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After the widespread adoption of synthetic and chemically altered ingredients, the
consumption trends of cosmetics have returned to their roots as natural ingredients are
revolutionizing the cosmetic industry. The increased usage of natural products is mainly
caused by health, quality, and environmental concerns. Regardless of this, the area of natural
cosmetics is still under-researched. Even though there have been studies on brand-consumer
relationships among luxury brands, the area of upscale natural cosmetics brands has
remained unexamined. Since both natural cosmetics and premium-to-luxury cosmetics are
growing trends, this study concentrates on understanding the brand-consumer relationship
through brand identities and brand images of small, Nordic premium-to-luxury natural
cosmetics companies.

This bachelor’s thesis is conducted as qualitative content analysis and empirical data was
collected with semi-structured thematic interviews including both companies and
consumers. The empirical data is analyzed by using abductive coding. In addition to
interviews, secondary sources were utilized to collect diverse information concerning the
phenomenon.

According to the results, Nordic upscale natural cosmetics companies have a strong brand
identity that has been clearly defined at the moment of the brand’s establishment. Despite
the consumer-brand relationship appearing to be quite unilateral, the companies have mainly
succeeded in their brand identity communication. Consumers perceive the brands in question
mainly positively, as they are seen as trustworthy and responsible. This study shows that
consumers would be willing to increase the usage of upscale Nordic natural cosmetics, but
currently, the price is seen as a limiting factor.



THVISTELMA

Lappeenrannan—Lahden teknillinen yliopisto LUT
LUT-kauppakorkeakoulu

Kauppatieteet

Pipsa Lundberg

Pohjoismaisten korkealuokkaisten luonnonkosmetiikkabréandien brandi-identiteetit ja

kuluttajandkemykset

Kauppatieteiden kandidaatinty®

2024

80 sivua, 3 kuvaa, 1 taulukko ja 3 liitetta
Tarkastaja: Tutkijatohtori Maria Uzhegova

Avainsanat: bréndi-identiteetti, brandi-imago, kuluttaja-brandisuhde, kuluttajandkemys,

luonnonkosmetiikka

Synteettisten ainesosien laajan kéyttoonoton jalkeen kosmetiikan kulutustrendit ovat
palanneet juurilleen, silla luonnolliset ainesosat mullistavat kosmetiikkateollisuutta.
Luonnollisen kosmetiikan lisdantynyt kayttdé johtuu padasiassa lisaantyneesta terveys-,
laatu- ja ympéristotietoisuudesta. Tastd huolimatta luonnonkosmetiikan ala on edelleen
alitutkittu. Vaikka luksusbréandien brandi-kuluttaja -suhteista on tehty tutkimuksia,
korkealuokkaisten luonnonkosmetiikkamerkkien suhteen ei ole tutkimuksia. Koska seké&
luonnonkosmetiikka ettd premium- ja luksuskosmetiikka ovat kasvavia trendejd, téssa
tutkimuksessa keskitytddn ymmartdmaan brandin ja kuluttajan suhdetta pienten
pohjoismaisten premium-luonnonkosmetiikkayritysten brandi-identiteetin ja tuotekuvan
kautta.

Tama opinnaytetyd on tehty laadullisena sisallénanalyysind ja empiirista tietoa kerattiin
puolistrukturoiduilla temaattisilla haastatteluilla, joihin osallistui sekd yrityksiad ettd
kuluttajia. Tulokset analysoitiin kayttamalla abduktiivista koodausta. Haastattelujen lisaksi
hyddynnettiin toissijaisia lahteita.

Tulokset osoittavat, ettd pohjoismaisilla korkealuokkaisilla luonnonkosmetiikkayrityksilla
on vahva brandi-identiteetti, joka on selkeésti mééritelty brandin perustamishetkelld. Vaikka
kuluttaja-brandi-suhde nayttaytyy talla hetkell& melko yksipuolisena, yritykset ovat padosin
onnistuneet  brandi-identiteettiviestinndssa. Kuluttajat ndkevat tuotemerkit padosin
positiivisesti, silla ne koetaan luotettavina ja vastuullisina. Tdma tutkimus osoittaa, etté
kuluttajat ~ olisivat ~ halukkaita  lissdmé&an  korkealuokkaisen  pohjoismaisen
luonnonkosmetiikan kayttod, mutta talla hetkell& hinta ndhdaan rajoittavana tekijané.
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1 Introduction

For thousands of years, cosmetics have had a role in the everyday lives of people. Early in
history, every cosmetic product was made of natural ingredients when several civilizations
utilized different sorts of mineral, animal, plant, and chemical products not only to improve
their physical appearance but also to nurture their skin (McMullen & Dell’ Acqua 2023;
Gonzéalez-Minero & Bravo-Diaz 2018). Already in ancient Egypt, oils and creams were used
as protection against the harsh weather conditions of a desert, as well as minerals and plants
to enhance the attractiveness of the eyes (Chaudhri & Jain 2009; Witkowski & Parish 2001).
Only slightly over a century ago, the widespread adoption of synthetic and chemically
altered ingredients marked a significant shift in the cosmetics industry (McMullen &
Dell’ Acqua 2023). Lately, the consumption trends of cosmetics have returned to their roots
as natural ingredients are revolutionizing the cosmetic industry (Ibid.). The increased usage
of natural products is mainly caused by health, quality, and beauty appearance concerns, as
well as worries about the environment (Matic & Barbara 2016). Regardless of this, the area
of natural cosmetics is still under-researched (Ibid.). The position of natural cosmetics will
be further strengthened by conscious consumers, and therefore, the quality of the product
may become a more important criterion than the price (Ratajczak, Landowska, Kopciuch,
Paczkowska, Zaprutko & Kus 2023).

Despite the challenging economic atmosphere, the global luxury cosmetics market is
predicted to grow by 23,4 billion USD from 2023 to 2030 with a CAGR of 4.9 % (Exactitude
Consultancy 2023). Comparably, the premium cosmetics market is estimated to grow by
113,5 billion from 2023 to 2030 with a CAGR of 7.9 % (Verified Market Research 2024).
Overall, these projections suggest that both the luxury and premium cosmetics markets are
expected to grow significantly from 2023 to 2030, albeit at different rates. The premium
cosmetics market is forecasted to experience more robust growth compared to the luxury
segment, reflecting evolving consumer preferences, market dynamics, and economic
conditions. As per Minton, Lee, Orth, Kim, and Kahle (2012), consumers in developed
nations tend to value sustainability more and exhibit a greater willingness to pay premium
prices for eco-friendly products compared to consumers in less developed countries. As per
Kapfrer (2015, 9), a feature of the luxury industry is that despite economic crises, downturns,

and wars, the industry keeps growing. Lately, there has been rising interest in Scandinavian



beauty, since the heritage beauty principles of Scandinavia match the post-pandemic beauty
trends such as naturally derived ingredients, sustainable sourcing, and minimalism
(Campbell 2023).

Nowadays the cosmetics industry has grown into a massive, brand-driven sector. A brand is
recognized to incorporate various elements, such as names, signs, symbols, and designs,
enabling consumers to associate goods or services with a particular seller (Kotler, Chandler,
Brown & Adam 1994). This, in turn, enables the brand to distinguish itself from competitors
(Ibid.). Additionally, scholars have also acknowledged that a brand transcends being merely
an identity (Sweeny & Chew 2002). Academics have characterized it as a connection
between marketers and consumers, recognizing its multifaceted role in the marketing
landscape (Ibid.). Managing the brand is crucial since as brands can be said to exist only in
the minds of consumers, it is, in fact, all about managing perceptions (Rosenbaum-Elliott,
Percy & Pervan 2015, 4). Especially for luxury brands, having a specific identity that can be

aesthetically recognized on every product, is important (Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008).

1.1 Former studies

Luxury products have been distinguished from ordinary, everyday products based on value,
quality, aesthetics, and symbolism (Heine 2009). There have been former studies on upscale
cosmetics and natural cosmetics. In their qualitative study on relationship marketing, Hodge,
Romo, Medina, and Fionda-Douglas (2015) identified a research gap concerning consumer-
brand relationships within the luxury cosmetic market and studied the incidence of
relationship typologies between consumers and luxury cosmetic brands. The study aimed to
explore the reflection of human relations in the connections between individual consumers
and luxury cosmetic brands. Specifically, the study aimed to scrutinize different types of
relationships and brand personalities, with the goal of revealing their significance within the
dynamics of relationships in this domain. The study proposes that since luxury cosmetics
has been a growing sector, further development for relationship theory between consumers
and luxury cosmetics is needed. It became evident that brand personality holds considerable
importance, showcasing its ability to shape and define the connections that consumers aspire

to establish. Also, the study strengthened the statement of former literature according to



which, buying from certain brands can be a form of self-expression, and that brand
personality substantially influences the dynamics of the consumer-brand relationship.
(Hodge et al. 2015)

Lavuri, Chiappetta Jabbour, Grebinevych and Roubaud (2022) examined how green factors
impact the purchase of premium organic beauty products in the Indian market by collecting
data from 398 Indian shoppers. Additionally, the study explored whether individuals in the
Lifestyle of Health and Sustainability (LOHAS) demographic exhibit heightened levels of
concern for health and sustainability. Also, they were interested in whether this demographic
is inclined towards purchasing organic goods, supporting environmental conservation, and
favoring locally produced items. Furthermore, the study investigated whether there is a
pronounced interest among these individuals in locally manufactured organic products
perceived as healthier options. It was noted that green ads, green brand image, and perceived
consumer effectiveness all contribute positively to shaping consumers' attitudes toward
luxury organic beauty products, LOHAS consumption tendency does not impact consumers'
attitudes, and that trust significantly exerts a negative influence on consumer attitudes, while
consumer attitudes, in turn, serve as a mediating factor for the intention to purchase luxury

organic beauty products. (Lavuri et al. 2022)

Ratajczak et al. (2023) studied consumer preferences and industry trends in the growing
cosmetics market of Poland. The results indicated that the natural cosmetics industry
continues its intensive growth mainly caused by the rising self-awareness of consumers and
improved knowledge of cosmetics. Currently, the quality of cosmetics seems to be more
important than the price. In conclusion, it can be stated that the frequency of natural
cosmetics purchases and customers' awareness of the market are on the rise. (Ratajczak et
al. 2023)

1.2 Aim of the research and research questions

Since both natural cosmetics and premium to luxury cosmetics are growing trends, this thesis
concentrates on understanding the brand-consumer relationship through brand identities and
brand images of small, Nordic premium and luxury natural cosmetics companies. In this

study, the concepts “premium natural cosmetics” and “luxury natural cosmetics” are
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combined under the term “upscale cosmetics”. Concerning this thesis, a research gap was
recognized regarding the brand identities and images of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics
SMEs. Even though there have been studies on brand-consumer relationships among luxury
brands, the area of upscale natural cosmetics brands is rather unresearched. Also, the studies
are often limited to only the company or consumer aspect, even though by studying both
aspects, a deeper understanding can be achieved. The author’s intangible cultural knowledge
of the Nordics and the recent interest in Nordic and Scandinavian beauty helped to limit the

geographical scope of the study.

Usually, brand research is concentrated on big enterprises, and small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs) are studied much less even though 90 % of companies worldwide are
either small or medium-sized (The World Bank 2024). In addition, since the vast majority
of Nordic natural cosmetics brands are either microenterprises or small enterprises,
exploring the concept of brand identity from the point of view of SMEs is reasonable. To
create a thorough picture of brand identities and brand images in the chosen field, it is crucial
to examine the general characteristics of upscale natural cosmetics, the general
communication of brand identities and images among SMEs, and how the enterprises
communicate brand identity and brand image internationally by using secondary data. In
addition, ways for companies to affect brand image are explored. In the empirical part, the
brand identities and images of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics companies are studied by

conducting qualitative interviews including both companies and consumers.

Based on the earlier research, a research gap was recognized concerning the brand identities
and images of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics SMEs. The research will be conducted to

answer the following research question and sub-questions:

How do Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands form and communicate their brand

identity in the context of the global market, and how do consumers perceive them?

SQ1: What are the key elements that Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands consider

when forming their brand identity?

SQ2: What communication channels and strategies do Nordic upscale natural cosmetics
brands employ to convey their brand identity, and to influence the formation of brand

image?
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SQ3: What are the primary associations and perceptions that consumers have regarding the

brand identities of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands?

1.3 Theoretical framework and delimitations of the study

There are some delimitations in this study. The results of the thesis may only be applied
concerning the Nordics only as examining Europe would be too complex and time-
consuming for a Bachelor’s thesis. The narrower field of focus was also seen to improve the
overall quality of the paper. Also, as the author does not master all the Nordic languages,

limiting the study to examining international material in English is reasonable.

As per Alasuutari (2011, 79), the theoretical framework of a study provides the lens through
which research is conducted, guiding the interpretation of data and observations from a
specific perspective. It ensures that clues and observations are analyzed consistently,
allowing for a focused and explicit approach to the research angle. Also, in qualitative study,

the interview questions are formed based on the theoretical framework.

The theoretical framework of this study is illustrated in Figure 1. The framework describes
the mutual connection of the concepts of “brand identity”, “consumer-brand relationship”,
and “brand image”. The interplay between consumers and upscale Nordic natural cosmetics
brands, the consumer-brand relationship, forms a feedback loop, where consumer
perceptions and actions shape brand identity, subsequently impacting brand image. As this
study uses both relevant theory and qualitative interviews to seek answers to the research
problem, an abductive approach was chosen. In the spectrum between theory-driven and
data-driven research, there exists theory-bound research where data analysis doesn't directly
rely on theory but connections to it are observable. In this case, explanations or
confirmations from theory are sought to support the findings derived from the data (Tuomi
& Sarajarvi 2009, 112-119).
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Figure 1. Theoretical framework of the thesis

In this study, the capital theoretical framework is Kapferer’s (2008) Brand ldentity Prism
(Figure 2). Consisting of six facets, the framework offers a versatile perspective for
examining the concepts of brand identity and brand image. The picture of the sender and the
picture of the recipient, referring to how the brand sees itself and accordingly, how customers
see the brand enable studying both the company and consumer points of view.

1.4 Structure of the thesis

This thesis consists of five main chapters. In chapter one, the introduction, the aim of the
research, and the research questions are formed. Also, former studies about the topic and the
research gap are introduced as well as the theoretical framework and delimitations of the
study. In the second chapter, a literature review of the essential concepts and frameworks
will be executed. The third chapter encompasses introducing the research data and research
methods. In the fourth chapter, the empirical part, the research process, and the results will
be discussed. Lastly, in the conclusions and discussion, the main contents of the thesis will
be concluded, and the research questions answered. Additionally, theoretical and practical

implications, limitations as well as suggestions for future studies will be proposed.
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2 Framework and Concepts

In this part, the essential framework and concepts are introduced. To form a profound

understanding of the concepts, a comprehensive literature review is executed.

2.1 Kapferer’s Brand Identity Prism

Kapferer’s brand identity prism (Kapferer 2008) is a framework identifying six key elements
of brand identity formation: physique, personality, culture, self-image, reflection, and
relationship (see Figure 2). The prism demonstrates the interrelation of all the facets forming
an entity. The hexagon is further vertically divided into two halves, internal and external
elements. The internal elements, personality, culture, and self-image, implement the brand’s
soul and are embedded within its spirit (Kapferer 2008, 182-183). On the contrary, the
external elements, physique, reflection, and relationship, can be seen visibly (Ibid.). The
other two aspects, the picture of sender and the picture of recipient, refer to how the brand
sees itself and accordingly, how customers see the brand. Next, the facets will be introduced

by starting from the internal elements.

PICTURE OF SENDER

Physique Personality

R — .z
E o
= [
2 &
= Relationship Culture 2
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i z
Reflection i Self-image

PICTURE OF RECIPIENT

Figure 2: Brand Identity Prism (Kapferer 2008, 183)
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Brand personality can be described as “the set of human characteristics associated with a
brand” (Aaker 1997). It can be implemented through communication (Kapferer 2008, 183-
184). How a brand talks about its products, mirrors what sort of person the brand would be
(Ibid.). The most effortless way for brand personality creation is to acquire a spokesperson
or a figurehead to represent the brand (Ibid.). As per Kapferer (2008, 184), “a brand is a
culture”, and every brand should have its own culture from which all products derive. The
product serves as not just a tangible expression of its culture but also as a way of
communication. Communication is a vital condition of a brand since brands can only exist
if they communicate (Ibid., 187). Brands can communicate, for example, through TV
commercial, package, website, brochure, and store atmosphere (Jeong, Im & Kim 2017).
Package, “the silent salesman”, is one of the most important tools for attracting potential
customers (Pilditch 1961), and it should be designed to effectively attract shoppers' attention
by communicating the product's features (Shirao 2015). Culture refers to the collection of
values that nourish and inspire the brand, acting as the origin of the brand’s aspirational
power (Kapferer 2008, 184). Culture includes all the things the brand wants to be known for
(Ibid.). Self-image can be seen as the reflection that the target group perceives of itself
(Woven Agency 2018; Mind Tools 2024). By understanding the ideal identity of a customer,
how they want to look or aspire to be, brands can tailor their messaging to align with that
(Ibid.). In short, it is all about making the brand’s aspirations match with the ones of

consumers’.

Physique, the basis of the brand, implements the physical characteristics of a brand such as
the logo, shape of the product, or coloring; the tangible features that help consumers
recognize the brand (Kapferer 2008, 182-183). They need to support brand identity in a
coherent and distinct way (Aaker 1996). Defining the physical aspect is the first step in brand
development (Ibid.). The “reflection” can be described to be the stereotypical user of the
product (Woven Agency 2018; Mind Tools 2024). Reflection is all about how the users
want to see themselves as they are using the company’s products (Ibid.). Hence, embodying
this facet into the marketing strategy is crucial (Ibid.). Finally, the relationship refers to the
relationship between the company and its customers, and what the customer hopes to receive
from the brand beyond the actual product or service (lbid.). The relationship can be built on
the product or how the company supports its customers (Ibid.). As per de Chernatony (2001),
brands flourish by forming relationships with customers. As this study concentrates on

understanding the relationship between upscale Nordic natural cosmetics companies and
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their customers by examining the brand identities and brand images, this facet needs to be

examined in more detail. The consumer-brand relationship will be discussed in chapter 2.3.

Kapferer’s brand identity prism is a framework widely accepted by practitioners, and it will
be the main framework according to which the formation of brand identity will be examined
in this thesis thanks to its multifacetedness and suitability. As this study concentrates on
understanding the brand-consumer relationship through brand identity and brand image, the
dimensions of the prism allow examining brands both from the point of view of companies
and consumers diversely. Also, the framework will be used as a base for interview question
formation. It has been present in many studies. For example, Ross (2020) developed a
baseline guide for the branding of hearing aids by using the prism, and Viot (2011) proposes
the utilization of Kapferer's brand identity prism to define brand extensions with greater
acceptance. Also, de Chernatony (2001, 192) acknowledges the highly beneficial

conceptualization of brand identity provided by Kapferer.

2.2 Upscale natural cosmetics

In this part, the concepts of luxury and premium are introduced followed by the definition
of natural cosmetics. Additionally, the current cosmetics trends are examined,

accompanied by the unique features of the Nordic culture.

2.2.1 Luxury and premium

For many people, luxury is something to pursue. Luxury symbolizes something we have
seen in Western movies and celebrities’ lives, and by buying luxury, we can have a small
part of their lifestyle (Kapferer 2015, 1). "The term “luxury” originates from the Latin word
“luxuria™ which translates to “extras of life” (Danziger 2004). Vigneron and Johnson (1999)
define luxury as “a condition or situation of abundance or great ease and comfort”.
Academics typically consider essential factors such as quality, price, prestige, hedonism,
conspicuousness, materialism, and value when assessing the level of luxury associated with

a product or brand (e.g. Vigneron & Johnson 1999; Christodoulides, Michaelidou & Li
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2009; Truong, Simmons, McColl & Kitchen 2008). As the concept of luxury is abstract and
individual (Kapferer 2001), whether the product is luxury or premium rests in the hands of
consumers, who determine the perceived value and status associated with the product based
on their individual preferences and perceptions (Tynan, McKechnie & Chhuon 2010).
Luxury is more than selling excellent products accompanied by excellent places and
excellent service; the brand itself contains the intangible dream, access to a realm of
privilege, and serves as a gauge of social stratification (Kapferer 2015, 8). Traditionally,
luxury brands are often named after a person such as Yves Saint Laurent or Coco Chanel
(Chevalier & Mazzalovo 2008, 14-15). For the customer, a brand name associated with a
particular historical figure often represents tradition and intimacy, evoking a sense of
exclusivity once prevalent in tight-knit circles, to which the customer readily identifies
(Ibid.).

As per Hieke (2010) the word “premium” is also based on Latin, “praemium” meaning
“price”, “reward” or “profit”. In marketing studies, premium products are often
characterized by their superior quality, higher price point, and selective distribution (Quelch
1987). The core of premium brand positioning is managing to state being the best brand in

the category, and proofing it (Kapferer 2015, 8).

Premium and luxury are concepts that are often used interchangeably, and there are nuanced
differences depending on the context and industry. While quality remains significant for both
luxury and premium brands, premium brands typically feature lower prices and less
exclusive distribution channels compared to luxury brands (Dall’Olmo Riley, Pina & Bravo
2015). According to Dall’Olmo Riley et al. (2015), luxury brands occupy the pinnacle of the
market, allowing for potential downward adjustments but not upward ones. Conversely,
premium brands face limitations on downward expansion due to the risk of being perceived
as functional rather than aspirational (Ibid.). Lyons, Wien, and Altintzoglou (2019) state that
it is quite common to see a premium product being labeled with “premium” when on the
contrary, luxury products are almost never labeled with “luxury” since that could diminish
the sensation of luxury (Lyons et al. 2019). Unlike in the premium market, the growth of the
luxury market paradoxically causes problems for itself as the attraction to luxury is based on

the rarity of the products, threatening the essence of luxury (Kapferer 2015, 10).

According to Kapferer (2015, 8), what separates luxury from premium is that luxury fulfills

dreams by giving access to excellence and privileged life for example by being able to afford
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a luxury product. In conclusion, premium has to be justified for example by high-quality
ingredients while luxury is more bound to perception, desirability, and status. Hence, luxury
brands can set almost any price for their products but premium brands must operate within
the rationality of their proofs (Kapferer 2015, 8-9). Naturally, in natural cosmetics where the
quality and purity of the ingredients are paid much attention to, both premium and luxury
products contain high-quality ingredients. In this study, both the terms are included under

the term “upscale cosmetics”.

Cambridge Dictionary (2024) describes “upscale” as “upscale goods and products are of
very high quality and intended to be bought by people who are quite rich” and according to
Collins Dictionary (2024), “upscale is used to describe products or services that are
expensive, of good quality, and intended to appeal to people in a high social class”. In this
study, the term is used to describe high-quality natural cosmetics with premium to luxury
prices. In this thesis, a brand is considered to be at least premium when the prices of the
products are mainly 30 euros or more. The price is defined by studying the prices of different
premium to luxury natural cosmetics products in online shops. What needs to be noted is
that the price level of high-quality brands is much more expensive than for example
department stores’ own product lines. However, it is typical for brands with higher prices to
have more affordable product lines intended for consumers favoring lower prices. As per
Okonkwo (2007), that sort of entry-level products may act as a route for a customer to start
using the more expensive products after getting acquainted with the more affordable ones.
Also, the prices differ between makeup and skincare products as skincare tends to be more

expensive. Among luxury brands, the prices of the products may be hundreds of euros.

2.2.2 Natural cosmetics

Today the primary motivations for natural cosmetics usage are health benefits, the protection
of the environment, and the persuasion that green products have superior performance
(Cervellon & Carey 2011). The significance of green or natural products in the cosmetics
industry is increasingly prominent. The current trend underscores a heightened preference
for natural materials and additives, especially within the cosmetic product sphere (Amberg
and Fogarassy 2019). Especially in Europe, natural ingredients are often associated with eco-

labels, which are prominently displayed on product packaging or in e-catalogs (EPA 2023).
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These labels serve as a guide for consumers, making it easier for them to identify products
that meet environmental performance criteria and are considered "environmentally
preferable” (Ibid.). The certificates are allowed by independent facet, and only products
fulfilling the criteria concerning the ingredients and production are permitted with the
certificate (Pro Luonnonkosmetiikka ry 2024). By buying a certified product, a consumer
can trust that the product indeed is an environmentally and ethically responsible choice
(Ibid.).

In natural cosmetics, natural ingredients whose origin is possible to track are preferred (Pro
Luonnonkosmetiikka ry 2024). Raw materials like natural waxes, plant extracts, and
minerals are used (Ibid.). The production methods are selected to be as simple, and as gentle
as possible to maintain the features of the ingredients such as hydration or the antioxidant
benefits (Ibid.). The usage of synthetic chemicals, like perfumes and silicones, is forbidden
as well as animal testing and gene manipulation (Ibid.). The final product should be quickly
and as perfectly as possible biodegradable (Ibid.). Green products, including natural
cosmetics, require less material, energy, and water usage in production compared to
traditional ones (Zappelli, Barbulova, Apone & Colucci 2016; Chin, Jiang, Mufidah, Persada
& Noerl 2018). They are also only slightly or non-pollutant to the environment (lbid.). In
conclusion, all the phases from raw material sourcing to the end of the product’s life cycle

are carried out as environmentally and animal-friendly as possible.

2.2.3 Current cosmetics trends

According to Mintel (2023), there are three global beauty and personal care trends in 2024.
First, the mind-skin connection will be further embraced. With the integration of technology,
partnerships, inclusivity initiatives, and personalized approaches, brands are striving to
enhance external appearances while simultaneously nurturing mental and emotional well-
being. Psychotermatology, which studies the relationship between psychological well-being
and skin health, and neurocosmetics exploring the mind-body connection, will gain interest
as well as different sorts of DNA testing of the skin. A trend called NeuroGlow introduces a
holistic approach to beauty in which mental well-being and physical appearance are
inseparable. Second, as in every industry, artificial intelligence will be utilized increasingly

enabling tailored beauty experiences and services. Third, “sophisticated simplicity” is taking
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place as consumers are showing a growing preference for products that prioritize
effectiveness and practicality over extravagant packaging and flashy marketing tactics.
Products are no longer seen as effective only based on a premium price (Ibid.). Instead,
premium pricing needs to be justified by tangible effects, and transparency will be required
(Ibid.). “New wave minimalism” and “coded luxury” are coming back in the form of a
careful selection of high-quality essentials, and instead of a 10-step skincare routine,
skincare is approached with a “less is more” attitude (Mintel 2023; Pesonen 2023). Brands
emphasizing innovation, expansion, and eco-friendly practices are poised for significant
growth (Mintel 2023). Demand for effective, high-quality products especially with natural
ingredients is on the rise (Ibid.). Especially natural cosmetics brands are expected to benefit
from the trend (Ibid.).

When it comes to ingredients, some trends can be recognized. Especially ingredients derived
from nature from mushrooms to natural caffeine are becoming increasingly popular in all
sorts of cosmetics, whether natural or not (Pesonen 2023). Some ingredients, which were
earlier often made in a laboratory, are now preferably derived from natural sources, such as
vitamin C from cloudberries (Ibid.). Alongside niacinamide, retinol with its natural
alternatives and other vitamins, algae are one of the trendiest ingredients in cosmetics
currently (Fonseca, Amaral, Reis & Custodio 2023; Triebswetter 2024; Wang, Schoenberg
& Saedi 2019). Another marine-born ingredient, astaxanthin, is popular due to its strong
antioxidants (Triebswetter 2024). Currently, the main benefits sought from the usage of
cosmetics are hydration, preventing early signs of aging, and protecting the skin from
oxidative stress (Triebswetter 2024; Pesonen 2023). With skincare, glowy, and even skin

tone not needing makeup is desired (Pesonen 2023).

2.2.4 The Nordic culture

The trends of mind-body connection and simplicity can be seen in a Nordic context, too. A
famous Norwegian and Danish word “hygge” refers to a way of approaching life by seeing
beauty in the little and simple things in life (Askegaard & Ostberg 2019). In the Nordic
countries, Finland, Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Iceland, beauty is typically approached

with a “less is more” attitude including simple skincare routines and holistic routines as well
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as balance in everyday life (Forsberg 2021). The Nordic consumers admire natural beauty
ideals and prefer fresh and light makeup (Ibid.). As the Nordic climate is harsh and cold for
the majority of the year, hydrating and protecting the skin is important to maintain its good
condition (Ibid.). On the contrary, in the summertime, the air is more moist and warmer, and
protecting the skin from the sun is important (Ibid.). Adapting the skincare routines to the
changing weather requires different sorts of products throughout the year (Ibid.) indicating

that there is demand for many sorts of cosmetic products.

According to Askegaard and Ostberg (2019, 54), a typical Nordic consumer has a concern
of symmetry, women being unhappy with mismatching underwear, for example. That may
potentially indicate a will to use products from the same brand to achieve symmetry and
harmony in skincare. Linnet (2011) notes that wholeness is an important value among the
Danes encompassing both consistency in self-presentation to others and adherence to
personal conceptions of identity. Hence, any new interest or field of consumption has to
match the person’s long-term identity narrative, also requiring time to be established within
it (Ibid.). Gullestad (2013) identifies a similar kind of wholeness to be a part of Norwegian
culture concerning homes as an important orienting principle not being only about
aesthetically consistent. Consequently, it may be inferred that the same applies to cosmetics
and that it needs to fulfill several criteria to be accepted and included in the lifestyles of the

Nordic people.

2.3 Consumer-brand relationship

In this millennium, a brand has been recognized not only being an identity but also a link
between other marketers and consumers (Sweeny & Chew 2002). The link is viewed as a
relationship between consumers and brands (Ibid.). By understanding that connection,
brands will have the chance to elevate their brand value (Ibid.). Relationships are seen as a
process phenomena developing through continuous interactions between two sides. For a
relationship to exist, there must be interdependence between the partners, signifying that
they continuously need to affect, define, and redefine the relationship (Hinde 1979). Through
relationships, individuals may satisfy their needs by exchanging two sorts of resources:
affective ones, such as love and status, and instrumental resources, like money or goods (Foa

1971). As affective resources, the consumption of upscale natural cosmetics might include
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feelings of luxury, prestige, and self-esteem associated with using high-quality,
environmentally friendly products. Instrumental resources could involve tangible benefits

such as improved skin health and enhanced appearance.

Marketers have learned that the consumer-brand relationship offers great advantages and
possibilities since it positively affects purchase behavior, offers word-of-mouth advocacy,
and may act as a shield against negative information (Batra, Ahuvia & Bagozzi 2012).
Hence, many companies aim to strengthen the relationship with existing consumers rather
than investing time and money in attracting new ones (Peelen 2003). As per Fournier (1998),
brand love is one of the most important elements in this relationship. There are multiple
dimensions underlying brand love such as passion, long-term relationship, memories,
pleasure, attraction, and uniqueness (Albert, Merunka & Valette-Florence 2008). It has been
noted that exceptional performance, trustworthiness, and good-looking design are features
highly appreciated among customers (Batra et al. 2012). Additionally, feeling a deeper
connection to the brand, for example through self-actualization or cultural identity,
strengthens the relationship (Ibid.). Loved brands are often described as being the best
available, best in every way, and having the best price-quality ratio (Ibid.). These are facts a
premium or luxury company should consider when building a brand identity and the desired

relationship with the customers.

Deciding what sort of relationship the company wants to have with the consumers is crucial
when it comes to brand identity development (de Chernatony & Dall'Olmo 1998). For
example, if the brand wants to affect the consumers emotionally, the emotional aspects and
values of the company should be emphasized (Ibid.). As symbolism is one of the features to
distinguish luxury from ordinary (Heine 2009), the symbolic value of a product is
emphasized in a consumer-brand relationship among upscale brands. As per Kapferer (2008,
174), the focus of brand differentiation is increasingly concentrating on symbolic benefits to
align with consumer preferences. In the luxury category, the symbolic benefits may even
surpass the functional benefits. Symbolic value emerges when the product represents
something beyond its apparent function (Flint 2006). Hence, it is not directly bound to the
features of the product. Indeed, symbolic needs can be defined as “desires for products that
fulfill internally generated needs for self-enhancement, role position, group membership, or
ego-identification” (Park, Jaworski & Mclnnis 1986). Moreover, research in consumer

culture theory contributes to understanding how consumers actively reshape and reinterpret
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the symbolic meanings of brands to manifest their unique personal and social circumstances

and advance their identity and lifestyle objectives (Arnould & Thompson 2005).

The revolution of social media has inevitably affected the relationship between brands and
consumers. As brands are present on multiple social media platforms, a significant portion
of their interaction and brand identity communication with customers occurs online (Song
& Zinkhan 2008). Akin to real life, interactivity has been recognized to be an important
feature in various online platforms (Ibid.). Different sorts of interactive events, such as
Instagram Lives and question boxes in stories are indeed popular. Generation Z, referring to
people born between 1997-2012, soon becoming the largest consumer group in the world
forms a potential target market for companies (Nugroho, Rahayu & Hapsari 2022). As they
are diginatives mastering social media, social media marketing is the best way to raise their
attention (Ibid.). Consequently, to embrace consumer relationships, it may be stated that the
importance of being present in social media will become increasingly important for
companies in the upcoming years. Building connections between the brand and consumers
requires personalized interactions that resonate with consumer needs, motivations, and

aspirations, aligning them with the core benefits offered by the brand (Nandan 2005).

As per de Chernatony and Dall’Olmo (1998), consumers must do relationship work when
facing relational tension in the interaction. To form a true relationship with a brand, the
consumers need to have freedom of choice and a chance to compare the existing brands with
each other (Alvarez, Brick & Fournier 2021). As consumers engage with a brand, it might
be both unique and fungible to them (Ibid.). Thus, at the same time, they are both investing
in the existing relationship and creating a history with it but also maintaining the possibility
to get acquainted with other brands (Ibid.). Hence, to maintain their existing customers, it is
crucial for brands to engage the customers and offer real value to the relationship. The
consumer-brand relationship acts as a feedback loop, with consumer perceptions and
behaviors influencing brand identity, which in turn affects brand image. Therefore,
companies need to actively manage and nurture consumer relationships to maintain a

positive brand identity and image in the market.
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2.4 Brand identity

This part will provide an introduction to the various definitions of the concept of brand
identity. Additionally, brand identity in the concept of SMEs and natural cosmetics will be
discussed.

2.4.1 Definitions of brand identity

Several definitions of the concept of ‘“brand identity” can be recognized alongside
Kapferer’s brand identity prism. According to Aaker (1991, 187-193), the brand’s identity
often starts from the name, which acts as a basis of conspicuousness, communication, and
the association the brand creates and according to Kapferer (1997), the function and role of
company’s brand identity is to raise brand awareness, reinforce differentiation, and evoke
long-lasting brand-related impressions in the memory. According to da Silveira, Lages, and
Simdes (2013), the concept of brand identity is often studied by trying to elaborate a
thorough understanding of the concept but turns out complex because brand identity
definitions and frameworks may not consistently convey identical meanings. This thesis
concentrates on introducing the concept of brand identity through various definitions. The

Kapferer’s prism, however, is the main framework of this study.

Along with Kapferer (2008), both de Chernatony (2001) and Aaker and Joachimsthaler
(2000) agree on brand personality, brand culture, and relationship forming a part of brand
identity. Brand physique and self-image are, however, specifically proposed by Kapferer.
According to Aaker (2002), direction, meaning, and purpose are acquired by brand identity.
Brand identity serves as the catalyst for brand associations, which along with brand loyalty,
brand awareness, and perceived quality, constitute the components of brand equity. Brand
identity also serves as the cornerstone for building a meaningful relationship between the
brand and the consumer, while simultaneously creating a unique value proposition. (Aaker
2002, 68-69, 79) As per Aaker (2002, 95), the value proposition is “a statement of the
functional, emotional, and self-expressive benefits delivered by the brand that provide value
for the customer. An effective value proposition should lead to a brand-customer relationship
and drive purchase decisions (Ibid.). The country-of-origin may hold significant symbolic

value, closely tied to products, materials, and capabilities (Aaker 1991, 128). Utilizing these
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associations, brands can strategically position themselves by aligning with a particular

country's image (Ibid.).

Traditionally, brand identity has been delineated in relation to tangible and concrete
attributes (Kapferer 2008) and a distinct collection of brand connections that the brand
strategist aims to create and uphold (Aaker 1996, 68). Additionally, it is often seen as the
distinctiveness and fundamental concept of the brand (Aaker 1996; Kapferer 2008). da
Silveira et al. (2013) recognize two features appearing from that perspective: aspirational
and enduring. In the realm of branding literature, brand identity has often been portrayed as
an internal construct originating solely from the organization, reflecting what managers
envision the brand to be, and demanding consistency over time (Aaker 1996; Kapferer 2008).
That, as per da Silveira et al. (2013), is an example of the “aspirational” feature. The term
“enduring” is more challenging since despite its frequent usage, only few authors have
explicitly defined it and there are multiple proposed meanings of it depending on the context
in question (Ibid.). da Silveira et al. (2013) propose two co-existing perceptions of enduring
brand identity: a static, unchanging essence over time, independent of the environmental
context, and a dynamic approach wherein core values remain consistent over time with
ongoing (partial) adjustments to environmental changes. They, however, favor the latter.
Many researchers and practitioners acknowledge the pivotal role of brand identity as a
crucial tool to distinguish and manage brands (Aaker 1996; Kapferer 2008; Keller 2008). As
per da Silveira et al. (2013), the growing competitiveness in the market highlights the
significance of differentiation, which further emphasizes the role of brand identity.

In this millennium, brand identity is seen more as a dynamic concept, not only originating
from the organization but also influenced by stakeholders. Essamri, McKechnie, and
Winklhofer (2019) characterize brand identity as an ever-evolving arrangement of meanings
shaped through a dialectical process involving numerous stakeholders and their individual
and collective identities contrary to the traditional managerial-inspired view proposing brand
identity as a static and lasting. da Silveira et al. (2013) state that the increasingly dynamic
environment and the increasing significance of consumers as co-creators of brands require a
fresh conceptualization of brand identity proposing that brand identity is a dynamic concept
shaped initially by brand managers and evolving through mutual influences from various
social constituents, including consumers (Ibid.). This development encompasses distinctive,

central, and enduring attributes, where "enduring” implies that core values remain consistent
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over time, while other dimensions may vary to adapt to the environmental context (Ibid.).
As the competition in the market is continuously increasing, it is difficult for brands to
differentiate by using traditional attributes, such as price or quality (Aaker 2005; Mar1'n &
Ruiz 2007) which indicates that companies must find attractive options for differentiation to
offer symbolic value and build a meaningful identity (Chumpitaz, Bigné, & Curras 2010).

2.4.2 Brand identity in SMEs

Concerning SMEs, the role of brand management and therefore brand identity was nearly
unknown until the beginning of the 21% century. Brand management involves the strategic
activities and efforts undertaken by a company to create, develop, position, and maintain its
brand (Krake 2005), and therefore, brand identity can be understood to emerge from these
actions. Krake (2005) states that brand identity is equally important in SMEs and large
companies but in SMEs, it is all about the entrepreneur. Hirvonen and Laukkanen (2004)
highlight the importance of brand identity on positive brand performance of SMEs. The
usual claim that “every organization needs to develop strong brands as an essential part of
their business strategy” (Kay 2006, 742) does not apply to SMEs since the owners and
managers feel like branding is out of their reach (Merilees 2007). According to Hirvonen
and Laukkanen (2014), that might be due to insufficient knowledge of brand management
and uncertainty regarding its impact on their business performance. Also, instead of using
formal strategies, SMEs tend to have different phases of trial and error in their branding
seeming to favor experimentation and following intuition (Centeno, Hart, and Dinnie 2013;
Stokes 2000; Reijonen 2010).

Both Krake (2005) and Spence and Essoussi (2010) state that in SMEs, brands frequently
serve as a continuation of the entrepreneur’s vision, beliefs, and values. Stokes (2000) also
emphasizes entrepreneurship in SMEs concerning marketing meaning that SMEs innovate
and develop new products rather than concentrate on marketing issues such as segmentation.
Adopting a logical and consistent approach in the strategy and establishing a clear
connection between the entrepreneur’s character and the brand, while fostering a passion for
the brand within the company as well as concentrating on a creatively devised marketing
program on one or two significant brand associations to serve as the foundation of "brand

equity” are important (Krake 2005). As the entrepreneur of an SME equals to the brand itself,
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it is hard for a multinational company to achieve the same level of impact or conviction as
the entrepreneur’s authentic message (Ibid.). However, building a strong brand is more
challenging for a small company than a large one due to the limited budget (Ibid.).
Employing a seamlessly integrated combination of brand elements that effectively bolster
both brand awareness and brand image is crucial for an SME company (lbid.)

Entrepreneurs are proud of their products and therefore, they do not want the brand to solely
be seen as a signifier of quality but also having an “attractive, chic and distinguished design”
(Krake 2005, 231). Since the role of the entrepreneur is highlighted in the brand recognition
of small companies by acting “principally as the personification of the brand” (Ibid., 232),
it is especially important concerning luxury brands since they do not seek to have the
maximum number of customers but to engage those associated with their own status
(Kapferer 2015).

2.4.3 Brand identity in natural cosmetics

As being environmentally friendly and green values are the building blocks of natural
cosmetics brands, the brand identity in natural cosmetics may be examined with the help of
a green brand identity. From the 2000s to the present day, advertisers and marketers have
increasingly crafted a green image, leveraging evocative representations of the natural world
for environmental brand identification (Atkinson and Kim 2015; Biloslavo and Trnav evi
2009). As per Hartmann, Apaolaza-1bafiez, and Forcada Sainz (2005, 10), “a green brand
identity is defined by a specific set of brand attributes and benefits related to the reduced
environmental impact of the brand and its perception as being environmentally sound”, and
when being well-implemented, it provides benefits to environmentally conscious consumers.
Positioning a brand as environmentally friendly involves actively communicating and
distinguishing the brand from competitors by highlighting its environmentally sustainable
attributes (Ibid.). According to Pickett, Kangun, and Grove (1995), ecologically sustainable
products will not gain commercial success unless green brand attributes are effectively

communicated.

Green brand positioning strategies can be categorized into functional or emotional

approaches (Hartmann et al. 2005). A green positioning strategy focused on functional brand
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attributes aims to establish brand connections by highlighting information about
environmentally friendly product features (Ibid.). An emotionally approaching strategy may
include one or more of the following emotional brand benefits for the consumer: nature-
related benefits arising from sensations and feelings typically encountered through
interactions with nature, such as happiness or well-being, the experience of personal
satisfaction by visible consumption of green products, and the feeling of personal satisfaction
from contributing to the enhancement of “common good” environment (Ibid.). Hartmann et
al. (2005) state an overall positive influence of green marketing concerning consumers’

attitudes towards brands.

According to Jeong et al. (2017), cosmetic brand stores effectively convey brand identity to
target consumers by meeting their emotions and fulfilling their needs. Cosmetics companies
utilize logos, slogans, and other visual and verbal elements to convey a brand identity that
resonates with consumers' emotions and thoughts, reflecting their demand for eco-friendly
products through a coherent brand image (Dolbeg and Chebat 2013). A feminine brand
identity of a cosmetic brand shop positively affects the brand experience, and logo, colors,
interior, display, brand name, signs, and exterior among other visual and verbal elements are
proven to be effective ways to express feminine energy (Jeong et al. 2017). That could, for
example, include using flowers and delicate colors in the visual brand design. However,
consumers do not experience environmentally friendly brand identity through these elements
(Ibid.). The visual and verbal elements of a store's brand identity, such as product displays
and eco-friendly colors, should align with initiatives such as using organic ingredients,
environmental campaigns, and certification marks from environmental rating agencies
(Ibid.). This concerted effort aims to provide customers with an environmentally friendly
brand experience (Ibid.). Also, when it comes to visiting a physical store of a cosmetics
brand, the atmosphere including music, air, lights, and temperature positively impacts a
consumer’s experience (Ibid.), likely leading to positive perception and purchasing behavior

(Baker, Parasuraman, Grewal, & Voss 2002).

2.5 Brand image

This part provides a representation of the various definitions of brand image. In addition,

brand identity regarding natural cosmetics will be discussed.
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2.5.1 Definitions of brand image

Brand image is the first concept identified in marketing literature that focuses on consumer
perceptions of a brand. Similarly to brand identity, there are various definitions of the
concept. Compared to brand identity, brand image is consumers’ perceptions of a brand
identity a company is expressing (Pareek & Harrison 2020, 603). In the era of 1950s to
1970s, brand identity was seen as the entirety of a customer's cognitive and affective
perceptions alongside the physical attributes of the product, mainly concentrating on tangible
attributes (e.g. Gardner & Levy 1955; Herzog 1963). Later, it started to encompass more

intangible attributes, such as associations and perceptions (e.g. Keller 2003; Aaker 1991).

Gardner and Levy (1955), credited for crystallizing the concept of “brand image”, stated that
products have not only the physical nature of them but also social and psychological aspects.
According to their original description, brand image is the entirety of feelings, attitudes, and
thoughts a consumer has formed concerning the brand (Ibid.). Dobni and Zinkhan (1990,
118) see brand image as “largely a subjective and perceptual phenomenon that is formed
through consumer interpretation, whether reasoned or emotional”. According to Aaker
(1991, 109), brand image is referred to as "a set of associations, usually organized in some
meaningful way”. As per Park et al. (1986), brand image covers functional benefits,
symbolic benefits, and experiential benefits. Durgee and Stuart (1987) state that each product
or brand possesses a "meaning profile,” denoting the intricate set of key meanings linked to
the product or brand and its symbolic significance to consumers, forming a "brand meaning”.
Keller (2003, 3) defines brand image as “perceptions about a brand as reflected by the brand

associations held in consumer memory”.

Brand associations include the meaning of a brand for consumers, and they can be divided
into three groups of increasing scope: attributes, benefits, and attitudes (Keller 2003).
Attributes encompass the descriptive features defining a product or service, shaping what a
customer thinks the product or service is, and influencing purchase decisions (Ibid.).
Attributes can be further divided into product-related attributes and non-product-related
attributes, the first mentioned encompassing the essential components required for fulfilling
the intended function of the product or service as desired by consumers, and the last-
mentioned being associated with the external elements pertinent to acquiring or utilizing the

product or service (Ibid.). Associations can be based on demographic factors (e.g. age and
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income), psychographic factors (e.g. the environment and political institutions), and other
factors (Ibid.). Benefits simply refer to the needs a consumer feels the product is fulfilling

(Nandan 2005), attitudes being consumers’ overall evaluations of a brand (Wilkie 1986).

Brand image stands for a significant portion of marketing activities such as market offerings
and branding strategies (Dobni and Zinkhan 1990). Brand image is also said to be a key
contributor when it comes to building brand loyalty (Brunner, Stécklin & Opwis 2008; Jung,
Kim & Kim 2020). Additionally, brand image serves as a tool for differentiation by enabling
the creation of positive emotions and perceptions that may lead to a certain brand being
chosen (Namkung & Jang 2013). Similarly, a successful brand image assists consumers in
identifying the needs that the brand is fulfilling, as well as separating the brand from its
competitors, increasing the chance of consumer purchase (Hsieh, Pan & Setiono 2004).
Brands act as signals that convey the positioning of products and companies within the
market allowing consumers to form judgments and contemplate selecting them based on
these signals (Erdem & Swait 1998; Erdem, Swait & Valenzuela 2006). As per Plummer
(1985), the personality or character of a brand itself is a component of brand image, stating
that brands can be characterized by personality descriptions such as “youthful” or “gentle”.
Brand personality attributes might also mirror the emotions or feelings elicited by the brand
(Keller 2003).

The possession of a great brand image from the consumer perspective creates trust and a
positive attitude (Ngah, Tuan Mansor, Gabarre, Rahi, Khan & Ahmad 2023) making
nurturing a positive brand image highly desirable. Through the brand image of a specific
brand, people are creating an opinion concerning the quality of the products - regardless of
whether they have directly interacted with its products (Lamasi & Santoso 2022). Also, the
promotion of the products and the product quality are great ways to increase positive brand
image (Ibid.). Brand loyalty can be strengthened by aligning brand identity closely with its
brand image — in other words, the gap between ‘company reality’ and ‘consumer perception’
has to be narrowed or erased (Nandan 2005). If brand identity and image don't align, the
customer will move on (Ibid.). As related concepts, brand identity, and brand image are
essential building blocks of a strong brand, and companies should invest in strengthening

the identity—image linkage (lbid.).
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2.5.2 Brand image in natural cosmetics

As brand identity in natural cosmetics was examined with the help of green brand identity,
the brand image in natural cosmetics may be explored accordingly. Green brand image refers
to the “set of perceptions of a brand in a consumer's mind that is linked to environmental
commitments and environmental concerns” (Chen 2010, 309). Companies may adopt eco-
friendly initiatives to bolster their brand reputation and appeal to customers (Jeong et al.
2014). Since the effective communication of brand identity affects the formation of brand
identity alongside customers’ experiences and interaction with the brand, companies should
highlight the features they want to be associated with in their communication. For natural
cosmetics brands, that is usually their environmentally friendly values among other

attributes.

As per Watson, Perrigot, and Dada (2024), a green brand image positively affects customer
loyalty, and the link between environmental consciousness and brand loyalty is channeled
through the perception of a green brand image. In today's environmentally conscious
landscape, companies prioritize cultivating a green brand image due to heightened consumer
awareness and stringent global environmental regulations (Chen 2010). By effectively
improving their brand images, companies can improve their customer satisfaction
concerning environmental desires, sustainable expectations, and green needs, and the
greener the brand image, the higher the pleasure of consumption-related satisfactions such
as the visible usage of environmentally friendly products to other people (Ibid.). Also, a
greater green brand image correlates with increased consumer reliance on the brand, driven
by perceptions of its credibility, benevolence, and capacity in environmental performance
(Ibid.). Hence, it is highly beneficial for natural cosmetics brands to highlight their green

brand identity and communicate it clearly.

According to Ngah et al. (2023), celebrity endorsement has positive effects on consumer
attitudes and brand image in cosmetics, making collaborating with a celebrity with a familiar,
attractive, and trustworthy reputation important. Several world-famous cosmetics brands
from Maybelline to Coco Chanel are indeed known for using celebrities in their marketing.
As per Nugroho et al. (2022), the majority of Generation Z agree that promoting cosmetics
with the help of influencers on social media effectively raises their attention and interest, as
well as creates a desire to know more about the product. Ratajczak et al. (2023) also
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recognize the development of Internet sales channels, proposing that influencer marketing
and recommendations from family and friends are the most effective ways of product
promotion. Thus, creating a positive brand image by utilizing influencer marketing can be

stated to be beneficial for natural cosmetics companies, too.

2.6 Exploring the brand features and the general brand identity communication of

Nordic upscale natural cosmetic companies

In this part, the brand features and general brand identity communication of Nordic upscale
natural cosmetic companies are explored by using secondary sources such as the Internet,
and social media. As the analysis is conducted by using secondary sources, only external
facets visible to consumers — physique, relationship, and reflection, of Kapferer’s (2008,
183) Brand Identity Prism will be discussed. One brand from each Nordic country, Finland,
Sweden, Norway, Denmark, and Iceland, is introduced and analyzed anonymously. The
brands are referred to by pseudonyms “Brand Finland” and “Brand Sweden” etc. The
theoretical implications of the findings will be further discussed in part “discussion and

conclusions™.

2.6.1 Brand Finland

The physical characteristics of the skincare products of Brand Finland are easily
recognizable and differ from the generic natural, earthy coloration of Finnish natural
cosmetics products. The colouring of the products is not identical, every product possessing
a unique color combination of four bright colors accompanied by white caps. Contrary to
the multi-colored inner packages, the outer packages are monochromatic. Nevertheless, the
style of the packages forms a uniform entirety. As package material, aluminum, PP-plastic,
glass, and cardboard are used depending on the type of the package. Instructions for
recycling are provided beside every product description. The brand uses three sorts of
packaging: tubes, glass bottles, and pipet bottles. The price range of the products varies from

39 to 55 euros, the price per liter being 390 euros to 1833 euros. From the products to social
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media profiles, the brand embraces colors. Additionally, the gold-colored logo of Brand
Finland is simple and clearly visible on every product. Besides that, the text on the packages

exists to be scanty.

Brand Finland manages its relationship with customers through website, customer service,
newsletter, and social media where the brand is present on Instagram and Facebook. The
website can be viewed in Finnish, English, or Swedish, and the social media profiles are
managed in English. The company is quite active on social media with photos and videos
but has a relatively low number of followers, approximately 7000 people, as well as
comments and likes on the posts. On the website, there are no available consumer reviews
of the products. Hence, it may be stated that the visible interaction with the consumers
appears diminutive. On the website, the founder of the brand is comprehensively introduced,
which creates a feeling of personality and closeness. Additionally, the Finnish origin of the
brand is clearly communicated both on the website and social media. Also, the ingredients
are clearly communicated both on the products and on the website, which creates trust and
makes it easier for consumers to know what is inside the bottles. The brand offers particularly

plenty of information about its products and mission.

The reflection describes how consumers would want to see themselves by becoming a user
of a brand’s products — who they could become with the brand. The communication of Brand
Finland is full of vibrant colors, and people representing different age groups. Additionally,
the brand encourages people to embrace their unique selves from inside to outside. By
representing natural beauty and overall well-being alongside the aforementioned features, it
may be stated that consumers would see themselves adopting those elements in their lives
by choosing the products. Despite the wide age range of the target group, the brand appears

youthful and playful.

2.6.2 Brand Denmark

Brand Denmark possesses an elegant and luxurious appearance which is, similarly to Brand
Finland, easily recognizable and uniform. Depending on the product, the jewelry-like
appearance varies from glass bottle to metallic case to red palette. The logo is easily

recognizable and appears on the packages either as silver text or embossing. The text on the
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packages is minimalistic including only necessities. The packages are made of paper, glass,
zamak, and cardboard, and clear disposing instructions are provided. The selection includes
both skincare and makeup, the prices of a single product varying from 20 euros for a lip balm

to 165 euros for a skin oil.

The relationship management of Brand Denmark happens through a website, customer
service, newsletter, and various social media platforms in English. Despite its Nordic origin,
Brand Denmark does not clearly communicate the country of origin. The brand is visible on
Instagram, Facebook, Tiktok, X, and YouTube. Similarly to Brand Finland, the brand is
really active on social media, posting both photos and videos. The brand has a fairly high
number of followers, for example on Instagram, 128 thousand followers. However,
compared to the number of followers, the quantity of follower interactions such as likes and
comments is low. Contrary to Brand Finland, there are plenty of consumer reviews on the
website which creates trust and offers valuable information for consumers. Additionally, the
ingredients are visible both on the packaging and the website, fostering further trust and
enabling consumers to easily understand the product contents. Brand Denmark also offers a
thorough introduction of the founder, which accordingly to Brand Finland, creates trust and
a sense of closeness. In the story, it becomes apparent that the founder was inspired by her
background, growing up on an organic farm in Denmark. Also, the brand is particularly open

about the ingredients.

Regarding reflection, the brand is all about luxury, elegance, and effortless beauty. In their
communication, attractive people from different races and age groups are represented. By
using the products, consumers would hope to become elegant, and naturally beautiful while
adopting a sense of luxury in their everyday lives. Furthermore, as sustainability and organic
ingredients are key values of the brand, it also has an important role in the reflection,

potentially making consumers see themselves as more sustainable people.

2.6.3 Brand Sweden

Brand Sweden produces skincare products for the face and body, and makeup. Also, there is
a product line of baby products including both body cleansing and moisturizing products.

The looks of the products are not entirely similar, packages differing from each other
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depending on the product lines and series. However, within one series, the products possess
a uniform look. Nevertheless, the products have a minimalistic and effortlessly recognizable
package design. As a common feature, all the product lines are light-colored from beige to
pastel blue and baby pink. Every product includes the simple, written logo both on the outer
and inner packages. The packages of Brand Sweden have slightly more text on them
compared to other explored brands, but yet it remains quite minimalistic. Different from
Brand Finland and Denmark, Brand Sweden does not offer any information about their
packaging material or instructions for recycling. The products are available in a variety of
packaging formats, including pump bottles, pipette bottles, and cases. The price of products
varies from 11,5 euros for a shampoo to 79,5 euros for a skin booster.

The brand manages its relationship with its customers through a website, newsletters,
customer service, and social media, including Instagram and Facebook. Brand Sweden
highlights either its Scandinavian or Swedish origin, depending on the platform. The content
is created entirely in English. The brand has 22 thousand Instagram followers but similarly
to the aforementioned brands, the number of customer interactions appears low. Similarly to
Brand Finland and Denmark, the brand is active on social media, posting both photos and
video material. On the website, a closer relationship is created with the help of the founder’s
introduction. The story tells that the inspiration for the founder to create a sustainable brand
came from her increased consciousness about all the chemicals in skincare as well as her
starting to think about the world her daughters would grow up in. However, there are neither
customer reviews available on the website nor the inci provided in the product description,

which may hinder the trust towards the products.

In their communication, the products being Certified Organic, cruelty-free, and mostly vegan
are highlighted, alongside sustainability. Hence, by using the products, the consumers may
see themselves as more environmentally and animal friendly. Additionally, the minimalistic
and clean-looking packages may be associated with clean and flawless skin, which would

be a desired outcome of using the brand’s products.
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2.6.4 Brand Norway

The physical characteristics of Brand Norway appear simple and elegant, including three
different colored pipet bottle packaging made of glass. The appearance is very Scandinavian
and professional. majority of the products come in a grey and white colored bottle with white
text including the logo. As the second type of packaging, a white bottle with grey text has
been used. Lastly, one product is packed into a translucent bottle accompanied by white text.
The cap of the pipet is always white and made of PET plastic with a glass pipet. On the
products, text has been used very minimally. In addition, the outer packages are FSC & ECF-
certified paper with plant-based laminate. All the packaging materials are effortlessly
disposable. The price range is from 379 Norwegian krone to 789 Norwegian krone, equating

to approximately 32 euros to 66 euros.

Consumers may interact with the brand via the website, social media, customer service, and
newsletter. On social media, Brand Norway is present on Instagram, Facebook, and
Pinterest. The number of Instagram followers of Brand Norway is currently approximately
4 000 making it the least followed of the examined brand. However, the posts of the brand
have relatively the highest number of follower interactions, achieving almost as many likes
and comments as the posts of Brand Denmark with 120 thousand followers. Similarly to
other brands, Brand Norway posts videos and photos frequently. In their communication, the
Norwegian origin is clearly stated. Brand Norway also offers a possibility to get acquainted
with the founder better by providing an introduction on the webpage. The brand provides
both the list of ingredients on the product pages as well as customer reviews, which help

increasing trust in the relationship.

The company pressures minimalistic and high-performance skincare, and sustainability in
their communication. Additionally, as the bottles are very professional and modern-looking,
the brand might tempt people who would want to see themselves as result-oriented and
minimalistic when being environmentally conscious at the same time. Also, by stating its
Norwegian origin clearly, people willing to favor domestic products may want to strengthen
that sort of reflection.



36

2.6.5 Brand Iceland

Brand Iceland includes skincare products for the face and body, hair care products, and
products for the home such as scented candles. Different from the other introduced brands,
the products do not form an entirely uniform whole. The colors are somewhat muted, but the
colorings vary from light green to black. The packaging of the products varies significantly,
with some items featuring a luxurious appearance, while the majority exhibit a more
economical design. In short, without the logo, the products would not be easily recognized
to be from the same brand. However, products belonging to the same product line possess a
uniform look. The logo is visible in every product with the same font, yet the color differs.
Compared to other brands examined in this study, there is more text on the products.
Nonetheless, the products remain quite simple and easy enough to read. The pricing of the
products ranges from 11,95 euros for a shampoo to 80,95 euros for a body scrub. Brand
Iceland does not offer any information about its packaging materials unless examining its
blog. There it becomes apparent that at least recyclable plastic and glass are used. However,

the brand is significantly open about the ingredients of the products.

Similarly to other brands, Brand Iceland communicates with its customers on the website,
newsletter, customer service, and social media where it is present on Facebook, Instagram,
and Pinterest. Additionally, there is a boutique located in Iceland. Being actively photos and
videos on social media, the brand has approximately 11 thousand Instagram followers. The
number of likes per post is hidden, and generally, there are no comments on the posts. Hence,
the brand-consumer interaction in social media appears diminutive. The communication
includes a clear statement of the Icelandic origin, accordingly, it is mentioned in the inner
packages too. The brand pressures organic and clean ingredients in the products alongside
the country of origin. Consistently with other examined brands, Brand Iceland also provides
a thorough founder introduction. A sense of closeness is created by telling the personal
reason behind the brand’s founding; she struggled to find personal care products that were

both sustainable and effective, which led her to start creating her own business.

Considering the communication emphasis on the country of origin and clean, organic, and
effective ingredients, it may be stated that this brand might attract people willing to be people

who use effective and clean products, and who prefer Icelandic or Nordic cosmetics. Also,
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due to the quite economical design compared to the price, it may be that people favoring this

brand prefer the functional benefits over the other features.

3 Methodology

In this chapter, the chosen research and analysis methods are discussed and justified, and an
overview of the data collected for this thesis is provided. The empirical part of this study
aimed to collect information concerning the brand identities and images of Nordic natural
cosmetics SMEs both from the company and consumer point of view. The nature of this
research is qualitative, and a detailed analysis of the results will be provided in chapter 4.

However, in this chapter, the method is introduced first.

3.1 Research Approach and Methods

This thesis was chosen to be conducted as qualitative since the aim is to provide detailed
information collected from a few individuals on one phenomenon. In qualitative study, the
aim is to describe real-life phenomena concentrating on the perceptions of the interviewees
(Hirsjarvi, Remes & Sajavaara 1997). The reality is seen as dynamic, subjective, changing,
and vulnerable to interaction, which qualitative study aims to fully understand (Ibid.). As
this study uses both relevant theory from the existing literature and qualitative interviews to
seek answers to the research problem, an abductive approach was chosen. According to
Tuomi and Sarajarvi (2009, 112-119), the abductive approach can be seen as a fusion of
deductive and inductive approaches; instead of analyzing the research data only based on the
former theory or entirely concentrating on the research data, this study aims to understand
the empirical findings with the help of theory discussed. Also, as per Eskola and Suoranta
(1998, 74; 82), both theory and empirical evidence are needed for a qualitative study to be
valid and reliable, and in successful qualitative research, theory, and empiria form a dialogue
with each other. With an abductive, or theory-bound, approach it is possible to discuss

whether the empirical findings support former research.
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The interviews were conducted as half-structured thematic interviews. Hence, the questions
were slightly modified if needed and follow-up questions were asked. After completing the
interviews, the data was transcribed. First, unnecessary information for this study, such as
filler words and unnecessary repetitions was deleted in the transcription process as well as
too detailed information. Second, the main codes were recognized with the help of
Kapferer’s (2008, 183) brand identity prism and research questions. As this study utilizes
abductive coding, both existing theory and findings from the interview data affected the
coding process. The main codes were recognized according to the theory while sub-codes
were born based on the interview questions and the interviewees’ answers. The recognized
codes will be discussed in more detail in chapter 4. Appendix 3 provides an example of the

coding pattern.

As the aim of this thesis is to create a thorough understanding of the company and consumer
perceptions and opinions of the topic, the interest is directed to what has been said instead
of how something is said (Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2009). Hence, qualitative content analysis was
chosen as the analysis method. According to Tuomi & Sarajarvi (2009), content analysis is
a basic analytic method that can be used in every type of qualitative analysis. As per Gronfors
(1985, 161) content analysis provides the raw materials for theoretical reflection, but the
reflection itself is carried out through the researcher's rational thinking. According to
Graneheim, Lindgren, and Lundman (2017), qualitative content analysis involves analyzing
both the manifest and latent content of qualitative data, which means describing precise
content while interpreting underlying meanings, with results presented as categories or
themes that capture variations and shared elements in the text. However, there are also
limitations in the analysis method. Elo and Kyngas (2008) state that the challenges of content
analysis are related to its flexibility and the absence of a single correct method, making each
analysis unique and reliant on the researcher's skills, insights, analytic abilities, and style.

In qualitative study, there are a few ways to analyze the collected data and make conclusions.
As this study is conducted as content analysis utilizing abductive coding, the purpose of the
data analysis is to explore and interpret the data collected from interviews in a way that is
grounded in theory but at the same time pays attention to the findings arising from the
interviews. The analysis’ purpose is to clarify the data and create new information of the
researched phenomenon (Eskola & Suoranta 1998, 140). By analyzing the data carefully, the

scattered information can be condensed into a meaningful form including all the relevant
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information (Ibid.). The analysis was guided by the Kapferer’s (2008, 183) brand identity
prism but there was room for insights arising from the data that might challenge or expand
that theory. As described earlier, the main codes of the interview data were recognized
according to the theory while sub-codes were born based on the interview questions and the
interviewees’ answers. First, the collected data was carefully read through multiple times
and analyzed, simultaneously deleting the unnecessary information for content analysis.
Second, the contents of the interviews were compared to each other, and similar contents
were sorted under codes and sub-codes to help recognize similar patterns. The data from the
company interviews was compared separately from the data of consumer interviews, and
different codes were born between the two groups. Finally, the findings were concluded
according to the predetermined research questions. The collected data was compared to
theory, which enabled modifying the research questions if they seemed to be untrue. In this

thesis, minor changes to the research questions were made.

3.2 Data collection

The data of this study consists of the secondary sources of the chosen companies presented
in chapter 2.6 and primary data from company and consumer interviews. The interviewed
companies are separate from the companies discussed in chapter 2.6. To ensure the
triangulation of the data, primary data from companies and consumers was collected. The
findings of the gathered data from secondary sources were sorted and will be later analyzed

in the discussion according to Kapferer’s (2008, 183) brand identity prism.

The primary data consists of two company interviews and three consumer interviews
conducted in English. The company interviews consisted of 18 main questions formed
according to Kapferer’s (2008, 183) brand identity prism and four warm-up questions about
the interviewee’s background concerning natural cosmetics (Appendix 1). The consumer
interviews included 16 main questions bound to Kapferer’s prism (2008, 183) and four
questions about the interviewee’s relationship with natural cosmetics (Appendix 2). As the
interviews were executed as semi-structured thematic interviews, there was room for follow-
up questions. The interview questions were formed to support the main theoretical model of

this study, the Kapferer’s (2008) brand identity prism, and to ensure that the most important
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themes expressed by the research questions became discussed. The interviews were recorded
with the interviewees’ permission t0 ensure the correctness of the data and to make it
possible for the interviewer to fully concentrate on the interview. The interviewees did not
have a chance to get acquainted with the interview questions beforehand. The participants
of the company interviews were contacted by email in May and June. Participants for
consumer interviews were found by seeking suitable people among fellow students and

friends, and by an Instagram story post that reached 127 people.

4 Empirical Results

In this part, the empirical results of the company and consumer interviews will be discussed.
As the interview questions were formed with the help of the facets of Kapferer’s (2008, 183)
brand identity prism, the main codes of the company interviews were recognized according
to the facets of the prism: “personality”, “culture” and “relationship”. Moreover, codes
“strategy” and “brand identity”” stood out. Also, the physical characteristics of the brands’
products will be discussed through secondary sources, by exploring the products in shops

99 €6 99 ¢

and webpages. Regarding consumer interviews, codes “physique”, “personality”, “culture”,
“relationship”, “reflection” and “self-image” were recognized according to the thematic
groups of the interview questions. The findings will be bound to theory and former studies

in part “discussion and conclusion”.

Table 1: Description of the interviewees

Interviewee Length of the Company Age | Gender Year of Turnover/euros | Number of

interview/min | or establish employees
consumer ment

Company X 21 minutes Company - Woman 2015 892 000 3

Company Y 44 minutes Company - Woman 2021 11500 -

Interviewee 1 | 16 Consumer 32 Woman - - -

Interviewee 2 | 15 Consumer 60 Woman - - -

Interviewee 3 | 26 Consumer 31 Woman - - -

Table 1 describes the information of the five interviewees. It summarily presents the length
of the particular interview and whether the interviewee is from the company or consumer

side. Additionally, it includes information related to the type of the interview.
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4.1 The company interviews

To collect primary data from upscale Nordic natural cosmetics companies, two companies
were interviewed in June. The companies are separate from the ones discussed in chapter
2.6. Both the interviewees are the founders of the companies and have worked with natural
cosmetics for five to ten years. The interviews were approximately 21 and 44 minutes long.
The companies will be referred to as “Company X” and “Company Y”. After short company
introductions, the findings will be discussed according to the main thematic codes “that stood

out from the interviews.

Company X, founded in 2015, is a premium Finnish natural cosmetics company specializing
in formulating skin care products for sensitive and problem skin. The brand is inspired by
the founder’s very sensitive and problematic skin for which she was unable to find suitable
products. The products are priced from 16 euros to 44 euros. In 2023, the turnover was 892

000 euros and the company employed three people.

Company Y comes from Sweden and was created after the founder got interested in natural
ingredients during the pandemic. The company was founded in 2021. The products are
created to be multipurpose and able to be used from hair oil to shaving. The price range of
the full-sized products varies from 425 SEK to 600 SEK, approximately from 37 euros to 52
euros, so the brand is considered as premium. In 2023, the turnover was approximately 11

500 euros. The number of employees is not currently available.

4.1.1 Physique

The physique of Company X’s products appears simple and elegant. The products have a
uniform look that is easy to identify. Minimalism is a core value of the company and it is
also presented in the product packages. To ease the purchase process of, for example,
sensitive-skinned and allergic people, the list of ingredients can be found both on the outer
packs and the primary packs of the products. The packages are made of aluminum, plastic,
cardboard and/or glass depending on the product. All products are effortlessly recyclable

after usage.
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For Company Y, the aim of the visualization of the packages is to be simple and clear. For
the company, it is important that it is effortless for consumers to see what the products
contain — from the content to design. Similarly to Company X, the product packages are
easily recognizable thoroughly. On the packages, the main ingredients of the products can
be seen in a printed form. The inner packages are mainly made of glass and the outer

packages of cardboard and are easy to recycle.

4.1.2 Brand identity and culture

Interview questions 1-3 concerned brand identity, and questions 6-7 handled the facet of
culture. As the elements of brand identity and culture are close and were discussed

simultaneously, the findings are discussed in the same chapter.

Concerning brand identity, both the company founders have had a clear picture of how they
wanted the brand to be from the very beginning. The founder of Company X said she wanted
it to be as effortless as possible for consumers to find the information about the products
they might need. The identity has also been the same from the start and the founder describes

the only change as follows:

“The only thing we did was to sharpen communication in the sense that we really brought
out the whole sensitive and problem skin angle. So we communicate very clearly that this is

the demographic that we are targeting in everything we do. ”

Similarly to Company X, the founder of Company Y wanted to pay attention to making it
easier for the customer to actually know what is inside the bottles. She had a clear idea of
wanting to visually present on the packages, how many ingredients the product contains and

that has remained.

Culture refers to the collection of values nourishing and inspiring the brand, acting as the
origin of the brand’s aspirational power (Kapferer 2008, 184) including all the things the
brand wants to be known for. The Company Y’s core values are strictly related to the

multifunctionality of the products:

“I would say the core values, it’s... I mentioned that because it's multifunctional products.

That's also one core value. | would say natural-based is also one. And | will say fewer
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products, that goes along with the multifunctional products that you only need to use. My
hope is that you want to have just one or two because you can use one oil for so many

reasons”. - Founder of Company Y

“So, I would say the core values is... It's multifunctional, natural, and also to use only things

from the nature, and cruelty-free, so no animal testing as well. ” — Founder of Company Y

The interviewee is worried about the current culture of encouraging people, even children,
to use multiple products in their daily routines. Hence, her goal is to make people realize

that they don’t need to have a myriad of products in daily usage.
The founder of Company X describes the core values as follows:

“Well, minimalism for sure. And then no-nonsense approach both in formulation, but also
in how we communicate with the customer and then transparency. And then | think as a
third, this sort of problem solution kind of approach to both how the products are used, but

also in terms of helping customers to find solutions for their skin. ”

“-- we do a lot of information around raw materials, how we formulate what they contain,
what they don't contain. So stuff like this. So basically everything which is inherent in the

1

whole minimalism and no-nonsense kind of approach, which is important for us.” —
Founder of Company X

She mentions that she and the chemist of her company used to have a lot of skin issues
when they were young, and while creating content, it is important for them to show there
are real people behind the brand. In the future, the goal of the company is to become a
household name for sensitive and problem skin. The founder sees that being classic and not

chasing trends is the competitive angle of the company:

“We don't ope-, we don't formulate based on what's the next big thing, but we cater to a
demand, which is consistent from year to year because 75 percent of consumers globally
perceive their skin as being sensitive. So we want to be kind of boring. Boring will be great

for us, I think”. - Founder of Company X
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4.1.3 Personality

Interview questions 4-5 considered brand personality and the communication of it.
Concerning their brands’ personalities, neither of the founders had considered their brand
from the aspect of human characteristics before but after pondering a while, they had quite
clear visions of their brand’s personalities. The founder of Company Y describes her brand’s

personality as follows:

“I would say the person would be a curious person that loves to be in the nature and also
curious on how to live closer to the nature and also, more circular, like... Takes a part of
things that you have already in the nature and also gives back and not overuses things. |

would say like a nature person. Yeah, ecological person.”

The founder of Company X describes the personality of her brand as a busy mother who
doesn't have a lot of time and has a lot of kids, but has natural values and chooses natural
cosmetics. The company communicates the brand personality via social media, newsletters,
and web page. In their communication, it is highlighted that they own their own laboratory
since it expresses the brand’s expertise in sensitive and problem skin. Additionally, they
communicate clearly that they have an allergy label since it further validates the claim that
the products are formulated for sensitive and problem skin. To strengthen the personality of
sensitive and problem skin expertise, they share before and after stories from customers who
have received help from using their products, as well as tell people that the founder and

chemist of the company used to have a lot of skin issues when they were younger.

The founder of Company Y has faced some challenges in expressing the brand’s personality
due to lack of time and the size of the company. She would love to have a marketing
department which would be responsible for brand personality communication, but currently,
it is not possible. The brand is present in social media and has a webpage. Also, newsletters

are used to communicate with consumers.
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4.1.4 Strategies

During the interviews, the companies’ strategies for brand identity communication and brand
image creation were discussed with questions 8-11. The founder of Company X describes

the strategies for shaping and maintaining the brand image as follows:

“Well, we're very stringent with what we do. We won't do t-shirts or we're not aiming to
build a lifestyle brand. It's strictly skincare. It's strictly for sensitive and problem skin. And
for example, every product has to fit into the allergy label. So that's one thing. And we don't...
it's strictly forbidden to go outside that. So whenever we, when we do content, for example,
on social media, it always needs to kind of have a sensitive or problem skin angle. And it's
just clearly defined. We sell skincare for sensitive and problem skin. That is the strategy.

And outside of that... no.”

She says that concerning the market trends and changing consumer preferences, no adapting
of the branding strategies is done as they do not follow the trends. However, she notifies that

nowadays consumers are more specific in their requirements for a cosmetic products:

“Now, it's much more specific, so you might go out and write sensitive products for acne
and sun or so. We try to kind of stay on top... and pollution, air pollution is one thing, which
wasn't as much on the agenda as it was, you know, 50 years ago. So in that sense that we,
the products will be the same and they still solve kind of the same problems, but how people
find them will change depending on, what people read and so on. So mostly through that.

But when it comes to trends, we don't follow them at all. ” — Founder of Company X

One minor change in the strategy was made by adding the sensitive and problem skin angle
to the mission statement and highlighting that aspect. Before that, their emphasis was on
selling vegan skincare with no nonsense -attitude. As a result of the change, their sales
increased remarkably. To clarify their strategy and brand identity communication, they

decided to listen to their customers more carefully:

“- -1 called our 20 biggest, at that point, customers in the webshop. And then | asked them
all, why do you buy Company X? And roughly 50 percent said that they bought it because
their faces will react to something else and they won't react to Company X. And 50 percent
said: “Well I had POD, or acne or rosacea and using Company X helped me and I'm using

something else. But if | have a flare-up, I'll go back to using Company X. So that was a big



46

change. And that was completely data-driven because up until then we were kind of doing
what we thought was good and interesting, but we didn't bother to ask the people who were

actually buying our products.” — Founder of Company X
The founder of Company Y has a clear strategy in her mind. She says that:

“The strategy is to only make new products or work in the product development if there

really is a high need”.

In the future, she is hoping the brand will have fewer products. Currently, there are five
products in the selection. However, one face oil is planned to be removed due to its lesser
demand. Shortly, they are planning to launch a nurturing beard oil for men since there has
been a demand for it in the Swedish market. She concludes their strategy as follows:

“So I would say the strategy is fewer products. And natural-based products. So nature, fewer
and multifunction is going to be the strategy. It's now and it's going to be also.” — Founder

of Company Y

She says that no strategy changes have been made along the way. From the start, they have
wanted to experiment, what sort of skin problems it is possible to solve by combining oils

with different functions, and that has remained.

4.1.5 Consumer-brand relationship

Questions 12-18 discussed different aspects of consumer-brand -relationship from brand
image to social media. When being asked, what sort of a brand image the founder of
Company Y would like consumers to have regarding their brand, she once again pressures

the minimalism of the brand:

“I'd like them to really know that there will not be a range of products, many products, and

it's only going to be the few ones that there is. ” — Founder of Company Y

She says building the desired brand image is currently ongoing, and sums up that it is hard
to tell whether they have managed to create the brand image they are hoping for as they have

not conducted any customer feedback questionnaires regarding that.

The founder of Company X has a clear vision of their desired brand image:
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“Trustworthy and a solution to any type of sensitive skin -related problem. ”

She experiences that they have managed to create the desired brand image among the

consumers quite successfully thanks to their consistent communication:

“I'd say that quite well. We've been very consistent in how we communicate. And of course,
sometimes when you see a drop in engagement or sales or whatever, you're tempted to think,
okay, we have to rethink the package, but it's mostly, it's just about repeating the same
message and giving people the opportunity to then try your product. So of course we could
always do better, but I'd say like eighth out of ten.”

The founder of Company X describes their typical consumer as a woman aged between 25
and 55 with sensitive and/or problem skin who sees naturality and veganism either as a bonus
or as a must-have -feature. She thinks that achieving help with their reactive skin and skin
problems is especially what the consumers aim to achieve help for by using their products.
Also, there are people using their products not because of their sensitive skin but because
the products are Finnish and natural.

The interviewee of Company Y sees their target group as people who are willing to pay a
little bit more for a product while wanting it to last long in everyday use. The customers have
told her that they use the products when wanting to feel good as well as when having dry

skin:

“That is something that... the feedback is that that's really feel-good and calming. And
maybe you go back to like, a vanilla bun that you had when you were a kid and that kind of
feel-good experience combined with everything else that it does, that it can achieve, like
moisturize your skin, and also as | mentioned that it has been good for several skin problems
and other things and also after sun can be a good thing for that. Yeah, so back to

multifunction --.”

Both the interviewees find their consumer-brand relationship close in the form of customers
who approach them. The founder of Company X says that people may email or phone them
for advice, while the founder of Company Y says that people may send her messages telling
their positive experiences of the products. However, the founder of Company X notifies that

they could do better in interacting and engaging in social media:
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“That's one place where we should be able to, to kind of convert more, more bias by... and
I don't really want to use the term community building because I think it's overused. And |
don't think it's a community as such, but really make the customer feel that whatever they

ask us, we'll offer them an answer, which is always unbiased. ”

Both company founders recognize the importance of social media in their consumer-brand
relationships. The founder of Company X states that social media is important for them and
tells that from an age perspective, the largest age group in relation to their customers can be
found on Instagram. However, as they are willing to engage with younger consumers, they
are planning to go on Tiktok, too. The founder of Company Y recognizes the importance of

influencer marketing in beauty business:

“I think it's really good to have the spread and to have the so to say real testers and a
community of dedicated people from the green beauty social influencers that... I think they
are really, really important because they are testing out products and helping you to also

get consumers aware of what you have and what the products can do.”

Lastly, both interviewees agree on consumer feedback and perception affecting brand
management decisions. The founder of Company Y states that since they are such a new
brand, the feedback will surely affect them in the future but they have not had enough
possibilities to see what is working or not yet:

“And because that takes probably a couple of years to see that because you need to have
that circle to see, okay, if I have another product, will it work or not. Why should I... I would
never put another product on the market if [ don’t 100 percent believe that you can fill a gap

where you don't have another product, but that fits that gap actually. ”

The founder of Company X says that they listen to carefully what their customers say, mostly
regarding functionality. She mentions the importance of making the communication as clear

as possible:

“-- We do a lot of campaigns and we pay very close attention to how people, how well they
understand how they, for example, have to shop in order to get a discount or something,
because that's always... it doesn't matter how clear we think we are, we are still unclear. So
that's something, when one person says, okay, but it says like the way you write it, this is
how I perceive it. Then we'll change it.



49

She also states that sometimes they receive messages from a person telling them that they
don’t like their Instagram content. She continues that they do not make changes based on the
opinion of one person but they listen to their consumers and make changes when it is

necessary.

4.2 Consumer interviews

To collect primary data of the consumer perceptions of Nordic upscale natural cosmetic
brands, three interviews were conducted during June and July. The interviewees were
selected among people who regularly use natural cosmetics regularly, and also have some
experience and opinions about the examined sort of cosmetics. The interviewees are all
Finnish women, aged 31 to 60, and have used natural cosmetics for approximately 10 years.
The length of the interviews varied between 15 and 26 minutes. Two of the interviewees use
mainly only natural cosmetics while the third interviewee uses it together with synthetic
cosmetics. Also, the same two interviewees agree that sustainability and environmental
consciousness are important values for them while making a purchase decision, and the third
interviewee sees availability as the most important criterion. None of the interviewees find
luxury important in their current lives. However, one interviewee states that if she had more
money, she would invest in luxury occasionally. Next, the primary findings of the data will

be discussed according to the main codes stated earlier.

4.2.1 Physique, quality and benefits

Questions 1-3 handled the physical characteristics of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics
while question 4 discussed the experienced quality and efficiency of cosmetics in question
compared to other sorts of cosmetics, and question 5 discussed whether functional and

symbolic benefits are equally important to the interviewee.

When being asked, if the physical characteristics of upscale Nordic natural cosmetics differ
from other cosmetic products or if they possess any specific features, the interviewees

describe the products as follows:
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“Well | think... maybe a bit, or this is just my image on that thing because I'm not very
conscious of the different brands and labels, but | would say that they usually, somehow
represent like Finland in those. And I think they might use like wooden packages

sometimes or things like that.” - Interviewee 1

“If I think natural cosmetics products, I have noticed that they use lots of... the material
they use in the packaging, they use glass and wood for example, and cardboard.” —

Interviewee 2
“I think they use kind of natural colors. Very bright, white, light... - Interviewee 2

“-- But for example, in Finnish products, | think that they are quite often... something like
green or something that's like natural, natural colors and like that. — Interviewee 3

When making a purchase decision, interviewees 1 and 3 do not find the physical attributes
particularly important. On the contrary, interviewee 2 pays a lot of attention to the aspect:

“I pay quite a lot of attention to the material and appearance of the packaging. -- However,
I consider the material the most important, especially glass, cardboard, and wood as they
are natural materials. They please me the most. - Interviewee 2

“I like to have baby pink, so that's maybe, if I see a baby pink packaging, it attracts me a

lot.” -Interviewee 2

“Well, [the physical attributes are] not the most important. But | think that those products
that look pretty and somehow professional are more tempting than others. ” — Interviewee
1

Interviewee 1 continues that, however, she favours packages with simple labels with not

too much text or pictures.
Interviewee 3 states that the quality of the product overrun the looks:

“[The physical aspects are] Not very important. | don't like to buy them if they're like ugly,
then I don't even watch them. But if the package is okay, and | can see that the product is
good and the price is okay, then it's not that important because I don't... if I would put them
for example... if | put them for example, in my shelves in the living room or something, then
it would be important but I mostly keep them somewhere that you can't see them. So it's not

that important.”
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Despite the looks are not very important for Interviewee 3, she says that she gladly buys

products colored with her favorite colors.

The interviewees, especially interviewees 1 and 2, find it hard to evaluate the quality and
efficiency of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics. However, Interviewee 3 describes her

thoughts as follows:

“I think that the quality is good, I value them. It's like, if I had to choose between two
products, and one of them is like from Finland or Sweden or neighbor, then | would most
likely buy that if the price is the same. Or if the products don't differ so much from each
other like that, then | of course would buy something... for example, if there's something from
America, then | would buy the one from Finland and I like, if the product is for example from
Finland, I then can somehow rely on that it's good. ”

Regarding the functional and symbolic benefits of products, all the interviewees agree that
the functional benefits surpass the symbolic ones. For interviewee 3, it is important that the
product feels good, and that her face is not too oily after applying, for example, face oil.

4.2.2. Personality

Interview questions 6 and 7 discussed the personality features of discussed brands. When it
comes to the personality of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands, interviewees 2 and 3
describe it as follows:

“I would like to think that the person would be... it would be funny to say transparent. And

I'd like to think that very ethical.” — Interviewee 2
“-- Maybe peaceful. Some kind of calming. -- And also energizing.” — Interviewee 3

Interviewees 1 and 2 do not have any preferences on brand personality but interviewee 3
prefers brands that appear either as calming or energizing. Additionally, Interviewee 1 does

not recognize any particular personality features regarding upscale Nordic natural cosmetics.
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4.2.3 Culture

In question 8, the interviewees were asked to describe their associations with discussed

brands. Interviewee 1 describes her thoughts as follows:

“Actually I don't kind of connect them to nature so much because I think mostly I would
recognize them as nature cosmetics because they are in this nature cosmetics section in the
store. Or at least that's my thinking that if they were mixed with other products, | wouldn't
necessarily very easily recognize that those products are nature cosmetics. Of course, if you
take a closer look, and then maybe you see some kind of eco-tax or something that's different,
but if you look a bit more far away then... not necessarily. | wouldn't recognize that those

are nature cosmetics.”’

Contrary to Interviewee 1, interviewees 2 and 3 associate the brands with nature:

’

“I would say maybe... it reminds me of water, pure nature, all natural things.” — Interviewee

2

Additionally, Interviewee 2 associates them with transparency, ethicality, and the scent of
the forest. She says that when she uses the products, it is like an imaginary trip to the pure

nature of the Nordics.
“Nature” — Interviewee 3
In addition to associations with nature, Interviewee 3 continues as follows:

“Not every time, but sometimes the price can be quite high if they're not the cheapest ones.
Somehow I think if I buy them, they're something like, more special or something. Something
that | don't usually buy, something that if | sometimes have money, then I can buy them.

"Special" is the right word maybe.”

Question 9 discussed how the interviewees see that this sort of brands reflect Nordic culture
or heritage, such as nature or traditions. The interviewees highlight especially the features

of the packages:

“I think they are kind of reflecting the kind of simplicity and the purity of Nordic nature. I

think that is the image that I have.” — Interviewee 1
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“Maybe the packaging: glass, wood, maybe some kind of stone-looking things. They come

’

from the Nordic nature.” — Interviewee 2

“Well, I think sometimes they use ingredients that come from the nature then, most...
sometimes | think that packages somehow reflect Nordic nature sometimes.” - Interviewee
3

4.2.4 Relationship

With interview questions 10-13. the interviewees’ relationship with the concerned brands
was discussed. In their answers, it became apparent that their willingness to buy such brands

would be higher if their financial situations were better:

“Well, I don't have that much relationship with them. I think they are something that I might
buy if I had a bit more money, maybe. And | would like to spend money on the cosmetics.

i3]

But personally, I don't have that close relationship to those products.” — Interviewee 1

“I think that they are something that I would like to buy, but now I think I don't have money
for that. But I guess that when I'm working again, |1 might buy those more. And they are

something that | would like to have -- . ” -Interviewee 3

Interviewee 3 says that she is not very aware of which brands on the market are Nordic and
would like to increase her knowledge of that. She states that it would be nice if the Nordic

or Finnish origin was stated more clearly in the shops by sectioning them in the same place.

Interviewee 2 experiences her relationship with the brands as close and she interacts with
them mainly on Instagram. Both interviewees 1 and 3 describe the interaction as being
limited to the shopping situation. Correspondingly, interviewee 1 and 3 experience that the
increased presence of social media hasn’t affected their relationship with the brands in any
way. Also, despite her somewhat close relationship with the brands in question, Interviewee
2 does not recognize the effect of social media on the relationship or her behavior.
Interviewee 3 stated that despite actively using social media, she rarely faces any Nordic

natural cosmetics brands.

Question 11 discussed the emotional connections of the interviewees with Nordic upscale

natural cosmetics. In the answers, two interviewees pressure the aspects of the state of being
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environmentally friendly and ethicality while one interviewee describes her feelings as

neutral:

“Well, I think my emotions are quite neutral. And I'm not like super excited on them. But [

don't feel disgusted either. So I think I'm feeling quite neutral towards those products.

Interviewee 1

“I don't think that it makes... it doesn't make me feel in any certain way. But I think for me,
it's important to use products that, | think | want to use products that contaminate the nature
as little as possible. Also, it's important for me that I don't put any toxic things into my body. ”

— Interviewee 2

“I want to think that I like nature a lot. I like animals a lot. And I like this planet a lot. So
the planet we are living. So | would like to think that, for example, using natural, organic

cosmetic, | can do little things by myself. For this place. For the nature.” — Interviewee 2

“Maybe it makes me feel good if I buy them because I think that it's... For example, if [ buy
Finnish products, |1 know the money moves to Finland and then | think I like that. And then
also I think it's some kind of ethical to buy them. And also it's good for the nature and good
for the animals. And of course, it's like that with all the natural cosmetics. But | mean, I think
that because of course, I like to, if it's possible to buy something that's from Finland, or near

Finland, then I like to buy that.” — Interviewee 3

4.2.5 Reflection

Interview question 14 discussed, how upscale Nordic natural cosmetics reflect the
interviewees’ personal values or lifestyle choices. The interviewees had following thoughts

on the topic:

“They kind of could, I think, because I think they are like high quality and environmentally
friendly. So basically, that is something that | would like... be looking for and that reflect my
values and stuff but like I said, I don't... I'm not like a cosmetics-heavy user. So yeah, in that

sense not.” — Interviewee 1

“I want to use responsible cosmetics. And also I would like to think that I act the same way

in the other areas of life also.” — Interviewee 2
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“At least they reflect my values about that for me it's important to protect nature and protect
animals like that, that's important to me. And also it's important to me that the ingredients
are ethical. And that when the products are made that for example, when they are making
them they don't use, for example, the children or anything like that. So the ethical aspects
are important to me. And also I like if the ingredients are from Nordic nature, so they come

>

close.” — Interviewee 3

“Also, beauty is important to me and I... some people don't buy many, very many products
that I... if | had more money, | would buy even more than | buy now. It'ssom e kind of, not
hobby, but I like not to buy anything that | don't need. But I also an important value for me
is to take care of myself and I think that those products are one way to do that.” — Interviewee
3

4.2.6 Self-image

The final two questions handled the facet of self-image. Interviewee 1 describes her thoughts
on the effect of using more upscale Nordic natural cosmetics on her self-image and identity

as follows:

“That's a tough question. I don't know. I don't think they would too much. Because for me,
cosmetics are not representing something that is important to me, or | would base my identity
on those. So | don't think they would have any different meaning than any other cosmetic

brands.”

Additionally, she does not perceive any differences in how she presents herself when using
upscale Nordic natural cosmetics compared to other cosmetic products. Similarly to
Interviewee 1, Interviewee 2 does not perceive such differences. She states that the
ingredients are more important to her than luxury, and if she had two products with the same
ingredients, she would choose the cheaper one. However, if she had more money, she would

probably buy a little bit more expensive products:

“However, I often find products from more expensive brands on sale and then I'm very happy

to buy them. But I don't want to overpay.” — Interviewee 2

Interviewee 3 recognizes the effect on using such cosmetics on her self-image and identity:
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“Somehow I think that if I use any kind of natural cosmetics, then I'm a better person
somehow. Like I'm doing something that is right. Because | would like to do even more for
the nature and humans and animals and everything but one person doesn't have to have so
much time and also there are so many... so it's one thing that I can... by doing so | can make
myself a better person and I can do something that isn't selfish ”.

She continues that using every sort of natural cosmetics makes her feel good and confident
and she would not use anything else. She says that to notice differences in how she presents

herself when using upscale Nordic natural cosmetics, she would have to use it more.

5 Discussion and conclusions

The final chapter concentrates on concluding this thesis with the following structure. In
chapter 5.1, a brief overview of the results of secondary data sources and empirical
interviews will be provided. In chapter 5.2, answers to the research questions will be
discussed in detail and compared to the results of previous research. Chapter 5.3 will discuss
the theoretical and practical implications of the study. Finally, Chapter 5.4 will outline the
limitations of the study and offer suggestions for future research.

5.1 Conclusions

In conclusion, Nordic upscale natural cosmetic brands, mostly identifying as minimalistic,
transparent, and natural, possess a strong brand identity that has been clearly defined at the
moment of the brand's establishment. The brands are committed to their brand identities and
changes to them are rarely made. The companies find it important to make it easier for the
customers to actually know what the products contain and hence, the ingredients are clearly
stated in the products and communication. The product packages are most often simple and
elegant and the products within a brand have a uniform look that is easy to identify.
Additionally, the country of origin or Nordic origin is clearly stated in the communication.
The companies describe their brand image formation among consumers as successful and

their relationship with their customers fairly close. However, the concept of brand
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personality is somewhat unfamiliar to Nordic upscale natural cosmetic brands, and it is one

aspect that receives less attention in brand development.

During the consumer interviews, it became apparent that consumers would be willing to
increase the usage of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics but influenced by the current
economic state, the price is seen as a limiting aspect. The results show that the consumers’
attitudes towards Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands vary from neutral to positive, and
additionally, the reputation of such brands is good. The personality of Nordic upscale natural
cosmetics brands is described as “transparent” and “calming” and the brands are associated
with Nordic nature. However, consumers do not seem to seek products with precise
personality features but rather appreciate overall responsibility and naturalness. Lastly, this
study indicates that the consumers’ interaction with the brands is nearly nonexistent and the

relationship appears quite distant, mostly being limited to the purchasing situation.

5.2 Discussion

In this section, the key insights of the study will be provided and compared with previous
research, and the answers to the research question and sub-questions will be given
individually. First, a revised theoretical framework based on the results will be proposed.
Second, the answers will be provided, and after that, all the related findings will be discussed
comparably to the findings of previous research. To avoid unnecessary repetition and to
effortlessly conclude the answer to the main research question, the sub-questions will be
discussed first.
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Figure 3: Post-ante theoretical framework
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In Figure 1, it was stated that the interplay between consumers and upscale Nordic natural
cosmetics brands, the consumer-brand relationship, forms a feedback loop, where consumer
perceptions and actions shape brand identity, subsequently impacting brand image. This
study indicates that the feedback loop does exist but the consumer-brand relationship does
not shape the brand identity as much as expected (Figure 3). The companies listen to their
customers in their brand management decisions but they possess strong brand identities that
have remained immutable from the very beginning. The consumer-brand relationship is seen
as unilateral, and the consumers are seen as passive recipients of communication. The
companies experience their brand image creation among consumers as fairly successful but

the consumers’ interaction with the companies is diminutive.
The first sub-question is as follows:

SQ1: What are the key elements that Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands consider when

forming their brand identity?

The results of the study show that the brand identities of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics
brands are carefully defined in the very beginning and they are described as strong. Hence,
the brands are really committed to their identities, and changes to them are rarely made. The
brands do not want to attract new customers by following the latest trends but rather by
encouraging people to consider what their skins really need, and by offering high-quality,
trustworthy products. As the founding of the brand is barely without exception inspired by
the founder’s personal needs and values, the brands’ identities can be seen to reflect the
identity of the founder. Thus, the entrepreneur has a remarkably important role in the brand
identities of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics SMEs which can be seen in their brand identity
communication. In their websites, such brands offer a thorough introduction of the founder
and it is wanted to be communicated that there are real people behind the brands. The
founders are regularly seen in social media posts which further strengthens the feeling of
authenticity.

The Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands most often identify as minimalistic,
transparent, and natural, and those are also core values wanted to be addressed in the brand
identity communication. The product packages successfully reflect the brand identity, and
they are mostly minimalistic and as effortlessly recycled as possible. The brands in question

find it important to make it easier for the customer to actually know what is inside the bottles,
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and overall transparency from the ingredients and formulation to recycling of the packages
is an important part of the brand identity. Despite the solid brand identities of these brands,
the concept of brand personality is somewhat unfamiliar to the entrepreneurs and it is not
used as a building block of brand identity. However, when the concept was clarified to the
interviewees, they were able to describe their brand’s personality features quite effortlessly.
In the personality features, natural values, and overall appreciation of nature became the

most common ones.
The second sub-question is set as follows:

SQ2: What communication channels and strategies do Nordic upscale natural cosmetics

brands employ to convey their brand identity, and to influence the formation of brand image?

Nordic upscale natural cosmetics companies use various channels and strategies to
communicate their brand identity and affect the brand image among consumers. The
companies are fairly active in social media, where the most common platforms are Instagram
and Facebook. However, it became apparent that despite the experienced closeness to the
consumers from the companies’ point of view, they could do better in engaging and
interacting with the consumers. The brands communicate their identities delicately on their
web pages, where they offer diverse and transparent information for consumers. Newsletters
and customer service alongside the aforementioned channels are an important part of brand

identity communication for these brands.

Nordic upscale natural cosmetics companies have clear strategies for conveying their brand
identity and influencing consumer perceptions. Despite none of the studied brands utilizing
a famous spokesperson or figureheads, the importance of influencer marketing is recognized
among the brands. However, it is not a widely adopted strategy among the brands apart from
some commercial cooperations. Even though it has been stated that such brands do not
actively react to the hottest trends, the importance of consumer feedback and perception
regarding brand management decisions is recognized. The brands carefully listen to what the
consumers have to say and make changes in their communication if needed. Moreover, they
cater to demand in the limits of their brand identity and core values. The companies are
particularly transparent in their communication and find it important to offer their customers
as much information as possible. As stated earlier, the Nordic upscale natural cosmetics

brands are loyal to their identities and that can also be seen in their strategies. Strategic
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changes are not often made. Most of the brands are strictly concentrated on their original
purpose, whether it is selling skincare products or both skincare and makeup, and every

product needs to fit into their identity.
The third sub-question discusses the consumer perceptions:

SQ3: What are the primary associations and perceptions that consumers have regarding the

brand identities of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands?

This study indicates that the consumers’ attitudes towards Nordic upscale natural cosmetics
brands vary from neutral to positive. The primary associations of the consumers regarding
such brands are related to nature, such as water and the purity of Nordic nature.
Responsibility is also a well-recognized feature of the studied cosmetics among consumers.
The physical appearance of the products is not seen as the top criterion when making a
purchase decision, with the price and quality affecting the decision the most. However, it
became apparent that even though most consumers do not seek any particular type of
packaging, simple and natural-looking products are favored. The quality of Nordic upscale
natural cosmetics is experienced as neutral or great, and the reputation of the brands in
question is trustworthy and good. Generally, the functional benefits clearly surpass the
symbolic benefits of the products. The primary experienced personality features of Nordic
upscale natural cosmetics brands are related to ethicalness and tranquility. Nevertheless, the
concept of brand personality is quite unknown to consumers and does not have notable
implications for purchasing behavior. The primary reasons for consumers to use Nordic
upscale natural cosmetics are their overall responsibility from transparency to animal-

friendly features.

The consumer’s relationship with Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands exists in a
somewhat diminutive form, and generally, the awareness of Nordic upscale natural
cosmetics brands is not very good. It became apparent that their willingness to buy such
brands would be higher if their financial situations were better, but currently, the
consumption rate of these brands is low. The interaction with the brands is mainly limited to
the shopping situation, mainly in offline shops. The interaction in social media is irregular
or non-existent, and the consumers are poorly aware of the presence of such brands in social
media. Also, it was stated that the brands should be made more visible both in social media

and in stores to make it easier for consumers to recognize them. Finally, the majority of



61

consumers neither find using especially upscale Nordic natural cosmetics as an important

part of their identity or self-image nor notice any differences in their behavior.

Lastly, the main findings of the study will be discussed comparably to the former study. The
main research question of this study is as follows:

How do Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands form and communicate their brand identity

in the context of the global market, and how do consumers perceive them?

The study showed that Nordic upscale natural cosmetics companies have a strong brand
identity that has been clearly defined at the moment of the brand’s establishment. Also, in
line with Krake (2005), the brand identities of Nordic upscale natural cosmetic SMEs are
closely related to the identity and values of the founder as the entrepreneur of an SME equals
to the brand itself. The concept of brand personality is surprisingly unknown for Nordic
upscale natural cosmetics companies, and contrary to the results of Hodge et al. (2015),
brand personality does not have a significant effect on consumer behavior or perceptions.
However, when clarifying the concept, Nordic upscale natural cosmetics SMEs have a clear
picture of their brand personality and they communicate it clearly. The usage of Nordic
upscale natural cosmetics brands is currently not a form of self-expression for consumers.
The results of Ratajczak et al. (2023) state that currently, the quality of the products is a
more important criterion than the price among consumers. This study proposes that both
quality and price are important criteria for consumers, and they favor products with a great
quality-price ratio. Currently, consumers are not willing to pay luxury prices for natural

cosmetics products, and the functional benefits surpass the symbolic ones.

The brand identity communication of Nordic upscale natural cosmetics SMEs is successful
and they use various channels for brand identity communication. They possess clear
strategies that are loyal to the values of the company and changes to them are rarely made.
Despite the consumer-brand relationship appearing to be quite unilateral, as the consumers
describe their relationship as quite distant and irregular, the companies have mainly
succeeded in creating a desired brand image among consumers. The importance of social
media in brand identity communication and relationship-building is widely recognized by
the companies. Consumers perceive the brands in question mainly positively, as they are

seen as trustworthy and responsible.
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5.3 Theoretical and practical implications

The results of this thesis have implications for the theory discussed in this study. As per
Cervellon and Carey (2011), one of the primary motivations for natural cosmetics usage are
health benefits and protection of the environment. These aspects were also pressured in the
answers of the consumer interviewees. Hinde (1979) states that relationships develop
through continuous interactions between two sides and that for a relationship to exist, there
must be interdependence between the partners. In this study, it became apparent that the
relationship between the companies and consumers among upscale Nordic natural cosmetics
IS somewhat unilateral. The companies described their relationship with their customers
fairly close and use various channels to interact with their customers. On the contrary, only
one interviewee experienced her relationship with the brands in question close while the rest

of the interviewees remained quite distant from the brands.

This study offers valuable information on understanding the consumer-brand relationships
of small-sized Nordic premium and luxury natural cosmetics companies as well as
information about their brand identity and brand image formation. The study contributes to
the importance of brand identity management in the context of a growing trend of natural
cosmetics. In this study, the role of brand identity communication as a tool for differentiation
is found important, confirming the views of, for example, Kapferer (1997) and da Silveira
et al. (2013), simultaneously confirming the diversity and timeliness of Kapferer’s (2008,
183) Brand Identity Prism. However, this study indicates that brand personality is a
somewhat unfamiliar concept for both companies and consumers concerning upscale Nordic

natural cosmetics.

Additionally, this study enables companies to create an understanding of how consumers
perceive and interact with the brands in question, highlighting the role of brand image in
consumers’ decision-making, having further implications for brand strategy development
and marketing activities. This study offers consumers a deeper understanding of the factors
influencing their decision-making as well as tools for understanding the brand identity
communication of companies better. For other researchers, this paper offers an
understanding of the interaction of the concepts of brand identity and brand image in the

field of natural cosmetics, potentially inspiring new research questions concerning the field.
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5.4 Limitations and suggestions for future research

This study has various limitations. First, as it is limited to only exploring the Nordic
countries, the results cannot be applied to other European countries. Also, as the company
interviewees represented Finland and Sweden only, the results may not be directly applied
to other Nordic countries. Also, as there was no company interview from a luxury brand, the
results may be applied only to the premium category. Accordingly, all three interviewees
were Finnish women which signifies limitations concerning the consumer perceptions, too.
First, the results implement the current state of consumer perceptions only in Finland.

Second, the results represent only the opinions of one, fairly homogenous group.

The small sample size can be seen as the largest limitation of this study. As only two
companies and three consumers were interviewed, the amount of analyzed data was scarce.
Through multiple interviews, more trustworthy knowledge on the phenomenon could have
been acquired. With the current number of interviews, no data saturation was reached. Even
though the results of the interviews can be seen as uniform, the chance of coincidence cannot
be entirely excluded. Additionally, the low number of interviews did not enable modifying
or adding questions to achieve more detailed and diverse data on the phenomenon. While
analyzing the current data, it became apparent that some of the questions could have been

formatted differently and more questions should have been asked.

In qualitative analysis, there are also limitations related to the research method. In content
analysis, possible overinterpretation by the researcher may have an impact on the accuracy
of the results (Elo & Kyngas 2008). Also, as every researcher has their own understanding

of the theme and interview material, the results are not entirely objective.

Finally, suggestions for further study will be offered. To acquire more diverse and
trustworthy results, a similar study with a significantly larger sample size could be
conducted. For the brand identities and consumer perceptions concerning Nordic upscale
natural cosmetics brands to be generalized to the entire Nordics, interviews including both
companies and consumers from every Nordic country could be executed. Also, diversifying
the sample by including people from different age groups and genders would offer more
diverse and reliable data on this phenomenon. Moreover, as natural cosmetics is a globally
growing trend, expanding the focus to the entire Europe, for example, would offer precious

knowledge concerning the behavior of European natural cosmetics users. This study
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indicates that the interaction of consumers with Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands
exists only on a scarce level which may have an effect on their opinions and understanding
regarding the brands. Hence, conducting a study with consumers who have a more
interactive relationship with such companies would offer more diverse insights of the topic.
Finally, the addressed unfamiliarity of the concept of brand personality among the

interviewees indicates a possible research gap on the theme.
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Appendices

Appendix 1. Semi-structured company interview questions

Warm-up questions

How long have you been working with natural cosmetics?

What inspired you to start your career in natural cosmetics?

What is your personal relationship with natural cosmetics outside your work?
Brand identity:

1. How would you describe the core values and identity of your brand?

2. How were the elements of your desired brand created and defined?

3. Has the brand identity of your brand always been the same or have there been
changes?

Brand personality:

4. What sort of a person would your brand be if it was a person?
5. How do you communicate your brand’s personality? What aspects do you especially

pay attention to?
Culture:

6. How would you describe the culture of your brand?
7. What are the key attributes that your brand aims to be recognized for in the market?

Strategy:

8. What strategies does your company employ to shape and maintain its brand image?

9. How would you describe the strategies and the mission of your brand by using your
own words?

10. How does your company adapt its branding strategies to changing consumer
preferences or market trends?

11. Have you had to make changes to your strategy along the way? If yes, what?



Consumer-brand relationship

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.
17.

18.

What sort of brand image would you like the consumers to have concerning your
brand?

How well have you managed to create the desired brand image among the
consumers?

What is the target group of your brand? How would you describe the typical
consumer that is buying your products?

What do you believe consumers specifically aim to achieve by using your products?
In what situations do you think they use your products?

How would you describe your consumer-brand relationship?

Has the increased presence of social media affected your consumer-brand
relationship?

How do consumer feedback and perception influence your brand management

decisions?



Appendix 2. Semi-structured consumer interview questions

Warm-up questions

How long have you been using natural cosmetics?

What role do sustainability and environmental consciousness play in your choice of cosmetic

products?

How would you describe your relationship with luxury products? Is luxury important to you?

Do you have any favourite brands?

Physique

1.

Do you think the physical characteristics of upscale Nordic natural cosmetics differ

from other cosmetic products? Are there specific features or attributes that stand out?

2. How important are the product's physical attributes for you when making a purchase
decision?
3. Are there any specific features in the physical appearance of a product that you are
looking for?
4. How would you describe the quality of upscale Nordic natural cosmetics compared
to other types of cosmetics? What about efficiency?
5. Are functional benefits or symbolic benefits of the product equally important to you?
Personality:
6. Do you perceive upscale Nordic natural cosmetics to have a distinct personality
compared to other cosmetic brands? If so, how would you describe it?
7. Are there some specific features you are attracted to concerning brand personality?
Culture:
8. What associations do you have with this sort of cosmetics?
9. In what ways do you think this kind of brands reflect Nordic culture or heritage like
nature or traditions?
Relationship:

10. How would you describe your relationship with this kind of brands as a consumer?



11. Can you describe any emotional connections you have with upscale Nordic natural
cosmetics?

12. How regularly do you interact with Nordic upscale natural cosmetics brands? Where
and how?

13. How has the increased presence of social media affected your relationship with these

brands? Has it affected your behavior in some other way?
Reflection:

14. How do you believe upscale Nordic natural cosmetics reflect your personal values or

lifestyle choices?
Self-image:

15. How does using upscale Nordic natural cosmetics contribute to your self-image and
identity?
16. Do you perceive any differences in how you present yourself when using upscale

Nordic natural cosmetics compared to other cosmetic products?



Appendix 3. Example of the coding pattern

Code

Description

Theme/subcode

Culture

“Actually 1 don't kind of
connect them to nature so much
because | think mostly I would
recognize them as nature
cosmetics because they are in
this nature cosmetics section in

the store. —”’ -Interviewee 1

“I would say maybe... it
reminds me of water, pure

nature, all natural things.” —

Interviewee 2

“Nature” — Interviewee 3

Does not associate with nature

Associates with nature

Physique

“Well I think... maybe a bit, or
this is just my image on that
thing because I'm not very
conscious of the different
brands and labels, but | would
say that they usually, somehow
represent like Finland in
those. And | think they might
use like wooden packages
sometimes or things like that.”

- Interviewee 1

“If I think natural cosmetics
products, | have noticed that

they use lots of... the material

Natural packages




they use in the packaging, they
use glass and wood for
example, and cardboard.” —

Interviewee 2

“-- But for example, in Finnish
products, | think that they are
quite often... something like
green or something that's like
natural, natural colors and

like that. — Interviewee 3




