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This master’s thesis aims to investigate brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B context.
The thesis aims to determine the characteristics of a brand-oriented company and analyse how
internal branding is managed within B2B companies. In past research, the phenomena brand
orientation and internal branding have mostly been studied from a B2C perspective. However, amidst
ever-changing and highly competitive business environments, there is a great need for understanding
the potential of these brand-related subjects also from a B2B perspective. Therefore, this thesis aims
to fill the B2B research gap by providing valuable insights into the phenomena of brand orientation

and internal branding in a B2B context.

In addition to examining past literature on the topics of brand orientation and internal branding, this
thesis features a single-case study consisting of case company employee interviews. In total, 11
employees currently working at Finnish B2B health tech company Naava were interviewed. The
interview data was analysed using a primarily abductive approach to ensure a flexible approach to

both theory and empirical observations.

The results of the study reveal that brand-oriented companies have been found to have more loyal
and committed customers and employees. It was also discovered that it is common for a brand-
oriented company to also implement other strategic directions into its business activities such as
market or product orientation, however with brand orientation still remaining the key driver.
Additionally, the results indicated that employee engagement and motivation were perceived as the

key factor determining successful internal branding activities within a brand-oriented company.
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Taman pro gradu -tutkielman tarkoituksena on tutkia B2B-yritysten bréandiorientaatiota ja sisaisté
brandiviestintidd. Tavoitteena on selvittdd, millaisia piirteita brandiorientoituneilla yrityksilla on ja
miten sisdistd brandiviestintdd johdetaan ndiden yritysten sisalld. Aiemmat néihin aiheisiin
keskittyneet tutkimukset ovat kohdistaneet huomionsa tutkimaan ilmidita ensisijaisesti B2C- eli
kuluttajaliiketoiminnan nékdkulmasta. Nopeasti muuttuvilla ja kovan kilpailun kyllastamilla
markkinoilla on kuitenkin tarkedd pyrkia ymmartdmaan naitd brandiin liittyvia yritysmaailman

ilmiditd myds B2B- eli yritysmarkkinoinnin nakékulmasta.
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terveysteknologiayrityksessa. Haastatteluista saatu data analysoitiin abduktiivisella otteella, jolla

pyrittiin varmistamaan joustava vuoropuhelu aiemman tutkimustiedon ja empirian valilla.

Tutkimuksen tulokset osoittavat, ettd sekd asiakkaat ettd tyOntekijat ovat sitoutuneempia ja
uskollisempia sellaista yritystd kohtaan, jonka strategisessa keskitssa on brandi. Lisaksi tulokset
viittaavat siihen, ettd brandiorientoituneet yritykset hyddyntavat liiketoiminnassaan tyypillisesti
my6s muita strategisia suuntauksia kuten markkina- tai tuoteorientaatiota. Sisdiseen
brandiviestintddn liittyen havaittiin, ettd tyontekijoiden sitouttaminen ja motivoiminen koettiin
keskeisimméaksi avaintekijéksi, joka madrittelee sisdisen brandiviestinndn onnistumisen

bréndiorientoituneen yrityksen sisalla.



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

My studies at LUT have been an interesting and educational experience. | have had the
pleasure of meeting many intriguing people while learning a lot about international

marketing, business analytics, and life in general.

I would like to thank everyone who has helped me on my study and thesis journey. Of course,
an especially large ‘thank you’ goes to all Naava employees who despite busy schedules
found the time to take part in the interviews, and to Joel, who is exceptionally good at

pretending to never getting sick of my brand-related conundrums.

I am looking optimistically into the future and looking forwards to seeing what life brings

me.

Anna Jarvinen

Jyvaskyld, May 19, 2022



TABLE OF CONTENTS

1. INTRODUCTION ..ottt sttt e et e st saesbesteaneeneens 1
I T 1ot 0 (o Vo SR 1
1.2 RESEAIrCH QUESTIONS .....vviciecitie ettt ettt et et e st e e be e sae e e be e sbeeebeesneeenns 4
1.3 Preliminary Literature REVIEW ........ccociviiieiieiie et 6
1.4 Theoretical FramMeWOTK ...........coiiiiiiieieie e 10
1.5 Key Concepts and DefinitioNns ..........cccoeiiiiiiiiiie e 11
1.6 Research MethodOlOgY .........ciiiiiiiieieiee st 14
A T 4 U o] SRS 15
1.8 Structure 0f the STUAY.........cccoiiiiiiiee e 16

2. LITERATURE REVIEW .....ocoiiiiieieese sttt 17
2.1 Brand Orientation in @ B2B Market ...........cccooiiiiiiiiennseee e 17

2.1.1 Hybrid Orientations Between Brand Orientation and Other Orientations in a B2B
IVIAIKEL. ...ttt ettt b bbbt R et b e bbb neene e 19
2.1.2 Benefits of a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market ............ccccccovevveienen, 21
2.1.3 Implementing a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market..............cccccvevenene. 23
2.1.4 Challenges of a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market ............c.cccccovevvennen. 25
2.2 INternal Bran@ing .........ooeiieieieieie et 28
2.2.1 Benefits of Internal Branding Within a Brand-Oriented Company..................... 30
2.2.2 Implementing Internal Branding Within a Brand-Oriented .............ccccocevvninnne 31
(OF0] 1] 1= ) V2T PRSP O PP PP PPPPRPT 31
2.2.3 Internal Branding Challenges Within a Brand-Oriented Company .................... 34

3. RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA . ...ttt 36
3.1 Case Description and Research CONtEXt .........cccveviiiiiiiiie e 36
3.2 Data COMECHION. ..o e e 38
3.3 DA ANAIYSIS ..ottt 41
3.4 Reliability and Validity .........cccoiiiiiiiieie e 44

4, RESEARCH FINDINGS......c.ooi ettt 46
4.1 Characteristics of a Brand-Oriented COMPaNY ........ccccooevereniinienieienenesesesieseeieas 46

4.2 Employee and Customer Attitudes Towards the Company Brand ............cc.ccocevvnens 51



4.3 Level and Methods of Internal Brand Training.........ccccoeveriiininieieie e 53

4.4 Investing in Internal Branding ACHVITIES ..........cccoiiiiiiiiiieieee e 57
4.5 Encouraging and Monitoring Employee Brand Behaviour............ccccccoevvieiiennnnnnne 60
5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS. .......oooi ittt 64
5.1 Theoretical IMPIICALIONS.........cc.oiieiieiiicece e 64
5.2 Managerial IMPIICALIONS..........c.coveiiiieieeie e 73
5.3 Limitations and FUtUre RESEAICH .........ccooiiiiiiiiiiice e 75
REFERENGCES...... ..ottt bbbttt bbb be e eneas 77
APPENDICES ..ottt te e et et e e e tenteaneeneenes 85
Appendix 1. INtervVieW QUESTIONS. .......ccueiiiiiiiiiieiieierie sttt 85

LIST OF FIGURES

Figure 1. The Theoretical Framework of This ThesiS .........ccooiiiiiiiiiiiicc e 10
Figure 2. Implementing a Brand-Oriented Strategy .........cccocvevieieeieiiie i 25
Figure 3. Applying Internal Branding Measures Within a B2B Company ..............c.......... 32

Figure 4. Percentages of Perceived Level of Brand-Orientedness on a Scale From 1 to 5.47
Figure 5. Employees’ Associations with the Naava Brand ............ccccocoiiiiiiiiicie 52

Figure 6. Percentages of Perceived Level of Employee Brand Training on a Scale From 1

L0 T TSRS 54
Figure 7. The Brand and Market Orientation Matrix (Urde et al. 2011) .......cccccevevvrrrnnnne. 69
Figure 8. Revised Model of Applying Internal Branding Within a B2B Company ............ 73
LIST OF TABLES

Table 1. Research Questions and Corresponding CONCEPLS .....c.eevveeviveiieiiieiie e 6
Table 2. INTENVIEW SUMMANY .....ooiiiiiieiie ettt st re e sre e be e raeene e 39
Table 3. Table OF COUES.......cceeiiee e 43

Table 4. Preferred Internal Branding Method, Content, and Frequency ............cc.ccoovveneee. 58



1. INTRODUCTION

In today’s highly competitive business environments, it is vital for companies to make
decisions based on their strategic orientation. A strategic orientation refers to strategic
principles, processes, and actions that influence a company’s everyday decision-making,
guiding it in the business environment the company is operating in. Additionally, it is vital
for company employees to adapt to the company’s selected orientation and align their
attitude and behaviour accordingly so that the company’s internal and external

communication is consistent with the company’s chosen strategic orientation.

In this thesis, the focus will be on examining one business orientation, brand orientation, in
a B2B (business-to-business) context. Additionally, the aim is to understand how internal

branding is being approached by companies following this strategic orientation.

1.1 Background

Today’s business environment differs significantly from what it used to be in the past. There
is more competition than ever and thus, more choices for customers to make. Therefore, for
modern companies, it may be hard to stand out and differentiate themselves from all the
other competitors on the market. In order to outperform the competition and increase
profitability, companies usually choose one or multiple strategic business orientation(s)
which they follow in their everyday operations (Urde et al. 2011; Wong & Saunders 2006).
These orientations range from the traditional, more frequently studied strategic approaches
of market orientation, entrepreneurial orientation, and learning orientation (Lonial & Carter
2015) to newer approaches that have received less attention in research literature, but which
are increasing in popularity such as innovation orientation (Norris & Ciesielska 2019) and
brand orientation (Sepulcri et al. 2020; Urde et al. 2011).

One of the most utilized and researched business orientations in the history of strategic
business orientations is market orientation (Lonial & Carter 2015; Narver & Slater 1990;

Tomaskova 2007). But even if market orientation has been one of the most dominating
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strategic approaches in both research and business, numerous scholars have questioned and
criticized the effectiveness of the approach. Research suggests that a market-oriented
approach might often be too myopic in nature (Gromark & Melin 2011) and focus too much
on what customers desire and require at any given time (Urde 1999). Additionally, some
studies propose that market orientation as the sole business approach does not provide
businesses with sustainable results in a modern business environment (Moye 2016; Urde et
al. 2011).

However, in the 1990s, a new business orientation with a lower focus on being customer-
centric began to emerge in popularity with many companies choosing it as their main
strategic asset. This orientation was brand orientation (Kapferer 2012, 121). The brand-
oriented approach began gaining in popularity as an increasing number of companies began
to realize that in competitive market environments, relying solely on a purely market-

oriented approach might not help them achieve the results they are striving for.

Since market orientation was a highly utilized strategic approach where decisions were
primarily made based on the needs and wants of customers (Kotler et al. 2010, 381-382), it
was getting increasingly difficult to differentiate and distinguish one’s company from other
entities that were also competing with a market-oriented focus, hence advancing the
implementation of alternative strategic orientations, such as brand orientation, within
companies. While in the past, the focus had mainly been on placing the customer at the centre
of decision-making, the new brand-oriented approach introduced new, brand-related

methods for profit and value creation (Urde 1999).

While a market-oriented company puts their customers at the heart of decision-making, a
brand-oriented company uses its brand(s) as its main strategic asset, actively communicating
their brand values and promises to customers throughout the whole customer journey
(Gromark & Melin 2011; Urde et al. 2011). This means that when a customer chooses to
purchase a product or service from a brand-oriented company, they are not just simply
purchasing a product or service, but also, unintentionally or not, simultaneously supporting

the cause and values the company stands for.

When discussing brand-oriented companies that utilize their brand as a vital strategic asset
guiding them in their daily business operations, it also needs to be considered that many

brand-oriented companies also consider to a certain extent other competitive business
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aspects, such as customer needs and expectations (Urde 1999). A company behaving in such
a way is ultimately utilizing more than one business orientation for its advantage. These
kinds of orientations that involve more than one strategic direction are typically referred to
as hybrid orientations (Urde et al. 2011; Anees-ur-Rehman & Johnston 2018). In the past,
one of the most researched hybrid orientations businesses utilize has been the hybrid

orientation between brand orientation and market orientation (Baumgarth 2010).

According to Accenture Strategy (2018), 64% of global consumers prefer to buy a product
or service from a company that is guided by a purpose the consumer can identify with. This
phenomenon of consumer-brand identification is part of a broader concept: social and
consumer psychology. Researchers in the field of psychology suggest that humans have a
natural tendency to seek relationships with like-minded others (Bahns et al. 2017; Montoya
et al. 2008). However, when receiving communicative messages through an abundance of
channels, the human brain does not always differentiate whether the other communicative
party sharing the same cause or values is another human or a company-led brand
(Golossenko et al. 2020). Thus, this phenomenon is something that can be utilized by brand
and marketing managers when designing an engaging and immersive brand that aims to build
more loyal and valuable customer relationships (Golossenko et al. 2020; Guido & Peluso
2015).

An important part of any strategic approach is the need for all the internal stakeholders such
as employees of a company to align their attitudes and behaviours according to the
company’s strategic orientation. This transmission of company values and orientation within
a company is referred to as internal branding (Morhart et al. 2009). By engaging in internal
branding procedures, a company ensures that employees are aware of what the company
stands for (Merrilees & Frazer 2013; Piha & Avlonitis 2018) and also know how to
communicate these values to external stakeholders such as customers (Piha & Avlonitis
2018; Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006).

Internal branding is typically perceived as especially important in brand-oriented companies
(Merrilees & Frazer 2013; Piha & Avlonitis 2018). However, it is a matter that needs to be
considered in less brand and more market-oriented companies as well. Ultimately, it is
crucial for any company regardless of which strategic orientateon they follow to align their
internal and external actions and perceptions in order to create a unified and coherent

company image.



This thesis focuses on primarily analysing the strategic business orientation of brand
orientation in a business-to-business context. Additionally, the aim is to understand how
brand-oriented companies are approaching the phenomenon of internal branding. The thesis
features a case study, in which a Finnish health-tech company operating in the B2B sector
Is being examined in order to explore its strategic business orientation and to unveil how the
company is approaching and managing this orientation. Additionally, the aim is to discover
how the company relates to and manages internal branding activities, i.e. the transmission of
brand knowledge within the company to guarantee the alignment of brand values and

employee attitudes.

The majority of previous research concerning brand orientation has primarily been focusing
on inspecting brand orientation in a B2C (business-to-consumer) context (Baumgarth 2010;
Leek & Christodoulides 2011). This is because the previous general consensus has been that
in B2B markets, brand-orientation would be less important and effective than other
approaches such as market orientation (Baumgarth et al. 2013) and product-orientation
(Gounaris & Avlonitis 1996). However, when considering the recent research highlighting
advantages of brands in an increasingly competitive modern business environment,
business-to-business companies should definitely start examining how they could be more
brand-oriented. Studies suggests that investments in B2B brand development have been
linked to e.g. business growth (Hirvonen et al. 2016), increased competitive advantage
(Sammut-Bonnici 2015; Guenther & Guenther 2019), and increased customer loyalty
(Hoeffler & Keller 2003; Leischnig & Enke 2011).

Thus, by examining brand orientation in a B2B environment, the thesis aims to fill this B2B
research gap by providing valuable insights into the phenomena of brand orientation and

internal branding in a business-to-business context.

1.2 Research Questions

There are numerous different strategic orientations companies may choose to follow within
the modern business environment. In this thesis, the focus will primarily be on examining
and evaluating the brand-oriented approach in a B2B context in order to identify the

advantages, disadvantages, and other implications of that said approach. The research
4



questions and the concepts that are related to them can be examined in further detail in Table
1.

Thus, since the goal of this thesis is to examine brand-oriented B2B companies and discover
how brand-oriented B2B companies manage their brand and internal branding, the main

research question reads as follows:

e Why should a company operating in a B2B environment adopt a brand-
oriented approach and engage in internal branding activities and how can this

be achieved?

To support this main research question, two additional sub-questions are being addressed
throughout the thesis. In order to profoundly assess the characteristics and practices of brand-
oriented B2B companies, it is important to include additional questions that further support
the implementation of the chosen strategic brand orientation, and address how companies
are currently supporting their branding activities. Taking these factors into consideration, the

first supporting sub-question can be found below:

1. How can a B2B company shift towards becoming more brand-oriented?

The second sub-questions concerns the internal branding activities of a brand-oriented B2B
company. As we acknowledge that internal branding plays a crucial role in the activities of

a brand-oriented B2B company, the second supporting question reads as follows:

2. What methods can be used to foster internal branding within a brand-oriented
B2B company?



RESEARCH
QUESTION

CONCEPTS

WHY SHOULD A COMPANY
OPERATING IN A B2B
ENVIRONMENT ADOPT A
BRAND-ORIENTED
APPROACH AND ENGAGE IN
INTERNAL BRANDING
ACTIVITIES AND HOW CAN
THIS BE ACHIEVED?

BRAND ORIENTATION
BRAND

B2B MARKETING
INTERNAL BRANDING

HOW CAN A B2B COMPANY
SHIFT TOWARDS BECOMING
MORE BRAND-ORIENTED?

STRATEGIC ORIENTATION
BRAND ORIENTATION
HYBRID ORIENTATION
MARKET ORIENTATION

WHAT METHODS CAN BE
USED TO FOSTER INTERNAL
BRANDING WITHIN A
BRAND-ORIENTED B2B

INTERNAL BRANDING
BRAND MANAGEMENT
BRAND TRAINING

BRAND COMMITMENT

COMPANY?

Table 1. Research Questions and Corresponding Concepts

1.3 Preliminary Literature Review

The literature of this thesis includes relevant and current knowledge on the phenomena of
brand orientation and internal branding which are being discussed in the following
paragraphs. Concerning the theory behind brand-orientation as a strategic approach, this
thesis will focus on primarily utilizing Urde et al.’s (2011) brand and market orientation
matrix. Urde et al.’s matrix will help identify both of these paradigms within a business
context as well as outline possible changes in strategic orientation within this matrix. In
terms of internal branding, Internal Brand Orientation (IBO) is being utilized in order to
discover how companies can foster and develop internal brand alignment (Piha & Avlonitis
2018).

The importance of brand orientation as a strategic asset has been acknowledged by
companies since the 1990s (Kapferer 2012, 121). Prior to that, companies typically utilized

strategic approaches such as market orientation (Narver & Slater 1990; Tomaskova 2007)
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and learning orientation (Lonial & Carter 2015). While Urde et al. (2011) argue that
orientations such as market orientation and brand orientation are two completely different
mindsets, they emphasize that neither one of these necessarily lead to better operational or
economic results. Hence, it is vital for a company to choose a strategic orientation based on
their goals, objectives, and circumstances rather than focus on finding the “best” ultimate
orientation (Tse et al. 2004; Urde et al. 2011).

Brand-oriented companies that use their brand or brands as a central strategic resource
guiding them in their business operations may frequently also implement other strategic
orientations when it comes to daily decision-making issues (Urde 1999). Since every
company is competing in its own unique way, some companies might choose to also add a
market-oriented focus to their brand-oriented approach, which means that the company
wants to carefully monitor not just brand issues but also customer needs and expectations.
These kinds of orientations that consist of two or even more strategic approaches are referred
to as hybrid orientations (Anees-ur-Rehman & Johnston 2018; Urde et al. 2011).

Hybrid orientations are frequently being implemented in business because focusing solely
on competing with one’s brand is often difficult in a constantly developing and highly
competitive modern market environment (Urde et al. 2011). Even if a company has a
strongly established brand and a strong mission behind it, if the product or service it is selling

does not fit customer needs and wants, the company’s success will be jeopardized.

In relation to brand-oriented companies, Urde (1999) argues that the main objective of a
brand-oriented company is to create meaning and value, which are actions heavily guided
by a company’s mission and vision. By establishing and determining both a mission and
vision statement, a company is provided with a structure for their operations, i.e. an internal
brand identity. According to Baumgarth et al. (2013), the brand-oriented approach enables
companies to use their brand as a “strategic platform” which allows the company to actually
interact with its customers by creating a dialogic way of communicating. Baumgarth et al.
argue that this approach differs significantly from the commonly researched approach of
market orientation which delimits customer communication to being a set of unconditional

responses.

Continuing with the topic of internal brand identity, Gromark & Melin’s (2011) study

discovered that in brand-oriented companies, the company’s core values really are set to be
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at centre of all decision-making, whether relating to business development or internal
communication. Additionally, the piece of research discovered that top management
commitment is a crucial factor influencing and determining the brand-building process.
Similar results were also identified by Piha & Avlonitis (2018) and Urde (1999) who argue
that in addition to shared brand values across all internal stakeholders, top management
brand commitment is a vital element of internal branding, significantly influencing the

success of a brand-oriented company.

In their study on brand orientation, Boso et al. (2016) researched the effects of brand
orientation on sales performance. While other previous studies (see e.g. Baumgarth 2010;
Harrison-Walker 2014) suggest that brand orientation has a positive effect on economic
performance, Boso et al. argue that this economic performance is not directly connected to
a brand-oriented company, again outlining the notion made by Tse et al. (2004) and Urde et
al. (2011) that brand orientation will not automatically lead to higher business profits.
However, brand-oriented companies were significantly more likely to increase their sales
performance when leaders were highly involved in brand building processes and the

companies engaged in cross-functional collaborations.

In addition to increased sales performance, brand-oriented entities have also been associated
with enhanced customer satisfaction and better overall perceived service quality (Ghobehei
et al. 2019). In their study, Ghobehei et al. investigated how individuals perceive the service
quality of brand-oriented entities and discovered that trust and satisfaction were positively
affected by the brand-oriented approach. Furthermore, Yin Wong & Merrilees (2008)
identified similar results while investigating the potential benefits of brand-oriented
companies. They discovered that through brand positioning, brand orientation had an
indirect influence on brand performance, implying that brand-oriented companies are
perceived as more desirable among customers and thus, as a result, end up being more

successful.

Continuing with the topic of brand performance, lyer et al. (2018a) discovered that internal
branding has a significant effect when trying to improve a brand’s performance. Their study
suggests that when internal branding is perceived as a crucial topic within an organization,
it will have a positive effect on the effectiveness of brand orientation and brand performance.
However, in this context, it is vital for companies to recognize and implement appropriate

ways of managing and developing their internal branding operations. In their study, Boukis
o]



et al. (2018) mention several suggestions on how to successfully manage internal branding
activities. They advise companies to increase employee fit by actively aiming to satisfy
employee needs and wants, and by enhancing employee brand knowledge by continually

transmitting brand values and promises to employees.

Most of these studies mentioned above focus on examining brand orientation in a business-
to-consumer context as the majority of total published research concerning brand orientation
tend to focus on primarily examining the B2C market environment (Baumgarth 2010).
However, one piece of research by Hirvonen et al. (2016) which investigated B2B SMEs
discovered that while brand-orientedness within a company was associated with economic
growth, the total contribution appeared to be somewhat limited. Hirvonen et al. suggest that
even though a brand-oriented approach might seem profitable in a business-to-consumer
context, this profitability might not necessarily convert similarly to a B2B business

environment.

Thus, given the limited resources of SME’s, it might be more valuable for a B2B SME to
focus on something else rather than brand-related activities. This view is also shared by Mohr
et al. (2005, 333-334) who argue that when entering a new market, a more reasonable choice
for smaller businesses would be to focus on cooperating with larger businesses who then
would sell the product under their already established brand name. In this thesis, the aim will
be to discover additional information regarding this difference of B2B and B2C companies
and the profitability of brand orientation within those markets. However, considering the
diverse research results and the scarcity of overall research available on the topic, this subject

will also hold significant implications for future research.



1.4 Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework describes the theoretical perspectives of this thesis and how they
are connected to the thesis topic. The theoretical framework this thesis is based on is
presented in Figure 1. It illustrates how the literature regarding brand orientation and internal
branding is structured throughout this thesis and how these two phenomena of brand
orientation and internal branding are connected. The framework also takes into consideration

the context of the study which is the B2B market environment.

Strategic Orientation
External Brand Orientation

Definition —’ Implementation —’ Evaluation

N

‘ Benefits

Definition == | Implementation —_f Evaluation

Internal Branding

| Challenges

Hybrid Orientation

B2B Context

Figure 1. The Theoretical Framework of This Thesis

First, the focus is on defining the strategic approach of brand orientation by conducting a
broader literature review. Second, the aim is to determine how this orientation can actually
be applied in a B2B environment. Finally, an evaluation follows which involves the analysis
of the objectives and results and whether the brand-oriented approach was rightly applied.

The brand-oriented approach is largely analysed based on Urde et al.’s (2011) four-part
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strategic option matrix which inspects the different roles of brand orientation in strategic

decision-making.

Additionally, the concept of internal branding within a brand-oriented company is being
defined and examined, after which the utilization of said phenomenon is being inspected in
further detail. Finally, internal branding and internal branding activities are being evaluated
in order to determine the strengths and challenges of internal branding within a brand-
oriented B2B company. In this part of the analysis, especially Piha & Avlonitis’ (2018)
Internal Brand Orientation (IBO) construct will be inspected to evaluate a brand-oriented

company’s application and performance regarding internal branding activities.

1.5 Key Concepts and Definitions

In this part of the thesis, the most relevant concepts mentioned in the thesis are being defined.
As some of the concept definitions might be ambiguous in nature and thus, have several
diverse definitions, it is crucial to define the concepts to avoid misunderstandings and

confusion.

B2B Marketing:

The concept of Business-to-Business (B2B) marketing refers to business transactions that
are performed between two separate businesses, i.e. a situation where one business wants to
sell its products or services to another business. Some characteristics of B2B marketing are
that they typically involve highly critical and careful decision-making processes (Mohr et al.
2005, 171-172) as well as a large degree of customerization, i.e. the customization of a
product or service to the unique needs of a specific client (Kotler et al. 2010, 340). Thus, it
can be stated that successful B2B marketing is largely based on relationship marketing in
which value is created through continuous communication with existing and potential
customers. In this thesis, the concept of B2B marketing is implemented by using terms such

as simply B2B, B2B market environment, or B2B company.
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Brand:

A brand can be defined as one or multiple elements a company chooses to identify its
products or services with in order to differentiate itself from competitors (Kotler et al. 2017,
650). These elements may include e.g. a name, a logo, a symbol, or a slogan. In a business
environment, brands may be used for maintaining a competitive advantage in the market
(Rua & Santos 2022; Guenther & Guenther 2019; Sammut-Bonnici 2015), positively
influencing consumer behaviour (Hoeffler & Keller 2003), or creating stakeholder value
(Davis 2002). Business entities such as customers tend to express themselves through their
brand choices to convey their beliefs and values to the entities surrounding them (Kotler et
al. 2010, 426). Businesses might do this by e.g. choosing sustainable suppliers or
manufacturers to communicate that they are involved in sustainable business practices, and
thus, making their brand and hence, product or service more appealing to those potential

customers who value a sustainable approach.

Brand Orientation:

Brand orientation is closely related to the concept of brand since a brand-oriented company
utilizes its brand(s) as its main strategic asset (Urde et al. 2011). Brand-oriented companies
aim to primarily sell their products or services by introducing their mission, vision, and
values to customers to discover like-minded entities interested in purchasing their offerings.
Thus, in this orientation, even if customer wants and needs are recognized, they are regarded

as a secondary priority in decision-making (Urde 1999).

Hybrid Orientation:

When choosing or changing a strategic orientation, some companies may find that
implementing only one strategic orientation could provide them with inadequate business
results in the field they are competing in (Urde et al. 2011). In such a case, a company might
choose to follow a hybrid orientation, which indicates that two distinct strategic orientations
are being operated simultaneously (Anees-ur-Rehman & Johnston 2018). According to
research, companies following a hybrid orientation have frequently been associated with a

higher degree of inimitableness in competitive business environments (M’zungu et al. 2015),
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a more versatile strategy (Beliaeva 2019), and higher marketing performance (Merrilees &
Baumgarth 2015).

Internal Branding:

Internal branding refers to communicative actions performed within a company that aim to
enhance internal stakeholders’ knowledge of the company’s brand values (Morhart et al.
2009). The core intention behind internal branding is that when internal stakeholders such
as employees have thoroughly internalized their company’s values, they can also better
engage customers in the company brand (Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006), which will
strengthen the overall brand image of the company. This makes internal branding especially

important for employees working in customer service or other customer interface positions.

Market Orientation:

Market orientation is a strategic business orientation that emphasizes the importance of
customer wants and needs in decision-making (Urde et al. 2011). A company that has chosen
this approach as its way of creating value for customers aims to continually identify what
customers need and desire at any given time and hence, adjust their product or service
offering according to these insights. Due to its simplistic and straightforward nature, market
orientation has been one of the most utilized and researched business orientations in the
history of strategic orientations (Lonial & Carter 2015; Narver & Slater 1990; Tomaskova
2007).

Strategic Business Orientation:

A strategic business orientation, also simply referred to as a strategic orientation, refers to
strategic principles, processes, and actions that influence a company’s everyday decision-
making. In order to stay competitive in the business environment they are competing in,
companies should focus on finding a strategic orientation that best fits their goals, objectives,
and circumstances (Tse et al. 2004; Urde et al. 2011). According to research (e.g. Snow &

Hrebiniak 1980; Hambrick 1983), a company’s choice and effectiveness of its strategic
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orientation is greatly affected by the business environment they are competing in. Examples
of these strategic choices are orientations such as brand orientation, market orientation,

entrepreneurial orientation, and learning orientation.

1.6 Research Methodology

Since the aim of this thesis is to gain a deeper understanding on brand orientation and internal
branding in a B2B context, a qualitative research approach is being used as the research
methodology of this study. More specifically, the primary data of this study consists of in-
depth, semi-structured interviews collected from employees of the selected case company.
According to Almeida et al. (2017), qualitative in-depth interviews are a particularly suitable
research method when the aim is to obtain insightful and thorough data on a specific topic.
Additionally, when conducting in-depth interviews, fewer interviewees are needed to receive

useful insights when compared to structured interviews.

This thesis does not aim to make generalizations but rather build an understanding of the
phenomena of brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B case company and therefore,
the single case study method was chosen as the method of analysis. In a single case study,
only one case example is being utilized as the source of primary data. When compared to
multiple case studies, the advantages of single case studies lie in the fact that they usually
provide a more thorough understanding on the researched topic and allow for a better
description on a group of people, which in this case are the employees of the case company
(Gustafsson 2017). Thus, they are often linked to a higher degree of theory-building (Willis
2014).

Additionally, in order to allow a flexible approach to both theory and observations, an
abductive approach was chosen for this study. The abductive approach does not aim for one
certain truth but rather aims to investigate a phenomenon within its context to generate
unique insights (Awuzie & McDermott 2017). This means that when utilizing an abductive
approach, there is more flexibility regarding the shifts between theory and empirical
observations as the approach does not specifically aim to provide a certain conclusion. This

often results in a broader, more thorough comprehension on the researched topic (Dubois &
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Gadde 2002). Since the objective is to recognize new insights from within the B2B business
environment, an abductive approach could be seen as a valuable means for analysis in this

study.

The research context consists of one Finnish B2B case company called Naava that is
currently operating in the health tech industry. The company was chosen due to its
applicability to the phenomena of brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B

environment and due to it being a familiar company to the thesis author.

1.7 Delimitations

In this thesis, the B2C (business-to-consumer) environment is deliberately left out of the
analysis as most prior research on brand orientation has already been focusing on examining
brand orientation in a B2C context. However, given the close relationship of B2B and B2C,
it needs to be acknowledged that leaving one aspect out of the analysis needs to be considered
in the delimitations of the study. Thus, it needs to be noted that the results of this study do
not represent the market environment as a whole but rather focus on evaluating brand

orientation in a business-to-business framework.

Another delimitation concerns the research methodology of this study. As the utilized
research method is a single case study, the results are going to differ from results that would
have been obtained had the research been conducted using a multi-case study. In addition to
this, it needs to be considered that the case company is a Finnish company operating in the
health tech sector, which means that results cannot be directly applied to other countries or
other fields of business. Thus, it needs to be acknowledged that the aim of this thesis is not
to make specific generalizations on the researched topics. The research results are not meant
for businesses to be used exactly as they are for implementation, but rather provide interested
parties with a theoretical framework on brand orientation and internal branding and general

guidelines that might be applicable in different business environments.

Additionally, it needs to be noted that the data of this study consists of interviews which

means that the results are limited in nature and there might be a possibility of bias. To limit
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interview biases, participants need to be selected carefully, ensuring that the company as a
whole is accurately and authentically represented in the interviewee selection. When
interviewing company representatives that are directly in charge of the researched
phenomenon, there is always a threat of key informant bias, which might result in overly
subjective and unreliable data. To limit key informant bias, company interviewees need to

be randomly sampled.

Another delimitation concerning the interviews is that even if the thesis is composed in
English, the interviews are conducted in Finnish as this is the first language of most case
company employees and thus, participants are more comfortable using Finnish as the
interview language. To prevent essential and relevant interview data from getting lost in

translation, the interviews need to be translated with high carefulness.

1.8 Structure of the Study

This thesis consists of two parts: first, the theoretical section, and second, the empirical
section that features a case study in which the case company is presented and subsequently
inspected. Each part is divided into chapters, resulting in a total number of X chapters per

thesis.

The first chapter of this thesis consists of an introduction on the topic of brand orientation
and internal branding. Additionally, the chapter introduces the theoretical framework and
research methodology of the study, defines central key definitions used in this thesis, and
discusses the delimitations of the study. In the second chapter, the focus will be on defining

and examining the previous literature on brand orientation and internal branding.

Subsequently, the third chapter forms the first section of the empirical part of the thesis. In
the third chapter, the research design and methods are being discussed after which the
research findings are presented in chapter four. Ultimately, the fifth, final and concluding
chapter of this thesis summarizes the findings of the study and provides theoretical and
practical implications as well as discusses the limitations of this research and possibilities

for future research.
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter introduces the theoretical background that functions as the basis for this thesis.
In order to better define the research gap and provide a foundation for the upcoming research
analysis, relevant literature concerning the topics of brand orientation and internal branding

are being presented.

The chapter is divided into two separate sections. In the first section, the focus will be on
defining brand orientation as a phenomenon within B2B markets, followed by an evaluation
of the benefits of a brand-oriented strategy. Consequently, the implementation of a brand-
oriented strategy will be discussed, followed by a section focused on determining the

challenges a brand-oriented strategy entails.

The second section of this chapter focuses on analyzing internal branding within brand-
oriented B2B companies. Thereafter, the benefits and implementation of internal branding
within brand-oriented companies will be examined. Lastly, the section will introduce the

challenges that research has associated with internal branding.

2.1 Brand Orientation in a B2B Market

Brand orientation is a strategic business orientation that perceives the company’s brand or
brands as its main strategic asset (Urde et al. 2011; Gromark & Melin 2011). A brand-
oriented company places its brand at the core of decision-making, thus ultimately using the
brand as its primary tool to obtain a competitive advantage in the market they are competing
in.

Whether a company ends up adopting a strategic orientation such as brand orientation
depends heavily on the business environment the company is competing in. Research shows
that both the choice and effectiveness of a company’s strategic orientation are affected by
the business climate surrounding the company (Snow & Hrebiniak 1980; Hambrick 1983).
Typically, companies choosing brand orientation as their main strategic focus are companies

that are competing in a moderately to highly competitive market environment (Urde 1994).
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In such a competitive environment, brand orientation tends to function as a tool for

positioning, i.e. differentiating one’s company from the surrounding competition.

The brand-oriented approach began to gain traction in the 1990s, as companies started to
realize that in increasingly competitive environments, old ways of conducting business such
as an extensive focus on orientations such as market orientation might hinder businesses
from achieving the results they are striving for (Kapferer 2012, 121). Research has shown
that a company choosing brand orientation as its strategic orientation may experience
positive results in terms of economic performance (Baumgarth 2010; Harrison-Walker 2014)

and increased customer loyalty (Golossenko et al. 2020; Guido & Peluso 2015).

However, it is vital to note that choosing a brand-oriented strategy will not automatically
lead to increased economic performance or customer loyalty. A company should only utilize
a brand-oriented approach if the orientation fits its goals, objectives, and business
environment (Tse et al. 2004; Urde et al. 2011). Brand orientation as a strategy must not be
seen as a fast and convenient way to improve business performance but it should rather be
regarded as a complex, contextual, and dynamic phenomenon that does not necessarily

provide ideal results for every company in every business environment.

When analyzing the effectiveness of a brand-oriented strategy, it can be noted that
ultimately, brand orientation utilizes the natural tendency of humans to seek relationships
with like-minded others as its advantage (Bahns et al. 2017; Montoya et al. 2008). Even
though most people would associate these like-minded others with similar-minded human
individuals, this is not always the case. Researchers in the field of psychology argue that
when receiving communicative messages through various channels, the human brain does
not always differentiate whether the communicating party sharing its values or aspirations

actually is another human or a company-led brand (Golossenko et al. 2020).

To further emphasize the importance of like-minded individuals for humans, a study by
Accenture Strategy (2018) reveals that 64% of global consumers prefer to buy a product or
service from a company that is guided by a purpose the consumer can identify with. For
marketers who know how to consider this fact when designing their marketing and branding
materials, it can prove to be a profitable way to build loyal and valuable customer
relationships (Golossenko et al. 2020; Guido & Peluso 2015).
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Brand orientation is a widely studied subject in the B2C business field but has only increased
in popularity in research regarding B2B environments during the past couple of decades
(Brown et al. 2011). In the past, the consensus was that consumers are significantly more
inclined than businesses to purchase products or services based on a company’s brand and
emotional value (Robinson et al. 1967; Johnston & Bonoma 1981), which led to many
companies and researchers shying away from implementing or researching brand-oriented
strategies. However, more contemporary research suggests that modern brands are
increasingly valued also in the B2B market. As a matter of fact, studies suggest that
investments in B2B brand development have been linked to e.g. business growth (Hirvonen
etal. 2016), increased competitive advantage (Sammut-Bonnici 2015; Guenther & Guenther
2019), and increased customer loyalty (Hoeffler & Keller 2003; Leischnig & Enke 2011).

Concerning research by Robinson et al. (1967) and Johnston & Bonoma (1981), who argue
that companies make less irrational and emotion-driven purchase choices, it must be noted
that even if it factually is a company that is involved in making a purchase decision, there
still is one or multiple emotional human decision-makers behind that purchase decision, thus
decreasing the fundamental rationality of such purchase decisions (Webster & Wind 1972).
Similar results were also discovered by Pandey & Mookerjee (2018) who argue that B2B
decision-making is, similar to B2C decision-making, also affected by emotional factors.
Ultimately, a company employee might have the goal of remaining as objective, rational,
and unemotional as possible when making a purchase decision but eventually, they are still

influenced by their own human nature and emotions at least to some extent.

2.1.1 Hybrid Orientations Between Brand Orientation and Other
Orientations in a B2B Market

A company may choose to implement not just one but multiple strategic orientations when
designing and developing their strategic business directions. These kinds of strategic entities
involving more than one strategic orientation are referred to as hybrid orientations (Urde et
al. 2011; Anees-ur-Rehman & Johnston 2018). In the following paragraphs, the focus will
be on analyzing hybrid orientations between brand-oriented and other strategic orientations,
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especially market orientation since past research has extensively focused on analyzing

hybrid orientations including the brand-oriented and market-oriented hybrid approach.

Hybrid orientations are often utilized throughout companies since focusing solely on
competing with one’s brand is often difficult in a constantly developing and highly
competitive modern market environment (Urde et al. 2011). A company cannot rely on the
success of its brand alone, but it also needs to design products or services that fit customer
wants and needs. Otherwise, an extensive focus on brand orientation alone might ultimately

affect the success of the company negatively.

Contemporary research has concluded that instead of just focusing on one strategic
orientation, better business and sales results may be achieved by combining two or several
orientations to create a broader, more versatile strategic entity (see e.g. Beliaeva 2019; Urde
etal. 2011; M’zungu et al. 2015). The introduction of a wider scope of strategic perspectives
in business has been found to be positively related to improved brand performance (Anees-
ur-Rehman et al. 2017), a high degree of inimitableness in competitive business
environments (M’zungu et al. 2015), and higher marketing performance (Merrilees &
Baumgarth 2015).

Therefore, taking into consideration that according to research, brand orientation as the only
method for acquiring competitive advantage is a somewhat risky approach and that a brant-
oriented focus may help companies competing based on other factors achieve better results,
it can be argued that brand orientation typically functions as an advantageous
complementary business approach rather than an independent one. In their brand and market
orientation matrix, Urde et al. (2011) mention companies such as Nicorette and the Body
Shop which in the past have shifted from a purely brand-oriented approach to an approach
that combines features from a brand-oriented strategy with elements from a market-oriented

strategy, resulting in a wider market presence and increased commercial success.

Past research has regularly focused on especially analyzing a hybrid orientation that
combines the brand-oriented approach and the market-oriented approach (Urde et al. 2011,
Anees-ur-Rehman et al. 2017; M’zungu et al. 2015; Merrilees & Baumgarth 2015). Anees-
ur-Rehman et al. (2017) discovered that in a B2B environment, a hybrid orientation that
includes both a market and brand focused approach is positively related to improved brand

performance. This is due to the fact that these said orientations complement each other well
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by creating a functional balance between recognizing customer needs and delivering a stable
brand identity, consequently increasing business performance. Additionally, Merrilees &
Baumgarth’s (2015) research detected that companies following a hybrid orientation
consisting of both a market and brand-oriented strategy succeeded in achieving a marketing
performance that was 11 percent higher than the performance of companies following only

one strategic orientation.

According to research, a strategic orientation that implements a high-market orientation and
low-brand orientation focus, is not seen as optimal as a strategic approach that implements
these two orientations with equal importance (Anees-ur-Rehman et al. 2017). Similar results
were discovered by M’zungu et al. (2015) who argue that a B2B company’s hybrid
orientation that implements both a brand and market approach with equal importance will
help the company create a unique and inimitable strategic orientation.

2.1.2 Benefits of a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market

Today, the implementation of a brand-oriented strategy is not only an important element for
B2C companies which are typically associated with more irrational and emotional decision-
making (Robinson et al. 1967; Johnston & Bonoma 1981), but also for companies competing
in a B2B environment. The importance of brands in a B2C environment has been established
by numerous studies over the years, while the research of the benefits of brand orientation
in a B2B environment has been perceived as a secondary research context. However, during
the past couple of decades, evidence on the effectiveness of a brand-oriented strategy in a

B2B setting has also begun to emerge.

Sammut-Bonnici (2015) and Guenther & Guenther (2019) discovered that utilizing brands
as a strategic tool in a B2B environment has been linked to increased competitive advantage.
This is because in highly competitive markets, a brand is a good way for a company to
position and differentiate itself from other competitors. Brand differentiation and positioning
refer to a company researching its competition and customers carefully with the aim to create
a unique impression of itself in the mind of the customer (lyer et al. 2018b). By

differentiating one’s brand, the company communicates to its customers what value they are

21



providing them with, and how the company differs from its competitors. Hence, successful

brand differentiation leads to a higher chance of attaining competitive advantage.

The implementation of a brand-oriented strategy in a B2B environment has also been
associated with increased customer loyalty (Hoeffler & Keller 2003; Leischnig & Enke
2011). According to Leischnig & Enke (2011), a company in an industrial buying context
that competes with a stable brand, has a higher probability of having more loyal, committed,
and profitable customers. Additionally, the stability of the brand and loyal customer
relationships are linked to possible price premiums. Similar results were discovered by
Hoeffler & Keller (2003) who argue that customers that are deeply loyal and committed to
a company, are typically also less price-sensitive, i.e. less probable to stop buying from a
company and switch to another product or service provider, even if the competing company
would offer them lower prices. These findings indicate that even though establishing,
maintaining, and developing a company brand requires constant effort and resource
allocation, a brand-oriented approach also has significant economic advantages in the long

run.

It has frequently been argued that B2B companies would not be affected by irrational and
emotion-driven purchase factors such as brands (Robinson et al. 1967; Johnston & Bonoma
1981). However, there is also more contemporary research stating the opposite, claiming
that even though it is a company that is involved in making the purchase decision, there is
still always one or multiple emotional and irrational human decision-makers making that
purchase decision on behalf of the company (Webster & Wind 1972; Pandey & Mookerjee
2018). Ultimately, as emotional beings, humans tend to make decisions based on their
emotions and feelings, hence making humans also prone to be influenced by brands and

increasing the possible success of a brand-oriented company.

Regarding the constant effort and resource allocation when it comes to building and
maintaining a company brand, past research has frequently claimed that brand-oriented
activities would require significant resources from a company (Keller 1993) and thus, might
not be a profitable investment in certain B2B industries, such as B2B industries with limited
differentiation (Worm & Srivastava 2014). However, there are also empirical discoveries
which reveal that even though it is a frequently considered truth that brand building is a task
that requires large amounts of resources, resource affluence is factually not an ultimate

requirement for a successful brand-oriented strategy.



Such a discovery was made by Huang & Tsai (2013) who uncovered that companies high in
brand orientation did not automatically possess more resources than companies with a lower
degree of brand orientation. Huang & Tsai (2013) argue that brand-oriented activities do not
always necessarily require abundant resources, since companies with less resources can use
low-cost marketing activities, such as network conveyance and word-of-mouth
communication to their advantage when building their brand. Thus, it can be argued that
when using the right methods, a brand-oriented strategy can also be maintained and

developed using limited resources.

In their study on B2B brand orientation and business growth, Hirvonen et al. (2016)
discovered that while a brand-oriented approach was positively linked with a B2B
company’s business growth, the growth effect among younger B2B companies appeared to
be less significant than among larger companies, thus indicating that in addition to brand
orientation, younger companies might also benefit from implementing other strategic
approaches such as market orientation. However, even for younger B2B companies,
investing in brand development appeared to be an ultimately profitable contribution as older
firms who had a strongly established brand were able to successfully use their brand in their

marketing efforts, hence eventually decreasing a company’s total marketing investments.

Complementing results were found by Baumgarth (2010), who discovered a positive
relationship between brand orientation and market and economic performance in B2B
market environments. Similar to Hirvonen et al. (2016), also Baumgarth (2010) emphasizes
the positive results of a brand-oriented approach, even for smaller or younger companies

which seemed to frequently fall behind in terms of brand resource allocation.

2.1.3 Implementing a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market

First, a company that is planning to implement a brand-oriented strategy must thoroughly
know its business environment and resource capacity and based on these determine, whether
a brand-oriented strategy really is the most profitable strategic orientation in terms of what
the company is trying to achieve. As already stated, a brand-oriented strategy might not be

the primary choice for smaller B2B companies with few resources (Hirvonen et al. 2016;
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Mohr et al. 2005) and B2B companies competing in a business environment with only little
competition (Urde 1994).

In addition to determining whether a brand-oriented approach is the right choice for a
company’s environment, it also needs to be established what the company actually wants to
achieve by using a brand-oriented strategy (Mingione & Abratt 2020; Urde 1999). According
to Urde (1999), a company may consequently, based on these goals and objectives, begin to
transmit its company mission, vision, and values into its brand. Simultaneously, a company
needs to focus on engaging the whole company in the development and implementation of
the brand, emphasizing and ensuring that the company brand is really in the centre of all
decision-making (lyer et al. 2018a; Gromark & Melin 2011).

When it comes to the implementation of brand values within a company and hence internal
brand communication, top management commitment is especially important. Research
suggests that companies that are led by management teams who actively promote and
communicate the value and importance of the company brand, significantly influence the
success of a brand-oriented company (Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Gromark & Melin 2011; Urde
1999).

After a brand-oriented strategy has been developed, implemented, and communicated to
internal stakeholders such as employees, it is crucial also to maintain the strategic orientation
actively and systematically. A brand-oriented strategy, even if implemented and
communicated successfully, does not automatically lead to higher business performance, but
needs to be developed and sustained consistently so that the wanted business objectives can
be achieved (Urde et al. 2011). Ultimately, brand orientation needs to be perceived as a long-
term strategic approach that requires active efforts and dedication from the B2B company’s

side (Boso et al. 2016; Urde et al. 2011).

However, in addition to developing and sustaining a brand-oriented strategy, executive
management also needs to monitor whether a change of orientation would be a profitable
opportunity, whether it be changing the whole orientation, or shifting to a hybrid orientation
involving more than just a brand-oriented focus (Lonial & Carter 2013; Urde et al. 2011).
Even though changing or modifying a company’s strategic orientation is not a minor nor

simple decision, a developing company might realize that their old orientation does not
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anymore provide them with a suitable direction for their present objectives and

circumstances.

To sum up, Figure 2 presents the two stages of brand orientation. First, a company needs to
evaluate whether a brand-oriented approach would be a good fit for its needs and establish a
clear motivation for implementing a brand-oriented strategy. Second, the company
implements the brand-oriented approach while simultaneously evaluating whether the
brand-oriented strategy still is a suitable direction or whether strategical changes need to be
made. The strategic evaluation is a continual process, which brings the company regularly

back to the first stage of analysis and motivation.
Figure 2. Implementing a Brand-Oriented Strategy

2.1.4 Challenges of a Brand-Oriented Strategy in a B2B Market

Past research has discovered that relying on a solely brand-oriented strategy in a competitive
and developing market might prove as difficult (Urde et al. 2011). This is because a brand-

oriented approach fails to take into consideration important factors that are crucial for
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success such as customer needs and expectations (Urde 1999). Ultimately, without
considering what customers desire and expect in terms of products and services, a company
might fairly quickly realize that they might not be competitive enough, regardless of how
distinguished the company’s brand is. This matter is especially important in the B2B sector,
where decisions are typically made based on unmet needs rather than sudden urges (Grewal
et al. 2015). Additionally, purchase decisions in the B2B environment typically take longer
and are more complex in nature as more decisive parties are involved in the purchase process
(Rodriguez et al. 2020).

In the past, there have been varying perspectives on how effective a brand-oriented strategy
within a B2B environment actually is (Brown et al. 2011). Studies have suggested that
organizational B2B buyers are exceptionally rational and objective when making purchase
decision (see e.g. Johnston & Bonoma 1981), mainly being guided by purchase elements
such as low prices (Shahbaz Keshvari et al. 2012) and the establishment of profitable B2B
relationships and networks (Woodside & Ferris-Costa 2008; Kalafatis et al. 2000).
According to this rational perspective, subjective elements like brands are only secondary in
B2B decision-making if relevant at all.

However, it needs to be noted that even if a company is making a purchase decision, there
are always one or multiple company stakeholders involved in the purchase decision.
Ultimately, “all organizational buying behaviour is individual behaviour” (Webster & Wind
1972). Webster and Wind (1972) argue that even though the individual or individuals
involved in the buying process are guided by company objectives, also their own perception,
motivation, cognition, and learning guide them in their decision-making process, thus

making them prone to be influenced by less rational features such as a company’s brand.

Before choosing to implement a brand-oriented strategy, a B2B company must carefully
consider whether that specific strategy is the best fit for the business environment they are
competing in. In environments with little competition, economic investments that are put
into brand creation, management, and development might be not as efficient as in highly

competitive environments.

Studies have suggested that companies that choose brand orientation as their primary
strategic approach are competing in a moderately to highly competitive business
environment (Urde 1994). Additionally, Mohr et al. (2005, 333-334) argue that for many
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smaller businesses with limited financial resources, a no-brand strategy might be a more
profitable and easier way of entering a market. This view is supported by Hirvonen et al.
(2016) who argue that with limited resources, branding choices need to be closely considered
as investing in brand orientation takes away from investments in other crucial areas of
company management. Thus, it can be argued that a brand-oriented B2B strategy is a
strategic approach that before implementation, requires careful consideration and thorough

analysis of one’s resources and business surroundings.

An additional challenge of brand orientation is that following a solely brand-oriented
approach might not result in the results a company is striving for. Studies have suggested
that by combining two or more strategic orientations and implementing this more versatile
approach into a company’s strategy, a B2B company could experience improved business
performance (Beliaeva 2019; M’zungu et al. 2015; Urde et al. 2011).

According to research, a wider scope of strategic perspectives has been found to be positively
linked to a higher level of inimitableness in business (M’zungu et al. 2015), higher marketing
performance (Merrilees & Baumgarth 2015), and improved brand performance (Anees-ur-
Rehman et al. 2017). Hence, even though a B2B company might consider their brand(s) to
be a top priority in terms of strategy and competitiveness, research suggests that
complementing a brand-oriented focus with another strategic orientation such as market
orientation might lead to improved and longer-lasting business performance.

Another possible challenge of a brand-oriented strategy concerns employee commitment and
engagement. The more a company relies on competing with its brand, the more is expected
from company staff in terms of brand engagement and following company values and culture
(M’zungu et al. 2015). This is because ultimately, a successful and uniform brand strategy
cannot be built if company employees are not systematically following the company values
the brand is based on and working towards the same goal, making the success of a brand-
oriented strategy also a matter of internal branding (Gromark & Melin 2011).

Internal branding refers to internal company communication that aims to enhance internal
stakeholder (employee) knowledge of the company’s brand and the values the company
stands for (Morhart et al. 2009). In order to create a strong and uniform brand, company staff

needs to thoroughly internalize the company’s brand values and ways of working in order to
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also convey these brand values to prospective and existing customers (lyer et al. 2018a; Leek
& Christodoulides 2011; Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006).

The internalization and communication of brand values is especially important for company
employees working in customer interface positions such as sales and customer service, as
these are the employees that ultimately function as “the mirror of the company”, continually
both verbally and nonverbally communicating brand values and messages to external
stakeholders (Morhart et al. 2009; Leek & Christodoulides 2011; Piha & Avlonitis 2018).
Hence, taking these matters into consideration, it can be said that a brand-oriented strategy
requires extensive resources from a company in terms of recruiting the right employees,
educating them on brand issues, and additionally, monitoring and encouraging employee

brand behaviour.

2.2 Internal Branding

Internal branding refers to communicative actions performed within a company that aim to
enhance the knowledge of a company’s brand values within internal stakeholders such as
employees (Morhart et al. 2009). The aim of internal branding activities is to promote the
internalization of company brand values among employees so that consequently, employees
can systematically engage customers in the company brand as well, strengthening the
company brand image (Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006). Hence, it can be stated that
company employees play a crucial role when it comes to the communication of brand values
to external stakeholders such as customers, making internal branding a vital issue for any
company (Yin Wong & Merrilees 2008). Because internal branding as a phenomenon is
conclusively managed fairly similarly among B2B and B2C companies, a distinction
between these two fields of business is not made in this section of the thesis.

For companies that are following a brand-oriented strategy, internal branding is especially
important since company staff such as sales and customer service employees are the ones
who are in daily contact with prospective and existing customers, continually spreading the
message of the company’s brand (Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Leek & Christodoulides 2011;

Morhart et al. 2009). Research has discovered that internal branding is strongly linked to the
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effectiveness of brand orientation and higher brand performance (lyer et al. 2018a; Huang
& Tsai 2013), which again are related to enhanced customer satisfaction, better overall
perceived service quality, and increased profitability (Ghobehei et al. 2019; Yin Wong &
Merrilees 2008). Therefore, with the company’s brand being at the core of a brand-oriented
company’s daily activities, a significant amount of resources need to be directed towards
internal branding activities to guarantee a brand-oriented company’s competitiveness and

profitability.

Even though it may be a company’s marketing department that actually is most invested in
brand management and brand promotion, internal branding research suggests that actually,
it is crucial for the whole company staff to be involved in internal branding activities that
consequently translate into external branding activities. This is because the success of
internal branding is strongly related to a company culture of communication and cooperation
(Saleem & Iglesias 2016). Additionally, it is crucial to engage employees from not just
marketing and top management but all levels of the organization to successfully transition

company brand values from the company to the customer (lyer et al. 2018a).

As a matter of fact, in relation to this successful brand communication from company to
customer, studies have actually shown that employees are regarded as more credible sources
of information than executives, indicating that customers regard peer voices as more
effective than authority voices (Edelman 2016). These factors indicate that companies that
succeed in motivating their employees to get educated and consequently promote the
company brand values coherently to external stakeholders hold a higher probability of
actually building a profitable and strong brand (lyer et al. 2018a). In addition to this,
successful internal branding has also been linked to higher employee loyalty (King & Grace
2008), improved employee performance (Punjaisri & Wilson 2007), increased employee
satisfaction, and more flexible and reduced salary expectations (Tavassoli et al. 2014),
emphasizing the importance of internal branding within organizations to an even higher

extent.
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2.2.1 Benefits of Internal Branding Within a Brand-Oriented Company

Internal branding is an important matter for any company since it has been linked to
increased customer satisfaction, enhanced perceived service quality, and increased business
profitability (Ghobehei et al. 2019; Yin Wong & Merrilees 2008). However, for companies
that have chosen brand orientation as their main strategic orientation, internal branding is
especially crucial. This is because brand messages cannot be successfully transmitted to
customers without strong employee commitment and engagement (lyer et al. 2018a; Huang
& Tsai 2013). If employees and hence customers are not aware of the company brand and
what it stands for, efforts made in terms of branding will most likely fail. Hence, it is crucial

for brand-oriented companies to invest in internal branding.

In their study, Iyer et al. (2018a) discovered that a brand’s performance is significantly
affected by the level of internal branding a company is incorporating. Their study revealed
that if the whole company, including executive management, recognizes internal branding
as an important issue, brand performance will be positively affected. Similar results were
discovered by Punjaisri & Wilson (2007) and Baumgarth (2010) who argue that brand
engagement and employee motivation efforts that originate from executive figures in top

management positions have a significant effect on brand performance.

However, internal branding activities are not only advantageous in terms of brand success
and performance, but also when it comes to employee attitude, satisfaction, and motivation.
In their study, Punjaisri & Wilson (2007) discovered that by strengthening brand
performance and brand engagement of company employees with the means of internal
branding procedures, company employees are bound to experience an improved attitude
towards the brand and hence, are also more motivated and enthusiastic towards promoting
the company brand to customers. Complementary findings found by King & Grace (2008)
who researched internal branding and the ‘added value’ that a company brand provides
employees with. Their study revealed that employees who have access to brand-related
information experience a stronger commitment to the brand and hence the company. This is
due to the fact that as employees are provided with more information than just the bare
minimum for them to carry out their daily tasks, employees feel more motivated and

connected to the company.
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These results are supported by research conducted by Tavassoli et al. (2014) who argue that
individuals working in companies with a strong, actively, and internally promoted brand
experience increased employee satisfaction and improved work motivation. Additionally, it
was discovered that employees such as top executives are even prepared to accept lower
salaries if the company brand and the executive employee share similar values. This
indicates that for employees, working at such a company might equal executing one’s own

beliefs at work, which increases motivation and commitment.

2.2.2 Implementing Internal Branding Within a Brand-Oriented
Company

Whether a company succeeds in internal branding, i.e. communicating its brand values to
internal stakeholders such as employees is strongly linked to the resources company
decision-makers are directing towards internal branding activities. More particularly, it has
been argued that to increase the likelihood of successful internal branding, it is crucial for
brand-related employees such as brand managers, marketing departments, and especially
executive managers to be involved in internal branding communication and implementation
(lyer et al. 2018a; Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Saleem & Iglesias 2016; Huang & Tsai 2013;
Punjaisri & Wilson 2007; Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006; Urde 1999). These brand-related
employees and executive managers function as brand advocates within an organization,
encouraging and motivating all employees to engage in brand-oriented behaviour by setting

an example and educating staff on brand-related matters.

Additionally, it is crucial that internal branding efforts are guided towards all company
employees instead of just primarily focusing on employees working in marketing or
customer interface positions (Saleem & Iglesias 2016; lyer et al. 2018a). Since the goal of a
brand-oriented company is to internalize brand values within the whole company, internal

branding activities need to be directed towards all company employees.

However, even if it is crucial to include the whole organization in internal branding efforts,
it needs to be noted that some employees need more profound and specific internal brand
engagement than others. Lynch & de Chernatory (2007) stress the importance of designing
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particularly detailed internal branding training programmes for employees working in sales
positions. These training programmes should include information about brand values and
elucidate how buyers are communicating and how buyers process information they are
provided with. By introducing such training programmes into a company’s internal branding
strategy, salespeople will be provided with a more customer-centric approach for their sales
and marketing related activities which is especially important since studies have shown that
employees such as salespeople are regarded by customers as more credible information

sources than top executives (Edelman 2016).

A concise summary of the application of internal branding within a company can be seen in
Figure 3. First, a company needs to establish what its brand stands for and what it wants to
achieve by engaging in internal branding activities. Second, there is a need for determining
the best internal brand advocates within an organization to ensure that the internal branding
activities are executed successfully. Consequently, the company has to acknowledge that
internal branding activities need to be guided towards the whole staff for them to
successfully strengthen the company brand and brand-oriented approach. Finally, the
company needs to determine whether there are some employees that would benefit from

more thorough brand training and brand engagement.

. Determine L Identify
Establish ) Guide internal
committed and . employees
brand L branding
efficient . who need
goals and . efforts towards
=N internal brand - more brand
guidelines whole staff
advocates engagement

Figure 3. Applying Internal Branding Measures Within a B2B Company

Overall, it can be said that a brand-oriented company needs to be organized and structured
in a brand-promoting way if the company wants to succeed in internal branding activities.
Piha & Avlonitis (2018) discovered that companies with high inter-functional coordination

and low levels of interdepartmental conflict appeared to be more successful in implementing
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a profitable internal branding strategy. Thus, it can be argued that a company with relatively
low hierarchy and efficient communication could succeed better in internal branding
activities than a company with complex hierarchical structures and poor communication
efforts. Additionally, when discussing organizational and employee fit, Boukis et al. (2018)
suggest that the evaluation and development of employee fit is crucial when aiming for
efficient internal branding results within an organization. Boukis et al. advise companies to
invest in employee satisfaction, i.e. aiming to increase employee fit by sincerely satisfying

employee needs and wants.

In their research on brand orientation and internal branding, Gromark & Melin (2011) argue
that if a brand-oriented strategy wants to be implemented successfully and in a way that
includes the whole company, the status, progress, or even decline of a company’s brand
orientation and internal branding need to be carefully monitored. Even though brand
implementation and top management participation are crucial factors affecting the progress
of a brand-oriented company, a company also needs to actively monitor possibly less
apparent success factors such as the development of internal relationships and identity

formation within the company.

Similar findings are stressed by Piha & Avlonitis (2018) who argue that the implementation
and progress of internal branding efforts and activities need to be continuously monitored to
ensure that employee actions are truly aligned with brand values. In regard to this, Piha &
Avlonitis encourage companies to engage in constant communication and acknowledge as
well as reward excellent employee brand behaviour. Ultimately, internal branding is all
about employee engagement, and investing in employee brand advocacy typically results in
profitable branding results (lyer et al. 2018a).

Lastly, it is important to note that internal brand communication needs to be delivered in a
not only consistent but also coherent manner. Internal branding efforts need to be
communicated clearly and systematically to ensure that employees are engaging in correct
brand behaviour, which again will translate to a clear brand message for customers and other
external stakeholders (Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Saleem & Iglesias 2016). Internal branding
needs to be a clear and coherent entity for it to be successful within an organization.
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2.2.3 Internal Branding Challenges Within a Brand-Oriented Company

The most crucial challenge of implementing a brand-oriented mindset within a company
with the means of internal branding concerns the commitment and motivation of employees.
According to Baumgarth (2010), if employees such as leaders in top management and other
executive positions do not “live the brand”, i.e. act and communicate according to brand
guidelines and values, brand performance will suffer significantly, indicating that internal
branding needs to be regarded as a crucial part of the company’s operations and not just
something the marketing department and HR managers are occasionally working on. Hence,
it can be argued that in order to successfully implement internal branding activities, the
whole organization needs to have a brand-oriented mindset, and employees in leading
positions need to demonstrate via words and actions that they are highly committed towards

internal branding (Saleem & Iglesias 2016).

Concerning the brand behaviour and communication of top management, studies have
discovered that when it comes to internal branding, executive engagement and
communication are particularly important factors that determine the present and future
success of brand-oriented companies (Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Gromark & Melin 2011; Urde
1999). However, even though executive efforts are crucial when implementing internal
branding, another vital employee group are frontline employees, i.e. employees such as
salespeople and customer service advisors who are working in customer interface positions.
If a company cannot achieve internal branding efforts from its executive employees and
frontline employees, internal branding efforts and consequently also other brand-oriented
efforts might fail.

According to research by Edelman (2016), frontline employees are valued as much more
credible than staff working in higher management positions, which indicates that frontline
employees have a higher chance of getting their voice heard and valued among customers.
However, if frontline employees are not adequately and coherently educated on brand
matters or if internal branding procedures have not been implemented within a company to
begin with, this potential advantage of frontline employees functioning as “brand
champions” who are living and breathing the brand might be potentially lost, which might
result in negative brand performance (Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Morhart et al. 2009).
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Additionally, research has shown that low efforts in internal branding have been linked to
lower levels of employee loyalty (King & Grace 2008), decreased employee performance
(Punjaisri & Wilson 2007), and decreased overall employee satisfaction (Tavassoli et al.
2014). Hence, it can be argued that if a brand-oriented company does not engage in internal
branding activities, it might have fatal consequences for company performance since

ultimately, employees are the key element for successful brand building and communication.
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3. RESEARCH METHODS AND DATA

In this part of the thesis, the focus will be on describing the chosen research methodology
and data collection process. The chapter will begin by introducing the research context and
by describing the case company that is being inspected. After that, the data collection
methods and data collection timetable will be described. Consequently, a description of the
data analysis methods and process will follow. Finally, the reliability and validity of this
research will be evaluated

3.1 Case Description and Research Context

A qualitative study was chosen as the research method of this thesis since the aim was to
gain a thorough understanding on the topics of brand orientation and internal branding.
According to Denzin et al. (2005, 3-4), qualitative research can be defined as a research
approach that attempts to study and understand phenomena in their natural environments,
thus making the approach a naturalistic approach for exploring and analyzing one’s
surroundings. Similar characteristics are also stressed by Petrescu & Lauer (2017) who argue
that qualitative research methods are especially beneficial in research situations that require
a large degree of exploration and interpretation. Taking into consideration that the
foundation of this research is highly explorative in nature, a qualitative research approach

was chosen to be used in this study.

While there are several different qualitative research methods to choose from, this thesis
utilizes a case study approach. Woodside (2017, 1-3) describes case study research as “an
inquiry that focuses on describing, understanding, predicting, and/or controlling the
individual (i.e., process, animal, person, household, organization, group, industry, culture,
or nationality). As in this research, the focus is on describing and understanding the
phenomena brand orientation and internal branding within an organizational context, the

case study approach proved to be a valuable basis for research.
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When it comes to case studies, there are multiple case study methods to choose from. One
of the most central issues to consider when deciding on one’s research design is the question
of whether to use a single case study or a multiple case study. Gustafsson (2017) argues that
the choice of which case study design to choose depends greatly on the research context and
the research outcome the researcher is aiming to obtain.

According to Gustafsson (2017), when the aim is to provide the research community with a
strong and convincing theory basis and tie the researched phenomenon to different
circumstances, a multiple case study would prove as a more valuable tool. However, when
aiming for a more thorough understanding on a specific topic that is being researched and a
holistic description of a specific group of people, a single case study could be a better choice.
Since in this research, the primary aim is to build a thorough understanding of the phenomena
brand orientation and internal branding within a B2B business environment and not provide
the research community with a theoretical basis for examining these phenomena, the single

case study approach was chosen as the means of examining these topics.

A similar research methodology consisting of a qualitative case study method has previously
been successfully utilized by researchers studying brand orientation and internal branding
(see e.g. Schmidt & Baumgarth 2015; Urde et al. 2011; King & Grace 2008; Punjaisri &
Wilson 2007). These studies and their qualitative research design indicate that for studying
these phenomena, a qualitative case study approach appears to provide satisfactory results

in terms of comprehensiveness and research aim.

The case company that was chosen as the research context for the case study context is
Naava, a Finnish, both domestically and internationally operating SME competing in a B2B
business environment. The company that was established in 2012 is currently operating in
the health tech industry. The company manufactures automated green walls that use plant
root microbes to purify the indoor air of harmful chemicals. Naava is seen as the global

leader when it comes to biological indoor air purification.

The company has currently approximately 60 employees, most of which are located in
Finland. In addition to Finland, Naava has employees in Sweden, the United States, and
South Korea. The company was chosen as the case company due to its applicability to the

phenomena of brand orientation of brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B
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environment and due to its being a familiar company to the thesis author. In the context of

this study, the company is either referred to as ‘Naava’ or ‘company’.

3.2 Data Collection

Since this thesis aims to gain a deeper understanding on the phenomena of brand orientation
and internal branding in a B2B environment, a qualitative research approach was chosen as
the research methodology for this study. More specifically, the qualitative research and
primary data of this thesis consists of in-depth, semi-structured interviews. These interviews
were collected from several employees of the selected case company. Almeida et al. (2017)
state that qualitative in-depth interviews are a suitable research method when a piece of
research is aiming to obtain insightful and thorough data on a specific topic. When
comparing semi-structured interviews to structured interviews, it can be noted that with
semi-structured interviews, fewer interviewees are typically needed in order to gain holistic

and useful insights on a specific phenomenon or situation.

In total, 11 currently employed staff members of the case company were interviewed. In
order to avoid biases such as key informant bias from affecting the reliability of the study,
company interviewees were randomly sampled. However, since it was purposeful to obtain
data from all organizational levels, employees working in different positions needed to be
interviewed. The sample size of 11 was calculated to provide a realistic and representative
sample of the whole company. Taking into consideration that the researched case company
is a SME with less than 100 employees, an adequate level of saturation could already be
achieved with a sample size of 11 employees. According to Hennink & Kaiser (2022),
saturation in qualitative research can typically be achieved with a relatively narrow range of
interviewees such as 9 - 17, especially when comparatively homogeneous populations are

being studied.

To ensure the comparability between and additionally, anonymity of the interviewees, the
company employees were divided into three categories according to work position: operative
employees, middle management, and upper management. These employee levels were

defined according to the three organizational levels identified by Thanalerdsopit et al.
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(2014). In terms of the case company, all company employees could be categorized into one
of these three organizational levels. In total, two upper management employees, three middle
management employees, and six operational employees were interviewed. In addition to
asking the interviewees about the level they would identify their positions with, they were
also asked about the length of current employment at said company.

In order to ensure the anonymity of the respondents while simultaneously also providing
useful background information and ensuring the comparability of the results, the lengths of
employment were divided into three categories: 0-2 years, 2-5 years, and +5 years. The
average length of interviewee employment at the case company was 4,2 years. The case
company’s turnover rate particularly in terms of middle and upper management is and has
been relatively low, which affected the average length of employment. Among operational
employees, the turnover rate appeared not to be as low, which can also be seen in the
interview summary as most of the interviewed operational employees responded to have
been working at the company for 0-2 years. A summary of the interviewees’ background
information and additional information about the interviews can be found in Table 2, where

interviewees are portrayed in interview order.

INTERVIEWEE PEver EMPLOYMENT |  INTERVIEW
Interviewee 1 Operational Employee 0-2 years 34 min
Interviewee 2 Middle Management 2-5 years 20 min
Interviewee 3 Upper Management +5 years 25 min
Interviewee 4 Operational Employee 2-5 years 40 min
Interviewee 5 Middle Management 2-5 years 35 min
Interviewee 6 Operational Employee 0-2 years 35 min
Interviewee 7 Upper Management +5 years 43 min
Interviewee 8 Middle Management +5 years 27 min
Interviewee 9 Operational Employee +5 years 16 min
Interviewee 10 Operational Employee 0-2 years 20 min
Interviewee 11 Operational Employee 0-2 years 21 min

Table 2. Interview Summary
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The interviews were conducted and simultaneously also recorded via the Google Meet
platform during a time span of two weeks in March 2022. The average length of one
interview was 29 minutes, with a total range from 16 to 43 minutes. Taking into
consideration the fact that the native language of all company interviewees was Finnish, and
all interviewees were of varying proficiency in the English language, the interviews were
held in Finnish to avoid misunderstandings, promote understanding, and increase the
comfortableness of the case company employees. After the interviews were held and
recorded, the interview recordings were transcribed and with high carefulness translated into

English by the thesis author.

At the beginning of the interview, all interviewees were provided with a short oral and
written introduction on brand orientation and internal branding in the form of a two-slide
PowerPoint presentation. Since a researcher cannot assume that all interviewees are familiar
with their research topics, it is crucial for the interviewer to define the terminology they are
working with. Additionally, it is vital to ensure that all interviewees have understood the
topics correctly and are discussing the same things. In the PowerPoint presentation, the terms
brand orientation, brand, and internal branding were briefly defined, however without giving
any tangible examples to eliminate any possible biases. During the online interviews, the
presentation was briefly shown before each set of questions and consequently hidden during
the time questions were asked. By doing so, the aim was to minimize the number of

interviewees that would only repeat out loud what was being stated on the PowerPoint slides.

The interview questions were designed based on the thesis literature previously analysed in
chapter 2 and the research questions introduced in chapter 1.2. Apart from two questions that
varied according to whether the respondent was an operational employee or middle/upper
management, all employees were asked the same questions. Since middle/upper
management is more involved in developing and conducting internal brand training, it
appeared as more beneficial to ask them in these two questions about the amount and type
of training that had been given at the company instead of

The interview questions were used as a guideline for conducting the interview, however,
taking into consideration the semi-structured nature of the interviews, additional open-ended
questions were also utilized whenever appropriate and needed. The interview questions can

be examined in further detail in Appendix 1.
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3.3 Data Analysis

After the interviews, the recorded interviews were transcribed and translated from Finnish
to English by the thesis author. The accuracy of the transcriptions was carried out according
to the intelligent verbatim guidelines, i.e. everything was transcribed exactly as said except
for repetitive words and filler words (McMullin 2021). Since intelligent verbatim is still a
highly accurate transcription type and the repetitions and filler words were in this case not
seen as fundamentally significant, the interviews were transcribed according to these
directions. Additionally, since the interviews were thereafter translated from Finnish to
English, it would have proven as difficult to translate possible Finnis filler words to English
since there often are no direct equivalent phrases. It also needs to be noted that the
transcriptions, some of which are partly presented in the results section of this thesis, might
not be completely grammatical correct. Since the original Finnish interviews also contained
a slight amount of spelling errors, the errors were also deliberately translated into English to

ensure a precise transcription outcome.

Subsequently, the transcribed and translated interviews were read and initial notes were
taken. However, it can be stated that ultimately, the data analysis process already began
while conducting the interviews since the interviewees’ answers were shortly analysed
already then and evaluated in order to determine whether any follow-up questions were
necessary. Since it is in the nature of qualitative design that the collection and analysis of
data occurs at least to some extent simultaneously, it is quite natural that primary conclusion
are already being drawn during the data collection process, which in this case concerned the
interviews (Gummesson 2005).

Additionally, an abductive approach was chosen for this study since an abductive approach
allows for a flexible approach to both theory and observations. According to Awuzie &
McDermott (2017), an abductive approach does not aim for one certain truth but rather aims
to investigate a phenomenon within its context to generate unique insights, indicating that
when utilizing an abductive approach, a higher degree of flexibility can be maintained when
shifting between theory and empirical observations as the approach does not specifically aim
to provide a certain conclusion. By selecting an abductive approach in research design, a

broader, more thorough understanding can typically be achieved. Ultimately, since the
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objective of this thesis is to gain new insights on brand orientation and internal branding in
a B2B environment, an abductive approach was perceived to be a valuable way to conduct

the analysis of this study.

Compared to an inductive research approach where the aim is to form generalized
conclusions on the basis of perceived observations or a deductive research approach that
focuses on making conclusions based on general theory (Koffi 2019), an abductive approach
aims to discover contemporary findings based on empirical evidence (Dubois & Gadde
2002). Since research states that an abductive approach appears to be beneficial when the
goal is to discover unique, contemporary insights, the abductive approach will be utilized as
the primary form of reasoning. However, given the theory-based nature of induction
reasoning, a minor emphasis will also be on analyzing the data from an inductive viewpoint
since research states that such a hybrid approach can be a fruitful opportunity when solving

more or less theory-bound phenomena (Thomas 2006).

Ultimately, the data analysis process consisted of abductive and inductive reasoning, during
which interview sections that were related to the research topic and research questions were
labelled with different codes. These codes then proceeded to formulate patterns, from which
larger conclusions on interviewee answers could be made. The codes and patterns were
assembled into an Excel file for clarity and further analysis. This data management process
allowed for larger patterns and analysis to be concluded.

A more detailed visualization of the codes and how they relate to the secondary literature
and empirical findings can be discovered below in Table 3. The table presents the identified
broader topics as well as the codes based on which the topics were formulated, and the
research analysis conducted. Additionally, it introduces discloses, whether the analysis was
made based on the secondary research literature, i.e. being more deductive in nature or
whether the analysis relied more on the quantitative research findings, i.e. taking a more

inductive stance.
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TOPICS

CODES

ANALYSIS

CHARACTERISTICS OF A
BRAND-ORIENTED COMPANY

BRAND

BRAND ORIENTATION
BRAND VALUES
BRAND STRATEGY

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS

BRAND ORIENTATION
STRATEGIC ORIENTATION
HYBRID ORIENTATION

SECONDARY RESEARCH
LITERATURE

EMPLOYEE AND CUSTOMER
ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE
COMPANY BRAND

BRAND IMAGE
BRAND EXPERIENCE

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS

BRAND LOYALTY
EMPLOYEE LOYALTY
CUSTOMER LOYALTY

SECONDARY RESEARCH
LITERATURE

LEVEL AND METHODS OF
INTERNAL BRAND TRAINING

BRAND TRAINING
BRAND TRAINING METHOD

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS

INTERNAL BRANDING
EMPLOYEE BRAND
ENGAGEMENT

SECONDARY RESEARCH
LITERATURE

INVESTING IN INTERNAL
BRANDING ACTIVITIES

BRAND TRAINING ACTIVITY
BRAND MANAGER

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS

INTERNAL BRAND
MANAGEMENT

SECONDARY RESEARCH
LITERATURE

ENCOURAGING AND
MONITORING EMPLOYEE
BRAND BEHAVIOUR

BRAND COMMITMENT

EMPLOYEE BRAND
BEHAVIOUR

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS

EMPLOYEE BRAND
ADVOCACY

EMPLOYEE COMMITMENT
BRAND MONITORING

Table 3. Table of Codes

QUANTITATIVE RESEARCH
FINDINGS
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3.4 Reliability and Validity

To ensure the quality of the research, the reliability and validity issues of this study need to
be addressed. Concerning the chosen abductive approach, it needs to be acknowledged that
during the data analysis process, a researcher must maintain a high level of openness and
transparency about their analytic process and conclusions since the analysis and
interpretation of data are instrumental issues in abductive research (Jarvensivu & Tornroos
2010). Ultimately, it is the researcher alone who holds the responsibility for their research
results. Therefore, data needs to be interpreted carefully and the reader needs to have a

thorough understanding of the researcher’s thought process.

The reliability of the research concerns the issue whether the same research results could be
achieved if the research was to be repeated in the same circumstances with the same research
methods. According to Mohajan (2017), threats that decrease the reliability of a study occur
at every stage of the research process. To minimize these reliability issues within a specific
research, a researcher needs to remain systematically consistent, subjective, and reliable

when conducting and writing their research (Wilson 2014, 135-136).

Hyman & Sierra (2015) introduce two simple ways for assessing the reliability of a research
that consists of a somewhat smaller sample like the sample in this thesis. The first one
concerns testing whether the given answers of each respondent relate to the responses of
other respondents. A reliable study would feature a high consistency among all respondents’
answers. The second method concerns the coding of research participants’ responses. The
more coders involved in the coding of the answers, the more subjective the research process

and hence the more reliable the outcome.

After having established the reliability of a piece of research, the validity of a study also
needs to be examined. Whether a study is valid or not is determined by whether or not the
research results vary from the initial idea of what was aimed to be measured. According to
Carmines & Zeller (1979, 17-24), there are three different types of validity: content validity,

criterion-related validity, and construct validity.

Content validity refers to the extent to which a data measurement tool represents other
aspects of the researched phenomenon whereas criterion-related validity refers to how
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precisely one measure can predict the response of another measure. Finally, the construct
validity of a research means the extent to which the chosen measure is consistent with the
theory that is being utilized as the basis of the research. According to Carmines & Zeller
(1979, 17), it can be said that when discussing the most well-known definition of validity,
one is mostly referring to criterion-related validity, i.e. how precisely a chosen measure can

predict the outcome of another phenomenon.

In order to minimize these validity issues, Hyman & Sierra (2015) suggest observing the
following issues. One crucial subject concerns whether the asked questions seem relevant or
logical from the research participant’s point of view in relation to the researched topic.
Additionally, a researcher should have sufficient knowledge on the phenomenon that is being
measure and also properly know how to measure it. Similar suggestions are made by
Mohajan (2017), who argues that the validity within a piece of research can be improved by
establishing clear research goals and assessment methods and by comparing the chosen

measures with previous methods that have been chosen to research similar topics.

Ultimately, in order to optimize the variation between responses which affect the reliability
and validity of a research, following issues addressed by Hyman & Sierra (2015) need to be
considered in this study. First, it needs to be acknowledged that respondents more involved
with the researched topic provide are bound to provide more thorough and stable responses.
Second, an interview cannot be too lengthy as it will affect the energy levels and alertness
of respondents and potentially influence their responses. Third, the interviews need to be
scheduled for approximately the same time of the day and week to minimize situational
factors such as attending an interview right before lunchtime or right before going home for
the day or the week. Finally, the communicated language needs to be clear with all crucial
terms having to be clarified to minimize potential misunderstandings and ensure that all
interview participants have sufficient and appropriate knowledge of the issues and terms that

are being discussed.
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4. RESEARCH FINDINGS

In the following part of the thesis, findings that have been made based on the employee
interviews and research literature will be presented. The chapter is divided into three parts,
each of which focuses on analyzing the research questions of this thesis and the equivalent
empirical findings as well as research literature. As a means of analysis, an abductive
approach is being utilized. The aim of an abductive approach is to uncover findings that are
based on empirical evidence deriving from an analogy between empiricism and secondary
literature. By doing so, a broader, more thorough understanding on the researched topics can
be obtained (Dubois & Gadde 2002).

In this chapter, interview quotations are being utilized to stress certain issues and provide
valuable employee insights on the topics in question. Each quotation also includes
information about the employee level and length of employment of the concerned
interviewee. Quotations are reported equivalently as they are presented in the English
transcriptions. Ellipsis point are being used to indicate that one or multiple parts of the

interview answer have been left out of the used quotation.

4.1 Characteristics of a Brand-Oriented Company

All of the 11 interviewed case company employees perceived the company as brand-
oriented. However, there was some variance in the results concerning the topic of how brand-
oriented the employees regarded the company as. On a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 means
‘none’ and 5 ‘a great deal’, the average score employees gave was 4,2, with 3,5 as the lowest
unit and 5 as the highest. There did not seem to be any statistically significant correlation
between length of employment and perceived level of brand-orientedness, even though
employees that had been working at the company for over 2 years, appeared to rate the
company slightly lower in brand-orientedness than employees that had been working at the
company for less than 2 years. Figure 4 presents a more detailed presentation of the
percentages of employees that gave specific scores on this question with the percentage of

each score being presented under the corresponding score.

“+u



38
9.1%

4,5
18.2%

36.4%

Figure 4. Percentages of Perceived Level of Brand-Orientedness on a Scale From 1to 5

From a research standpoint, it can also be noted that already from an outside perspective
Naava appears as quite a brand-oriented company. When looking at its website, social media
posts, online advertisements, and earned media publications, it is clearly visible that the
company’s brand is a vital asset that is actively monitored, utilized, and developed. The
company clearly aims to position itself as a health company that improves people’s lives all

over the world with its technology-assisted green walls. (Naava 2022)

Even though the company also showcases its products quite distinctively, the main focus
still appears to be on the brand, which is a crucial characteristic of a company that is inclined
towards brand orientation (Urde et al. 2011). However, considering the emphasis on the
products and services Naava has to offer, it could be said that the strategic orientation of the
company could consist of a hybrid approach of brand orientation and market/product

orientation.

When asked about why the employees thought that the company was brand-oriented, the
answers ranged from aiming to distinguish oneself through a unique visual look to wanting
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to build an image of positivity and sustainability. All interviewees more or less recognized
the brand as a vital part of everyday life at their company. The longer employees had been
working at the company, the more abstract answers they gave on this question. Many
mentioned the visibility and distinction of the brand, but employees regardless of employee
level that had been working at the company for over 2 years, also more frequently considered

the deeper, mission and vision-related motives behind the brand.

“There has to be some kind of positive image of what we are doing, what we are achieving,
and what we are standing for.”

- Upper Management, +5 years

Ultimately, brand-oriented companies aim to build a specific and consistent image of their
brand to internal and external stakeholders by introducing them to their mission, vision, and
values (Urde 1999). By doing so, a brand-oriented company aims to attract individuals or
organizations that have similar beliefs and values, and are thus more inclined to purchasing
the company product or service. Altogether, this was also something regularly recognized
by the interviewed Naava employees. The brand-orientedness of the company was seen as
strongly linked to attracting stakeholder attention and interest and creating value for already
existing customers. One employee even stated that in times where things have not been as
successful in other parts of the business, the brand has been a vital element of keeping the
company fresh and growing (Operational Employee, 0-2 years).

Interviewees were also asked whether they would rather work at a brand-oriented company
or a less or not at all brand-oriented company. 8 out of 11 employees admitted that they
would rather work at a company that was at least to some extent brand-oriented. However,
a crucial factor that determined whether they would want to work at a company concerned
the brand behind the company. 5 out of these 8 employees that would rather work at a brand-
oriented stated that it is not solely the brand-orientedness of the company that attracts them
but the brand that the company stands for. If the company brand does not fit one’s own
beliefs and values it does not matter how brand-oriented the company is, since the
interviewees responded to wanting to work at a company that has a brand they can identify

with, similar to how the employees have felt about working at Naava.



Even though 3 out of 11 employees stated that a company’s brand-orientedness does not
play a significant role when they are choosing an employer, they still acknowledged that
they would prefer to work at a company that shares the same values as they do. Additionally,
these employees mention that one reason why they got interested in Naava as an employer

was because of the company brand and company values.

“The brand is not so significant to me. I like to do things that I like, and not based on how
known some company is. | am interested in the job tasks and values that the employer has,
the brand is not that important to me.”

- Operational Employee, +5 years

Interviewees were more positively than negatively inclined when asked about whether they
thought the company had succeeded in what it had been trying to achieve with its brand-
oriented focus. Some thought the company had been succeeding very well while some
thought it had only been succeeding fairly well or somewhat decently. Six employees
mentioned that domestically in Finland, the company had succeeded significantly better in
establishing a brand presence for itself than in other parts of the world. Some of the
employees that raised this point also viewed that global branding should be something that
needed to be taken further into consideration in future operations when aiming for improved
global brand awareness. However, one employee that stressed the importance of global
branding was still worried whether it ultimately would be a wise decision in terms of

resource distribution.

Another issue that was raised in terms of success of the company’s brand-oriented strategy
was the market the company is operating in. Naava currently identifies as a health tech
company operating in a B2B environment, and with its technology-assisted green walls aims
to penetrate a rather niche market. Two interviewees said that Naava had established itself

particularly well within the green wall market, with one interviewee stating:
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“[...] \f we would ask people about green wall brands then there probably wouldn’t be
others than Naava, others are just green walls.”

— Upper management, +5 years

However, one interviewee that introduced this issue did not appear to be sure whether the
brand awareness and success would equally successfully transfer into other, broader markets
such as the biophilic design market, especially on an international level. Nevertheless, this
issue was still not something the interviewees perceived could be solved with a higher level
of brand-orientedness. When asked about whether the company should be even more brand-
oriented, almost all interviewed employees were of the opinion that further investments in
becoming even more brand-oriented would not be a good idea. The common consensus was
that an even higher level of brand-orientedness would not provide the company with a

significant amount of added value.

In relation to this question about a possible increase in brand-orientedness, four Naava
employees mentioned that instead of focusing on strengthening its brand-oriented stance, the
company should rather focus on becoming more product-oriented. The interviewees felt that
instead of focusing extensively on the development and strengthening of the brand, the main
focus should currently be on product design and development. Ultimately, a product-oriented
company aims to increase its profitability by conducting extensive market research in order
to make decisions about the quantity, quality, and performance of its product (Gounaris &
Avlonitis 1996). Interviewees thought that already a lot of successful work had gone into
brand matters, and it would be a fruitful opportunity to develop other business aspects. One

interviewee phrased it like this:

“I think we should be more product-oriented. We cannot just solely trust the brand and
that it’s known but also the product itself needs to sell itself.”
— Middle Management, 2-5 years
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4.2 Employee and Customer Attitudes Towards the Company Brand

The two final questions regarding brand orientation dealt with the perception employees and
company customers have of the Naava brand. The aim of the question was to discover
whether the stakeholders associated the brand with positive, negative, or neutral concepts.
Since according to research, companies who know how to position and promote their brand
in a successful, positive manner might experience increased customer loyalty (Golossenko
et al. 2020; Guido & Peluso 2015), stronger economic performance (Baumgarth 2010;
Harrison-Walker 2014), and higher levels of employee loyalty (King & Grace 2008), it is
crucial to determine what kind of emotions, thoughts, and ideas stakeholders associate with

the company brand.

According to the collected interview data, employees exclusively associated the company
brand with positive or neutral phenomena. Multiple employees stated that the brand awakes
a positive feeling or image in them. Almost all interviewees emphasized the Finnishness
and/or Nordicness of the brand and the positive nature-bound associations to Finnish and
Nordic nature. The company brand was also seen as strongly connected to innovative
technology and unique solutions. Figure 5 presents a more detailed description of

interviewee answers in the form of a word cloud.

“I think that the Naava brand has many successful elements that communicate what we
want them to communicate. [...] I think that Naava portrays itself like we have intended

fo.

— Operational Employee, 0-2 years
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Figure 5. Employees’ Associations with the Naava Brand

When discussing employee experiences on what customers have thought of the brand and
what company customers associate the brand with, the general consensus was that customers
almost never associate the brand with anything negative. Not one interviewee mentioned
ever hearing anything negative about the company brand from customers. Interviewees
working in middle and upper management positions who have been more involved in
defining and designing the brand argued that the brand image has been defined as rather
neutral, which again affects the lack of negative associations. One employee states that since
the company brand relies quite heavily on nature-related images, customers never express
negative emotions regarding the brand since ultimately, there are not that many people in the
world who would say that they dislike nature (Middle Management, 2-5 years).

Altogether, it can be stated that interviewees had on average quite a positive image of the
Naava brand. Additionally, interviewees perceived that company customers also associated
the brand with primarily positive attributes. It would appear that some work regarding
internal and external branding has already been implemented within the company since both
employees and customers appeared to consider the brand equivalently than what was

intended by the company. However, in terms of brand orientation and internal branding, it
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is not sufficient for employees to only have knowledge of brand-related matters. A brand
can only be truly strong and consistent if the company staff is thoroughly committed to
persistently promoting the brand values to external stakeholders (lyer et al. 2018a; Leek &
Christodoulides 2011). The more successful company employees are in engaging and
communicating brand values to external stakeholders, the stronger the company’s brand

image will be (Vallaster & de Chernatony 2006).

4.3 Level and Methods of Internal Brand Training

The first question regarding internal branding within the case company Naava concerned the
amount of training employees were typically provided with at the company and how much
training employees had received. Internal branding efforts are particularly important for
brand-oriented companies since brand values, messages, and goals cannot be successfully
conveyed to both internal and external stakeholders without strong employee commitment
and engagement, typically resulting from substantial branding efforts (lyer et al. 2018a;
Huang & Tsai 2013). Research has also found internal branding to be linked to e.g. increased
customer satisfaction and enhanced perceived service quality (Ghobehei et al. 2019; Yin
Wong & Merrilees 2008). Hence, internal branding is not something that brand-oriented

companies can afford to neglect.

Naava employees were asked to evaluate from a scale from 1 to 5 where 1 means ‘none’ and
5 ‘a great deal’, how much training on the Naava brand they had been receiving during their
employment. Interviewees that represented the middle and upper management of the
company and who are more involved in designing and executing internal branding activities
were asked how much training on the brand is being given to employees. According to the
interviews, the average score of employee internal branding was 2,7. Employees that had
been working at the company for a longer period of time, i.e. for at least two years, were
more inclined to score the level of internal branding lower than employees that had been at

the company for less than two years.

Many interviewees also stated that they were or had been dissatisfied with the amount of

brand training that they had received. Interviewees that represented the middle and upper
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management of the company also acknowledged that the current company brand training
efforts could be a lot better. Figure 6 presents a comparison of the results interviewees gave
on the question of how much, according to them, the company had been and currently was
investing in internal branding. The figure displays the specific scores that were given by

employees with the corresponding percentage under them.

9.1% 9.1%

25
18.2%

Figure 6. Percentages of Perceived Level of Employee Brand Training on a Scale
From1to5

However, a pattern regarding internal brand training and different employee groups could
be detected from the answers. Even though most employees rated the amount of brand
training as relatively low when compared to e.g. the level of brand-orientedness presented
earlier in Figure 4, several interviewees specified that employees working in sales positions
had been receiving significantly more internal brand training than employees working in
other positions. According to the interviewees, the greater amount of brand training among
sales personnel was said to be connected to them working in a customer interface position

and in a position that significantly affects the economic performance of the company.

“If we think about it practically then it’s really important that sales knows. [...] sales has

more needs than for example our service department. So those who work in customer
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interface positions in a way that you need to know how to tell about
the products and it affects the cash flow of the company /...]”

- Operational Employee, 2-5 years

Past research confirms that since employees that work in customer interface positions act as
“the mirror of the company”, it is crucial that those employees have received an acceptable
amount of internal brand training (Morhart et al. 2009; Leek & Christodoulides 2011; Piha
& Avlonitis 2018). However, in the case of Naava, employees working in sales positions are
not the only company employees working in customer interface positions. In addition to
sales personnel, employees working in customer and maintenance service also act as
valuable frontline employee, who on a daily basis operate and communicate with company

customers.

Many interviewees stated that the employee groups customer service and maintenance
service had been somewhat neglected when it comes to internal brand training. When
considering that these employee groups are a vital part of the company’s frontline operations,
it might be potentially harmful to ignore the extensive need for internal brand training of
these groups. According to Piha & Avlonitis (2018), employees working in customer
interface positions often function as alleged “brand champions” who are living and breathing
the brand. If employees in such positions are not adequately and coherently trained on brand
issues or if brand training measures have not been implemented correctly, this potential
advantage of them acting as “brand champions” might be lost, which again might affect the

company’s brand performance in a negative manner.

Nevertheless, when asked about whether some employee group should receive more brand
training than others, almost every employee stressed that the service crew (employees who
maintain the green walls) and sales personnel should receive the most brand training. Only
two employees mentioned customer service in general (employees who receive customer
complaints and queries) and their larger need for internal brand training. The greater need
for brand training among those employee groups was justified by them being in daily contact
with the customers throughout the whole customer journey. Additionally, it was stated that
especially the service crew is in a significant role when it comes to customer experience

since ultimately, they are the asset through which customers get an image of Naava and
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Naava’s brand. The following quotation expresses the frustration of one employee

concerning the lack of brand training among the service crew and customer service.

“A customer who buys a Naava will probably never be in touch with anybody else than our
service people and customer service and those are the people that have received no
training at all.”

- Middle Management, +5 years

The consecutive question regarded the types of brand training employees had been provided
with. Even if most employees acknowledged to having had some level of brand training in
the first question, now multiple (three) employees responded to there not being any brand
training at the company at all. These responses came from middle and upper management
employees who thought that while there was not and had not really been any specific brand
training per se, brand issues were still heavily communicated through company culture and
everything the company communicates both internally and externally. One interviewee
stated that separate brand training efforts have not really been a priority in terms of time
management at the company but considered that in the future, these matters could be

emphasized more (Upper Management, +5 years).

Most employees remembered that at the beginning of their employment at Naava, there had
been a brand-related session which included e.g. the studying of marketing materials, the
reviewing of the brand, the defining of one’s role when it comes to the brand, and how these
subjects can be communicated. However, most employees also acknowledged not
remembering much from these brand sessions since they were at the very beginning of their
employment. Nevertheless, five employees explicitly emphasized that the main method they

had taught themselves about the company brand was through a learning-by-doing approach.

According to the interviewees, the learning-by-doing approach was recognized as a highly
effective way to learn about the brand. Since new employees are typically flooded with
information at the beginning of their employment, the learning-by-doing approach was
perceived as a more gentle and personalized way to familiar oneself with the company brand.
However, some employees also recognized that a learning-by-doing way of familiarizing
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oneself with the brand does not fit every employee since it demands a significant amount of
intrinsic and/or extrinsic motivation. Most interviewees responded to being motivated by
intrinsic incentives such as personal interest, increased work satisfaction, or personal skill
development. Interviewees did not perceive that the company would specifically neither

encourage nor discourage employee brand behaviour, communication, and implementation.

4.4 Investing in Internal Branding Activities

Studies (see e.g. Piha & Avlonitis 2018; lyer et al. 2018a) have shown that internal branding
efforts such as brand training are crucial factors determining the success of a brand-oriented
company since ultimately, a company brand cannot be truly coherent, consistent, and
profitable without employee engagement and employee brand advocacy. Without internal
branding efforts, company employees are typically provided with only a low or even absent

level of company brand information, stressing the importance of internal brand training.

In the following paragraphs, interviewee answers on the future of the company’s internal
branding activities will be examined. Interviewees were asked about whether they would
request more or less brand training activities from the company in the future, what type of
training they would prefer, and who within the company should train them on these brand-

related issues in order to deliver the key brand issues and objectives most efficiently.

Regarding whether there should be more or less brand training at the company in the future,
the majority of the interviewees wished for more brand-related activities. Some employees
did not have a clear stance on whether there should be more or less training, however they
did recognize that the current ways of conducting brand training could be further developed
and improved. As a whole, employees felt that the current internal branding procedures at
Naava were not as transparent as they would wish for. Additionally, employees evaluated

the current brand training measures as not particularly systematic nor engaging.

“Currently, the training is more along the lines of ‘keep these things in mind’ so it could
be more efficient, yes, it could be more frequent, and it could be more tangible.”
- Middle Management, 2-5 years



Interviewee answers varied when discussing what type of internal brand training they would
prefer. Some preferred shorter information sessions or only an opportunity to access brand
materials while others preferred longer, biannually held workshops where either one team
or the whole company staff would be present. Altogether, the interviewed company
employees seemed to crave more meaningful, honest, and tangible ways to learn about the
brand. Several employees mentioned that the workshops or brand meetings should include
central information about the brand and its characteristics, clear communication on what has
been done on the brand and why, and more detailed knowledge on what the brand means for
a specific employee or employee group and what is expected from them in terms of brand
communication and behaviour. Table 4 presents a summary of employee answers on the

preferred method, content, and frequency of internal branding activities.

INTERNAL
BRANDING METHOD £ FREQUENCY
Short info session Educating staff on brand goals Regularly

Workshop-type entity
Workshop

Workshop or online meeting
Meeting

Team-specific workshop
Access to materials

General information
Practical workshops
Training and teaching

Including staff at brand
development stage

Improving staff brand communication
General conversation/brand development
Brand attributes, direction, and goals

Brand portrayal, image, and recognition

Defining and encouraging brand behaviour

Brand attributes and benefits

Customer communication

Examining current and past brand goals
Brand mission, vision, and tone of voice

Improving brand communications through
internal and external feedback

Whenever needed

Once or twice a year

Biannually

Once or twice a year

Table 4. Preferred Internal Branding Method, Content, and Frequency

When discussing the design of internal branding, four employees acknowledged that while
it was still important for the whole staff to be aware of brand matters, it was not perceived

as equally important for every employee group to take part in the brand training sessions.
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Two employees suggested that the brand training activities could be implemented into a
whole day dedicated to different staff workshops. The goal of such a workshop day would
be that every employee could participate in one or multiple workshops that interest them the
most and are most related to their work tasks. In addition to brand matters, those workshops
could be related to topics such as sustainability and workplace well-being. One employee
stated that employees working in e.g. production might not be that interested in brand matters
so it would be more useful for both the employee and the company to have them participate
in a sustainability workshop or similar entity that would be more connected to their line of

work (Operational Employee, +5 years).

According to research (Urde 1999; Gromark & Melin 2011), another crucial issue in addition
to the implementation of internal branding practices is also determining who the best person
or department within an organization is to educate company staff on these brand-related
issues. Companies need to choose a convincing and knowledgeable employee to act as an

internal brand ambassador that would be in charge on educating employees on brand matters.

Within Naava, employees were quite unanimous on the topic of who within the company
should educate the staff on these brand-related issues. Two employees stood out most
frequently from the interviewees’ answers: the company’s Head of Marketing and the
company’s co-founder and former CEO. According to the interviewees, these two employees
would have the leading knowledge and skillset to educate and motivate other employees on
the company brand. Other employees that were occasionally mentioned once or twice were

Naava’s Head of Customer Experience and the company’s current CEO.

“I think it would be our Head of Marketing who currently is in the most plausible position
to talk about these things and probably within Naava knows the brand best since they have
been involved most in building it.”

- Operational Employee, 0-2 years

“Someone who is in charge of these issues but currently I am not sure who'’s in charge, if
it’s our Head of Marketing or our co-founder or whether they are sharing the
responsibility. /.../ Someone who makes the decisions and whose guidelines we should
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follow.”

- Operational Employee, 2-5 years

In terms of internal brand communication, interviewees seemed to trust employees that had
been at the company already for a longer time and/or who worked in middle or upper
management positions. According to the interviewees, these employees would possess a
higher level of credibility, expertise, and experience than their counterparts. Ultimately,
interviewees stressed the importance of receiving internal branding inputs from someone
who has been involved in creating, monitoring, and renewing the brand and who can

honestly and proudly stand behind the company brand.

4.5 Encouraging and Monitoring Employee Brand Behaviour

In order to become a successful brand-oriented company, company employees need to be
motivated and committed towards acting according to the company brand values. Studies by
Piha & Avlonitis (2018) and Gromark & Melin (2011) emphasize the importance of both
employee encouraging and monitoring. By encouraging employees to work and act
according to the company brand guidelines, employees feel more committed towards both
the company and their work. Additionally, by monitoring the brand behaviour of employees,
the company get important data on how to develop and improve their internal branding

efforts and internal brand communication.

Interviewees were asked whether they currently thought that all Naava employees are
committed to working under the Naava brand. The responses varied significantly. Generally,
employees working in middle and upper management positions responded that this would
not be the case while operational employees were either unsure or responded with yes. Five
employees mentioned that the commitment of employees towards the brand varies by
employee group. These employees felt that office workers were more committed to working
under the brand than maintenance service workers. Additionally, there appeared to exist
some level of confusion over what maintenance service employees were thinking and feeling
about the brand in the first place and whether they knew how to act according to the company
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brand. One employee even stated that it feels like the service staff appears to have been
forgotten and excluded from almost all internal branding efforts (Operational Employee, 0-

2 years).

Two employees working in middle and upper management positions stated that due to the
lack of internal branding activities, commitment efforts have consequently also remained
somewhat weak, especially concerning the company’s maintenance service workers. These
individuals mentioned the main issue really being about how to commit employees who do
not even know what they are committing to and what is expected from them in terms of

brand behaviour and communication.

“Here the questions is again that do the employees clearly know what the Naava brand is
and how they should act according to it. I'm not sure about that. After all, the brand is
probably very different in the head of different employees /...]”

- Upper Management, +5 years

However, even if the interviewees’ opinions on the current state of commitment towards
acting according to the company brand appeared to be relatively varied, the interviewees still
considered it as important that all employees are at least to some extent committed towards
the brand. Employees working in middle and upper management positions acknowledged
that it might be unrealistic to expect every employee to be equally committed towards the
brand. Hence, they suggested that employees would rather need to be committed to the brand
as far it is related to their own work duties. In this sense, brand commitment manifests itself

in various ways within different company employee groups and teams.

Something that could be observed from interviewee answers concerning brand commitment
was that while middle and upper management representatives generally referred to brand
commitment being an issue involving the whole company staff as an entity, employees
working in operational positions increasingly referred to brand commitment as being a team
or group effort. Operational employees thought that being committed to the company brand

was important in terms of group dynamics, team spirit, and “speaking the same language”.
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Hence, their answers can be interpreted to refer to their own individual work teams since
ultimately, a company is formed of different groups and teams that define what a company’s
internal culture looks like. Taking into consideration the interviewee notion of service
employees being somewhat excluded from internal branding efforts mentioned earlier in this
chapter, such an elimination might result in employees thinking about them as more of a part
of their own work team rather than the whole company, significantly affecting the delivery

and reception of internal branding efforts.

The final interview question concerned the level of supervision or monitoring that occurs in
the company when it comes to discovering whether employees are behaving according to
the company brand. All employees were of the same opinion that currently, the company has
not implemented any specifically defined and systematic surveillance methods, even though
most employees still considered there to be some patterns of monitoring and feedback
procedures happening within the company. As current types of monitoring, employees
mentioned activities such as feedback on sales materials, customer experience surveys,

keeping employees updated on brand issues, and encouraging employees in their work.

Five employees reacted highly negative towards the idea of there being some kind of
systematic surveillance or monitoring concerning employee brand behaviour. The subject of
brand monitoring was perceived as too micro-managerial, doubting the skills of employees
to be able to work according to the company brand. Interviewees suggested that instead of
focusing on surveillance and monitoring, brand behaviour should be encouraged through
motivating employees, providing them with updated materials, and to a higher extent

involving them in both internal and external branding efforts.

“There should not be any monitoring but it’s important to take care of people and train
them often enough and ask their opinion and keep them informed about which way we re
going and communicate before making any changes. /.../ | think that it goes kind of hand
in hand with if we re informing and training them often enough then employees will work

according to the brand. If they are being included enough. ”
-Operational Employee, 2-5 years
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There did not appear to be any noticeable differences in how operational employees reacted
towards the idea of monitoring measures when compared to the reactions of middle and
upper management interviewees who would typically be more involved in designing such
measures. One employee working in an upper management position admitted to not even
being sure about how to measure employee brand behaviour since there are no KPIs for
measuring such a topic. They also mentioned that if brand behaviour and company brand
goals have not been defined successfully enough for the whole company, employees will not
know how to think and act according to the brand. In relation to this, multiple interviewees
asked for a set of uniform brand rules and guidelines, especially for maintenance service
employees that currently are not being included in internal branding processes that

extensively.
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5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

In the final chapter of the thesis, the focus will be on analyzing the research questions based
on the research findings and secondary research literature. Additionally, this chapter will
present both the theoretical and managerial implications of this thesis and discuss the

limitations and future research opportunities of this study.

The aim of this thesis was to analyse brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B market
environment to discover why a company should choose a brand-oriented approach and
engage in internal branding activities. Additionally, this thesis aimed to discover what
measures a B2B company can take when aiming to be more brand-oriented and what
methods it can use to foster internal branding.

Brand orientation refers to a company’s strategic orientation where one or multiple company
brands are put at the centre of decision making, resulting in a strategy that resolves around
these brands and how they are being utilized in stakeholder communication (Urde et al.
2011). In relation to this, internal branding is a particularly important concept for brand-
oriented companies since brand orientation as a strategic approach includes both the external
and internal dimension of the company brand. Without internal branding, a brand-oriented
strategy cannot be fully successful since employees will not know what the company brand
stands for and what is expected from them in terms of brand behaviour and communication
(Piha & Avlonitis 2018).

5.1 Theoretical Implications

In this part of the final chapter, the theoretical findings as well as the empirical findings
consisting of interview data will be analysed in order to answer the previously introduced

research questions. Again, the main research question stands as follows:
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e Why should a company operating in a B2B environment adopt a brand-oriented
approach and engage in internal branding activities and how can this be
achieved?

In addition to the main research question, two additional sub-questions are being addressed
to support the main question:

1. How can a B2B company shift towards becoming more brand-oriented?

2. What methods can be used to foster internal branding within a brand-oriented
B2B company?

Previous literature suggests that brand orientation can be a potentially fruitful strategic
orientation for companies operating in B2B market environments. Studies by Sammut-
Bonnici (2015) and Guenther & Guenther (2019) have suggested that in competitive market
environments, a brand-oriented strategy can provide companies with valuable tools for
positioning and differentiating themselves from competitors. Since a brand-oriented
company’s strategy consistently revolves around value creation and increasing brand
awareness, such a company has also found to have increased potential of reaching increased

levels of competitive advantage (lyer et al. 2018b).

Additionally, a brand-oriented strategy in a B2B environment has also been linked to
increased customer loyalty and lower levels of customer price sensitivity (Leischnig & Enke
2011; Hoeffler & Keller 2003). These findings indicate that even in a B2B market, brands
play a significant role in terms of customer psychology. Ultimately, customers are more
inclined to purchase a product or service from a company that has a brand they can identify
with and that supports their own values and beliefs. Once customers have found such a brand,
it has been found that they also tend to remain more loyal towards the company owning the
brand (Golossenko et al. 2020; Guido & Peluso 2015). Additionally, employee satisfaction
as well as employee loyalty have also been found to be higher among companies that have

implemented a brand-oriented strategy (King & Grace 2008; Tavassoli et al. 2014).
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All of the interviewed case company employees were of the opinion that their company
appeared to be a brand-oriented company. During the interviews, it became apparent that
company employees but also customers seemed to think truly highly of the company brand.
Interviewees stated that the brand was rarely associated with anything negative by neither
customers nor employees which has had a positive effect on both employee and customer
experience. It became apparent that the company had succeeded in building a neutrally or
positively inclined brand image and consequently, had also been able so successfully transfer
this brand image into customers’ minds, hence increasing both employee and customer

experience and loyalty.

However, according to research, a solely brand-oriented strategy appears to be a rarity in
business environments since most companies also simultaneously utilize other strategic
orientations to their advantage (Urde et al. 2011). This is due to the fact that an entirely
brand-oriented strategy fails to consider crucial business aspects such as customer wants and
needs. Therefore, companies following hybrid orientations consisting of two or multiple
strategic approaches have been claimed to have more versatile strategies (Beliaeva 2019)
and perform overall better in terms of marketing efforts (Merrilees & Baumgarth 2015).
Considering these research aspects and the empirical results, it would appear as valuable for
B2B companies to implement a strategy that incorporates brand-oriented elements but also

considers features from e.g. market or product-oriented strategies.

The empirical research results support these theoretical findings. Even though the case
company employees were of the same opinion that their company is more brand-oriented
than average, they also recognized the need for another strategic perspective in order to
remain competitive and relevant in their market. Multiple interviewees stated that in the
future, they would wish for a more product-oriented strategy to be implemented within the
company while still also maintaining the brand-oriented stance. Employees considered that
since the company had already succeeded remarkably well in building and maintain the
brand, they could direct more resources towards other business aspects such as product
design and development. By doing so, the company could become even more competitive

and serve customer needs and expectations even more competently.

The first sub-question concerns how a B2B company can shift towards becoming more
brand-oriented to achieve the benefits of being brand-oriented mentioned above. Initially, it

is crucial for a company to analyse its resource capacity, business goals, and business
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environment in order to determine, whether it would be beneficial for the company to
implement a brand-oriented strategy. Consequently, if a company decides that a brand-
oriented strategy appears to be a fruitful opportunity, the company can begin its branding

efforts which means the transferring of the company’s mission, vision, and values into its

brand (Urde 1999).

For a company’s executive management, it is crucial to note that once a brand-oriented
strategy has been implemented, it also needs to be actively developed and monitored (Urde
et al. 2011). Since modern business environments can undergo rapid and unprecedented
changes, a company’s upper management needs to monitor the business field the company
is operating in and possibly adjust or modify a company’s brand-oriented strategy. Brand
orientation cannot be perceived as a short-term way to increase company and brand
awareness but must be seen as a long-term strategic approach that demands a high level of

dedication and commitment from the company’s side (Boso et al. 2016; Urde et al. 2011).

Additionally, it is crucial for a company that is aiming to implement a brand-oriented
strategy or for a company that is focusing on becoming even more brand-oriented than before
to engage in internal branding activities (lyer et al. 2018a; Gromark & Melin 2011). Without
any internal branding efforts, a company cannot be truly brand-oriented. This is due to the
fact that ultimately, the goal of internal branding is to internalize brand values so that
employees know what the company brand stands for and know how to behave and
communicate according to the brand (Yin Wong & Merrilees 2008). If company employees
are not educated on the company brand and are hence not able to communicate about the
brand to external stakeholders such as customers, the company’s brand-oriented strategy will

most likely suffer if not fail altogether (lyer et al. 2018a).

According to research, successful internal branding efforts are linked to increased customer
satisfaction, perceived service quality, and business profitability (Ghobehei et al. 2019; Yin
Wong & Merrilees 2008). Hence, a brand-oriented company must focus on both external
and internal branding to achieve the results they are striving for. Additionally, studies have
discovered that employees working in companies that invest in internal branding and brand
engagement are more motivated and enthusiastic towards the company brand and its
promotion (King & Grace 2008; Punjaisri & Wilson 2007).
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It has even been suggested that employees who work in companies with a strong and actively
internally promoted brand would be prepared to potentially accept lower salaries (Tavassoli
et al. 2014). This stems from the theory suggesting that if an employee works at a company
that has a brand which shares the same values as the employee does and also actively
promotes these, the employee will find working at such a company more personally fulfilling
than they would find working at another company with no such brand. Ultimately, working
at such a company allows the employee to express who they are and what they stand for not
just in their spare time but also at work, making the work experience more meaningful and

rewarding.

The majority of case company interviewees stated that they would rather work at a brand-
oriented company than a less or not at all brand-oriented company. However, employees
expressed that a company’s brand-oriented strategy was not the main factor that would
attract them to apply for a job. While employees still appeared to favour brand-oriented
companies, they only preferred brand-oriented companies that supported their personal
values and beliefs. Thus, a company being brand-oriented proved not to be efficient enough
on its own when aiming to attract talent. According to the case company interviewees, the
company would rather need to be a brand-oriented company that would also simultaneously
share the same values and beliefs as the individuals applying for a job. Interviewees
considered Naava to be such a company that had succeeded in attracting similar-minded
individuals who after having started working at the company had also grown to like or even

love the brand.

A brand-oriented company’s strategy revolves around building a consistent and coherent
brand image to both internal and external stakeholders (Urde et al. 1999). In regard to this,
internal factors such as employee interactions, a company website, and social media
channels play a significant role but also more external factors such as word-of-mouth or how
the company is portrayed in earned media publications. When examining Naava’s internal
factors, it is noticeable that significant work has been done to create and maintain a clear and
coherent brand image (Naava 2022). According to the empirical data, Naava’s external brand
factors also appear to follow the pattern the company aims to position itself as, even if the

management of those factors is ultimately out of the company’s control.

Even though the company has also clearly implemented a market and/or product-oriented

approach to its business activities, the interviewed company employees stated that the main
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asset of the company still appears to be the company brand around which everything
revolves. When examining the company from the viewpoint of Urde et al.’s (2011) Brand
and Market Orientation Matrix tool, Naava could be placed into the ‘Brand & Market
Orientation’ bracket of the matrix. The brand and market orientation hybrid approach
recognizes the importance of brand-orientation while also acknowledging the characteristics
of market orientation which again revolve increasingly around customer needs and
expectations. As a whole, it can be said that Naava is a good example of a brand-oriented
company which while being brand-oriented, also considers other business aspects such as

customer needs and product design to create a more versatile, holistic strategy.

QUTSIDE-IN APPROACH

A
Brand & Market Market Oricntation
Orientation
IDENTITY DRIVEN o IMAGE DRIVEN
BRANDING - “ BRANDING
Brand Orientation Market & Brand
Orientation
v
INSIDE-OUT APPROACH

Figure 7. The Brand and Market Orientation Matrix (Urde et al. 2011)

The second sub-question concerns the methods a company can use to foster internal branding
within a brand-oriented B2B company. Past research has already stated that after brand goals
and guidelines have been established, a crucial part of internal branding activities concerns
the employees that are in charge of spreading the brand message and educating staff on brand
matters (see e.g. lyer et al. 2018a; Piha & Avlonitis 2018; Punjaisri & Wilson 2007). These
employees who are skilled and motivated in terms of internal brand promotion and

communication typically include staff members such as brand managers, executive
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managers, and employees working in marketing positions. However, who these employees

within a specific company are varies from organization to organization.

In the case of Naava, interviewees evaluated that employees in charge of internal brand
promotion and communication activities would need to be staff members that have already
worked at the company for a longer time while also working in middle or upper management
positions. According to the interviewees, these employees were more likely to be more
experienced, motivated, and credible to educate staff on brand matters. Additionally,
employees valued that whoever would be in charge of internal branding matters would also

have been involved in previous brand creation and/or renewal processes.

At Naava, two employees who were regarded as most credible for the job of educating and
motivating employees on brand matters were the company’s co-founder and former CEO
and the company’s Head of Marketing. The company’s co-founder was seen as someone
who had been most involved in building and defining the brand and who has also been
promoting the brand already externally quite extensively while the company’s Head of
Marketing was perceived as someone who had been involved in finetuning, monitoring, and
renewing the brand while also already being in charge of internal brand education, working
with the brand on a daily basis. Ultimately, interviewees wished to be educated by someone
on brand matters who could proudly and honestly stand behind the company brand while
also conveying why everyone else at the company should do so.

When it comes to the actual means of internal branding, company interviewees expressed
varying opinions on the most efficient and enjoyable methods. The most common answer
appeared to be different kinds of brand workshops in which brand attributes, goals, changes,
and directions would be discussed once or twice a year in addition to the already existing
brand training at the beginning of each employee’s employment. In addition to a brand
workshop, employees also supported the idea of having additional workshops that would
focus on examining other topics for those within the company who would not be as interested
in brand matters and/or who would not even have to work with brand matters as much in

their line of work.

However, interviewees emphasized that everyone within the company should still have a
basic understanding of the brand, even those whose daily work activities do not revolve

around the company brand and who would not be as interested in brand issues than other
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employees. This was perceived as important in terms of improved company culture, brand
commitment, team spirit, and general company atmosphere. Ultimately, it has been
determined to be of high importance that internal branding activities are guided towards the
whole company instead of only those who are in daily contact with the brand since a brand-
oriented company must aim to internalize the company brand values within the whole

company (Salees & Iglesias 2016; lyer et al. 2016).

Lynch & de Chernatory (2007) and Piha & Avlonitis (2018) argue that while it is crucial to
involve the whole company when it comes to internal branding activities, employees
working in customer interface positions are typically in need of more profound and extensive
internal branding efforts since they function as the company’s most important brand
advocates who are being in daily contact with customers and other external stakeholders.
Additionally, it has been found that employees working in customer interface positions are
typically regarded as more credible sources of information by customers when compared to
other company employees (Edelman 2016). Thus, these employees should receive more
thorough brand information on vital subjects such as brand values and missions, customer
communication and engagement, and how the brand is visible in everyday business

operations.

At Naava, it was also regarded as vital that employees whose tasks include being in daily
contact with customers would receive more internal brand training than other employees.
Apparently, in terms of sales staff, this had already been the case, but several interviewees
stated that in addition to the sales staff, employees working in maintenance and customer
service positions should also receive more internal brand training since they too are in daily
contact with customers throughout their whole customer journey. Particularly emphasized
was the need for more extensive internal brand training among the service employees who
are in charge of installing and maintaining the smart green walls at customer premises. Those
employees were regarded as having been relatively or even totally excluded from current
internal branding efforts.

Since multiple company employees mentioned that they had been learning about the
company brand through a learning-by-doing approach, it can be assumed that such
employees would also benefit from highly practical workshops featuring not only theoretical
but also more practical elements such as analysing and consequently producing brand-

appropriate content. According to the interviewees, while the learning-by-doing method
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appeared to provide the employees with effective results in terms of brand implementation,
it was also seen as a risky method since it requires a significant amount of intrinsic and/or

extrinsic motivation from company employees.

In order to successfully implement and develop internal branding activities, it has been
argued that it is important for a company to monitor its brand orientation strategy and internal
branding efforts carefully and consistently (Gromark & Melin 2011). While Naava
employees recognized the importance of brand monitoring, they also stated to be against any
extensive measures of employee surveillance or monitoring. Instead, interviewees suggested
that company employees should rather be motivated and inspired to work according to the
brand values and guidelines instead of being exposed to micro-managerial actions.
Interviewees also wished to be included more in the processes of brand design and
development.

Taking both the theoretical and empirical findings into consideration, it can be noticed that
the application of internal branding activities does not appear to be as linear as previously
presented in Figure 3. Hence, a new version of the model is presented in Figure 8. This model
considers the more multifaceted nature of internal branding activities and argues that the
process of integrating internal branding processes within a B2B company is a larger and
more continuous entity in which all internal branding aspects can be perceived to be
connected with each other. Ultimately, the model also emphasizes the need for an
increasingly higher level of employee engagement in terms of internal branding design,
activities, and implementation within all internal branding processes. By considering these
aspects in a company’s internal branding strategy, more profitable branding results can be
achieved, strengthening both the internal and external brand image (lyer et al. 2018a; Piha
& Avlonitis 2018).
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Figure 8. Revised Model of Applying Internal Branding Within a B2B Company

5.2 Managerial Implications

This thesis provides managerial implications that can be valuable from a B2B company’s
perspective. These implications concern the applicability, methods, and characteristics of
brand orientation and internal branding within companies operating in a B2B business

environment.

Brand orientation as a strategic orientation has been seen as a profitable opportunity not only
in the B2C market environment but also in a B2B context as brand orientation in B2B
business environments has been linked to increased customer satisfaction and loyalty as well
as improved employee experience and engagement. Customers purchasing products or
services from a brand-oriented company that shares the same values as they do are typically
also less price-sensitive and more loyal. Additionally, employees working at a company that
has values they can identify with experience higher levels of job satisfaction, being more
motivated and committed towards the company and its brand.
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Internal branding has been perceived as a crucial part of a brand-oriented company’s actions.
In order to learn how to communicate and act according to the brand, employees need to be
thoroughly engaged in brand training and brand development efforts. By doing so,
employees will have a broad enough skillset to be able to spread the brand’s message to
external stakeholders such as customers.

Internal branding efforts may include activities such as brand training sessions, workshops,
informal brand information, including employees in brand development processes, or simply
having access to all available brand materials. When designing internal branding activities,
it is crucial to determine who would be the most credible and knowledgeable employee
within the company to educate and motivate employees on brand issues. Typically, this
person is perceived as someone working in a middle or upper management position who has
also been working at the company for a longer time, having successfully been involved in

past brand building and development endeavours.

Additionally, it has been recognized that some employees such as frontline employees who
are in daily contact with customers require more internal brand training than others. It is
crucial for a brand-oriented B2B company to invest in the brand training of these employees
since they ultimately function as the mirror of the company brand through which external
stakeholders such as probable or existing customers get an image of the company and its
brand. Inconsistent and non-systematic brand communication and behaviour will lead to a
damaged brand image, negatively affecting the external and internal branding efforts of the

company.

A company that is aiming for a more brand-oriented strategy can start implementing the
strategic orientation by creating and developing one or multiple brands that encompass the
company’s values and mission and implementing those into their business operations. A
brand-oriented company must also have thorough knowledge about their business
environment and what the company is actually aiming to achieve with its brand. The brand
must be seen, heard, understood, and considered throughout the whole organization,
otherwise a company cannot call itself truly brand-oriented. Even if a company chooses to
follow a hybrid orientation consisting of brand orientation and one or multiple other strategic
orientations, the company brand and its values must be considered in all business decisions,

including systematic and active monitoring.
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As already stated, in order to create and maintain a successful brand-oriented strategy, all
employees need to be educated about the company brand and motivated towards acting in
favour of the brand. In relation to this, top management commitment is particularly crucial
as their words and actions tend to act as one of the main motivators within the company that
drive employees towards positive brand behaviour. As a whole, it can be argued that
employee engagement and commitment are the most fundamental element of a successful

brand-oriented strategy and internal branding efforts.

5.3 Limitations and Future Research

Past research on the phenomena brand orientation and internal branding has been focusing
quite extensively on examining the B2C (business-to-consumer) environment which has
resulted in a significantly lower amount of relevant research literature being published about
brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B business environment. Additionally, since
this study only focuses on examining the B2B context, the results of the study do not
represent the market environment as a whole since ultimately, the characteristics of B2C and

B2B markets differ from each other.

It must be acknowledged that since this thesis only included a single case study that was
analysed using an abductive approach, it is quite narrow in scope and not well suited for
making broad generalizations about brand orientation and internal branding in a B2B
context. Additionally, the researched company is currently operating in the health tech sector
which narrows the scope of this research even further. To broaden the research context and
increase the possibility of making potential generalizations, it would be advisable to study
multiple B2B companies from the same business sector or to introduce a more comparative

approach by studying brand-oriented companies from varying business sectors.

For this study, 11 company employees from a company with approximately 60 employees
were interviewed. Even though this might be an appropriate sample size for this study, it
does not adequately represent significantly larger or smaller companies such as young start-
ups. Additionally, it needs to be noted that due to timetable and workload-related issues, not

all predetermined company employees were able to participate in the interviews. Therefore,
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to generate an even larger and more versatile sample, it would be advisable to interview

employees from all company departments.

Additionally, since the main data collection method of this study consisted of translated in-
depth, semi-structured interviews, the data accuracy and interpretation need to be
considered. Even though all interviewees were provided with a short oral and written
introduction on brand orientation and internal branding before the interview to ensure that
the phenomena had been understood appropriately, it must be acknowledged that company
employees quite rarely share the same level of understanding on topics, regardless of the
topic. It is natural that company employees working in middle and upper management
positions or operational employees who are involved in brand issues know more about the
brand orientation and internal branding than other employees which might have affected the
interviews to some extent. It must also be noticed that the translation of interview data always
encompasses the risk of words, sentences, and meanings being interpreted and hence

translated incorrectly.

Lastly, this study only examines the views and attitudes of internal stakeholders consisting
of company employees in relation to the company’s brand, brand orientation, and internal
branding. To broaden the research perspective, company investors, who also count as
internal stakeholders, and company customers, the most crucial external stakeholder
segment, could be incorporated into the research and interviews, widening the scope of

stakeholder theory in relation to this research.
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APPENDICES

Appendix 1. Interview Questions

A) Background Questions
1. How long have you been working at Naava?

2. To ensure the comparability of the results and your anonymity in this study, Naava
employees have been divided into three employee groups: upper management, middle
management, and operational employees. What employee group would you classify yourself

into?

B) Questions About Brand Orientation
1. Do you think that Naava is a brand-oriented company? Why/why not?

2. On a scale from 1 to 5 (where 1 means ‘none’ and 5 ‘a great deal’), how brand-oriented

do you think Naava is?

3. What makes company Naava a brand-oriented company? What things does the company
do that make it brand-oriented?

4. What do you think Naava is trying to achieve with this brand-oriented focus?

5. Do you think Naava has succeeded in what it is trying to achieve with a brand-oriented

focus?
6. Do you think Naava should be even more brand-oriented? Why/why not?

7. What do you personally think of the Naava brand? What does it make you feel or what
thoughts do you associate with it?

8. According to your own experiences, what do Naava’s customers think of the company

brand?
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9. Would you rather work at a brand-oriented company or a company that is less or not at all

brand-oriented, or does the brand-orientedness of a company matter to you?

C) Questions About Internal Branding

1. On ascale from 1 to 5 (where 1 means ‘none’ and 5 ‘a great deal’), how much training on
Naava’s brand have you received? (Question for upper/middle management: How much

training on the Naava brand is currently given to employees?)

2. How have you been trained on the Naava brand? (Question for upper/middle management:
What is this training like?)

3. Do you think that these ways of training have been efficient?

4. Do you think that the company should invest in brand training more or less than it currently

is?
5. What should this training be like?

6. Who do you think should train on these brand-related issues within your company to

ensure an efficient delivering of the brand message?
7. Do you think that some employee group should get more brand training than others?
8. Do you feel that all Naava employees are committed to working under the Naava brand?

9. Do you think that alle employees should be as committed to working under the Naava

brand?

10. Does Naava supervise or monitor whether employees work according to its brand?
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