professional service, quality of a provided service may vary (Kaiser et al. 

2011, 38). As described in the earlier, after the each customer project the case 

organization collects the feedback from the customers and shares it with the team of 

professionals involved in the project. It helps professionals to develop the offering portfolio 

based on customer feedback and ensure customers’ perceived quality about the project. 

 

“…separate customer satisfaction -process run by quality organization (not 

marketing), where after each project feedback is asked from customers and 

then the results are shared within the project team of professionals.” 

(Interviewee B) 

 

Respondents see that good quality of a customer projects gives the organization a 

possibility to use the case as a reference. Also, successful customer projects give a 

truthful base for customer stories that are used in marketing purposes.  

 

"We can't really lie […] When we are trying to get customer testimonials and 

customer stories, it's obviously really important that the customer is happy 

with the service." (Interviewee E) 

 

"If the case has been successful we can use it as a reference, which are 

always appreciated […] easier to produce reliable stories and content if 

quality is good. Everything, also marketing, should be based of truth." 

(Interviewee B) 
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5.3 Challenges in involvement 

 

Findings reveal that the case organization has different insufficiencies and challenges 

related to professionals’ involvement in marketing processes. The main findings are: 

 

1. Professionals’ lack of motivation 

2. Traditional attitude towards marketing 

3. Lack of tools and support 

4. Lack of time 

5. Lack of a project number 

 

Professionals’ lack of motivation 

 

Respondents see that involvement of professionals depends on professionals’ personal 

motivation to become as a brand ambassador.  

 

“…a lot depends on the person’s own willingness to become brand 

ambassador. We cannot force anyone for that role.” (Interviewee B) 

 

Findings indicate that there is also lack of internal marketing in the case organization. 

There should be more shared information about the positive impacts of professionals 

involvement in marketing. It seems that it would encourages and motivate also other 

professionals to contribute in marketing activities. 

 

"Videos, workshops, intranet posts, speaking about it in every situation with 

the [case company's] other employees […] Sharing wins, numbers of lead 

generations or other value, sharing content pieces and stories about making 

content." (Interviewee D) 

 

It was also mentioned, that professionals are not necessarily aware of their positive 

impact on marketing of professional services.  
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“…And it it a bit also our fault that we haven’t been able to justify why 

professionals should spend time with and why our contacting should be 

replied.” (Interviewee E) 

 

Furthermore, it seems that the relationship between a professional and a marketing expert 

affects how easy it is to receive a contribution from a professional. 

 

“…If you have trusting, good relationships with professionals, it’s easier to 

get their contribution to marketing processes. And you also need to 

showcase benefits for them on being involved in marketing processes (eg. 

receiving more high-quality leads, increasing their own professional brand 

etc.).” (Interviewee B) 

 

Traditional attitude towards marketing 

 

Respondents see that professionals do not consider marketing as part of their job but 

rather see that it belongs to marketing department. Professionals do not necessarily have 

understanding of what is their role in the whole sales and marketing funnel as they come 

from different background where they are not being educated about marketing aspects. 

 

“…not so mature in this thinking - they still think that marketing department is 

the only one doing marketing and that’s it. Kind of “I have nothing to do with 

marketing”. (Interviewee E) 

 

Respondents see that most of the professionals are not aware of their role in marketing or 

as a brand ambassadors. In respondents’ opinion, marketing department is seen 

traditionally as a separate unit which does “all things related to a brand”. It was also 

mentioned, that professionals have a hard time accepting new things as their own, which 

refers to lack of support to professionals in adapting new things.  

 

“It's hard to get people to truy accept something as their own." (Interviewee 

D) 

 

“…Most of the professionals don’t consider that brand ambassador’s role is 

part of their work.” (Interviewee C) 
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An organization has a very project-focused attitude, which highlights the culture where 

marketing is seen as a separate function in the organization. Professionals’ performance 

is measured by their utilization rate, which also decreases professionals’ billable hours.  

 

“Our organization's project-focus causes that nothing is done outside the 

project. They are afraid that project rate decreases.” (Interviewee C) 

 

Lack of tools and support 

 

Respondent see that there is also a lack of supporting the professionals. Respondents 

see that marketing does not have processes, tools or capabilities to offer for professionals 

that would support their I creating awareness. Marketing department should clearly offer 

more support and training for professionals in encouraging them to participate in creating 

awareness of the organization.  

 

"In marketing and communications we should give tools and support for the 

professional to brand themselves and actively use f.ex. social media 

channels […] "Also we could offer professionals media and pitching trainings 

etc.” (Interviewee B) 

 

Respondents emphasize the need for training and support to professionals that would 

increase their understanding of their role in the whole marketing and sales funnel and 

improve customer-oriented mindset. It was considered in the case organization that the 

role of marketing is to support professionals in engagement with the customers: 

 

“Basically we cannot say that we [marketing department] involve them in 

increasing customer loyalty because the stage belongs to them, but we 

support professionals so that they would get to that stage.” (Interviewee D) 

 

Once a professional is contributing to marketing, challenges can occur when the 

professional and a marketing expert have a different view about how marketing content 

should be formulated. Professionals with technical background may be focused on 

technical details, whereas marketing experts can better understand the “language” of the 

customer, who is usually from the top management level.   
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"They mostly don't understand or accept that the content needs to be 

thoroughly simplified, and it's hard to get their approval to say anything that 

doesn't explain everything about a given subject.” (Interviewee D) 

 

“Sometimes this is hard for hard-boiled professionals to understand, as they 

would rather stay on technical details. This might create conflicts, as the 

language of marketing and professional are sometimes different.” 

(Interviewee B) 

 

Lack of time 

 

Findings reveal that organization confronts challenges related to professionals’ tight 

schedules. Professionals are very busy with their projects, which seems to affect how well 

projects are execute according to specs delivered by customers.  

 

“Sometimes professionals are too busy just to “execute” customer projects 

according to specs given by customers.” (Interviewee B) 

 

Lack of a project number 

 

Additionally, professionals are lacking a suitable project number that would make possible 

to record hours used in marketing purposes, other than related to offer without decreasing 

the utilization rate. It is possible for professionals to allocate time in marketing activities if it 

takes less than half an hour.  

 

"They'd need a project number that they can use for their working hours if 

they do something that requires more than a half an hour worth of work (like 

blogging) […] Professionals can’t record their hours spent in marketing on 

‘general project number’. It should be offer development or similar.” 

(Interviewee C) 
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5.4 Proposed framework  

 

When summarizing the findings related professionals marketing activities, value creation 

and challenges, it is possible to propose a framework presented in the figure 12.  

 

 

 

Figure 12. Proposed framework. 

 

The proposed framework answers the research questions by suggesting the ways how 

professionals are involved in marketing and how involvement enhances organization’s 

brand equity. Additionally, challenges related to professionals’ involvement are discussed.  

The framework emphasizes professionals’ role in marketing of professional services. It 

suggests that professionals contribute in content production, are involved in thought 

leader publicity, promotion, interaction with customers and developing organization’s 

offering. 

 



60 
 

 
 

Professionals’ contribution in marketing activities helps organization to build the brand 

equity. Professionals’ involvement in marketing of professional services increases the 

credibility of marketing activities and improves their efficiency. Also, through interaction 

with customers they build relationships with them. Involvement also helps in attracting 

skillful workforce to the organization, which enhances organization’s internal 

competences. Overall, professionals’ involvement strengthens organization’s brand.  

The framework also proposes challenges that organization can confront when involving 

the professionals in marketing processes. Individual professionals may feel lack of 

motivation that hinders their willingness to contribute in marketing. Also, an organization 

can have a traditional attitude towards marketing where marketing is done completely by a 

separate function inside the organization. There may also be lack of tools and support for 

professionals which would make their contribution easy and increase their understanding 

of marketing. Challenges arise also from lack of time, as professionals are very busy with 

their customer project with no time for marketing. Finally, lack of a project number can 

create a fundamental obstacle for organizations where professionals record their hours 

under the certain project numbers.  
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6 DISCUSSION  

 

In this chapter, empirical findings are discussed in relation to the theoretical framework. 

The chapter discusses how professionals’ involvement in marketing processes enhances 

organization’s brand equity and what are the challenges related to involvement. 

 

6.1 Professionals’ involvement in marketing processes 

 

Results of this research revealed that professionals have an essential role in marketing of 

professional services. Traditionally professionals’ role in the organization is seen as a 

resource for producing the professional service for the customer (McColl-Kennedy et al. 

2015). 

Findings of this research indicate that professionals are actively involved in marketing in 

different ways and their participation in marketing processes enhances the organization’s 

brand equity. This study suggests that professionals’ activities enhancing the brand equity 

are: 

 

1. Content production 

2. Thought leader publicity 

3. Promotion 

4. Interaction with customers 

5. Offering development 

 

Findings indicate that involvement of professionals in these activities creates value for 

marketing of professionals services. Firstly, it was noticed that marketing department is 

not able to produce marketing content without professionals’ contribution. Marketers are 

experts in planning and implementing marketing activities but do not have deep 

knowledge about the provided services. This finding highlights the complexity of 

knowledge-intensive services (Kaiser et al. 2011, 4).  

 

Professionals are offering their viewpoints for different content pieces and making 

production of high-quality content possible. Aaker (2011, 164) sees that organization 

should send customers right signals based on what audience can create associations 

related to the brand. The case organization produces high-quality content with help of 

professionals that makes possible to send customers the right signals, based on what 
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customers can associate the organization with quality. Therefore, it can be seen that 

professionals’ involvement in content production also increases customers’ perceived 

quality of the brand. Furthermore, high-quality content can be used in advertising, which 

has a direct impact on organization’s associations (Aaker 1991, 164). 

 

Results of the research suggest that professionals’ involvement increases credibility of 

marketing. When individual professionals “give a face” to marketing content or personally 

promote their work in physical or different channels, marketing is seen more credible. 

Keller (2003, 16) describes that marketing of services confront challenges because 

services are more intangible and their quality can depend on a person providing the 

service. Also Morgan (1991, 35) highlights that the role of marketing communications 

especially among professional service firms where buyer uncertainty is higher than in 

other types of organizations. For that reason, it is reasonable to assume that when the 

professional providing the service is personally sharing marketing content or promoting 

own expertise, it increases the credibility of marketing and thus decreases the buyer’s 

uncertainty in the purchase decision.  

 

Professionals attend customer events and fairs where they can further build customer 

relationships. Related to this, Aaker (1991, 63) suggests that this kind of event promotions 

help an organization to increase its awareness. In addition, Aaker (1991, 63) mentions 

organization’s publicity as one factor in creating awareness. Findings of this research 

suggest that professionals are brought to the publicity as though leaders, which gives a 

possibility for an organization to brand an individual professional. If organization’s 

promotions are based only on paid advertising, audience may not see it credible (Aaker 

1991, 164-171). Therefore, it can be considered that when professionals are brought to 

the publicity as though leaders, it increases both brand awareness and credibility of 

marketing. However, while brand awareness is seen as the main dimension of the brand 

equity model, Biedenbach et al. (2010) argue that brand awareness plays only a minor 

role in enhancing the brand equity because customers in business-to-business context 

already have a high level of awareness about the current service provider. For this 

reason, it seems that brand awareness is most efficient when promotion is targeted to 

audience who is not yet familiar with organization’s offering. 

 

Existing literature suggests that professionals are actively interacting with customer when 

providing the service (Kaiser et al. 2011, 7). The results of this research indicate that in 
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addition to professionals’ project-related customer interaction, they interact with customers 

also at events and fairs. It was noticed that this way customer relationships can be 

strengthened. Aaker (1991, 50-51) has noticed that positive customer experience and 

interaction with customers have an impact on improving customer’s loyalty towards the 

brand. Additionally, Papassapa et al. (2006) have found that interaction improves 

customers’ trust towards the organization and thus improves customer’s perception of the 

service quality, leading in loyalty. Therefore, it can be suggested that professionals’ 

interaction with customer positively affects the brand equity of the organization by 

enhancing the perceived quality and loyalty.  

 

Findings also indicated that the case organization manages customer satisfaction by 

collecting feedback from the customers and sharing it with the professionals. Existing 

literature reveals that measurement and management of customer satisfaction positively 

affects customers’ brand loyalty (Aaker 1991, 50-51). 

 

This research also reveals that when professionals’ complete customer projects 

successfully, marketing can produce references and customer success stories based on 

the projects.  

 

Respondents saw that when professionals contribute in creating awareness of the 

organization, it is easier to attract skilled workforce that improves organization’s internal 

competences. This is aligned with the view of Schultz (2009, 99) who has noticed that 

well-branded organization can better succeed in employer market. Improvement of 

internal competences is vital because organization’s competitive advantage depends on 

organization’s ability to develop and maintain core competences (Grant 1991; Barney 

1991). Therefore it can be considered that organization’s awareness can indirectly 

increase organization’s competitive advantage. This supports Aaker’s view (1996a, 9) that 

brand equity provides value to firm by enhancing its competitive advantage. 

 

6.2 Challenges in involvement 

 

While involvement of professionals in marketing processes enhances organization’s brand 

equity, it does not happen without challenges. Findings indicated challenges that case 

organization’s marketing department confronts when involving professionals in marketing 

processes. In the earlier research, Løwendahl (2005, 54) argues that managerial 
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challenges in organizations are related to attracting, motivating, controlling, developing, 

keeping and allocating professionals into wanted tasks. The author describes that 

organization’s management cannot allocate a professional into a project if professional is 

not willing to participate or does not consider the task as appropriate to own expertise. 

This study proposes similar challenges related especially to attracting, motivating and 

allocating professionals. (Løwendahl 2005, 54) 

 

Findings indicate that the marketing department often confronts challenges related to 

professionals’ lack of motivation. This is similar to what Løwendahl (2005, 54) proposes to 

be challenging for a professional service firm. It was noticed in this research that 

professionals have a lack of knowledge about marketing, which could explain the lack of 

motivation. Also Kotler’s (2002, 14-19) view supports the finding which reveals 

professionals’ limited marketing knowledge. 

 

It was noticed that the marketing department also confronts challenges related to 

professional’s lack of time. Professionals are busy with their customer projects and 

therefore, having little time for participating in marketing activities. Kotler (2002, 14-19) 

sees this as an organizational challenge as he argues that many organizations are not 

willing to allocate enough time to marketing for professionals. Regarding this challenge, 

findings of this study indicate that professional may lack tools or support, such as social 

media account, that would enable participating e.g. social media marketing.  

 

The case organization also confronts challenges related to its project-focused 

organizational culture. Professionals’ time is measured by their utilization rate, which 

hinders their involvement in marketing activities, even though they would be related to the 

marketing of a customer project. Furthermore, findings indicate that the case organization 

has a traditional marketing attitude and lack of customer-orientation organization 

traditionally considers marketing as a task only of the marketing department. Kotler (2002, 

6) points out that sometimes marketing has been misunderstood and perceived by the 

professionals more as a selling technique with a high pressure on customer. In addition to 

that, Kotler (2002, 14-19) points out that challenges that consider turning professionals 

intro “sellers”. Even though professionals’ main function is to provide a service (Kaiser et 

al. 2011, 7), Kotler (2002, 14-19) describes that it is important for a customer to get 

familiar also with the professional, instead of meeting just a sales person. 
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7 CONCLUSIONS 

 

The purpose of the research was to study how professionals’ involvement in marketing 

processes enhances organization’s brand equity. To answer the main research question, 

the ways of involvement and their link to the brand equity model were examined. 

Additionally, the finding of the research revealed different challenges related to 

professionals. As a result, this study demonstrates the evidence that professionals play an 

essential role in marketing of professional services, in addition to their role as a service 

providers. 

 

In this chapter, the theoretical contribution and managerial implications are discussed. 

Following sub-chapters explain how this research contributes to the existing theory and 

how management of professional service firms can enhance professionals’ involvement in 

marketing processes. Finally, limitations of the study and future research directions are 

suggested. 

 

7.1 Theoretical contributions 

 

This research complements earlier research about marketing of professional services, 

especially about the brand equity in professional service context. Existing literature about 

the brand equity focuses generally on the brand equity in the organizations (eg. Aaker and 

Keller). However, this study differs from the earlier literature by studying deeper the 

practical ways of how professionals are involved in marketing activities and it enhance 

organization’s brand equity. In addition to this, the findings suggest different challenges 

related to professionals’ involvement.  

 

The findings of this research contribute to existing theory by emphasizing the importance 

of cooperation between different departments inside the organization. The results indicate 

that when marketing complex and customized professional services, marketing 

department is highly dependent on professionals’ contribution in marketing activities. The 

research also expands knowledge about the possible challenges that a professional 

needs to take into account when involving professionals in marketing activities.  
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7.2 Managerial implications 

 

This research contributes to practice by suggesting managerial implications. Findings 

demonstrate the importance of professionals’ involvement in building the brand equity. 

However, an organization needs to overcome challenges that hinder the involvement of 

professionals. Therefore, managerial implications focus on discussing the hindrances that 

professional service firms need to overcome.  

 

Firstly, it is recommended for an organization to tackle the organizational barriers 

regarding the utilization rate. Professionals are mostly involved with their billable projects 

that the organization measures by the utilization rate. If a professional uses working hours 

in marketing activities to promote the business area or the project itself, professional’s 

utilization rate decreases which means the performance reduction in the eyes of the 

management. This fundamental obstacle tends to hinder professionals’ involvement in 

marketing activities, even though the marketing department is dependent on 

professionals’ knowledge. 

 

Furthermore, professionals tend to have very tight schedules that decreases their 

involvement in customer work. Even if an organization had a separate marketing 

department, professionals’ role in building customer relationships should not be 

diminished. As Kaiser et al. (2011, 7) describe, professionals provide services in 

interaction with customers where the outcome of the provided service is affected by the 

commitment and skills of an individual professional. It is recommended for an organization 

to allocate enough time to professionals for marketing and ensure that they have a 

customer-oriented mindset when interacting with customers.  

 

When providing a service, the right mindset plays a significant role especially in 

professional service firms because services are intangible and a customer cannot asses 

the quality of a service in advance (Kaiser et al. 2011, 38). As Kotler (2002, 14) describes, 

the “moment of truth” happens when the service is being delivered and the service 

provider needs to manage the moment in order ensure the quality of the whole process. 

From the customer’s point of view, elements of a professional, such as behavior, 

reliability, helpfulness, empathy and competency (Kaiser et al. 2011, 46) are tangible and 

possible for customer to detect them (Stauss 1995, 382) Therefore, an organization 
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should allocate enough time and guidance for customer-oriented working approach in 

order to ensure the quality of the services.  

 

Challenges of involvement are also related to professionals’ personal motivation. Findings 

indicate, that professionals may not understand their own role in marketing and sales 

funnel and what is expected from them in relation to marketing activities. Furthermore, 

McColl-Kennedy et al. (2015) have noticed that professionals often have a limited 

marketing knowledge and they often see marketing as a volunteer work besides the 

customer work hours. When the organization is stuck with a traditional view that considers 

marketing activities as a task only of the marketing department, it naturally increases the 

challenge in involving other employees in marketing processes. An organization should 

internally promote the benefits of marketing by motivating and encouraging professionals 

to participate. As Løwendahl (2005, 54) has noticed, the management cannot allocate a 

professional into a certain task if professional is not willing to participate or does not 

consider it as appropriate to professional’s expertise. Therefore, the motivation needs to 

come from the professional itself. An organization should provide professionals training 

and support that would help professionals to understand why their involvement is crucial 

for the marketing of professional services. 

 

As the case study indicated, relationship between a marketing expert and a professional 

affects how easy it is to get a contribution from a professional. Often it also goes the other 

way round when a professional approaches marketer with a request related to marketing. 

This gives the marketing expert a possibility to show her/his willingness in cooperation. 

Also, marketing expert should communicate the professional about the positive impacts of 

involvement, so that the professional would understand the purpose of own involvement in 

marketing. By having a good relationship mutually and by communicating benefits, it can 

increase professionals’ motivation to participate in marketing.  

 

The findings point out that professionals’ willingness to participate in marketing depends 

on an individual. Marketers should become acquainted with professionals’ characteristics 

and wishes, and take into account that each marketing activity is different from each other. 

For example, while sharing ready-made marketing content through social media channel 

requires just a few minutes from the professional, being a though leader in a certain 

subject can require lots of time and willingness to represent in publicity. Because every 
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professional is an individual with own characteristics, marketing experts should recognize 

suitable individuals for each type of marketing activities. 

 

 

7.3 Limitations of the study and future research directions 

 

This research consist of several research limitations. In this study, professionals’ role in 

enhancing organization’s brand equity was studied from the perspective of marketing 

department. Empirical findings explain the view of the marketing department but does not 

analyze professionals’ experiences on the subject. Interviewing also professionals could 

have brought another perspective that would have created a discussion between two 

parties and explained professionals’ experiences on this subject.   

 

Another limitation consists of the sample size. This study was designed as a single case 

study and the data was collected within the one case organization. However, focusing on 

a single case organization gives a possibility to examine the organization deeper. 

Services of the case organization cover a wide scale of different industrial sectors. 

Therefore, findings can be easier generalized on professional service firms operating in 

different industrial sectors. However, generalization needs to be done carefully because of 

the narrow sample size. 

 

This study revealed that professionals have a significant role in marketing of professional 

services. As a future research suggestion, it would be beneficial to conduct a study in 

different kind of professional service firms to see, if the findings vary, as there exist 

different types of professional service firms (e.g. engineering, law-firms, etc.). 

Furthermore, it would be relevant to study professionals’ motivation on involvement in 

marketing from the perspective of professionals. It would help to reveal reasons for 

motivation or lack of it, and both personal and organizational challenges related to the 

involvement in marketing processes from professionals’ perspective. 
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APPENDICES 

 

APPENDIX 1. Survey questions 

 

1. Please tell about your current job and your work background that is related to marketing of 

knowledge intensive professional services 

 

Awareness 

 

2. How are professionals being involved in marketing processes in order to increase 

awareness of the organization? 

3. What other ways for involvement should be used? 

4. Do you think that the level of professionals’ involvement in improving awareness is 

sufficient? Why do you think so? 

5. How does marketing department benefit from involving professionals in increasing 

awareness? 

 

Loyalty  

 

6. How are professionals being involved in marketing processes in order to improve 

customer’s loyalty towards an organization? 

7. What other ways for involvement should be used? 

8. Do you think that the level of professionals’ involvement in improving customer’s loyalty is 

sufficient? Why do you think so? 

9. How does marketing department benefit from involving professionals in improving 

customer’s loyalty? 

 

Associations 

 

10. How are professionals being involved in marketing processes in order to improve 

organization’s brand associations? 

11. What other ways for involvement should be used? 

12. Do you think that the level of professionals’ involvement in improving organization’s brand 

associations is sufficient? Why do you think so? 
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13. How does marketing department benefit from involving professionals in improving 

organization’s brand associations? 

 

Perceived quality 

 

14. How does the quality of customer projects affect marketing department? What negative 

and positive effects?  

 

General  

 

15. How easy or difficult is it to involve professionals in marketing processes? What 

challenges have you confronted? 

16. Should every professional of the organization involved in marketing processes? How 

would you determine who to involve in marketing processes?  

 

 


