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Social media marketing has long become an integral part of organizations’ brand
communication strategy. Firms use multiple social media platforms to serve a variety of different
objectives regarding brand marketing including brand image promotion. However, social media
platforms are different in multiple respects of their nature, characteristics, user base, and so on.
Therefore, it is important to acknowledge differences between social media channels and apply
them properly to promote brand image more effectively. The motive of this thesis is to
understand how SMEs in Vietham use multiple social media platforms differently to
communicate the intended brand image(s) as well as the effects that each channel generates

on brand image. Using these findings, the study is expected to contribute to the existing study



and provide practical implications on how social media platforms could be used differently to

promote different brand images.

To realize the goal of this study, qualitative research with abductive reasoning was adopted
employing the semi-structured interview technique. Three interviews with local marketing
specialists coming from different business sectors were conducted to collect data on the sub
and main research questions to reach a conclusion on the study subject. The research
concluded that different social media platforms should not be treated the same when promoting
the intended brand image(s). Facebook is the most effective to approach audiences between 25
and 40s. It offers the highest effectiveness and positive influences on brand image. Facebook is
also appropriate to promote various brands’ desired attributes. TikTok is the best channel to
reach Gen Z. The platform is most effective to communicate fun, dynamic, and similar brand
values but the impacts on brands are mixed. Brands are not active on Instagram as they are on
the other two social media sites. It offers the least obvious effects on brand image compared to
TikTok and Facebook.
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1 INTRODUCTION

As history grows together with the aid of technological development, the fourth industrial
revolution, also known as Industry 4.0 or 4IR, has begun. An era of digital connectivity,
advanced technologies, intelligent data, analytics, etc. is happening and it has massively
transformed global business (McKinsey & Company, 2022). The emergence of these new and
modern technologies has changed or to be exact, upgraded social media platforms to become
far beyond the original aim of an online communication tool. Social media has become a
powerful tool to serve profit-oriented purposes (Sithy, 2020) and business marketing is one of

those.

Social media is a crucial part of online marketing, it is a strategic tool for daily business
marketing life (Oztamur & Karakadilar 2014). While original social media works as a
communication tool between people, according to (Chi, 2011), it is also a bridge to connect
brands and customers. Hence, social media platforms are becoming an effective tool for
promotional programs, products and/or services selling, marketing research, brand marketing,
etc. Social media platforms have created an online environment where brands could
communicate with customers faster, cheaper, and more effectively, making them a strategic tool

for brand marketing (Hennig-Thurau, Gwinner, et al. 2004).

According to Dencheva (2023), almost all companies use and appreciate the power of social
media more than ever with approximately 230 billion USD spent on social media ads worldwide
in 2022. This expense is forecasted to continue to soar and surpass 300 billion USD in 2024
(Dencheva, 2023). In addition, the latest report on social media usage worldwide by Statista
(2023) stated that there are 5.18 billion internet users with more than 90% of them (4.8B) active
social media users. On the other hand, it is reported that people spend an average of two and a
half hours using social media daily (DataReportal, 2023a, p. 26). In Vietham, there are 70
million social media users in 2023, which is 71% of the total population with an average daily
use of two hours and thirty-two minutes (DataReportal, 2023b, p. 51). Hence, with the
increasing popularity of SNS, and the growing number of social media users as well as social
media average daily time spent, Viethamese marketers will not soon get off the social media

train.



With the increasingly overcrowded social media environment, being standout to the audience is
extremely challenging. While content marketing is currently becoming a global trend that directly
affects the success of marketing activities, where and how to communicate with customers are
equally important as what question. Firms must be prudent in identifying the right platform(s)
and the appropriate techniques to promote their brand effectively and efficiently. Ruths and
Pfeffer (2014) believed that there is population bias in choosing social media platforms. While
Instagram appeals to some specific demographic groups, Pinterest is dominant among other
groups (Ruths & Pfeffer 2014). Additionally, distinct social media sites present different types of
personalities (Barnes, 2019). This means that different social media channels will attract
different groups of audiences due to their nature, features, etc. Furthermore, since different
social media sites could represent different personalities, this could affect the personality and

the image that brands want to promote.

The focus of this thesis is not on brand personalities; however, companies could have different
intended brand images aimed at different groups of stakeholders (Brown, et al., 2006). Brown,
et al. (2006) defined the organization’s intended brand images are what the organization wants
stakeholders to think of it. In other words, they are mental associations that the firm desires
important customers to hold (Brown, et al., 2006). Similar to the brand personality, different
social media platforms may have different impacts on other brand attributes like the brand
image. Hence, besides how and what, understanding and answering the where questions are
difficult but crucial since they immensely impact the brand marketing result or the brand image
to be specific. Therefore, firms need to know how and which platform to use to create various

desired brand images.

Nevertheless, there is a gap between the marketing activities on different platforms and the
impact of them on the generated result. Numerous research discusses the role and influence of
social media platforms on brand equity and further. However, it is not clear how different
platforms could be used to build different intended brand images. Organizational brand image
management is an extremely difficult mission. Firms must have an appropriate social media
strategy to properly utilize social media marketing channels to create and promote different

intended brand images successfully. What to do? How to do? Where to do? These are all



equally important questions that firms must know to use SMP strategically and intentionally to

build various brand images.

On the other hand, earlier studies tended to focus on the impacts of SMMA on brand image in
general. Research on the use of different social media platforms to build various brand images
is limited, especially in the case of SMEs in Vietham. Therefore, this research is aimed to
investigate and understand how SMEs in the Vietnamese market use various social media

platforms to generate different traits of brand image.

As mentioned above, this thesis will limitedly focus on small and medium companies working in
the B2C sector in Vietnam. There is no further limit regarding the company industry or the
company'’s business model (retailing, e-commerce, service providers, etc.). The main reason for
this is that companies operating in disparate sectors and/or under different business models
would likely desire to have various brand images. Hence, the unlimited sector is to have
research on different types of businesses that is to provide more evidence on the role and
influence of different platforms on creating different intended brand images. Furthermore, this
potentially leads to a future research topic of whether the use and the impact of various social

media platforms to build intended brand images differ from sector to sector.

The thesis begins with the collection of previous research on social media marketing, social
media platforms, and intended brand image, as well as the role and impact of social media
marketing on brand image. Next, there will be a theoretical framework to provide a structural
overview of this research. The methodology part including research design and research
methods will also be presented to explain how the study is conducted. Finally, the main findings,
a discussion, and a conclusion will be provided to demonstrate the use of different social media

platforms to build various intended brand images of SMEs in Vietnam.

1.1. Study Background

Nowadays, almost every product has a brand. Brand, nonetheless, does not necessarily only

associate with products, services could also have a brand. Even though being a very popular
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marketing concept, there is no single definition of a brand, each researcher comes up with their
own definition and nuances of definition about the brand (Kapferer, 2004). The brand is not
simply just a logo, a name, a trademark, or a symbol (Wijaya, 2013), brands have dimensions
and attributes. Because of that, there is a wide range of brand-related concepts, models, and
relevant articles. Brand equity, brand identity, and brand image are some of the basic (Jain,

2017) and major concepts (Loureiro, 2023) in association with branding.

On the other hand, social media is a very effective tool to promote brands. Social media
marketing and social media platforms as marketing tools are no longer new topics, if not
emphasized to be old ones. There are countless articles on the use and impact of social media
platforms on brand equity over the last decade. Almestarihi, et al., (2021) have had a systematic
literature review of multiple articles on various dimensions of the impact of SMM on brand

equity.

The term ‘brand equity' is often cited by David Aaker (Tavsan, 2016), however, he is not the first
one who introduced this concept. To be exact, this marketing concept has been mentioned and
studied by many researchers, for instance, Boulding (1956), Levitt (1962), Watkins(1986), etc.
(Tavsan, 2016). Although, according to the two famous brand equity models by David Aaker and
Kevin Lane Keller, the term ‘brand image’ was not one of the key components. Many scholars
believe there is a relation between brand equity and brand image (Zhang, 2015). Cho & Russell
(2015) proved that there is a relation between brand image and brand loyalty, which then affects
brand equity. The brand image, moreover, could be considered the key driver of brand equity
(Zhang, 2015). Therefore, it is understandable why studies about the impact of SMMA on brand

equity seldom neglect brand image.

Overall, it is confident enough to state that brand image is an important attribute of a brand.
Meanwhile, SMM is one of the most powerful tools for brand communication (Tanha, 2018;
Jamil, et al., 2022). Therefore, it is non-debatable why SMM has become more and more
important to daily business marketing life over the years. This led to a huge number of research

papers on various issues and challenges in association with this topic. Social media marketing
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does positively and considerably impact the brand image (Jojansson & Hiltula, 2021; Budiman,
2021).

Almestarihi, et al., (2021) have reviewed multiple articles about the impact of SMM on brand
equity from the oldest in 2008 to the latest in 2020, most of them do acknowledge and embrace
the importance of brand image. Nevertheless, all of these focus on understanding the impacts of
SMMA in general on the brand image from multiple perspectives. None of them have discussed
the use of different social media platforms to build different brand images. This could also be
because those available articles were old and non-English due to their selection criteria of
papers published between 2008-2020 and written in English.

Regardless of whatever the reason could be, this leaves a research gap in how different social
media platforms could generate different effects on organizations’ intended brand images. An
explanation for this is that distinct social media platform presents different characters (Barnes,
2019) as well as attracts different groups of audiences (Ruths, Pfeffer 2014). Hence, it is
potential that firms could use different social media sites to create various intended brand

images targeted at different groups of stakeholders.

Building different brand images and managing to maintain them to the target audiences is not
an easy task. While company leaders want to have a consistent image among members of a
group of stakeholders, they tend to desire to have multiple images of the firm that they want
different groups to hold (Brown, et al., 2006). However, intended images targeted at various
groups of customers may be contradictory (Anisimova, 2014). Therefore, how to build and
maintain desired images towards different customer groups is a vital part of the brand

communication strategy (Anisimova, 2014).

In order to successfully create and maintain the desired brand image, companies need to have
an appropriate brand image management system. Lamertz, et al. (2005) defined organizational
image management as how firms present information to external stakeholders to shape their

thoughts about the company. Even though building and managing different intended brand
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images remains a challenging task, fortunately, there are solutions. This is achievable through a

well-designed marketing strategy including marketing practices, channels, content, etc.

Marketing tactics or marketing practices were hot topics a few years ago due to the intensive
competition resulting in the increasing demand of businesses to understand how to effectively
and efficiently execute online marketing through social media platforms. Meanwhile, content
marketing as the current global trend (Heddleston, 2018) has led to the publication of numerous
articles regarding its role in brand building or brand marketing in recent years. According to Zhu
(2019), many researchers have recognized and studied the influence of content marketing on
brand equity. While the how and the what elements have become stars in the research realm,
little light has yet been shaded on the where questions and their contribution to the intended

brand image. Therefore, this thesis is designed to do so.

Furthermore, it also noted from the literature systematic review by Almestarihi, et al., (2021),
most of the earlier studies were focused on investigating Facebook as the main platform.
Nevertheless, it is reported that besides Zalo (a Vietnamese popular communication platform
that is similar to WhatsApp in the Western region, or WeChat in China), Instagram, and TikTok
are the most used social media platforms in Vietham among all internet users with a proportion
of 77.5%, and 55.4% respectively after Facebook of 91.6% (DataReportal, 2023b, p. 54).
Because of that, a need for this topic study also stems from the lack of recognition and

concentration on the use of Instagram and TikTok within the Viethamese market.

1.2. Research Problem Description

As discussed in the previous sub-chapter, there is a need for a deeper investigation and study
of the use of different social media platforms intentionally to create various organizational
intended brand images. Earlier papers have researched and confirmed the relationship together
with the influence of social media marketing on the brand image (Budiman, 2021; Fernandes &
Srivastava, 2023). However, little understanding of how to use different social media platforms

to create various intended brand images has been discussed. Currently, companies in Vietnam
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are using multiple platforms with a limited source of academic study on the effects of different

social media platforms on creating a brand image.

Furthermore, while Facebook has been one of the very first social media platforms and entered
the game of SMM from the beginning, Tiktok is a very new concept that has not had so much
research about it. In contrast, Tiktok and Instagram are two very popular platforms in Vietnam
besides Facebook (DataReportal, 2023b), so it would be a huge missing not to mention and
study further their influence on firms’ efforts to create different brand images in the Vietnamese
market. In short, there is a research gap in the use of various social media platforms for SMEs
in Vietnam to create different intended brand images that need to be fulfilled. Hence, this thesis

is designed to do so.

1.3. Aim of the Research & Research Questions

The research is aimed to provide a deeper understanding of how using different media
platforms to perform brand marketing activities could successfully create different brand images.
To be specific, this thesis is scoped down and oriented toward small and medium-sized

companies in Vietham.

According to the Vietnam Ministry of Planning & Investment (2021), out of 800,000 businesses
operating in Vietnam, SMEs account for 97%, contributing 45% of the annual GDP. On the other
hand, more and more SMEs in Vietnam are relying on SMPs as the main marketing channel.
Statista (2022) reported that social media was the leading advertising channel in Vietnam with
approximately 55% of firms have employed the channel. This number is predicted to
continuously increase in the following years with the growing trend of Vietnamese Gen Z and
millenniums using SMPs (DataReportal, 2023b) as well as their excitement over creative online
content (Tran, 2020). Hence, choosing SMEs as the target is a good way to optimize the value
of this study so that it is beneficial to the largest base audience. Furthermore, this could also be
a valuable document for foreign firms, excluding large and multinational corporations, that want

to enter the market.
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Social media platforms have created a fast, cheap, easy, and effective communication
environment for brands and customers which makes them become a very powerful marketing
tool for businesses (Appel, et al., 2020; Dwivedi, Ismagilova, et al. 2021) helping them to
strengthen their connection with customers (Hafez, 2021) and positively affects brand image
(Saputri, et al.,, 2022; Budiman, 2021; Fernandes & Srivastava, 2023). Therefore, it is

indisputable why SMP is the leading online marketing channel in recent years.

Nonetheless, in the intensive and overcrowded online environment, having an attractive and
effective channel is a real challenge. This could be the reason why most companies in Vietnam
have multiple social media platform channels posting the same content everywhere. As (Brown,
et al., 2006) stated, firms usually have different desired brand images towards different groups
of stakeholders. Also, different platforms will attract different groups of audiences (Ruths, Pfeffer
2014). Hence, it would be more effective and efficient to understand their target group(s) and

use appropriate channels to successfully create and promote different intended brand images.

This study is expected to provide a valuable contribution to the understanding of using different
social media platforms strategically to create various desired brand images aimed at different

groups. To solve the research problem, a main research question is formulated as follows.

How do firms use different social media platforms strategically to create different intended brand

images and what are the results?

Following the main research questions are the sub-questions that are narrowed down and
distributed from it. These sub-questions are designed to break down the research problem into
smaller sections that solving each section is expected to provide a comprehensive answer to

the main question.

1. What are the firm’s different intended brand images targeted at different groups of

stakeholders?
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2. How does the firm use one or more social media platform(s) to promote one specific

intended brand image?

3. What are the effects on the brand image that each social media channel generates?

The first question is to investigate the firm’s objectives regarding the intended brand images.
The second question is to understand the company’s strategy of it uses one or more social
media channels to promote the intended brand images. Lastly, the third question is to discover
the results that each channel offers regarding the building and promotion of intended brand

images.

1.4. Theoretical Framework

A theoretical framework is needed to understand the nature of the research problem and to
assess whether the approach of the study to solve the problem is feasible (Lederman &
Lederman 2015). Meanwhile, (Rocco & Plakhotnik 2009) proposed that a theoretical framework
together with a literature review, and a conceptual framework share some similar functions and

that they could use interchangeably having various meanings in different cases.

In this thesis, the theoretical framework is different from the literature review and the conceptual
framework. The theoretical framework is expected to provide readers with an overview of the
research problem and demonstrate the relations between the key concepts. A detailed and
comprehensive literature review will be elaborated further in another chapter. On the other hand,
the following theoretical framework is created to visualize the foundation of the research and the

research approach.

/ Social Media \\"

Platforms

Facebook

Social Media
Marketing

Intended

Strategies —) nstagram — Brand

Image(s)

TikTok

AN J

Figure 1. Theoretical framework




As can be seen from Figure 1, the key concepts of this study include social media platforms,
and the three most used ones in Vietnam (excluding Zalo and Facebook Messenger which are
usually served as communication tools for Viethamese rather than social networking platforms).
In addition to that are Social Media Marketing Strategies and the intended brand image(s).
These concepts are briefly defined in the next sub-chapter and will be elaborated further in the

literature review section.

1.5. Definition of Key Concepts

In marketing research, different terms might be used interchangeably to refer to a single
phenomenon or the same definition in different papers. Hence, this chapter is provided aiming
to inform readers of the used names of the key concepts and their definitions in this thesis.

Intended brand image(s) refers to certain impressions that an organization wants a group of
stakeholders to think about it. It is associated with mental attributes that company leaders want

customers to hold (Brown, et al., 2006).

Social Media Marketing Strategies (SMMSs) can be simply defined as strategies that are
designed to guide how social media should be used to achieve a set of marketing objectives.
However, the definition above is simply put by the student. According to Li, et al. (2021), despite
the term having been used in a vast array of earlier papers, there is no clear definition regarding
SMMSs. All in all, Li, et al. (2021) academically defined SMMS as a set of well-designed
activities which are based on customer social media use motivations and customer engagement

relevant factors, to serve marketing goals attainment.

Social Media Platforms (SMPs) are usually referred to as the platform of social networking
services. Appel, et al. (2020) defined them as a collection of software-based technologies,

which is often existing in the form of a website or an application, that creates a digital

16



environment in which users could share and receive digital information and/or content over

online social networks.

Facebook was not the first ever invented social networking platform. Nevertheless, it was one
of the very first that gained massive public recognition and is still very popular nowadays. Mark
Zuckerberg launched Facebook in 2004 with the initial name ‘The Facebook’, and only have its
name as simple as Facebook in the following year (Samur & Christison, 2023). Facebook
provides users with an online social networking platform where people could create, post, or

share their content, as well as follow, comment, and express their feelings about others’ content.

Instagram, is not as diversified as Facebook, which is mainly used for sharing and following
short content like images, short videos, stories, etc. Users could create and share their content

with others while viewing, commenting, and sharing content from others (Instagram, 2023).

TikTok is a Chinese social networking base that is called Douyin in China. TikTok is born in
2017 in China and officially launched in international markets outside China in 2019 (Samur &
Christison, 2023). According to the company’s introduction (2023), the platform is a destination

for short-form mobile videos aiming to inspire creativity and bring joy.

1.6. Delimitations

Due to the limited time and human resources, the student has set some delimitations to her
thesis in order to ensure that this study could be completed on time while providing applicable
contributions to the field. These constraints could affect the applicability of this study to a certain
extent. However, they are essential to set some boundaries for this thesis and scope down the

research problem (Theofanidis & Fountouki, 2019).

The researcher selects Vietnam as the target market for multiple reasons. First of all, the

student is Vietnamese which makes her more familiar with the region. This allows her to deliver
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a more valuable study since she has a good network of marketing specialists in Vietham which
enables her to do interviews with local professionals collecting more reliable and practical
information. Second, a common language encourages interviewees to share deeper, broader
knowledge, and experience. Third, the number of marketing research papers about the
Vietnamese market is not limited but it is a minor number compared to that of other large and
attractive economies. Hence, the student wants to bring more academic papers in the field of

marketing in Vietnam.

The research targets are limited to B2C companies as the author would like to focus on brand
awareness among individual customers rather than business customers. This is because B2C
and B2B companies use and value the importance of SMM differently. lankovaa, et al. (2019)
argued that B2B corporations do not consider SMM as much important as B2C firms due to its
low effectiveness on their main purpose for using SMMA as well as their higher concerns about
social media risks. Besides that, there is no further restriction regarding the company’s sector or
the selling model (services, retailing, e-commerce, etc.). These precise constraints were not set
to not further reduce the scope of the study as well as to discuss and assess the problem from

various perspectives.

This study focuses on the use the impact of three specific social media platforms including
Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok. This is because these are the three most used social media
platforms in Vietham (DataReportal, 2023b), excluding the two pure communication tools which
are Zalo and Facebook Messenger. This means that other social media platforms will not be
covered in the study leaving other potential effects offered by others besides the three selected

ones. Nonetheless, this could be added to the future research agenda.

Lastly, language is another constraint that potentially affects the research and the research
result to a certain extent. This is because of the use of two languages — English and Vietnamese
— during the research process. All the theory part has been conducted using English-language
sources. The empirical research, however, was executed using Vietnamese since the author, as

well as the respondents, are Viethamese. Even though the interviewees approved possible
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errors in the researcher’s translation of their quotes, and interpretation, some definitions or

concepts mentioned by them could mean the same but expressed differently in this paper.

1.7. Research Methodology & Data Collection Plan

The main aim of this study is to understand and advise how companies should use different
social media channels to create and promote various intended brand images. Hence, a
gualitative research method is employed to solve this problem. As Barnham (2015) wrote in his
article, quantitative research is usually applied to answer statistical questions like ‘What is the
number of, the percentage of?; To what extent?; Etc.’, qualitative research is designed to solve
the why or the how issues. The qualitative research method enables the author to solve the
research question by exploring a deeper insight into the topic, comparing it with earlier research,
and expanding current knowledge.

Following the qualitative research method, the semi-structured interview is applied to collect
data from local marketing experts. This data collection method is recommended to explore new
and deeper knowledge based on existing knowledge of an already-known topic or phenomenon
(Wilson, 2014, p. 24). Moreover, semi-structured interviews offer participants an opportunity to
share more information through open-ended questions (Wilson, 2014, p. 25) which enables the
discovery of hidden issues that the author might not be aware of. In addition to that, the deeper
understanding gained through interviewees’ responses will enable the comparison with earlier

research to generate better research results.

The interviewees are Vietnamese marketing professionals for the sake of the research. They
have been selected to ensure the validity and reliability of the study result. All interview
guestions are written in English to primarily serve the purpose of this English-language written
thesis. However, the questions will be translated into Vietnamese to be used for the interview
with local people using their mother tongue. Furthermore, all the key concepts will be explained
to the participants in Viethamese to ensure that they understand all the definitions and the

guestions precisely. This is to encourage the participants to share relevant and deeper
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knowledge as well as experience on the topic which is the main goal of the semi-structured
interview. All the interviews will be recorded, translated, and used only to serve this thesis but no
other purposes.

The transcribed data will then be analyzed by applying the qualitative thematic analysis method.
This method was selected for the high flexibility it offers. Secondly, it enables the researcher to
effectively analyze the respondent’s opinions, perspectives, experience, behaviors, etc. (Clarke
& Braun, 2017) which is essential to answer the research sub-questions and solve the research
problem. Thirdly, thematic analysis is a great tool that allows researchers to analyze both large
and small qualitative data sets from surveys to interviews (Clarke & Braun, 2017). Therefore,

thematic analysis is an appropriate method to employ in this thesis.

1.8. Study Structure

This sub-chapter is expected to provide readers with an overview of the study structure. As

shown in the figure below, this thesis includes five chapters, each of which serves a distinct

purpose.
Research Theoretical Empirical Contributions &
proposal part part Implications
| A | |
[ 1T 1T [ |
Introduction Literature Methodology Research Discussion &
Review findings Conclusion

Figure 2. Research structure
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Chapter 1 is an introduction to the dissertation that could also be served as the research
proposal. It includes an overall introduction, a background of the study, and a problem
description to explain the need for this study. The research aim, research questions, and

delimitation, together with the preliminary table of contents will also be presented in this chapter.

The second chapter covers the theoretical part, discusses, and elaborates further on those
concepts that have been or have been not mentioned in the key concepts section above.
Literature related to social media platforms, and social media marketing strategies, and further
will be introduced and explained.

The next two chapters present the empirical part of the study. Chapter 3 explains and justifies
the method of data collection and data analysis that will be employed for this dissertation.
Moreover, the reliability together with the validity of the study will also be examined.

Chapter 4 demonstrates the findings that are the result of the empirical analysis. Findings
regarding the interview questions are presented here to provide a base for the incoming

discussion and conclusion chapter.

Chapter 5 covers the discussion and conclusion of this study. It will answer the main research
guestion solving the research problem. Furthermore, it will explain the theoretical contributions
and propose some practical implications in association with how firms could intentionally and

strategically use different social media platforms to create the desired brand image(s).
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

This chapter covers the literature review of all concepts, models, and frameworks that will be
used in this study. It is a further elaboration on the study background and the definition of key
concepts sections. A literature review is essential because it is crucial to provide a strong

foundation for all pieces of research (Snyder, 2019).

The first section will focus on the concept of social media marketing, social media platforms,
and social media marketing strategies. The concept and the use of Facebook, Instagram, and
TikTok will also be reviewed. The next part will discuss brand image as well as the
organizational intended brand image. The third subchapter will cover the brand building or brand

communication concept.

2.1. Social Media

The ‘Social media’ term was first used in 1994 (Aichner, et al., 2021) by Darrell Berry on an
online media environment, called Matisse, in Tokyo (Bercovici, 2010). According to Aichner, et
al. (2021), over the past twenty-five years (as of January 2020), there are more than 110 000
articles mentioning ‘social media’. In addition, countless researchers have studied and defined
SM differently, not to mention the development and change of SM over time. Hence, it is
understandable why there is no single definition of SM, and there might be some concepts that

overlap with SM.

Web 2.0 is one of the concepts that are most mistaken with social media. The concept of social
media could sometimes be confusing with Web 2.0, and user-generated content by managers
(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). Even though these terms are often used interchangeably, their
meaning is different (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010; Constantinides, 2014). Kaplan & Haenlein
(2010) believed that social media is a collection of internet-based applications that are created

on the foundation of Web 2.0 technology which offers users the ability to generate and
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exchange content. Slightly different from the definition proposed above, Appel, et al. (2020)
considered social media as a group of software-based technologies that could exist in the form
of a website or an application, which offers a digital environment in which users could share and
receive digital information over online social networks. While those two definitions may sound
quite technical, the one by Aichner, et al. (2021) might be more practical. They considered that
SM is a very diverse and broad umbrella term that covers an assortment of online platforms
such as enterprise social networks, business networks, forums, blogs, video sharing, etc.
Nevertheless, within the scope of this thesis, social media is simply put as a digital

communication tool that people use to interact with others through the online environment.

Together with the emergence of advanced technologies and global integration, social media has
become so much more than a communication tool. As of April 2023, there are 4.8 billion social
media users worldwide which is approximately 60% of the world population with nearly two and
half hours daily average time spent on social media (DataReportal, 2023a). With the massive
user base and the rapid development of social media platforms, businesses can no longer stand
out from the social media play. Sithy (2020) stated that social media platforms enable a fast,
cheap, and easy-accessible way to connect with audiences that will provide plenty of both
political and business benefits. Therefore, with these changes and opportunities, the usage of
social media will be shifted (Sithy, 2020).

As mentioned earlier, social media enables users to create, share, and receive online
information. Therefore, social media has also been considered as an information source.
Blackshaw & Nazzaro (2006) labeled the information generated by users as Consumer-
Generated-Media (CGM) and defined them as

‘...new and emerging sources of online information that are created, initiated, circulated,
and used by consumers intent on educating each other about products, brands,

services,...’

In consonance with Blackshaw and Nazzaro (2006), Carter and Shields (2021) believed that
social media has become a part of human life and is a dominant spreader of information on

various topics ranging from social to political, economic, etc.
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The development of the Internet and social media have reduced the information asymmetries
between sellers and buyers that moved the market closer to the utopian state of perfect
information (Granados & Gupta, 2013). This means that both organizations and customers are
beneficial from social media as a credible source of information and/or knowledge. From the
customer’s view, they can assess and understand a company, a brand, or a product/service
better through enterprise social networks. Meanwhile, firms can create and promote desired
content to customers, and customers’ feedback or comments are a reliable source for further
decision-making. Furthermore, through the circulation of information exchange between
audiences and companies, social media also facilitate relationship forming, and bonding
between customers and brands (Kapoor, et al., 2018). Due to the various benefits to different

stakeholders, organizations must utilize social media as a brand marketing tool.

However, social media channels possess different sets of functions, features, and
characteristics, for which, they attract different groups of users. To successfully promote the
brand, firms must understand its desired brand image(s) as well as the target audience for a
specific image. A study by Ruths and Pfeffer (2014) found that people do have a bias in
choosing social media sites. In addition, Haenlein, et al. (2020) discovered that users from
distinct channels own different characteristics. Thus, companies must be prudent in using the
right platform to promote the intended brand image to the target group(s) of audiences. To do
this, firms must have a well-designed brand marketing strategy. Promoting and managing
multiple intended images is a challenging task and it is a crucial part of organizational marketing

communication plans or brand positioning strategies (Anisimova, 2014).

2.1.1. Facebook

While Facebook may not be the first social media site in the world, it is the most used platform
all over the world. According to Data Reportal (2023c), Facebook is the most active social media
platform with 2.989 billion active users in April 2023, way more than the second one which is
YouTube with 2,527 billion users. Vietnam is in the top ten countries that have the highest

number of Facebook users. Facebook is also the most used social media channel in Vietham
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having at least 75.6 million users (Kemp, 2023a) which is more than 90% of Vietnamese
internet users (DataReportal, 2023b). Despite the hype and the surge of Instagram and TikTok,
young people are still considered the heaviest users of Facebook, especially in developing
countries, with around 1.3 billion worldwide users aged between 13 — 34 accounting for 57.1%
of the total users by April 2023 (Kemp, 2023a). The same situation happens in Vietnam with
64.5% of users being people between 13 to 34 and 30% of total users between 25 and 34 to be
specific, by January 2022 (Napoleon Cat Stats, 2022a). With its popularity and the massive
number of users, it is indisputable to state that Facebook is one of the most important social
media marketing channels in Vietham since it offers the highest number of audiences and
enables businesses to reach most of the population. A recent statistics summary by Facebook
Meta (2023) revealed that the platform owns 30 million users monthly as well as 17 million daily

active app users.

A current study by Kitirattarkarn, et al. (2020) has found that people have different motives for
engaging in brand-related activities on Facebook. The main motivation to consume brand-
related content is information seeking and entertainment (Kitirattarkarn, et al., 2020).
Nonetheless, collectivistic users tend to be reluctant in sharing or posting brand-related content
on their personal accounts due to avoid interest conflicts with their social group (Kitirattarkarn, et
al., 2020). This is needed to emphasize as Vietham is a collectivist country. On the other hand,
Facebook users from collectivist cultures’ reasons for contributing to brand-related content are
multiple. They tend to share contents that are entertaining for saving purpose; comment or
‘react’ to brand-related posts that touched them emotionally; follow brands’ posts to engage in
social conversation; tag their friends to recommend; and finally, like or share brands’ contents to
obtain promotional and work-related benefits (Kitirattarkarn, et al., 2020). This once again
stressed the importance of strong and high-quality content. To attract and retain customers,
companies should focus on the entertainment and/or the emotional attachment traits of their
brand marketing content. This is because, besides the entertainment, emotional connection is a
consistent recipe of Viethamese Facebook usage (Krishena, et al., 2019). In addition, Facebook
may not be the best but could also be used as a tool to promote desired employer brand image

to job seekers as people would also react to brand-related content for work benefits.
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On the other hand, gender difference is another influential factor in the motives for using
Facebook (Biernatowska, et al., 2017; Makashvili, et al., 2013). Besides that, many studies
have discovered the influence of personality on the motives to use Facebook. This could be an
explanation for why Facebook’s users have different characteristics from users of other social
media sites. However, a study by Ross, et al. (2009) found that personality factors were not as
influential as other pieces of research predict. Nonetheless, Barnes (2019) indicated that
different social media sites represent different personality traits; and different platforms may
attract people with different characteristics (Chen & Peng, 2023). Thus, choosing the right social
media channel to promote a specific intended brand image is important and challenging since it
will partially determine the success of the brand communication efforts whether the message
has been shared with the right groups, and whether the chosen platform is aligned with the

desired image that the company wants to build.

2.1.2. Instagram

Instagram is the world’s fourth most-used social media platform with more than 1.6 billion users
(Kemp, 2023b). While Vietnam is not in the top ten with most Instagram users, Instagram is also
a notable and popular social media channel in the country. According to Data Reportal (2023b),
Instagram had over 10 million users as of the beginning of 2023 which is around 55.4% of
internet users and 10.5% of the total population. Additionally, young people are more interested
in Instagram compared to Facebook. To be specific, 8% of Instagram’s worldwide users are
aged between 13-17, and that of the age group 18-24 and 25-34 are 30.8% and 30.3%
respectively (Dixon, 2023). Meanwhile, the situation is a lot more dramatic in Vietham with more
than 90% of users younger than 35 with people between 13-17, 18-24, and 25-34 account for
18.9%, 48.2%, and 23.7% respectively (Napoleon Cat Stats, 2022b). Instagram does not
possess an enormous number of active users in Vietnam as Facebook does. However, since it
is extremely popular among Vietnamese millennials and Gen Z, it is a powerful marketing tool to
reach young audiences. Moreover, 90% of Instagram users follow at least one business account
and 50% of the users find their interest in a brand enhanced when they see ads on Instagram
(Sharma, 2023). Thus, it is no doubt why businesses in Vietnam always treat the channel as

one of the most important marketing communication tools.

26



People have multiple motivations for using Instagram. Nevertheless, Huang and Su (2018)
discovered that the main motives that young adults using Instagram are for viewing posts and
participating in social interaction. Moreover, Instagram could be considered one of the top
visual-centric social media channels. This is because the key feature of Instagram that
separates it from other social media sites is its visual appeal. It emphasizes image and video
sharing which offers businesses a better content display compared to text-stressing like
Facebook or Twitter. Different types of information visualization on Instagram result in different
effects on customer reactions. According to Kusumasondjaja (2019), brand posts with
expressive aesthetic images gain more likes and comments than those with classical aesthetics.
Furthermore, brand-related contents in the form of videos also receive more reactions than
those statics (Kusumasondjaja, 2019). In addition, the image quality also affects the customers’
perceived brand quality that higher quality image will gain a more positive perception (Teo, et
al., 2018). All in all, Instagram is mostly appropriate to deliver brand-related content in the form
of images or videos. It is mostly effective to execute brand communication aimed at young

audiences.

A current study by Longo and Saxena (2020) revealed that millennials have the tendency to
express their identity on social media through brand preference that they place great importance
on brand image which corresponds with their values. As long as firms understand their
customers enough, they can utilize this to enhance customer engagement with brands and
promote their desired brand image to the target group effectively. Furthermore, the more brands
engage with customers on social media, the more customers will be interested in the brand and
become more loyal they often come back to the brands’ social media sites (Delafrooz, et al.,
2019). Nonetheless, millennials do not show high brand loyalty on Instagram, they tend to
quickly follow but also quickly unfollow brands if they find them annoying (Longo & Saxena,
2020). Hence, Instagram is an effective marketing tool to build brand personality and brand
loyalty (Guidry, et al., 2015), but it is a challenging task to maintain customer loyalty to the

brand.
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2.1.3. TikTok

TikTok is currently a rising star in the social media platform industry. TikTok has developed
rapidly in a short period of time. However, the history behind it was not a fairytale or a fancy
start-up story. TikTok was originally an app called Musical.ly launched in Shanghai in 2014 (Tidy
& Galer, 2020). Two years later, ByteDance, a Chinese tech giant launched a similar app called
Douyin (Tidy & Galer, 2020). After Douyin gained a massive number of users within a year, the
corporation wanted to expand the brand under a different name. They bought Musical.ly merged
it with Douyin and introduced it into the global market under the name TikTok in 2018 (Tidy &
Galer, 2020). Since then, TikTok quickly conquers all over the world.

TikTok is one of the fastest-growing social media platforms in history with the speed of eight new
users every second in 2021 (Kemp, 2022). As of April 2023, TikTok had more than 1 billion
monthly active users (DataReportal, 2023c). In Vietnam, TikTok is also growing rapidly in recent
years. A report by Data Reportal (2023b) revealed that it is the second most used social media
platform after Facebook and excluding Zalo, a Vietnamese pure communication app. Also,
according to the same report, the social media platform owns nearly 50 million users, only
considering people above 18 due to TikTok’s data security requirements (Kemp, 2022), which is
five times more than Instagram’s Viethamese users. TikTok is strongly popular among the young
population. Most of its users are people belonging to the millennial and Gen Z groups. The
largest group is aged between 18-24 with 38.4% followed by the 25-34 group which accounts
for 32.2% of the global users (Ceci, 2023). Vietnam witnesses the same trend with Gen Z and
people between 26-32 are the two largest groups that account for 71.59% and 19.75% of the

user base respectively (affable.ai, 2023).

While Instagram is an image-central social media site, TikTok heavily focuses on the creation,
distribution, and sharing of short videos. TikTok was created to share entertaining videos as well
as inspire people to be creative and have fun. The key feature that distinguishes TikTok from
other social media platforms is the ability to find and share compelling videos that are short to
be emphasized. TikTok videos only last between a few seconds to less than one or two minutes.
This allows people to quickly gather information without requiring long focus and spending time

scrolling through long streams of images or texts (Eight Clients, n.d.). This kind of short-form
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video content was so viral and favored that other social media giants must imitate and add a
similar function to their platforms such as Instagram Reels, and YouTube Shorts, etc. Moreover,
TikTok has an impressively strong algorithm that could learn what individuals like so fast (Tidy &
Galer, 2020) and recommend similar content. This makes users want to spend more time on the
app and may cause addiction. TikTok can easily cause you to spend more time on it watching
an endless stream of intriguing short videos that are tailored to your taste. It is reported that

users spend an average of 89 minutes on the app daily (Bump, 2023).

Another secret behind the massive viral of TikTok lies in its video-creating functions. The social
media platform offers users fast and easy tools to create and share their content. Additionally,
the enormous and unique library of music is also an outstanding feature that makes users stick
to the app. 88% of TikTok users stated that the sound on the platform is central to the app
experience (Bump, 2023). These functions encourage people to spend more time on the app as
well as enhance their stickiness so that they would likely come back to the platform often.
Cuesta-Valifio, et al. (2022) found that sharing behavior and video creation ability has a strong
impact on user stickiness. The more users feel that they could create and share valuable

content on TikTok the more they will stick to the social media site (Cuesta-Valifio, et al., 2022).

The beauty of TikTok makes businesses cannot resist it. It is a perfect communication tool to
reach young people, especially Gen Z. According to Bump (2023), TikTok helps brands to be
remembered 40% more and increase 27% more in brand recall. This means that the social
media channel is extremely effective for brand marketing communication. TikTok’s central
values have always been entertainment and creativity. Thus, this channel would be more
suitable for young and dynamic images rather than formal and classic vibes. Moreover, it is
perfect to target Gen Z and early to mid-millennials but not older especially in Vietnam since

there are less than 10% of thirty-three plus users (affable.ai, 2023).

2.2. Social Media Marketing
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While the focus of this thesis is on using social media to promote brand image, the scope will be
narrowed down to social media marketing strategies (SMMS) for brand communication. SMMS
could be defined differently from various perspectives. This study, however, employs the one
from a study by Li, et al. (2021). The authors defined SMMS as exploiting two dimensions which
are social media and marketing strategy. The student picked this definition due to its ability to
cover the key marketing strategy issues, marketing activities as well as the uniqueness of the
social media phenomenon while others failed to fulfill the research gap (Li, et al., 2021). Li, et al.
(2021) explained that SMMS is

“...an organization’s integrated pattern of activities that, based on a careful assessment
of customers’ motivations for brand-related social media use and the undertaking of
deliberate engagement initiatives, transform social media connectedness (networks) and
interactions (influences) into valuable strategic means to achieve desirable marketing

outcomes.”

Below is a comparison table of social media, marketing strategy, and social media marketing
strategy which explains the key dimensions of each concept. In addition, it depicts the
connection between some components of social media and marketing strategy that are
incorporated in SMMS. For instance, the core of social media is interaction and connectedness
while that of marketing strategy is building long-term relationships with customers. The core of
SMMS is customer engagement which could be created through building customer relationships
and interaction and communication with customers over time. Another example is the purpose
of SMMS is to use social media resources to achieve marketing objectives could be interacting
and connecting with customers or creating competitive advantages or both and many more.
Nevertheless, the main idea is that firms must understand the essence of SMMS and how it

should be treated as an instruction to guide brand promotion.

Table 1. Comparison of social media, marketing strategy, and social media marketing strategy
(Li, et al., 2021)

Dimension Social media Marketing strategy SMMS

Core Interaction and Long-term customer Customer engagement
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connectedness relationship building

Orientation | Passive actor vs. Transactional-oriented | Transactional-oriented vs.
active actor vs. relational-oriented Engagement-oriented
Resource Resource integrator Basic resources and In exchange with
high-order resources customer-owned resources
Purpose To interact and To achieve a To generate, integrate, and
connect competitive advantage | reconfigure social media

resources to achieve specific

marketing objectives

Premise To recognize different | To enhance long- To capitalize on social media
customer motivations | lasting customer interactions and customer
of social media brand- | relationships by engagement to generate
related activities delivering superior marketing resources
value

As Li and her colleagues (2021) specified in their study, SMMS is designed based on the
customer’s motivations for brand-related social media use, it is confident enough to say that
firms could employ appropriate social media strategies to communicate and promote their
brands with target audiences. Almestarihi, et al. (2021), and So, et al. (2017) also agreed that
many businesses have recognized the impact of social media marketing on brand promotion
and customer-brand communication. Whereas, a recent study by Schivinski and Dabrowski
(2016) confirmed that firm-created social media communications do positively affect customers’

perception of brands.

Nevertheless, SMMSs are diverse and different based on a variety of perspectives. According to
Li, et al. (2021), each social media marketing strategy has a distinct marketing mix focus and
they can be classified into four main types based on their objectives. In addition, the strategies
are also put in order according to two dimensions including customer engagement and
directions of interaction. The taxonomy of SMMSs could be seen in the following picture. A

figure that depicts the four levels of social media marketing strategies is presented below.
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Figure 3. Taxonomy of social media marketing strategies (Li, et al., 2021)

Li and her colleagues (2021) explained that social commerce strategy refers to exchange-
related activities that firms eventually aim to promote and sell products or services to audiences.
This means that social media, in this case, is being treated as a selling tool rather than a
customer engagement tool which it can be concluded that this is the most immature SMMS. The
next one is the social content strategy which is the companies’ intended creation and distribution
of compelling content and/or knowledge to attract and/or retain customers (Pulizzi & Barrett,
2009) via social media platforms. According to Li, et al. (2021), this strategy enables two-way
communication in which organizations take the initiative to deliver content, in contrast,
customers give reaction to those content. Social media channels, in this case, are mostly used
as a brand communication tool (Holliman & Rowley, 2014, Libai, et al., 2013). Similar to the
social content strategy but slightly different, the social monitoring strategy requires the active
participation of marketers through the whole communication process in which businesses do not
only need to collect and analyze customer reactions on social media (Lamberton & Stephen,
2016) but also have to act correspond to their feedback (Van Noort & Willemsen, 2012). The
main purpose of this strategy is to cultivate stronger relationships with customers by constantly

observing customer reactions on social media, gaining market insights, and adjusting marketing
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efforts accordingly. The most strategically mature one is the social CRM strategy. This one
focuses on using social media channels to communicate with customers and empower them to
take a more active role contributing various forms of value (Li, et al., 2021). With this strategy,
customers are encouraged to involve in a collaborative conversation between the customers
and organizations so that companies could analyze customer data and utilize them to better

manage customer relationships.

Among the four SMMSs, social content strategy is the most appropriate one to apply when firms
want to build and promote the intended brand image to different groups of stakeholders. This is
because by employing this one, organizations take the initiative role in their marketing efforts to
deliver appropriate content to guide customers' perception of the corporate image. Furthermore,
social content strategy is mostly used for brand communication and spreading positive eWOM
(Electronic Word-Of-Mouth) (Holliman & Rowley, 2014; Libai, et al., 2013). By creating and
distributing content, firms are not only able to drive customers' perception toward their desired
brand image but also encourage audiences to generate and share their own brand-related
content. This enables companies to strengthen customers’ perception of the corporate image
but also enhances the spread of positive WOM or eWOM which will help to improve brand
awareness as well. The key point is that organizations must be able to produce compelling and
quality content that could transform passive audiences into active participants (Holliman &
Rowley, 2014). Thus, brand marketing communication is a key capability that firms must
possess to successfully implement this strategy. This means that strong content is not enough.

Businesses must understand their target groups as well as different social media channels.

2.3. Brand Image

Brand image is a prominent concept in the realm of marketing study. It is not clear when the
notion first appeared, however, it became a popular and important concept in customer behavior
research in the early 1950s (Dobni & Zinkhan, 1990). There is no single definition of this
concept. It differentiates according to a variety of research perspectives, and it has also
changed over time. Some of the famous researchers of brand image are John Aaker, Kevin

Lane Keller, and Philips Kotler. Their studies of this notion have been cited a lot in nhumerous
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research papers. While their papers are quite old, they are still one of those most valuable and

prominent citations.

According to Aaker (1991), brand image refers to a set of brand associations that are organized
in a meaningful way. Keller shared the same thought that he defined brand image as the
customer perception of a brand as reflected by a sort of brand association (1993). Barich and
Kotler (1991), in addition, explained that the term image is used to refer to “the sum of beliefs,
attitudes, and impressions that a person or a group has of an object.”. Based on those
explanations, it can be concluded that brand image associates a variety of features that reside

in the customer’s mind of a brand (Malik, et al., 2012).

Brand image is an integral part of brand equity (Malik, et al., 2012). Aaker (1991) proposed that
brand equity involves four dimensions including brand awareness, brand associations, brand
loyalty, and perceived quality. Keller (1993) stated that brand image together with brand
awareness constitute brand equity. In short, brand image is not an element of brand equity, but
rather acts as one of the key drivers (Zhang, 2015). This means that brand image could have a
strong impact on brand performance and customer behaviors toward brands. It has been
discovered that brand image has significant direct effects on brand loyalty (Buylkdag, 2021,
Durmaz, et al., 2018). Moreover, brand image positively affects customer satisfaction
(Buylkdag, 2021; Zhang, 2015), and purchase intention (Buyukdag, 2021; Wang & Tsai, 2014;
Lin, 2013). Hence, building a strong and positive brand image is extremely important to

organizations.

In marketing literature, brand image and brand personality often go hand in hand with some
overlaps, and perhaps, also impact each other. As Lee, et al. (2000) explained in their research,
some papers equate brand image with brand personality since they associated brand image
with a set of human personalities. Furthermore, people tend to perceive the brand image as a
brand personality since we treat the projected image of a brand as the image of a person (T.S.
Lee & Zhang, 2000). This is because people often humanize the image of a corporate brand
which enables them to understand, remember, and compare brand images easier and faster. In
addition, since people could express themselves through brand preference, they humanize the
corporate brand image to compare it with their images and decide whether the value and the

personalities convey in the brand image align with theirs. Thus, customer perception of a
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brand’s personality, or to be precise, the corporate values and their key messages could affect
the corporate image. This is also an explanation for why companies should be careful in
choosing an appropriate social media platform to promote a particular desired image. This is
because each social media platform represents a set of different characteristics that may affect
the brand image that firms want to promote on the channel. Firms should be prudent and

choose the platform that holds the same values as their particular intended image.

The brand image could represent multiple images of things that are associated with a brand.
According to (Biel, 1993), brand image has three components including the image of the maker
(corporate image), the image of the product, and the image of the user. To be specific, the
corporate image refers to the audience’s perception of a brand based on the image or the
impression they have about the organization that owns the brand. The image of products is the
image of the product or the service itself. Meanwhile, the image of the user describes the
perception of a brand constituted by the image of product consumers or service users that
audiences hold in their memory. Balmer, et al. (2020) argued that the current research on brand
image mostly focuses on the image of products and services. However, the user image as well
as the image of a corporate, also called corporate image or corporate brand image should not
be neglected. This thesis, nevertheless, mainly but not limitedly, focuses on the brand image as

the image of an organization and products or services.

Brand image as the image of a product and/or service has always been a very popular concept
in marketing research. As Balmer, et al. (2020) mentioned in their article, most brand-image-
related papers refer to the image of products and/or services. According to Kotler (2000, p.

396), the traditional definition of the brand was

“the name, associated with one or more items in the product line, that is used to identify

the source of characters of the item(s)”.

As can be seen from Kotler’s definition, the brand has always been a term that is attached to the
product. In the old days, it was considered an attribute or product and only created to serve

marketing purposes and boost sales. Therefore, back in those days, brand image has never
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been associated with anything else besides products. Even nowadays, not all organizations
separate the corporate brand image from the product and/or service image. The brand image of
products and/or services remains an intriguing and prominent topic in marketing research and
business managers. Hence, it is crucial not to neglect this component in the discussion of using

social media platforms to communicate desired brand image.

De-Chernatony (1999) referred to corporate brands as tangible assets of firms that are difficult
to imitate, and different from product brands emphasizing firms’ core values. A corporate brand
should be defined primarily by organizational associations (Aaker, 2004a) and reflects
organizational values (Urde, 2003). This means that similar to the brand image, corporate brand
image or corporate image refers to the customers’ perceptions of an organization. The role of
corporate image is not much different from product and/or service image. Its scope, however, is
broader, intentionally, and strategically expands to cover both internal and external stakeholders
(Anisimova, 2014). It directly impacts the image of products and/or services that the firm owns.
According to Aaker (2004), a corporate brand will help to develop customer awareness of the

company itself as well as its products and services.

The corporate image is as much important as the product brand image since it also impacts the
company's performance. Corporate brand could be considered as the most crucial brand
(Bernstein, 1989), and a powerful navigation tool for multiple purposes including employment,
investment, and consumer behavior (Balmer & Gray, 2003). According to Ind (1997), when
consumers purchase a business’s products or services, they do not only buy the offer but also
the firm’s attached values that convey in the brand image. This brand image does not
necessarily the corporate image. This could also be product or service image as long as the
image messages or attributes align with the consumers’ values. This is similar to the fact that
our clothes, fashion style, car brand, and other things we use could tell a story of who we are.
People could express themselves through brand preference. Thus, the brand image could affect
customer behaviors and their purchasing decision. A positive corporate brand image will provide
firms with a vast array of marketing and financial benefits. Tu, et al. (2012) found that a positive
corporate brand image will help to enhance customer satisfaction and customer loyalty which

results in higher sales and better financial performance. Therefore, firms should focus on
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building and managing their brand image to maintain customer loyalty as well as achieve

sustainable business performance.

2.4. Intended Brand Image

An organization, however, could have various brand images. According to the definition of brand
image proposed by Aaker (1991), Barich & Kotler (1991), and Kotler (1993), brand image is
considered as a perceived image of a brand in the mind of customers. This means that a brand
could never hold a single image. To date, most organizations try to build and promote a
standard image. This is, nevertheless, nearly impossible due to the nature of the notion.
Different individuals or groups of individuals could hold different impressions of a single brand
depending on a variety of influential factors. The brand image that resides in customers' minds
is different from their experience with the company, information gained from social media,
opinions from acquaintances, etc. Brand associations that audiences have could also be

directed by an organization’s marketing communication efforts on purpose.

Brown, et al. (2006) revealed that an organization would likely create multiple brand images
aimed at different groups. While it is important to have an overall strong brand image, firms
prefer to have many brand images to serve different needs. A brand image is not only for
recognition but much more than that. It is about credibility and equity. It is about the impressions
and features of what outsiders think of a brand. Therefore, it is essential to have a different
brand image for consumers, another one for business clients, and maybe another one for job
seekers, etc. This is similar to a product and/or a service mix that is tailored to different groups
of consumers. Firms also prefer to have many intended images to direct different groups of

stakeholders for the sake of attracting and retaining audiences better.

Brown, et al. (2006) proposed a framework for key organizational viewpoints in which a firm’s
brand image can be seen from four perspectives. According to Brown and his colleagues
(2006), the first viewpoint refers to the organization’s members' perception of the business
which they labeled as the organization's identity. The second viewpoint depicts those mental

associations that the firm’s managers want customers to hold in their minds which is called the
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intended image (Brown, et al., 2006). To be specific, Gioia, et al. (2000) explained that in the
two cases above, the organizational image is treated as an internal conception that is the
perception held or communicated by insiders. On the other hand, the third perspective answers
the question “What does the organization believe others think of the organization?” that is
determined as the construed image (Brown, et al., 2006). The fourth one considers the inquiry
of “What do stakeholders think of the company?” which refers to the organizational reputation
(Brown, et al., 2006).

ORGANIZATION STAKEHOLDER

O,

“Who are we as an organization?”

4

“What does the organization want others to think about the organization?”

“What does the organization believe others think of the organization?”

==

“What do stakeholders actually think of the organization?”

Figure 4. Key organizational viewpoints (Brown, et al., 2006)

This study will discuss the second viewpoint which is defined as the intended image (Brown, et
al., 2006) or the projected image (Gioia, et al., 2000). This is also the perspective of brand
image which businesses have the most control over. While the actual result which is the
organizational reputation as classified by Brown and his colleagues (2006), cannot be regulated
completely by the firm since it is influenced by a variety of external and uncontrollable factors,
the desired image is designed and can be managed and communicated strategically by
organizations. The goal is to research and understand companies’ marketing efforts to create
and promote their desired corporate brand image to the target group of audiences in terms of

motivations, strategies, tactics, results, etc.
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2.5. Brand Building and Corporate Branding

Branding and branding building is often used interchangeably. However, some authors claimed
that they are two different concepts. Helberg (2020) believed that brand building is a broader
umbrella compared to branding. Sharing the same opinion, Dial (2016) explained that the key
difference between building a brand and branding is that the former is broader and requires a
deeper understanding plus connection. Dial (2016) specified that

“... not all branding activities are building a brand and even less for marketing activities.”.

Dial (2016) proposed the 5E model in which brand-building activities work with the four brand
elements including engagement, exchange, emotion, and experience, which will together con-
tribute to the building of the fifth element which is the essence of the brand. On the other hand,
Guzman (2004) did not separate branding and brand building completely. However, he
explained that there has been a radical shift between branding and brand building over time.
The traditional branding model refers to the creation of a brand in the old days when a brand
was simply a name, a logo, or a symbol for a product that purely serves to distinguish the
product from others. Kotler (2000) referred to branding as a part of product strategy, whereas
Aaker and Joachimsthaler (2000) explained that one of the purposes of the old branding model
was to build a brand image that drives short-term results. Meanwhile, building a brand is a more
recent concept that originated from branding that had risen when people recognized the role
and importance of a brand. Guzman (2004) concluded that regardless of then or now, both
branding and brand building should focus on developing brand value. Thus, in this thesis, the
student will use the term branding and brand building interchangeably with the same meaning of

building brand associations, or brand image, to be emphasized.

Every business would dream of a strong brand but building a brand is arduous. Brand building is
a long-term process that involves a huge amount of time and financial investment as brand
attributes need to be created, adapted, and maintained over time (Aaker, 2004a), but promises
a variety of tremendous values to firms Bacik, et al. (2018). A strong and positive brand offers its

holder countless benefits including customer recognition, customer loyalty, credibility and equity,
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competitive advantages, talent attraction, etc. which result in better financial performance at the
end. Thus, branding is not only an important component of marketing but also operating
strategy. Hatch and Schultz (2001, 2003) explained that because a corporate brand does not
only concerns with customers' perceptions but also stakeholders’ views, hence, branding
strategies need to take into account both marketing and management perspectives. In addition
to that, Barreda, et al. (2016) believed that branding is an essential part of an effective
marketing strategy to communicate and promote the brand values, mission, and vision of the
company to internal and external customers. Both groups of authors agreed that building a
brand should not only limitedly focus on external audiences but also internal stakeholders. This
explains why one of the most important decisions of corporate branding is concerned with the
positioning of the corporate brand in the mind of all groups of stakeholders (Anisimova, 2014).
Thus, creating and communicating desired corporate brand images that can satisfy customers’
needs as well as balancing organizational visions is an essential component of brand-building

strategy (Anisimova, 2014).

Product branding and corporate branding are much different. Knox and Bickerton (2003)
explained that corporate branding should be considered as developing brands at an
organizational level. They are different concerning their composition, constituencies,
maintenance, management, and disciplinary roots (Balmer & Gray, 2003). According to Hatch
and Schultz (2003), a corporate brand consists of three elements including the company vision,
culture, and image. A successful corporate branding strategy relies on the interconnection and
combination of all three elements. While the focus of this thesis is on the corporate image
mainly, it is crucial to understand that a corporate image cannot be created alone. It also reflects

and is impacted by the organizational vision and culture.

VISION

CORPORATE
BRANDING

CULTURE IMAGE

N
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Figure 5. Elements of corporate branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2003)

In a more recent study, Ghodeswar (2008) introduced a product and/or service brand-building
model which he called the PDCL model. The model has four stages including positioning the
brand, communicating the brand message, delivering the brand performance, and leveraging
the brand equity which is depicted in the figure below. The first step concerns the creation of
brand perceptions in customers’ minds that can meet the customers’ needs and separate the
brand image from others (Ghodeswar, 2008). Ghodeswar (2008) elaborated that the key point of
this stage is that marketers should be able to design and communicate the desired image to the
target audiences. The next step is to develop and execute a communication strategy that
enables the organization to promote the desired brand image and increase brand awareness
(Ghodeswar, 2008). The third step is to monitor the brand performance continuously in terms of
brand recognition, brand recall, customer impression, etc. (Ghodeswar, 2008). Finally, in the
leveraging process, firms could link their existing brand attributes with new entities to create a

new set of brand associations (Ghodeswar, 2008).

Communicating Delivering the Leveraging the

Brand Equity

Positioning the Brand the Brand Brand
Message Performance

The two models of brand building presented above are different, yet, have several things in
common. They all significantly value the image of the corporate as well as the communication
process. Hatch and Schultz (2003) implied that it is important that corporate branding should be

focused on the creation and promotion of the total corporate marketing mix as well as the

Figure 6. The PCDL model

corporate image should be aligned with the firm’s culture and able to communicate the
organization’s strategic vision. Ghodeswar (2018) explained that communicating the message is
a vital step to build and promoting the desired image to the target audiences. Therefore, it can
be concluded that creating and promoting brand image is an important part of the brand-building

strategy. It is crucial to focus on the communication strategy not only in respect of the selected
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social media platforms but also the key message delivery. This is also in agreement with the
social content strategy explained above in which the firms’ generated content is the key driver.
This means that companies should be able to communicate those contents that must enable
organizations to build and promote the intended corporate images to the target stakeholders

that convey the organizational strategic vision as well as reflect the organizational culture.

Nonetheless, building a brand is not as easy as it seems. It is not only because that branding
requires a massive amount of finance and human effort. Branding is a long and ongoing journey
firm must be prudent to know their status and their position in the process to design an
appropriate brand communication strategy. In the case of SMEs, especially young and small
organizations or start-ups, this is extremely important due to their limited resources. According
to Wijaya (2013), “the branding process and its effects have certain levels that also indicate to
which extent the brand development about proximity to the consumer.” This means that
depending on the development of the brand as well as the status of its relationship with the
customers, firms should focus on a different level to maximize the effectiveness of their brand

communication efforts.

Brand Brand Brand Brand Brand

Awareness Knowledgze Image Experience Spirituality

Mind-share Market-share Heart-share Social-share

Figure 7. Hierarchy of Branding (Wijaya, 2013)

This does not necessarily mean that firms cannot come back to a certain level when they have
already reached a higher level. The model is aimed to explain that the branding process has
certain levels that reflect the status of the relation of the brand to customers’ perceptions.
Hence, to develop and communicate a strong brand image, firms need to build brand aware-

ness and educate the customers about their brand knowledge in advance.
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3 RESEARCH DESIGN & RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

This chapter aims to provide readers with a detailed description and explanation of the research
design and methodology applied in this thesis. The chapter will discuss and justify the research
approach together with the data collection and analysis method that the student employed. The

reliability and validity of this study will also be elaborated at the end.

3.1. Research Design

Two main research approaches are the quantitative and qualitative approaches. Barnham
(2015) mentioned in his paper that the quantitative method is often applied to solve number-
related questions such as what the numbers are, to what extent, what the percentage is, how
much, etc. The quantitative method is expected to solve a numerical problem or to approach a
phenomenon from a numerical perspective. This study, however, focuses on understanding and
giving advice on the use of social media platforms by SMEs in Vietnam to create and promote
the intended corporate brand image. The results may comprise unexpected findings or hidden
opinions. Furthermore, topics such as brand image formation, customer reactions, and firms’
marketing strategies, etc. are difficult to research from a numerical approach. According to Kitto,
et al. (2008), the main objective of qualitative research is to get a deeper insight into the
behaviors, processes of interaction, and the meanings, values, and experiences of sampled
groups or individuals. Meanwhile, the goal of this study is to understand organizational
behaviors in terms of corporate brand image communication which could be considered similar
to what the qualitative method concerns with. All in all, due to the nature of the topic and the

author’s personal experience, the student has chosen the qualitative research method.

On the other hand, Barnham (2015) mentioned in his article that the qualitative methodology is
often used to answer the why and/or how questions. The main research question has been
initially formulated by the author as “How should firms use different social media platforms

strategically to create different intended brand images?”. Moreover, the qualitative is expected
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to study the root and the process of a phenomenon which is closer and more relevant to the aim
of this thesis. Thus, the qualitative method is a more appropriate and precise approach to
solving this type of research question. This means that the student selection of the research

design is justified.

Besides the distinction between quantitative and qualitative methodology, according to
Franceschetti (2017), scientific research could be classified into three categories deductive,
inductive, and abductive. He explained that deductive research is based on known rules and
data of a phenomenon to draw a narrower conclusion on that topic which is guaranteed to be
true (Franceschetti, 2017). Deduction reasoning is often used to test hypotheses or theory
research and formulation. Also, the deductive approach is mostly, but not limitedly, applied to
guantitative research since it works with systematic data analysis to draw conclusions on a
phenomenon. This guarantees the truthfulness of the conclusions generated by deductive
research since it heavily relied on causality and premises testing. Inductive research, on the
other hand, is conducted on the basis of data and previous explanations of a topic to draw a
broader conclusion that is probably true (Franceschetti, 2017). In contrast with deduction
research, inductive reasoning uses data and conclusions from specific situations to draw a more
general conclusion on a broader-related topic. This method mainly starts with specific
observations to pattern recognition from which highly probable true conclusions can be drawn.
Furthermore, unlike deductive conclusions that can only be true when the premises are true,
inductive research allows highly true conclusions regardless of the accuracy of the premises.
Finally, the abductive method is applied when using the previous explanations and known rules
of a topic to draw a new conclusion that is the best guess (Franceschetti, 2017). Unlike
deductive and inductive research when hypotheses and theory testing lie in the core, abductive

reasoning mainly involves empirical findings and theory understandings (Hurley, et al., 2021).

The abductive approach is employed since the thesis is aimed to discover unknown insights on
a new topic which is the use of social media platforms to promote multiple intended brand
images. Moreover, the goal is to find the most logical conclusion on the phenomenon but not to
prove the probability or the truthfulness of it. Thus, abductive reasoning is the most suitable
option in this case. All in all, the student’s choice of qualitative research and abductive

reasoning is justified as explained above.
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3.2. Data Collection

There are several data collection options for qualitative research including interviews, focus
group discussions, observations, etc. According to Aborisade (2013), the interview is a very
common and widely used as a data collection method for qualitative research. Various types of
interviews are determined by the number of participants, the number of interviews, the level of
structure, and the proximity of the interviewer to participants (Cooper & Schindler, 2008). For
this study, the semi-structured interview with individuals is adopted. There are several

explanations for this method.

Both the individual interview and the group discussion are qualitative data collection methods.
However, the main difference lies in the author’s objectives. According to Cooper and Schindler
(2008), the individual interview method enables researchers to collect detailed data on
individuals’ experiences, choices, and motivations, etc. Furthermore, the individual interview
provides respondents with a comfortable space and time to share deeper and more detailed
information that might be restricted in group discussions (Stokes & Bergin, 2006). This means
that individual interviews will also enable a higher quality of data in terms of the richness and the
deepness of the research. Since the goal of this was to discover a deeper understanding of a
new topic and seek to explain the different motivations as well as effects generated by different
social media platforms on distinct intended brand image, the individual interview is most
suitable. It is appropriate since the result of the research is expected to differentiate by company
sectors, the business model, the product and or service portfolio, brand communication strategy,
etc. While the topic requires a set of deep and rich data from different cases to draw the most
logical conclusion, a group discussion will not allow the author to get a deeper insight into the
phenomenon. In addition to that, Stokes and Bergin (2006) argued that individual interviews are
superior in discovering important underlying issues. While the thesis objective remains to
discover unknown knowledge and hidden issues of the use of social media channels to promote

different desired brand images, the individual interview is the most appropriate to solve this.

According to Aborisade (2013), while unstructured interviews can result in unexpected
information and hidden opinions, this type of interview could also easily become a monologue of

the interviewees since there was no list of questions in advance. The flexibility of the
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unstructured interview may lead to the out-of-topic data collected. Furthermore, it would make it
very difficult to find data patterns to compare and see the differences in motives and effects of
different social media platforms on various desired brand images which is the ultimate goal of
this study. On the other hand, the structured interview method offers researchers more control
over the topic discussed during the interview since all questions are prepared in advance.
Nevertheless, this means that the respondents cannot go beyond the scope of the list of
guestions which means that underlying issues may stay unrevealed which is against the
student’s objective. Hence, a semi-structured interview is the most appropriate option in this
case. The semi-structured interview method provides researchers with more control over the
discussion with respondents to ensure that the conversation will not go too far from the topic. In
addition, it is less formal than the structured interview with a set of themes (Jennings, 2005) and
follow-up questions. This allows the student a higher chance to collect all needed information

and discover new and deeper insights into the phenomenon.

The quality of the outcome produced by the semi-structured interview method heavily depends
on the questions being asked. Aborisade (2013) explained that the interviewer’s ability to ask
probing questions will determine the quality of collected data. Hence, the list of questions used
in the interview is extremely important. The main themes as the driving wheel of the interview
must be formulated prudently and wisely to ensure the quality of the outcome. The main themes
should be logical and progressive (Krauss, et al., 2009) as well as familiar to the respondents
and close the research topic (Whiting, 2008). This is to ensure that the interviews will follow the

plan together with rich and essential information will be gathered.

Based on the study subject, the interview has four sections (themes) which are the interviewees’
background in social media marketing, the motives behind different intended brand images, the
social media strategy to communicate a desired brand image, and the effects of different social
media sites on projected brand images. The first theme is expected to provide researchers with
an overview of the interviewees’ positions, their social media marketing tasks, their professional
experience in the field, etc. The next one aims at covering the first part of the thesis topic which
is to discover multiple groups of stakeholders that the company targets, and a variety of
motivations behind different desired images. The third section is to understand the motivations

behind the use of different social media platforms for some particular intended brand images,
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the social media marking communication strategy, and the key message, etc. The last theme is
expected to offer the student the information to draw conclusions on the effects of different

social media platforms on building and promoting multiple desired brand images.

3.2.1. The Interviewee Selection

The participants were selected as follows. To begin with, all interviewees are Viethamese
marketing specialists that were working for small and medium-sized firms in Vietham. They
come from organizations with different backgrounds in terms of the company’s sector, product,
and or service portfolio. This is to ensure the diversity and richness of collected data as well as
to reveal unexpected insights on the topic. In order to let the respondents get familiar with the
guestions and the researcher collect high-quality data, the list of questions has been sent to the
interviewees in advance. On the other hand, the participants have the right to stay anonymous
in this thesis. Two interviewees explained that their manager does not want to share the
organization’s identity since this research could expose their brand communication strategy
publicly. Another one wanted to remain anonymous due to his preference. The list of participants

can be found in Table 2 presented below.

Table 2. The list of interviewees and the companies’ sector and business model

No. | Company Business sector Business Interviewee | Interviewee’s position
model
1 X Dairy producer and B2C A Marketing specialist
distributor
2 Y Service provider B2C and B2B B Marketing specialist
3 Z Fashion B2C C Co-founder &
Marketing manager
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3.2.2. The Interview Process

Six individual interviews were conducted in July 2023. This is because the student needed to
conduct another interview with all three participants to get more information regarding an
unexpected important issue that is related to the research topic. The underlying issue is the use
of influencer marketing which was not discussed in the literature review. However, it is important

and relevant to the research subject that the author found that it should not be left out.

Each interview lasts between fifteen to more than forty minutes. All interviews were done online
since the researcher was in Finland while others lived and worked in Vietnam at that time. All
three interviews were conducted using Vietnamese throughout the whole conversation. This is
the common language between the researcher and the interviewees. Due to the complexity of
the research subject, all the participants preferred to give responses in their mother language to
provide as much detailed and accurate information as possible. In addition, language barriers
between the interviewer and the interviewees could create difficulties and challenges in the
research process (Fryer, 2017) as well as restricts the dynamics of the interviews. Hence,

adopting Vietnamese during the interview is justified.

The interviews began with some informal questions to help the interviewees relax and stay
comfortable during the discussion for the best possible information collected. The student
followed the list of questions throughout the whole interview and some additional questions in
between depending on the interviewees’ responses to get deeper insights into the study subject
and some potential underlying important issues. The online interviews were recorded and
transcribed by the student on behalf of the three respondents. The transcripts as well as the
translation version of them have been sent to all three interviewees before being used for the
research to ensure the precision of the collected data. The transcripts have only been analyzed
after the agreement of the participants on the translation of the student. The recordings, the
transcripts, together with the translation have been agreed to be destroyed on August 8", 2023,

one day after the student submitted the thesis.
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3.3. Data Analysis

One of the most used qualitative data analysis methods is thematic analysis. It is a fundamental
and the first analysis method that researchers should learn since it provides the core skill to
perform other qualitative data analysis approaches as well (Clarke & Braun, 2006). According to
Dawadi (2020), thematic analysis is often applied to systematically organize and analyze
complex data sets. It engages with finding themes in the data set to reveal new insights on the
study subject. The student has decided to adopt the thematic analysis for several reasons. It is
flexible, could be used for both small and large data sets, and is mostly appropriate to analyze
interviewees’ experiences, behaviors, opinions, etc. (Clarke & Braun, 2017) In addition to that, a
rigid thematic analysis offers researchers insightful and credible findings (Nowell, et al., 2017).
That is also aligned with abductive reasoning which is to draw the best logical and possible

conclusions on the phenomenon.

To execute a rigorous thematic analysis, the six-phase process proposed by Clarke and Braun
(2006) will be applied to this thesis. The first step is to get familiar with the data set (Clarke &
Braun, 2006). This requires the researcher to read through the data set which is the transcript of
the interviews carefully multiple times in order to get familiar with it and be able to find patterns
or data themes, to be exact. A theme captures important things in the data set that is relevant to
the research questions (Clarke & Braun, 2006). Hence, it is important to read through the data
set many times to familiarize yourself with the breadth and depth of the data set to be able to

find meaningful themes that are essential and valid to solve the research questions.

The next step is to generate the initial codes (Clarke & Braun, 2006). According to Boyatzis
(1998), codes identify the features of data that can be assessed and analyzed in a meaningful
way that is relevant to the research subject. The main difference between themes and codes is
that the latter is narrower than the former. The idea of coding revolves around the intention of
the researcher how to approach the data set and what questions can be coded from the
collected data (Clarke & Braun, 2006). Coding engages in finding and highlighting those words

or short phrases or sentences according to their related characteristics (Saldafa, 2016).
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The third phase is searching for themes (Clarke & Braun, 2006). This stage begins with a list of
codes that have been ready. It is time to read through all the codes again and determine codes
that can be grouped into a meaningful theme that is relevant to the research questions. There
are several ways to analyze codes and group them into themes such as tables, mind-map, and
codes’ names plus descriptions (Clarke & Braun, 2006). The student has adopted the third
option which is to nhame the code and add a brief description to every code then group those
that are relevant to each other and to meaningful themes that can be used to solve the research

problem.

The fourth and fifth phases are reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes respectively
(Clarke & Braun, 2006). The fourth step, as its name suggests, is to review the themes and
check whether they are about the code extracts and the data set (Clarke & Braun, 2006). At this
stage, some themes may overlap and be redundant which should be grouped into one theme. In
contrast, there could be broad themes that need to be separated into smaller themes. The key
point is to ensure that all themes are meaningful and valid to generate logical and insightful
conclusions on the phenomenon. The fifth step is to ensure that you understand the content and
the scope of the themes precisely so that themes can be named correctly and put in the final
report so that they are punchy and easy to understand for readers (Clarke & Braun, 2006).
Based on the code, this thesis will cover five main themes including brand image concept
perception in Vietnam, brand communication objectives and tactics, the use of influencer
marketing, the use of social media platforms, and the effects of different social media platforms

on-brand images.

The last phase is to write the report. According to Clarke and Braun (2006), this step is the final
opportunity for analysis in which relevant and compelling extracts should be found to add and
analyze in the report. At this stage, relating back to the research subject and the research

guestions to produce a logical and scholarly report on the phenomenon (Clarke & Braun, 2006).

3.4. Validity and Reliability
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Validity and reliability are often used to assess the quality of the research. While there is no
research that can be done flawlessly, the student makes her best effort to produce a high-quality
and transparent thesis that other researchers could refer to. In order to guarantee the highest
validity and reliability of this study, the author constantly checks and evaluates the quality of the
report as well as the research execution throughout the whole research process but not only by

the end of the process as suggested by (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).

According to Golafshan (2003), the concept of reliability is usually used to test and assess the
quality of quantitative reports. This is because reliability is a criterion that concerns
measurements and has nothing involved with qualitative research (Stenbacka, 2001). Though,
since reliability is an important criterion to evaluate the quality of a study, it is suggested that
reliability in qualitative research can be used as a measure to assess the trustworthiness
(Golafshan, 2003) and rigor (Morse, et al., 2002) of the study. On the other hand, Thyer (2010)
proposed that reliability in qualitative study refers to the extent to which a data collection and
analysis process could generate the same results for multiple people participating in the
research. In agreement with that, Saunders, et al. (2020) proposed that research can be
considered as reliable if researchers could replicate the research findings and achieve the same
results. This thesis is possible to do that, however, the same result cannot be guaranteed after a
long period since digital marketing or social media marketing, to be specific, is a very dynamic

realm that new trends, technologies, applications, tactics, etc. change rapidly.

On the other hand, if reliability refers to the extent to which the same results could be produced,
validity evaluates the accuracy of the generated results (Kirk & Miller, 1986). Brink (1993)
revealed in his article that the researcher, the subjects participating in the project, the situation
or social context, and the methods of data collection and analysis are the four major threats to
the reliability and validity of the research. The researcher’s error or bias could harm the quality
of the study. The author tried to reduce the threat of being biased by constantly maintaining and
checking the objective manner during the whole research process. Furthermore, direct
guotations from interviewees will also be added to the thesis to support findings and increase

the reliability of conclusions.
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Brink (1993) explained that participants in the research’s data collection process could threaten
the reliability and validity by giving false, and/or incomplete responses. An explanation for this is
that people tend to give answers that are not necessarily true when they met new person or
people, in this case, the researcher. Thus, the researcher needs to be reliable to the
interviewees to get valid and reliable data. The validity and reliability of this thesis can be highly
guaranteed since the student did not interview strangers. Instead, the respondents are her old
colleagues in Vietnam with whom she has good connections and relationships that the

participants would be likely to provide honest and valuable answers.

On the other hand, the social context under which the data is collected is a significant influential
factor in the reliability and validity of any research. Therefore, all interviews were conducted
according to the schedule preferred and suggested by participants. This is to ensure that there
was no rush to end the meeting or irritations during the interview so that precise and in-depth
data could be collected. Furthermore, before the interview, the participants have been
announced that they can keep their identity anonymous and the recording of those interviews
will only be used to serve this thesis but no other purposes. This enables respondents to share
their information and opinions more openly since they have no fear of identity exposure or the
company’s strategic information disclosure. The interviews were done online via Teams in the
preferred physical space selected by the interviewees. In addition to that, all interviews are done
individually with no third participant. Hence, the risk of invalid or unreliable study by respondents

is mostly eliminated.

Finally, the data collection and analysis method could heavily affect the reliability and validity of
the research. However, as explained in the subchapters of research design, data collection, and
data analysis, all research approaches have been elaborated and justified. This means that
these types of risks have also been minimized. Therefore, the quality, transparency, and rigor of

this thesis are highly guaranteed
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4 FINDINGS

This chapter will present all the empirical findings that are the result of the data collection and
analysis from the interviews. The chapter is divided into five sub-sections according to the
themes that are produced by the data analysis process. Those sub-chapters are brand image
concept perceptions in Vietnam, brand communication objectives and tactics, the use of
influencer marketing, the use of social media platforms, and the effects of social media
platforms on brand image.

4.1. Brand Image Concept Perceptions in Vietham

This sub-chapter will begin with the findings regarding the perception of SMEs in Vietnam of the
central concept of this thesis which is the intended brand image. After that, the particular desired
brand image as well as the target audience groups of the image will also be discussed.

4.1.1. The perception of SMEs in Vietnam of the intended brand image concept

At the beginning of the interview, several questions regarding the background of the
interviewees in social media marketing and brand communication were asked to provide higher
reliability and validity to the collected response. Two participants have a marketing bachelor’s
degree while another one graduated from the media and journalism program. Nevertheless, all
of them have had a few years of experience working in the digital marketing field including
social media marketing. They are responsible for overall marketing activities in their companies
including marketing communications on social media platforms and the company website. One
of them is also the co-founder of her company who is taking care of all marketing-related tasks
including marketing analytics using paid online tools such as Facebook and Instagram Audience

Insights Tool in which all statistics and metrics regarding the audiences’ reactions and
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demographics. This, however, will be elaborated further in the later sub-chapter on the use of

social media platforms and their effects of them on the intended brand image(s).

On the other hand, in association with brand communication, their daily activities are to
generate multiple types of content such as short videos, images, and texts to posts on social
media sites. They are also responsible for the marketing plan and content posting schedule.
When there are new campaigns or events, two of them do not have to take care of the
budgeting. Nonetheless, it is their duty to design a brand communication plan and implement
the strategy suggested by the company as well as the marketing plan. Moreover, besides the
daily communication activities on the company’s social media sites, influencer marketing is a
very popular and mostly used marketing tactic in Vietnam at the moment according to all three
interviewees. Hence, they are also being responsible for KOLs (Key Opinion Leaders) research
and booking. This will also be explained in depth in the later section on the use of influencer

marketing.

The concept of the intended brand image or the projected image has been carefully explained to
all participants before the interview and at the beginning of the interview to ensure that all
respondents understand the concept and the research subject so that they can provide valuable
answers to the questions. However, according to all three interviewees, the brand image, in
general, is not a popular concept among small and medium-sized companies in Vietnam,
needless to mention the intended brand image. Instead, their companies are focusing more on
organizational reputation and brand awareness. One participant revealed that while the
intended brand image may remain unimportant with SMEs, besides the global corporation
operating in Vietham, some large enterprises do invest in desired brand image building and
promotion. The interview A explained that since she used to work in Vinamilk, one of the largest
Vietnamese corporations, just over a year ago, so she knows this. To be exact, Vinamilk is the
leading dairy business in Vietnam and in the top 40 dairy producers with the highest turnovers
(Vinamilk, n.d.).

“In the Vietnamese market, brand image is not a popular and important concept as it

may be in the Western business environment. Most of the SMEs in Vietnam, also my
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company primarily focus on brand awareness instead. We always strive to enhance
customer awareness of the brand and the company’s products to increase sales and
market share. This is because most of the companies in Vietham are competing in sales
and market share, so we have no other option but to focus on the same thing. However,
we cannot blame the businesses since even the consumers do not pay much attention
to the brand image or other brand attributes like brand values, brand identity, etc. These
concepts are bizarre to the Viethamese consumers, so it is understandable that it

remains unfamiliar among organizations.” Interviewee C from company Z.

“We do have a desired brand image to direct toward our target audience. However, we
do not have more than one intended brand image. We do not spend a massive amount
of our financials on brand image promotion as well. Instead, we tend to do it through our
daily marketing efforts and content. Though, brand awareness is not always the priority
for large corporations. This is understandable since they have grown so big. They do
invest a lot in the desired brand image. Vinamilk was currently changing its packaging,
brand logo, and image as well as heavily invested in brand communication efforts to
reposition and renew its desired brand image to the public. Vinamilk has long been
perceived as an old and trustworthy brand by older people. However, the company is
renewing its image as keeping the traditional values with an open and dynamic mindset

and an ambition to become international.” — Interviewee A from company X.

Even though they all agreed that brand image is not an important brand association according

to the brand communication and positioning strategy of the company. Nevertheless, their

companies do perceive the difference between corporate brand image and product brand

image. While their firms do not primarily focus on the intended brand image, they do want to

have an intended corporate image that is separated from the product image and target the two

images at different groups of stakeholders. Respondent B from company Y shared as follows.

“My CEO prefers to have a distinct corporate image aimed at the job seekers in the
market. This should not be the same as the product image since the product image

should only be directed to the consumers. We want our company to be seen as an open,
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dynamic, and friendly employer. After the Covid-19 pandemic, the company has a vast
array of bookings from clients and the amount of work is massive. Hence, the company
is urgent to find new talents. While the Vietnamese young generation does not interest in
the product brand image, they recently pay a lot of attention to the working environment
and corporate value. They believe that only a good match or an alignment between their
personal values and the firm values will bring a fascinating working experience and a
long-term job. Because of that, small and medium firms start to focus on creating and
promoting an appealing corporate image to the job seeker in general or Gen Z to be
specific to attract young and talented employees. My company in recent days is actively
building and promoting desired corporate image on social media sites as well as the

company website and some job-seeking platforms in Vietnam to look for new people.”

While the brand image of the product and/or service is not considered as important as brand
awareness, it is not completely neglected. Companies just prefer to allocate most of their budget
to brand awareness and focus less on brand image. Young firms and start-ups which have their
founders younger will not fully ignore the brand image. The founders understand the role and
the importance of the brand image in the long run. However, due to the nature of the
Vietnamese market at the moment, it is not wise to allocate lots of resources to it. Two
participants who are the co-founder of the company and the one who has her CEO relatively

young shared the same opinion.

“We do understand the importance of brand images, so we do not want to neglect it
completely. We can see the role of brand image and the power of a strong brand image
when the market becomes developed and mature like it is in developed countries. Thus,
we strive to create a brand image that aligns with our product’s values and our target
consumers’ characteristics. However, we aim to do it slowly and consistently so that
when the Viethamese market becomes more mature, our effort will be paid off.
Nevertheless, there is a long wait before this happens, hence, we do not rush and do not
want to invest too much in it now. We believe that this is also an opportunity for us to
save our budget and build a strong brand image slowly. Global integration is happening
rapidly here, numerous international brands have been and are coming to Vietnam.

Hence, we are certain that a strong brand image will help us later. But our priority now is
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to focus on brand awareness. Eventually, a brand image means nothing without brand

recognition and awareness.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

4.1.2. Intended brand image and the target group

While the brand image is not the primary focus of the brand communication strategy of all three
interviewees’ companies. However, each firm does have at least one desired brand image that it
wants to build and promote with the target audiences. The intended brand image was created to
align with the company desired attributes. In addition, two participants shared that the intended
image has also been created to not only match the firm’s values but also the preference of the

target group.

“Our product portfolio is quite large since we want to offer those products that are most
appropriate for different times of the pregnancy period and infant’s years old. Our firm
always values professionalism and expertise when we research and introduce any
products. Thus, we want to create an image of diversified, healthy, expertised, and
trustworthy. With these brand values that we convey through the image of our brand, we
expect that not only the consumers but also other stakeholders can rely on us. We prefer
to have one consistent universal brand image that can direct toward all target audiences

to save our investment.” — Interviewee A from company X.

“We are recently investing in promoting our desired corporate image to job seekers. We
strive for a corporate image that conveys the organizational culture as well as those
attributes that the company highly values. Since our firm is small and young, as well as
our founder is in his 30s, which is quite young, we notice that our image and attributes
quite match the young generation’s preference. However, we do design and promote it in
a way that sounds compelling and punchy to young audiences in order to gain their
awareness and interest faster. Our intended corporate image is fun, energetic, and
amicable. While we do not primarily focus on our service brand image. We also want to
have a strong and positive brand image for our service aimed at our customers which is
professional, and convenient. Those are the two most important qualities of our services

and the biggest values that we offer our customers.” — Interviewee B from company Y.
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“As mentioned above, we aim to build our brand image slowly over time. We do not want
to invest too much in it now, so we also have only one desired brand image. We are
doing good with our partners and suppliers. We have our own distribution and
communication channel, so we do not find the necessary to build a distinct corporate
brand image any time soon. Our desired brand image is high-quality, unique, and

creative aiming at the target consumers mainly.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

4.2. Brand Communication Objectives and Tactics

There are plenty of components that comprise a brand such as brand equity, brand image,
brand position, brand personality, etc. Because of that, an organization could have a vast array
of different objectives regarding brand communication. As explained above, most of the SMEs in
Vietnam focus on developing brand awareness. Though, there are other goals that firms want to
achieve through their brand as well. Brand knowledge is also another key association in
businesses highly valued. Wijaya (2013) also explained in his paper that developing brand
awareness and brand knowledge is essential before brand image communication. Hence, the
SMEs’ efforts to communicate brand knowledge cannot be left out of the topic concerning

creating and promoting the desired brand image(s). The interview A shared that

“Our firms focus a lot on brand knowledge. We try to educate customers about the
products and the values that our products offer to customers. This is, however, not only
because of the sales and financial performance of the firm, but also for the sake of the
consumers’ benefits and health. As a producer and provider of dairy products for babies
and pregnant women, we are very prudent in promoting and educating customers about
our brand and products. A small mistake could ruin all of our efforts. This is because our
target groups which are pregnant women and mothers of newborns and infants are very
sentimental, especially about their health and their babies. Therefore, we promote a lot
of content regarding our products such as their benefits, ingredients, and most

importantly, the age group that is appropriate for each category of products.”
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To promote and educate consumers on brand image and product knowledge, firms apply
different tactics to do this. They use social media platforms to post educational content in
multiple forms such as videos, live streams, text, infographics, etc. Blogging is also another
tactic. They post it on both the company website as well as their Facebook page and provide
direct links to the post on other social media platforms. This is also a way that they enhance the
traffic to their website. This is no longer effective as it used to be. However, some firms cannot
eradicate this. This is mainly because of the company's products as well as their target

audiences.

“The text blog is no longer effective as it used to be. With the emergence of video blogs
and infographics, audiences nowadays prefer these short and interactive forms of
content to text blogs. Nevertheless, this is an effective way to drive traffic to our website
and our social media sites. Furthermore, some mothers and fathers who are in their 30s
prefer text blogs to short videos and infographics. This is mainly because we cannot
provide everything via such a brief image or a few seconds of videos. Pregnant women
and mothers of newborns as well as their husbands are very prudent in choosing the
right dairy products. Hence, they could spend a lot of time researching and reading
products plus company information to choose the best brand. Blogs on the company
website or Facebook page, in this case, is very helpful to them and effective for us to

communicate brand knowledge and brand image.” — Interviewee A from company X.

On the other hand, some firms are no longer using the text blog. This is because the interaction
rate is low and it causes irritation to the target audiences. Instead, they focus on using video
blogs or short videos and reels to communicate product and brand knowledge. The results are

much more effective in terms of interaction rates and sales performance.

“We have not posted any text blog for more than a year. After the explosion of TikTok, it
is clear that most of our young audiences move to TikTok and prefer short videos. We
still have some short text blogs on our Facebook page. However, the long post is a No.

During the quarantine and after the quarantine, no one would want to see long text posts
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on their Facebook News Feed. Many audiences comment below our posts that why
would we still doing these types of blogs, or this post could have gained more comments
and reactions if they put it in the video, or why do not we make a video instead, or worst
‘This is so boring, cannot finish the post. Bye Bye.” Therefore, we stop doing the text
blog to avoid irritating customers. Our videos and photos on Facebook, in contrast, got a
lot of reactions and comments below. This is definitely worth investing time and budget

in.” — Interviewee B from company Y.

Live streaming is another tactic that SMEs in Vietham apply a lot to communicate brand
knowledge. This is because a lot of people love to watch the live stream on social media
platforms. Live streaming is one of the forms that offer the highest interactive experience
between firms and audiences. Furthermore, live streaming also offers the fastest and most

obvious effects on brand communication.

“We always spend time to live stream every week to communicate with the audiences to
promote brand knowledge and brand image. Some audiences just love the live stream
so much that they watch and interact with us always in the live stream. Pregnant women
and mothers of nhewborns love to watch live streams. This could be because they have
to stay at home and cannot do anything much they need some forms of entertainment
and interaction. Since the audiences could give reactions immediately through the live
stream, we prefer to use this to educate customers of our products and companies as

well as to understand their concerns and demands.” — Interviewee A from company X.

“Our customers love it when we do live stream about a new launch or discuss our
products. Many female audiences commented that seeing the products through the live
stream is more realistic and trustworthy than images since many brands have nice
pictures of their clothes but the real items turn out to be very disappointing. They also
love it when we do the live stream to share the story and the journey behind our designs
as well as guide them in different ways to wear, style, as well as mix and match with our
items. They said that the content was very useful and intriguing which made them want

to follow the brand and buy our designs. Moreover, we always have a surge of new
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orders from audiences after our live streaming sections.” — Interviewee C from company
Z.

Regarding brand awareness and sales boosting, SMEs in Vietham also use influencer
marketing besides communication activities on social media platforms. This is because those
influencers and KOLs have a larger base of followers and attention. This allows the brand to be
seen by many people faster than just using the company’s social media sites. This, however, will

be explained further in the next sub-chapter.

4.3. The Use of Influencer Marketing

Influencer marketing was not discussed in detail in the literature review. Nonetheless, this
section emerges due to the information provided by all three interviewees. When they were
asked about the strategy and different forms of marketing efforts they applied to brand
communication, all of them mentioned influencer marketing in their answer. Hence, it would be a
big loss to leave this out of the topic. The student has contacted all three interviewees again to

ask them for more information regarding the use of influencer marketing.

Small and medium-sized organizations in Vietnam adopt influencer marketing for many
objectives regarding brand communication, for instance, enhancing brand awareness,
development of brand knowledge, and brand image promotion, etc. Besides that, increasing
sales is also a primary goal that many SMEs in Vietnam aim at when booking influencers and
KOLs. The strategy and budget for influencer marketing are very much different depending on
the brand objectives. Companies will spend a small amount for intended brand image promotion
and booking micro-influencers for this purpose. In contrast, businesses are willing to allocate a
large amount of capital for brand awareness development and sales boosting using macro-
influencers or KOLs to do so. The explanation for this phenomenon has been explained above
in which firms believe that the desired product brand image could be built and promoted
gradually over a long period of time while enhancing brand awareness is urgent to attract

consumers as well as compete against other brands. In addition to that, organizations prefer to
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use an agency for influencer marketing. There is one participant who is the co-founder of
company C used to do a few influencer marketing campaigns by herself, but the result was not

obvious and hard to measure that she decided to use the agency service.

“Influencer marketing is a trend at the moment we cannot be left out of the game.
Needless to say, this tactic is extremely effective. We had done several brand image and
brand awareness campaigns with micro-influencers. We had used an agency from the
beginning since we know that finding appropriate influencers for our brand and products
is challenging. We had also specified with the agency that we only need those
influencers that match our desired brand values. It was difficult to find the right one, and
we have only worked with three influencers ever since. But the results are worth the
effort and the budget. We got more followers on our social media sites after every
campaign even though the number was small. The customers’ perceptions of our brand
and products improved by monitoring their comments on our social media pages.” —

Interviewee A from company X.

“We use macro-influencers and KOLs for brand awareness development and sales
boosting. At first, | try to do it myself by contacting and sending our clothes to micro-
influencers asking them to help us review videos and promotional posts on their social
media sites. However, the result was not as expected. | think this could be because our
budget at that time was limited and we could only approach those who had a very small
number of followers. Furthermore, we did not know a lot of influencers. We did not have
a list of influencers to choose from. So, we contacted anyone we thought was possible.
Later, we used an agency, and everything changed. The agency consulted us to choose
the right influencers. Furthermore, our budget has also increased compared to the
previous time. After every campaign, we gained more followers and more orders from

the consumers.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

“We use micro and macro-influencers for enhancing brand awareness. We didn’t have
much experience in influencer marketing so we contacted the agency right from the
beginning. The first campaign was not effective as expected but we did a few more and
the results started to emerge. There were more visitors on our website, and we get more

orders from both individual and business customers.” — Interviewee B from company Y.
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All three participants mentioned that choosing the right influencers to work with was the most
challenging task regarding executing influencer marketing for brand communication. One
company has always remained their cooperation with only three influencers from the beginning
while others change to approach a larger base of audiences due to their firms’ rapid

development.

“As the organization grows rapidly, we can no longer work with those micro-influencers
that we used to work with and have to spend more budget to work with macro-

influencers to reach more customers.” — Interviewee B from company Y.

4.4, The Use of Social Media Platforms

According to all participants, social media platforms are very powerful and effective marketing
tools for a variety of marketing goals. However, they mostly adopt social media channels for
selling products, performing brand communication activities, and customer research. This
chapter will be separated into smaller sections to discuss the use of social media marketing for

different goals attainment as well as the most used platforms.

4.4.1. Product sales and promotional activities announcement

In terms of product sales, they use the platforms to promote new launches and inform
audiences of promotional programs. They also have macro-influencers and KOLs to do sales
live streams on TikTok and Facebook. Using influencers to sell products via live streaming on
social media channels was extremely effective since they have a lot of followers and consumers
have more trust in these people. When the influencers inform of the sales live stream on their

social media sites, followers are always excited to join and buy from the live stream.
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“We often use our social media pages to post about our products and promotional
activities. Audiences often comment a lot under these posts to ask about the new
launches as well as the promotional benefits. However, sales live streams by influencers
on their social media pages are something much more massive. Consumers rather just
them but not the brand itself. Of course, we have to pay the booking fee as well as
commissions to the influencer, but the result is beyond our expectations. There was one
time when we almost sold our whole inventory. The number of orders is huge. One
single order consists of at least three items. The number of orders ranges from one to

several hundred.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

“We use our social media pages to introduce new services and announce promotional
activities. We also ask the influencers whom we cooperate with to announce this through
their content. We do not have to pay too much for this type of content. Instead, the
influencers get commissions for every order that is placed using the link they share. This
type of agreement allows us to save the budget since we only have to pay according to
the sales. Also, it encourages the influencers to work harder to promote our products

and programs.” — Interviewee B from company Y.

4.4.2. Brand communication activities

In association with the brand communication efforts, one participant revealed that they do not
use their Facebook for anything else rather than products and corporate brand communication.
Meanwhile, others mentioned that they sometimes use their social media channels to promote
the intended brand image. Nevertheless, they promote their product image and corporate image
on different platforms. This is because they want to separate the two images and target them to

different groups of audiences.

65



“We do not do sales live streams since this is not aligned with our desired brand image
attributes. We do not do many promotional programs as well since we aim for a high-
quality and trustworthy brand image. However, we do use Facebook to post about our
product and the firm. We mostly use it for building and promoting products and corporate
image. Facebook is usually perceived as inappropriate to promote corporate image. We
do not know why but it is quite effective for us. This can be seen from the customer
comments and discussions under our posts. | think this is because we do not separate
our product image from our corporate image. We aim for a single universal brand image

for all groups of stakeholders.” — Interviewee A from company X.

“We have a desired service image that is different from our desired corporate image. We
provide cleaning and room makeover or building interior renovation. Hence, as the
service provider, we want our service brand image to be seen as professional, creative,
and simple because that are the key values that we offer the customers. Nonetheless,
as an employer, we want to be perceived as an open, dynamic, and friendly employer.
We use TikTok, Facebook, and LinkedIn to promote our corporate image. We sometimes
post short videos to share about our working environment, working experience, and
some fun stories with the customers on TikTok and Facebook to build and promote the
corporate image of fun and dynamic. With LinkedIn, we post about our achievements
and the working environment under both forms of text and images. However, the image
we designed on LinkedIn is more professional. Hence, activities and contents on all
three platforms were to promote different desired attributes that we want to transmit
through our corporate image. It is just that different attributes should be communicated
on different platforms where they are mostly fit in to gain the maximum effectiveness.” —

Interviewee B from company Y.

“We do not focus much on communicating our service image. We sometimes post
related content on social media channels. However, we mostly do this through influencer
marketing because it is faster and much more effective.” - Interviewee B from company
Y.
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4.4.3. Customer and Brand Research

Social media platforms are used a lot for brand and customer research. One participant shared
that since Facebook and Instagram offer audience insights tools, it is very convenient to do
customer and brand research with these tools. Thanks to this, we can understand the consumer

demand as well as their reactions toward our brand communication efforts.

“The audience insight tools provided by Facebook and Instagram are very helpful and
convenient. They show us statistics and metrics related to audience demographics, the
number of different reactions, the most mentioned words, the most liked and shared
posts, etc. so that we can understand our target audiences better. This is also how we
measure the effectiveness of our brand communication activities. Even though we do not
invest heavily in brand image promotion, we do have an intended image for our brand.
We build and promote it slowly, so we constantly monitor the audience's comments and
the most mentioned words to ensure that the consumers’ perception of our brand image
follows our desired attributes. In addition to that, it enables us to understand how to
approach audiences and enhance brand awareness more effectively.” — Interview C from

company Z.

“We live stream on Facebook weekly to do brand communication as well as investigate
consumers’ needs and concerns. Audiences tend to comment and interact more on live
streams than any other kind of social media marketing. We live stream consistently for
two hours every week to do brand knowledge education activities as well as listen to
customers' concerns with the products and the company. It is very effective since we
always find new questions and needs. The fact that we could understand and quickly
answer customers or be aware of their needs would allow us to serve consumers better.
In exchange, they have a strong and positive perception of our brand and may become
more loyal. The consistency of our activities is also aimed at creating and maintaining an
impression of trustworthiness which is one of our desired brand values.” — Interviewee A

from company X.
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4.4.4. Differences in using social media platforms

The nature of social media platforms is different from each other. Hence, they should be used
differently. All interviewees agreed that all social media platforms are not the same in terms of
features, users, as well as images, etc. Thus, they utilize social media channels differently for a
variety of multiple goals. TikTok is always used to approach Gen Z. Meanwhile, Facebook is
used for targeting people between 26 and 40s. Instagram is not a favorite platform by many

brands. However, it could also be used to approach audiences between the 20 and early 30s.

“We use TikTok to target Gen Z and Instagram for people that are older than Gen Z but
not more than 35 years old. This is because TikTok is the most popular platform among
the younger generation and barely any people above 30 use them. Even if they use
them, they do not use them on a regular basis. Facebook, on the other hand, is used to

target people between 25 and 45.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

“We do not use TikTok since the platform’s characteristics do not match our brand
values. Furthermore, our target consumers are pregnant women and mothers of new-
born who are usually above 25. Instead, we are mostly active on Facebook and
secondly Instagram. We prefer Facebook to Instagram due to its huge base of users.
Furthermore, booking fees and advertising expenses on Instagram are very high

compared to Facebook and YouTube.” — Interviewee A from company X.

“We are mostly active on Facebook and TikTok to promote our services as well as our
corporate images. With these two platforms, we basically cover the majority of our target
customers. We do not use Instagram a lot, to be honest. We do post photos of the
results of our services on Instagram. However, people on Instagram are not very active
compared to Facebook and TikTok users. They do not use the platform regularly and do
not give a lot of reactions to our posts as well. Furthermore, the booking fee and the
advertising expenses are relatively high compared to its effectiveness. We do not post
new content on Instagram as regularly as we do on Facebook.” — Interviewee B from

company Y.

68



On the other hand, due to the nature and the users’ preference of each social media platform,
the content posted on these channels is also different. Companies usually post long videos,
multi-photos, and short text posts on Facebook. They also use Facebook reels to update short
videos as well. TikTok will only be used to update videos that are extremely short, less than one

minute. Instagram is mostly used for infographics and picture content.

“We post long videos on Facebook since our audiences on Facebook prefer long and
informative videos rather than short and entertaining videos. This is mainly due to the
change in their behaviors when using different platforms. In contrast, TikTok users will
react mostly to very short videos. Videos that are on average longer than forty-five
seconds will receive fewer views and reactions than those short ones. Furthermore, they
also prefer entertaining and interesting content rather than educational videos.
Facebook’s users, on the opposite, like insightful videos from which they could learn
more about our products and our brand story. Videos that are shorter than two minutes
on Facebook will not get a lot of views and comments compared to those longer ones.
This is why we often live stream on Facebook about the story and the journey behind our
designs and our brands. Meanwhile, TikTok is where we live stream our new launches.
We also post pictures and reels of our designs on Instagram. However, the advertising
fee on Instagram is relatively high. Hence, we make and post reels together with pictures
of our designs by ourselves and do not use Instagram advertisement.” — Interviewee C

from company Z.

“We post long videos of our services on Facebook to promote our service brand image.
On the other hand, short videos of our working environment and fun working experience
are posted on Facebook Reels and TikTok to promote the fun and dynamic corporate
brand image. We are not very active on Instagram. But it is suitable to post pictures. Our
followers on Instagram also prefer pictures and infographics to reels.” — Interviewee B

from company Y.

“We mostly use Facebook for products and brand communications. Hence, we post long

videos, short blogs, and multi-photos there. We gain more likes and comments from
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followers and unfollowed users on long videos and multi-photo content. On the other
hand, short videos are not much interesting. However, Facebook reels that are longer
than one minute do not get a lot of reactions. They also tend to drop the reel after thirty
seconds. Facebook’s users prefer short reels which is quite strange. Nevertheless, |
think this is mainly because of their original intention when viewing two different types of

contents.” — Interviewee A from company X.

4.5. The Effects of Different Social Media Platforms the Brand Image

Facebook has the most positive impact on the desired brand image. Facebook’s users are

active and give a lot of reactions as well as comments. Their reactions and comments are also

mostly positive. It is the most effective platform to promote product and/or service image in

terms of communicating desired attributes and product and/or service values. Audiences are

very interactive in that they tag their friends and create multiple discussions in the comment

section with their friends as well as with the brand. However, it is not appropriate to

communicate desired brand attributes of fun and dynamic.

“Audiences on Facebook are very interactive. We do not have to actively create
conversations with them. They like to comment and talk with us directly under our posts.
They often share our posts as well, however, not as much as commenting. They will tag
their friends and discuss the brand or the products under our posts which helps us to
promote our brand effectively. However, it is not a good place for promoting entertaining
and energetic attributes. Customers do not respond positively to content sharing these
vibes and values. They also do not comment or react much to these contents as well.” —

Interviewee B from company Y.

TikTok is a perfect platform to target Gen Z with the desired brand image of young, dynamic,

and fun. However, the effects of TikTok are mixed. They could be either very positive or negative

depending on the content of videos. Furthermore, TikTok’s policy on controlling content is limited
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and almost any content, either bad or good, can be posted on the channel. Hence, businesses
are very prudent in content generating as well as what to post on TikTok. On the other hand,
TikTok’s users are not active commenters. They are, however, active content creators. They will

share brands’ videos and generate content to imitate or respond to the brands.

“TikTok users are mostly Gen Z, their emotions and opinions are not consistent. We
have to be very considerate before uploading any videos on TikTok. There have been
several times that our videos about the working experience with customers have been
criticized. | remember there is one, we originally wanted to promote a professional image
by telling a story of the experience of working with a customer who changed their minds
multiple times. However, we received a lot of negative comments that we were
complaining too much and that it is hormal when customers want to change their minds.
In contrast, we also got a lot of positive reactions toward those videos about our fun and
dynamic working environment, or videos of the lunchtime in our company, etc. Therefore,
TikTok is a good place to promote modern, entertaining, and energetic values. However,
we must be very careful in uploading the right content to avoid controversial

discussions.” — Interviewee B from company Y.

“We usually post videos of our designs and different ways to style them on TikTok. Our
audiences on TikTok are very creative and active. They will post videos of them following
our suggestions and tag our account on their videos. We sometimes post short videos
about the story behind the design ideas if the content is entertaining. They will share the
video a lot and produce videos of them imitating our story and how they come up with
their own ideas of mix match our designs. They were very fun to watch, as well as

helping to promote our brand and products effectively.” — Interviewee C from company Z.

Instagram is the least favorite and least used platform among the three social media sites
discussed in this thesis. This is mainly due to their low number of users in Vietham as well as
the high booking fee and advertising expenses. They are also not very effective at promoting

either product or corporate image since the channel’s users are not very active. They do not use
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the platform regularly and do not give a lot of reactions such as like, share, or comment. Hence,
its effects on the intended brand image are the least obvious.

“We are not as active on Instagram as we are on Facebook for multiple reasons as |
have explained earlier. There are too few reactions from the audiences in terms of
number of likes, shares, and comments. Because of that, the effectiveness of it on our

brand image was not obvious and quite challenging to measure.” — Interviewee A from
company X.
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5 DISCUSSION

This study is expected to understand how SMEs in Vietnam use different social media platforms
to communicate the intended brand image(s) as well as the different effects that each social
media site could have on the image(s). Hence, this chapter will summarize and analyze the
findings mentioned in the previous chapter by comparing them with the theories. The central-
research question as well as other sub-questions will be answered to provide a conclusion, the

theoretical contribution, and managerial implications of this thesis.

5.1. What are the firm’s different intended brand images targeted at different

groups of stakeholders?

Intended brand image (Brown, et al., 2006) or projected image (Gioia, et al., 2000) is the
perception of desired brand attributes that an organization wants the target audiences to hold.
While all firms value the role and the importance of the brand image as well as making the effort
to build a distinct image for their brand, the concept of intended brand images was not clear to
and popular among the small and medium-sized businesses in Vietnam. According to Brown, et
al. (2006), there are four key organizational perspectives including the identity, the intended
image, the construed image, and the reputation. However, firms do not distinguish the intended
brand image initially created by the organization and the actual brand image perceived by the

customers which is the reputation as defined by Brown and his colleagues in their article (2006).

On the other hand, an organization has at least one intended brand image that it wants to
communicate with the stakeholders. Brown, et al. (2006) and Anisimova (2014) explained that
besides the standard and universal brand image that firms want to have across all groups of
stakeholders, they tend to develop multiple brand images to aim at different groups. However,
SMEs in Vietnam do not prefer to have more than one brand image to target different groups of
stakeholders. Some firms might want to develop a separate corporate image that is different

from the product and/or service image to target a different group of stakeholders if they find the
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need to do so. However, it was found that Viethamese SMEs focus more on building and
developing brand awareness as well as brand knowledge rather than the intended brand image.
Hence, they do not want to have multiple brand images. In addition, they are not willing to
allocate a large portion of the organizational resource to promoting desired brand image. They
prefer to do it slowly and consistently over time but not intensively. A possible explanation for
this phenomenon is that most Viethnamese SMEs are competing against brand awareness and
sales performance to gain higher market share. Another potential explanation is that SMEs
possess no more than one brand of products and/or services which means that they need no
more than one product and/or product image. However, the former and the latter is the
subjective opinion of the business executives, and the student respectively. Organizations
cannot explain and justify their decision for the primary focus on brand awareness instead of

brand image.

According to Wijaya (2013), the brand-building process has a hierarchical order and each level
within the hierarchy reflects the extent to which the brand develops in relation to proximity to the
consumer. The lowest level of the branding process is brand awareness followed by the next
level which is brand knowledge. Only after that, brand image is at the third level of the process.
The findings align with the hierarchy of the brand-building process proposed by Wijaya (2013)
when SMEs in Vietnam primarily focus on brand awareness and brand knowledge before brand
image. Businesses understand that a strong brand image cannot be built without a solid
foundation of brand awareness and brand knowledge. This is a more reasonable explanation for
the strategical concentration and investment of Viethamese SMEs in building brand awareness
and brand knowledge since firms are still at the early stage of brand development about
proximity to the consumer. However, there is a need for deeper research to understand and

discover the drivers of this phenomenon.

In association with the desired attributes and the key message convey in the projected brand
image, the empirical findings reveal that SMEs in Vietham want to design and communicate a
brand image that aligns with the firms’ core qualities as well as the values that their products
and/or services offer customers. Since firms tend to create a single universal brand image
across all groups of target audiences, they create one image that covers both the organizational

and the products’ characteristics. Kotler (2000, p. 396) defined a brand as the name associated
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with a product line that comprises a source of characteristics of the item(s) which belong to the
product line. In addition to that, Keller (1993) defined brand image as the customer perception of
a brand as reflected by a sort of brand association. From these two definitions, it is convincing
to conclude that the intended image of a product line or a product and/or service should
possess those attributes and characteristics associated with that product line, product, or
service. On the other hand, according to De-Chernatony (1999) and Urde (2003), the corporate
image should reflect and emphasize the firm’s core values. Therefore, it can be seen that the
empirical findings align with the theories of the product brand image and the corporate image.
While some firms do not distinguish the product image and the corporate image, they strive for a
standard brand image that conveys the core values and the associations of both the product

and the organization itself.

In contrast, the firm that finds the need to develop two different corporate images and service
images also follows those theories mentioned above. However, it has been discovered that
firms do not only create a brand image that matches their organizational associations and
product characteristics but also adds some attributes that align with the preferences of the
target groups to attract audiences faster and more effectively. This finding is relatively similar to
the product marketing mix in which businesses try to create and develop different sets of

marketing mixes that are customized to aim at different target groups of consumers.
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Figure 8. Answer to the first sub-research question

5.2. How do firms use social media platform(s) to promote specific intended
brand image(s)?

This section will discuss the use of different social media sites to promote one or more specific
intended brand images by SMEs in Vietham. The discussion will begin with the use of Facebook
and the explanation of the tactics applied on the platform. After that, the use of TikTok and

Instagram will also be elaborated. An expectedly emerging topic will also be discussed in this
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section which is the use of influencer marketing. Finally, an overall discussion on the social
media marketing strategy of Viethamese SMEs to perform brand communications will conclude

this sub-chapter.

5.2.1. The use of Facebook

According to Data Reportal (2023b), Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok are the top most used
social media platforms in Vietnam. The empirical findings also revealed that these platforms are
used a lot to do brand communication. Facebook as the most used and favorite platform in
Vietnam has been adopted the most by Viethamese SMEs to perform branding activities.
Metrics provided by Napoleon Cat Stats (2022a) have also shown that the largest Facebook
users groups by age are people between 13 and 34 accounting for 64.5% of the total number of
users. Users in the age group of 25-34 and 35-44 also constitute 30% and 18.2% of the user
base respectively. The empirical finding is supported by the statistical report of Napoleon Cat
Stats confirming that Facebook has been mostly used to target people above 25 years old, or

between 25 and 40s, to be exact.

In addition, Facebook is the top favorite social media platform by brands mainly due to the
enormous base of users it has as well as the active behaviors of its users. Facebook’s users like
to interact directly with brands under the comment section and through live streaming.
Moreover, they are very effective in promoting brands and products since the users have a high
tendency to tag their friends and actively create discussions under the comment section of the
brand’s posts. Brands do not have to actively start the conversation on Facebook as its users
will take the initiative to do so. This allows brands to save efforts but still be able to gain the
effectiveness of marketing communication efforts. This aligns with the statistical report by Data
Reportal (2023) that despite the massive explosion of TikTok in Vietnam, Facebook remains the

top one social media platform used by Viethamese individuals and businesses.

Brands often post long videos, multi-photos, short text blogs as well as short reels on Facebook.

Also, long post is a must not on Facebook since this does not receive much reaction from the
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audience. In the worst case, it may irritate the audience. Facebook users prefer long and
informative videos. Videos that are less than two minutes will not receive a lot of reactions
compared to the longer ones. According to Blue (2023), 72% of Facebook users prefer short-
form video content. The empirical findings, however, demonstrate an opposite trend. In contrast,
Facebook reels that are too long, to be specific, more than one minute, will share the same
results as the short Facebook videos. A possible explanation is due to the original intention of
audiences viewing two different forms of content. This is, however, a most reasonable guess by
brands, but not the result of formal research. Hence, further research on this topic could be
added to the future research agenda of Facebook’s audiences' behaviors. On the other hand,
the previous finding shows that organizations usually post-marketing video content on Facebook
since the audiences’ reactions towards these videos are better. This aligns with the figures
provided by Blue (2023) that Facebook is the second most popular platform for marketing

videos after Youtube.

Besides that, brands also live stream on Facebook regularly to do brand knowledge, customer
research, and brand image communication. This is because live streaming offer the most
interactive experience with the audiences in which brands and customers could communicate
directly and immediately with each other. Furthermore, Viethamese consumers prefer to watch
the live stream and be more active on the live stream. This could be due to the fact that they
could interact with the brand lively and immediately. Again, this is the most logical guess made
by the student. Therefore, further research is recommended. According to Blue (2023), the
longer the live videos the higher the engagement rate. It can be seen that Facebook users do
love long live streaming. Therefore, it can be concluded that the empirical finding is supported

by this figure.

5.2.2. The use of TikTok

TikTok was one of the biggest hypes over the last few years and one of the greatest phenomena
in the development history of the social media field. Vietnam also could not stand out from the

TikTok hype. Just in a few years, it has risen to the top of the most used social media sites in
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Vietham. It is extremely popular among the younger population, especially Gen Z who constitute
more than 70% of the Vietnamese user base (affable.ai, 2023). It has been found that SMEs in
Vietham also use TikTok mainly to approach Gen Z. In contrast, they would never use the
channel to target people above 25 years old since not many of them use TikTok. Even if they do,

they do not use it as regularly as the younger audiences.

Small and medium-sized brands often use TikTok to post short and entertaining videos of their
products and their company to communicate their brand image of them. According to the firms,
videos that are average longer than forty-five seconds on TikTok will gain less reactions and
interest from the audiences than those that are shorter. Furthermore, TikTok’s users prefer
entertaining videos rather than educational and informative content which is the opposite of
Facebook’s users. Therefore, brands only use the social media site to promote the image of fun,
dynamic, energetic, and similar characteristics rather than any other attributes. In addition to
that, firms that want to build an intended brand image of other values such as professional and
expert will not come to TikTok as they found that the platform’s nature does not match their
desired brand values. These findings align with the mission of TikTok which is to bring joy and
fun to people through short and entertaining videos. Several studies also discovered that people
come to TikTok to lift their spirits and light up their moods (TikTok, 2020). The empirical findings
are aligned with these studies as brands also found that TikTok users do not show high interest

in any other types of content besides entertaining ones.

5.2.3. The use of Instagram

Similar to Facebook and TikTok, Instagram is one of the most used social media channels by
Vietnamese. However, its user base in Vietham is not as huge as that of the other two.
According to Data Reportal (2023b), Instagram had more than ten million Viethamese users.
That is a relatively large number already, however, it remains a small number compared to the
number of users of TikTok and Facebook. TikTok and Facebook have five times and seven
times more users than Instagram respectively. The empirical findings show the same trend that

Instagram is the least favorite social media marketing channel among the three platforms,
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mentioned in this thesis, by SMEs in Vietham. It was found that small and medium-sized brands
do not eradicate Instagram. However, they are not active on the platform as much as they are
on the other two. There are multiple reasons for this phenomenon. First of all, the user base is
not as huge as Facebook and TikTok which means that the coverage scope is smaller.
Secondly, brands explain that audiences on Instagram are less active than the users of
Facebook and TikTok. They tend to show fewer reactions in terms of the number of likes,
shares, and comments. Thirdly, the booking fee and the advertising expenses of Instagram are
relatively high compared to TikTok and Facebook. Therefore, it is understandable that

Vietnamese brands do not love Instagram as much as foreign brands.

SMEs in Vietnam use Instagram mainly to target people between 25 and 35. While TikTok is the
most effective tool to approach Gen Z, Instagram and Facebook remain to be more appropriate
to approach people over 25 years old. A statistical report by Napoleon Cat Stats (2022b)
revealed that more than 90% of Instagram accounts in Vietnam are younger than 35 with users
of the following age group 13-17, 18-24, and 25-34 accounting for 18.9%, 48.2%, and 23.7% of
the total users respectively. The empirical finding partially aligns with the metrics provided by
Napoleon Cat Stats (2022b) that people between 25 and 35 are the major target audience
group on Instagram which is the second largest user group by age but not the first one. On the
other hand, Instagram is often utilized to post images and reels regarding the products and/or
services to promote the desired attributes or brand knowledge. The most posted content on
Instagram is either pictures or infographics. Besides Pinterest and Tumbilr, Instagram is one of
the most photo-focused social media platforms. Young people often go to Instagram to see
posts and participate in social interaction (Huang & Su, 2018). This means that the empirical
finding partially aligns with this research that brands often use Instagram for viewing content
under the image form. However, Instagram’s Vietnamese users are not active and give a lot of
reaction. They also do not tend to interact with the brand nor initiate discussion with friends
under the comment section like Facebook’s users. Therefore, the empirical findings on
Instagram’s Vietnamese users do not align with the later motives discovered by Huang and Su
(2018).
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5.2.4. The use of influencer marketing

The empirical findings revealed that influencer marketing is currently a hot trend in Vietham and
the majority of brands are applying it to conduct product and brand communication. It is favored
by brands since it offers a relatively fast and effective tool to attract target audiences. Influencer
marketing was not the central focus of this study. However, since it has been adopted by many
brands as well as it is closely related to the use of social media marketing, it is essential to

discuss this phenomenon separately.

According to the empirical findings, brands adopted influencer marketing for a variety of different
brand communication objectives such as brand image promotion, brand awareness
enhancement, brand knowledge development, etc. SMEs in Vietnam also allocate different
budgets to different goals attainment. Brands heavily focus on building brand awareness and
brand knowledge that they are willing to spend a large budget on booking macro-influencers
and KOLs to serve these purposes. Organizations believe that the desired brand image could
be built and promoted gradually over time which means that smaller budgets were spent on
brand image communication. They will have the micro-influencers to perform this. Studies found
that influencer marketing has become an important part of brands’ social media marketing
(Appel, et al., 2020; Haenlein, et al., 2020). Thus, the finding on the heavy use of firms to

conduct brand communication efforts is supported.

Influencer marketing is a powerful tool. However, it is not easy as it may sound. Doing it properly
and effectively is difficult. The empirical finding shows that the most challenging task regarding
adopting influencer marketing was to find the appropriate influencer to cooperate with. This is
hard since it is vital to find those influencers that share the same values or the same intended
images that brands want to build. According to Vanninen, et al. (2022), how brands collaborate
with and guide influencers to transmit the marketing message that matches the organizations’
desired values is a complex and difficult process. The empirical finding aligns with this research
in a way that ensuring the selected influencers could convey brands’ main themes and core

attributes remains one of the most challenging tasks in adopting influencer marketing.
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On the other hand, it was found that it is difficult to change to new influencers when firms grow
rapidly, and bigger but affordable influencers need to be found. As firms grow, they can no
longer work with micro-influencers with a small number of followers that they used to work with.
This is because they need to develop their brand awareness as well as promote brand
knowledge and brand image to a larger base of audiences. This finding is supported by Mero, et
al. (2023) that B2C influencer marketing is usually seeking to maximize reach with individuals

that have a high number of followers.

In a recent study, Mero, et al. (2023) proposed that there are four main B2B influencer
marketing strategies including reference-based, content-based, interaction-based, and purpose-
based strategies. The reference-based strategy is explained to be primarily used for enhancing
brand and product awareness in which influencers recommend a firm’s products and/or services
(Mero, et al., 2023). The content-based strategy is primarily adopted to develop brand images
and influencers are responsible for co-creating content that concerns brand-related topics
(Mero, et al., 2023). According to the empirical findings, brands often use influencers to enhance
product and brand awareness by asking influencers to generate product-related content such as
product reviews and recommendations. On the other hand, SMEs spend less capital on brand
image campaigns but heavily focus on findings the appropriate influencers to ensure that the
intended brand image is precisely transmitted to the target audiences through influencers on
social media platforms. Hence, it can be concluded that these findings are mostly aligned with

the study of Mero and his colleagues.

5.2.5. The overall social media marketing strategy

In summary, SMEs in Vietnam adopt multiple social media marketing strategies to conduct
brand communication. It was found that organizations use social media platforms to apply two-
way marketing communications in which firms generated and distributed marketing content on
social media channels in exchange for customer reactions. In this case, firms initially produce
and update compelling content on their social media sites and expect that customers will

respond to their posts through likes, shares, and especially comments on Facebook together
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with user-generated content on TikTok. Facebook’s audiences do not only respond to brands
but also tag their friends and create discussions under the comment section. Meanwhile, TikTok
users do not often show their reactions by comments but rather by sharing and producing
related content. Thanks to the audiences’ active response, organizations can build and promote
their brand image successfully. This finding is supported by the paper of Li and her colleagues
(2021). Li, et al. (2021) proposed that the social content strategy is often used as a powerful tool
for brand communication. Employing this strategy, firms take the initiative to create and share
intriguing marketing content to encourage customers’ positive reactions and user-generated

content to enhance brand awareness through the spread of eWOM (Li, et al., 2021).
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Figure 9. Answer to the second sub-research question
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5.3. What are the effects on the brand image that each social media channel

generates?

Facebook is the most effective social media channel to perform brand communication activities.
The empirical finding shows that the platform generates the most positive impact on the
intended brand image. The audiences on Facebook are very active. They tend to give positive
reactions and respond to brands’ marketing posts actively under the comment section and
initially tag their friend to the post to create brand-related discussion. This enables the massive
spread of positive eWOM which helps to enhance brand awareness and promote brand image
effectively. Li, et al. (2021) referred to this phenomenon as the utilization of audiences’ social
network and their persuasion capability to spread positive eWOM that results in the
improvement of brand status. In addition to that, a study by Schivinski and Dabrowski (2015)
found that brand communication content created by both firms and users on Facebook could
have a positive impact on brand awareness and other brand associations including a brand
image. Hence, it can be concluded that the empirical findings in association with the effects of
brand marketing communication activities through Facebook on the brand image are supported
by existing studies.

Regarding the effects of TikTok, it is the most effective social media platform to approach Gen Z.
Gen Z constitutes for more than 70% of the total Viethamese users (affable.ai, 2023). However,
since the majority of Gen Z is quite young, their emotions and opinions tend to be affected by
external factors. Many studies found that Gen Z is the easiest group to influence through online
advertisement (Argintaru, 2019). This means that their reactions to marketing content are not
always consistent. The effects that TikTok has on promoting the desired brand image are mixed.
They could be either very positive or negative depending heavily on the video content. Hence, it
is hard to clarify whether TikTok generates more positive or negative effects on the intended
brand image. Firms must be prudent in producing and selecting the right content to post on
TikTok. In contrast, research by TikTok (2021) revealed that brands advertising on the platform
received stronger and more positive brand perceptions. Therefore, it can be concluded that the
empirical finding is not aligned with the trend shared by TikTok. On the other hand, it was found
that TikTok is the most effective channel to promote the desired brand values of fun, dynamic,

energetic, and similar attributes. According to the empirical findings, TikTok users prefer fun and
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entertaining content. They also react positively and give more reactions in terms of the number
of shares, likes, and producing responding content to this genre of content. Many studies
revealed that people come to TikTok to search for entertaining videos to light up their feelings.
(TikTok, 2020). Moreover, the mission of TikTok is to bring fun and joy to people through video

sharing on the platform. Thus, this empirical finding is supported.

Instagram is the least favorite social media channel by SMEs in Vietham among the three
platforms. This is understandable as it has much fewer users compared to Facebook and
TikTok. The effects that Instagram generates on brand communication efforts are found to be
not obvious. This is because Instagram Vietnamese users are not active on the channel. They
do not respond much to brands’ marketing posts. They give little reaction to the brand
communication efforts in terms of the number of likes, shares, and comments. However, existing
studies revealed that marketing communication efforts on Instagram significantly impact brand
image and brand awareness (Park & Namkung, 2022; Aji, et al., 2020; Seo & Park, 2018; Wang,
et al., 2021; Godey, et al., 2016). Therefore, it is surprising to know that SMEs in Vietham do not

experience the same result from Instagram.
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5.4. How do firms use different social media platforms strategically to create

different intended brand images and what are the results?

As the answers to the three sub-research questions have been thoroughly discussed, a
conclusion on the central research question could be drawn. The ultimate goal of this study was
to understand how SMEs in Vietnam utilize different social media platforms to create the
intended brand image(s) as well as various effects that each social media channel could
generate. Thus, the main research question is divided into two parts. The first one is to discover
the brand communication strategies and the marketing tactics that brands apply using social
media platforms to perform brand image promotion. The second one is to explore the different

impacts that each social media channel could have on the intended brand image.

The empirical findings demonstrate that SMEs in Vietham fully utilized social media platforms
for a variety of different objectives regarding brand communication. The social content strategy
is applied to conduct desired brand image building and promotion. Organizations produce and
share compelling brand-related content on Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok to approach
different groups of target audiences to create customer engagement and encourage them to
give positive reactions to their posts in terms of likes, shares, comments, and user-generated
content. Firms either use multiple social media channels to communicate one single intended

brand image or use different platforms for promoting distinct images.

According to the empirical findings, Facebook is the most loved social media marketing platform
by small and medium-sized brands in Vietnam. Firms use Facebook mainly to approach target
audiences that are between 25 and 40s. It was found that brand marketing communication
efforts on Facebook have the most significant and positive impact on brand image. Audiences
on Facebook are very active. They give a lot of reactions to brand-related marketing posts in
terms of likes, shares, and comments. However, Facebook users prefer to tag their friends and
discuss with them the brand right under the comment section rather than sharing. This allows
organizations to promote their intended brand images better since the audiences have initiated
the widespread positive eWOM using their connections and persuasion power (Li, et al., 2021).
SMEs in Vietham often update long videos, short reels, and multi-photos content on Facebook.

In addition, they do live stream on Facebook regularly, on a weekly basis, to be exact. Facebook
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offers Viethamese small and medium-sized brands the ability to promote a variety of different
desired brand attributes. The audience’s reactions are very positive. The effectiveness can be
measured clearly through the number of likes, shares, and comments, as well as the comments’
content. Therefore, it is understandable that Facebook is the favorite social media marketing

platform by SMEs in Vietham.

On the other hand, TikTok is the second favorite social media channel in Vietham after
Facebook. This is because TikTok enables companies to cover the younger population that
Facebook cannot. The empirical findings revealed that small and medium-sized brands in
Vietnam mainly used TikTok to attract Gen Z which are people born between 1997 and 2012
(Dimock, 2019). TikTok is found to be very effective to reach Gen Z since the largest group of
TikTok’s Vietnamese users by age is Gen Z which accounts for 71.59% of the total user base
(affable.ai, 2023). On the other hand, organizations often update short and entertaining videos
together with the live stream on the social media site. This is because TikTok’s audiences prefer
entertaining content more than any other genre of content. According to the empirical findings,
this makes TikTok the most effective platform to communicate brands’ desired values of fun,
dynamic, energetic, and similar characteristics but not others. Besides that, Viethamese SMEs
emphasized that brand-related marketing videos on TikTok should not be too long. Videos that
are average longer than forty-five seconds will receive fewer reactions than those shorter ones.
Audiences tend to drop longer videos in the middle and gain fewer reactions in terms of likes
and shares. Unlike Facebook’s users, TikTok’s audiences do not often comment. They give likes
and prefer to share. Sometimes, they also produce and post brand-related content. Similar to
Facebook, small and medium-sized organizations also adopt the social content strategy in
which they offer consumers intriguing brand communication content in exchange for customers’
positive reactions and spread of eWOM to promote the desired brand image. Though, TikTok’s
users do not tend to give positive reactions toward brand-related content. Their reactions are a
mix of both positive and negative heavily depending on the message that is transmitted through
the video. Brand communication content posted on TikTok could be easily turned into
controversial topics if brands are not prudent enough. Therefore, it can be concluded that TikTok
is the most effective to approach Gen Z with fun and dynamic images. Nevertheless, the impact
on brand image is hybrid. It could be either very positive or negative depending on the firm’s

ability to produce appealing brand marketing content.
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Regarding Instagram, in Vietnam, it is the least favorite social media site by small and medium-
sized brands among the three focused channels in this study despite the hype of Instagram in
the Western world. Vietnamese SMEs do not eliminate or avoid using Instagram as a marketing
communication channel. Nevertheless, brands are not much active on the platform as they are
on Facebook and TikTok. There are multiple explanations for this phenomenon. The number of
Instagram users in Vietnam is relatively small compared to that of Facebook and TikTok. This
means that the scope of reach is limited compared to the other two. Furthermore, audiences on
Instagram are relatively not active. They do not give a lot of reactions to brands’ marketing
content. Finally, the booking fee and the advertising fee on Instagram are quite high compared
to that of Facebook and TikTok. Hence, Viethamese SMEs would prefer to do influencer
marketing and branded advertising on the two channels. Although that being said, small and
medium-sized businesses use Instagram mainly to reach target audiences between 25 and 35
years old. They often post brand marketing content on Instagram in the form of pictures and
infographics. Nevertheless, the effects generated by Instagram are not clear. Instagram’s
audiences do not give a lot of reactions to brands’ communication efforts which makes it
challenging to measure the effects. On the other hand, it was not clear of the most appropriate
key message to promote on Instagram since SMEs in Vietnam are not active on the platforms
as they are on Facebook and TikTok.

Besides the social content strategy, the empirical findings revealed that small and medium-sized
brands in Vietham also adopt influencer marketing to perform brand communication efforts.
They have micro, macro-influencers, and KOLs promote their brands on Facebook and TikTok
only but not Instagram. The explanation mentioned previously in this section is the high booking
fee of Instagram. When adopting influencer marketing, firms ensure that they choose the
appropriate influencers who share the same core values as their brands’ desired attributes to
ensure that the intended brand image is transmitted precisely through the influencers on social
media marketing platforms. On the other hand, they need to constantly look for bigger

influencers to gain a larger reach when the company grows rapidly.
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6 CONCLUSION

This thesis aimed to understand how small and medium-sized brands in Vietnam utilize multiple
social media platforms to create and promote the intended brand image(s). In addition to that,
the student expected to discover the effects that each social media channel could generate on
brand image to gain new insights on whether social media platforms should be treated or
adopted differently to communicate a variety of different brand values. This chapter will provide
a conclusion on the research subject. The theoretical contribution, and practical implications,
together with limitations and future research agenda will also be presented.

Social media has become a powerful marketing tool for businesses. There are different
platforms associated with social media. However, social media is often theoretically treated as
one single type of marketing medium like radio, outdoor board, etc. (Voorveld, 2019) Social
media sites are different according to their nature and characteristics. They differ in many
aspects such as modality, access right to content, connection types, and duration of content
accessibility (Kietzmann, et al., 2011); or the way people experience it (Voorvelda, et al., 2018);
and so on. This leaves a research gap on how firms use multiple social media channels
differently to promote brand image. Additionally, the potentially different effects that each social
media channel could have on the brand image if using multiple platforms simultaneously to

promote the intended brand image(s) also need to be further researched.

In summary, SMEs in Vietham tend to offer the same social media marketing strategy for all
channels when promoting either one or more intended brand images. While the core
communication strategy remains the same, the brand-related marketing contents as well as the
target groups of audiences on each platform are different. Facebook is used to update short text
blogs, long videos, short reels, multi-photos, and do live streaming. Brands also used Facebook
to promote various genres of desired brands’ values. Facebook can be used to approach a wide
range of age groups including people between 25 and 40s. On the other hand, TikTok is
adopted to attract Gen Z mostly. Small and medium-sized brands in Vietnam prefer to promote
the brand image of fun, dynamic, energetic, and similar values. They only post short videos

(less than forty-five seconds) that contain funny and entertaining brand-related content.
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Instagram is mainly used to target people between 25 and 35 and post brand marketing content

in the form of pictures and infographics.

The empirical findings clearly show that the effects that each social media platform generates
on the brand image are not the same. Facebook offers the highest effectiveness in terms of the
scope of reach and the positive reactions from consumers. TikTok produces a hybrid of both
positive and negative impacts on brand image. It is, nevertheless, the most effective when
approaching Gen Z and promoting brands’ desired image of fun, dynamic, energetic, and similar
values. Instagram provides the least obvious impact on brand image. This, however, does not
necessarily because of the platform and its users only but also because of the limited efforts

that small and medium-sized in Vietnam spend on the channel.

In addition, SMEs in Vietnam also adopt influencer marketing to conduct brand communication
activities. However, they do not have influencers on all three channels. Instead, small and
medium-sized brands focused on influencer marketing on Facebook and TikTok. The empirical
findings revealed that brands do not have influencers to communicate their brand image on
Instagram due to the high booking fee of Instagram compared to that of the other two social

media platforms studied in this thesis.

6.1. Theoretical Contributions

This research contributes to the existing studies in multiple ways. Voorveld (2019) explained in
his article that since different social media platforms in previous studies are often treated as a
single type of marketing communication means, he proposed a direction for future research
agenda that is focused on the social media platforms’ characteristics rather than just Facebook.
Although this thesis does not go into depth about social media channels’ characteristics, it
provides new insights into the use of social media platforms that differs due to the platforms’
nature, the way people experienced it, and the users’ reactions towards brand marketing

content. The empirical findings demonstrate that SMEs do adopt each social media platform

93



differently to perform brand image promotion. Hence, perceiving multiple social media sites as

one single type of marketing medium is not recommended Voorveld (2019) argued.

The empirical findings on the effectiveness as well as the positive impacts of Facebook’s brand
communication activities on the brand image support the existing study by Schivinski and
Dabrowski (2015). On the other hand, TikTok is a relatively new social media platform. Its role
as a branding tool just started to catch researchers’ attention recently which means that there is
little insight in marketing literature regarding the topic (Sheaka & Abdulrazak, 2023). Hence, the
findings in this thesis on the impacts of TikTok marketing activities on promoting the intended
brand image provide a contribution to the existing studies of the influence of TikTok as a brand
communication tool. On the other hand, recent research by TikTok (2021) revealed that brands
on TikTok experienced a higher brand recall and were perceived more positively than brands on
other social media platforms. The thesis challenges the research of TikTok by providing a new
finding on the mixed impacts of TikTok brand communication efforts on promoting brand image.
Regarding Instagram, many papers have proved that marketing activities on Instagram do
effectively and positively influence brand image (Park & Namkung, 2022; Aji, et al., 2020; Seo &
Park, 2018; Wang, et al.,, 2021; Godey, et al., 2016). However, the empirical findings in this
thesis challenge the existing theories by discovering a contradictory trend in Vietham. Small and
medium-sized in Vietnam did not experience the effectiveness and positive influence of
Instagram brand communication activities on the brand image as discovered in previous

studies. The effectiveness of Instagram is considered not obvious as Facebook and TikTok.

6.2. Practical Implications

Besides the theoretical contributions, this research offers brands and marketers several
valuable practical implications to perform the intended brand image communication efforts on
social media platforms more effectively. To begin with, firms should use social media platforms
differently since they differ in multiple aspects. There is no one perfect channel for all. Hence,

firms should take into account the desired brands’ values that they want the intended brand
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image to cover, the platform’s user base, the way audiences prefer to use it, the form of content,

and so on when adopting a social media channel to promote brand image.

Despite the hype over Instagram and TikTok, Facebook remains one of the largest and most
effective social media platforms to conduct brand communication activities. Organizations
should not neglect Facebook and focus on Instagram and TikTok since they do not work always
everywhere. The area in which the brand image communication activities take place as well as
the local people’s social media platform preferences should be considered.

Producing and updating the appropriate content on TikTok is extremely important. This is
because the content censorship policy on TikTok is loose which means that almost any content
could be shared on the site. Furthermore, most of TikTok’s users are Gen Z and their opinions
are not always consistent. Hence, brands must be prudent in choosing the right brand-related
content to share on TikTok avoiding controversial topics and mixed impacts.

Influencer marketing is a hot trend and its effectiveness is undeniable. However, choosing the
right influencer is important to ensure that the key message as well as the desired brand image
could be precisely promoted through influencers on social media platforms. Moreover, finding
new influencers with a higher number of followers is essential when your business grow rapidly
and needs to broaden the reach of audiences. However, brands should be considerate to find

the right influencers that match both the brand’s core values and the allocated budget.

6.3. Limitations & Future Research

There is a number of different limitations to this thesis which provides many opportunities for
future research. The focus of this study is on the SMEs in Vietnam which means that the
findings might not be applicable to large corporations. Additionally, the study was limited to the
B2C companies only while the differences between B2C and B2B are relatively obvious and
huge. Thus, the applicability of the study results in the B2B context is also restricted. Therefore,

further research to consult B2B organizations as well as large corporations on the use of
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different social media platforms to communicate multiple desired brand images would be

intriguing and essential.

Furthermore, the student did not limit the business sector when conducting this thesis. Thus, the
future research direction could focus on the use of different social media platforms to promote
multiple intended brand images that are specialize for distinct business sectors.

Another constraint is the small sample size of this study. In total, there are three interviewees
particpated in the data collection. Even though they all come from organizations with different
business sectors as well as their professional backgrounds regarding the research subject, the

study results could be limited due to the small sample.

Finally, the thesis has been conducted employing the qualitative research approach that the
empirical findings on the effects of different social media platforms on the brand image are
provided by the interviewees through their company's measurements and metrics. Hence, future
research on the same topic with a quantitative approach could help to provide deeper insights

into the topic through numbers.
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APPENDICE

Appendix 1. List of Interview Questions

Background of the interviewee in social media marketing and brand communication.
1. What is your background in social media marketing and brand communication?
2. What is your role in the company?

3. What are your responsibilities in the company regarding brand communication?

The motives behind different intended brand images.
4. What are the target groups?
5. What are the desired brand images aimed at different groups?
6. What are the brand values and the key message that each intended brand image
conveys?
7. Why does your company want to have different brand images aimed at different groups

of stakeholders?

The social media strategy to communicate a desired brand image.
8. What social media channels do you use for brand marketing and why?
9. How often do you use Facebook, Instagram, and TikTok for brand marketing? How do
you use them differently from other sites?
10. What are your strategies in terms of using different social media channels to promote
one or more intended brand images?
10a) Do you use one specific platform to promote one single intended brand image?

If Yes or No, then how and why?
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11. What are the tactics that you apply to communicate your brand image in terms of post

content, campaigns, activities on social media platforms, etc.?

The effects of different social media sites on projected brand images.
12. What are the effects on the brand image that each channel generates that your company
recognizes?
12a) How do you measure the effectiveness of each social media platform?
13. Are the customer reactions on different platforms different? If yes, then how are they
different?

14. Which is the best platform to promote a specific brand image and why?
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