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Abstract There is little doubt that employees are critical to

the delivery of the service brand. Although existing models

propose methods of internal branding, very little is known

about the actual corporate experience. Academics around the

world have spent decades probing internal marketing, its

subset—internal branding—and the impact of internal

branding on service delivery. This research focuses on how

organisations execute internal branding, revealing critical

success factors as well as obstacles encountered. The

research was conducted in five large organisations in the

financial services sector in South Africa. Each organisation

is a highly recognisable consumer brand; the oldest of which

is nearing 200 years of being in business and the youngest is

just 20 years old. This research adds to the body of

knowledge regarding organisational practice of internal

branding. Key themes are identified, three of which are

largely absent from extant models and literature.
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Research problem

The purpose of internal branding is to encourage employ-

ees to ‘live the brand’. In the services sector, it is widely

recognised that the employee is often the embodiment of

the brand playing a critical role in its delivery. For both

academics and practitioners, it is important to deepen

understanding as to how business inculcates the values of

the corporation and the brand into its employees, as well as

the difficulties faced.

In the extremely competitive financial services industry,

people are often viewed as the key differentiator; conse-

quently, understanding how internal branding is delivered

in these organisations, is highly relevant. An abundance of

literature is available on the topic of internal marketing and

its subset internal branding. However, the big question,

which has largely remained unanswered, is exactly ‘how’

internal marketing is practised so that it encourages and

enables employees to deliver on the brand promise. There

remains a paucity of research into the actual execution of

internal branding in corporate environments, with some

notable exceptions such as King and Grace (2005), Pun-

jaisri et al. (2009) and Punjaisri and Wilson (2011).

Moreover, information on the barriers to implementa-

tion and/or the failure of internal marketing initiatives is

also scarce. Schultz (2004) identifies five reasons for

internal branding failure, including the silo-based mentality

prevalent in many organisations and little or no financial

measurement of the outcomes.

Set against this context, the purpose of this research is to

understand how corporate organisations deliver the internal

branding message to their staff as well as the barriers and

obstacles faced.

The research focuses on two specific objectives

1. To elicit managers’ experiences as to how their

organisations enable frontline employees to understand

the brand, focusing on those aspects deemed critical to

the success of internal branding;

2. To explore managers’ perspectives of the barriers and

obstacles which inhibit the success of internal branding
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This qualitative research analyses data from ‘one-on-

one’ interviews with three key roles in the organisation.

These are: senior executives responsible for service deliv-

ery; marketing managers actively engaged in the internal

branding effort and frontline supervisors who drive the

internal branding message to their staff. These managers

detail first-hand experiences of internal branding execution.

In addition, both barriers and obstacles to internal branding

are explored.

This research uses the models developed by Burmann

and Zeplin (2005) and King and Grace (2009) to probe the

specific actions taken by five financial services organisa-

tions for building internal branding competence to the

extent that frontline employees are able to ‘live the brand’.

Schultz (2004) is the primary model used to understand the

difficulties and obstacles faced.

Literature review

It is now widely accepted that in a largely services-domi-

nated world frontline employees play a very important role

in delivering the brand promise to customers—this is

referred to as ‘on-brand behaviour’ (Mitchell 2002), ‘brand

advocacy’ (Jacobs 2003) and ‘living the brand’ (Ind 2007).

In the literature, the terms ‘internal marketing’ and

‘internal branding’ are often used interchangeably which

could potentially sabotage research efforts (Saleem and

Iglesias 2016). This research focuses on internal branding

and makes specific reference to the works of Burmann and

Zeplin (2005), King and Grace (2008), Burmann et al.

(2009) and King and Grace (2012).

Although there is no single, broadly accepted definition

of internal marketing, Mahnert and Torres (2007) identify

three frameworks relating to the development of the

internal marketing concept, noting that there may be sim-

ilarities between them. The authors define internal mar-

keting as ‘the accumulation and application of functions

and tools aimed at the formation and maintenance of a

consistent, efficient, effective and customer-oriented

workforce’ (Mahnert and Torres 2007: 55). This research

relies on the definition of internal branding provided by

Mahnert and Torres (2007: 56) who define it as ‘the

reflection of the values and the realisation of the promise of

the brand internally and externally’.

For more than 20 years, authors have described the need

for internal branding. Williams (1994) invited readers to

dispense with lacklustre performance, imploring the busi-

ness world to demonstrate the ability to serve and high-

lighted the fact that service and quality failures have left

business with malicious and disengaged employees. He

observed that significant marketing spend is wasted as a

result of uninterested staff at the point of interaction.

Internal branding is thus as a conscious effort, using

espoused brand values, to foster a deeper understanding of

the brand promise so that employees can devote themselves

to the company values and serve customers appropriately

(Einwiller and Will 2002; Aurand et al. 2005; Burmann

and Zeplin 2005; de Chernatony and Cottam 2006; Mah-

nert and Torres 2007; King and Grace 2008; Opoku et al.

2009; King et al. 2012).

Thomson et al. (1999) develop a matrix describing

intellectual and emotional buy-in and offer suggestions for

managerial communication. Mindful that commitment does

not develop in isolation, Burmann and Zeplin (2005) pre-

sent a model in which three ‘levers’ are defined. These are

brand-centred HR activities, brand communication and

brand leadership. These three levers inform brand com-

mitment, which in turn stimulates brand citizenship beha-

viour. The model makes specific reference to ‘four

contextual factors’; these are: cultural fit, structural fit

(including pay and incentives), as well as employee know-

how and disposable resources. Alignment of the three

levers is required to achieve brand citizenship behaviour or

‘living the brand’. The authors stress that brand values that

are incongruent with the corporate culture will fail.

The influence of Human Resources highlights the

importance of congruity between corporate and personal

values, the need to recruit staff who are a good fit with the

organisation and receptive to the internal branding message

(King and Grace 2012). Burmann and Zeplin (2005) note

that this vital factor is often overlooked emphasising the

role Human Resources plays in recruiting and inducting

new hires into the company.

Brand communication must speak to everyone in the

business, from the CEO to the frontline employee. Finding

a suitable language form and using multiple communica-

tion channels and mechanisms are recommended. It is

crucial that all employees understand how their role con-

tributes to and influences delivery of the brand—not just

those who are customer facing but those behind the scenes

too. Given the importance assigned to communication, it is

an aspect worth probing.

Brand leadership is depicted as cascading—this is not

the remit of the CEO or Chief Marketing Officer alone, but

rather a systemised approach in which every leader in the

organisation plays a part. Staff watch the people above

them to see if and how they are ‘living the brand’. Bur-

mann and Zeplin (2005) specify that internal branding is

also not the province of Human Resources or Marketing

alone—it is on-going and better served by a multi-disci-

plinary effort.

Homing in on the central role played by service

employees, King and Grace (2009) supplement existing

thinking around internal branding by adding a third leg—

that of the employee. Using dimensions defined in their
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‘employee-based brand equity’ (EBBE) model, King and

Grace (2009: 130) emphasise that EBBE provides relevant

‘context of their roles and responsibilities’ which provides

the foundation for employees to deliver the brand promise.

Their internal brand management model comprises four

dimensions: information generation, knowledge dissemi-

nation, openness and the H-factor.

Information generation concerns internal research into

and appreciation for the skills and other attributes of staff,

specifically the types of information staff may require and/

or respond to, in fulfilling their roles as ‘brand ambas-

sadors.’ Using this information, Marketing and Human

Resources are able to tailor specific messages to targeted

audiences.

Knowledge dissemination is defined as not simply

raising awareness, but is deep and specific enough for the

employee to be able to ‘live the brand’ promise. Emphasis

is placed on the need to link the brand’s identity with the

particular role so that the concept ‘lives’ for the employee.

King and Grace (2009) consider openness to be an

exclusive attribute. It relates to employee receptiveness

(which initial internal marketing literature overlooked) and

is partly a function of the organisational climate. In addi-

tion, ‘management support is considered… a necessary

aspect of the openness dimension’ (King and Grace 2009:

134). Attention must also be paid to the concept of

organisational socialisation, which is defined as the

mechanisms used to induct employees into the values and

beliefs of the organisation.

The fourth key dimension is designated the ‘H-factor’

and is concerned with how employees are treated in terms

of respect, trust and the drive towards common goals and

objectives. Although this dimension could be considered

common sense, it is often not commonly applied and

neglects to take cognisance of the competitive nature of the

workplace.

A limited number of researchers have conducted

exploratory research in an effort to understand the impact

of internal marketing and internal branding. Papasolomou-

Doukakis (2002) seeks to understand the deployment of

internal marketing in High Street banks in the UK, finding

it is often misinterpreted, focusing almost entirely on sales,

to the detriment of service. The author concludes that the

‘myopic’ approach could cause ambiguity and encourage

staff to lose sight of customer needs and service quality.

Other researchers searching for empirical evidence

include: Grönroos (1983), who investigates ‘customer

consciousness’ among service providers. Payne and Wal-

ters (1990), Thomson (1990) and Piercy and Morgan

(1991) consider the practical application of internal mar-

keting in the UK. Bergstrom et al. (2002) validate their

internal branding methodology at Saab in Sweden. King

and Grace (2008) adopt a phenomenological approach to

understand the employees’ perspective on internal brand-

ing across a spectrum of predominantly financial service

industries, and Kimpakorn and Tocquer (2009) examine

the employer brand in Bangkok’s luxury hotel industry.

Burmann et al. (2009) study six industry sectors focus-

ing on customers, employees and the marketers responsible

for internal brand management. The authors find that

internal communication has the greatest effect on brand

commitment and that, overall, brands may be strengthened

by using internal branding. The authors reiterate that

internal branding requires a long-term multi-disciplinary

effort. More recently, Punjaisri and Wilson (2011) examine

employee opinions of internal marketing in the Thai luxury

hotel industry. Overall, there remains remarkably limited

empirical evidence detailing the specifics of ‘what’ and

‘how’ corporations engage in internal branding.

Methodology

Burmann and Zeplin (2005) and King and Grace (2008)

provide the theoretical foundation for this research, which

seeks to understand the extent to which these models are

applied in the corporate world. Given the purpose of the

study, an exploratory qualitative approach was adopted.

The aim was to draw on the experiences of participants. A

combination of purposive and criterion sampling was

employed as the most logical approach to cultivating rich

and textured data, specifically seeking those who ‘have had

experiences relating to the phenomenon to be researched’

(Kruger 1988: 150) and who are likely to know the study

area and offer informed responses (Creswell 2007).

The research was conducted with a sample of five

financial services organisations. Although all five organi-

sations are based in South Africa, several of them have a

vast global presence, including primary listing on interna-

tional stock exchanges. In total, 15 face-to-face interviews

were conducted. The respondents were segmented into

three role types: five senior executives, five marketing

communications and five first-line supervision.

Method of analysis

Four umbrella and 20 probing questions were developed to

assist in data collection (see ‘‘Appendix’’). Each personal

interview was approximately 1 h in duration. Mindful of

the need to limit observer bias each interview was recorded

and independently transcribed. Transcriptions were read

and checked for accuracy. Content analysis was used to

analyse the transcriptions. The transcripts were further

studied to identify common testimony or key thoughts

(Miles and Huberman 1994). Each statement was allocated

a three-digit numerical code, and these codes were
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recorded in a statement matrix. These initial codes were

then synthesised on the basis of commonality.

To avoid bias, the themes were cross-checked by an

independent party. There is no identifiable hierarchy in the

data. The most prominent theme, by respondent role, is the

summation of the number of times a particular code

emerged in the respondent category.

Results

Although academia frequently uses specific models [in this

case Burmann and Zeplin (2005), King and Grace (2008)],

the corporate world seldom makes explicit reference to

these models. The models provide a theoretical context to

the verbatim statements made by participants and afford

the researcher an opportunity to compare the theoretical

foundations of internal branding with the practical execu-

tion and challenges. A selection of statements pertaining to

each theme is presented to accurately reflect the words of

the participants. The participants are professionals who

have granted permission to use their voice if their anon-

ymity is protected.

In analysing the results, ten themes emerge for the first

research question:

How does your organisation enable frontline

employees to understand the brand, including those

aspects you deem critical to the success of internal

branding?

Across all three roles, executives, marketing managers

and first-line supervisors, the five most compelling themes

are brand, structure, measurement, contribution and

communication. A deeper examination of the themes by

role reveals a slightly different picture; seemingly,

perspectives are influenced by the respondent’s position

(Fig. 1).

The most dominant themes for executives are: brand,

measurement and contribution, exemplified by the fol-

lowing statements

Brand when they join your company, they either

buy into the brand or they don’t. It sounds

ridiculous, but some people just want a

job, they couldn’t care less about the

brand…I think it’s common place

everywhere. So, we try and get into the

hearts, minds and souls of our people, and

say, this is an icon…,

Measurement I think the first thing is to measure our

client satisfaction. We also measure our

clients’ feedback on the ease of doing

business

Contribution It’s always a question of what do we stand

for as a company, what do we stand for as

a brand. If you work here, what

contribution do you make towards the

success of that brand?

The three most dominant themes for the marketing/com-

munication role are: brand, structure and communication.

Brand what we tried to do there was bring the

essence of the brand directly home to

our employees… but I think the missing

link was the internal branding

Structure It’s about bringing all those different

service points together to say, how do

we structure ourselves, architecturally to

deliver

Communication We’ve tried to simplify the way that we

communicate and the language is

critical… so it’s about appropriate

language that still gets your business

message across

Two key themes emerge for those in a first-line super-

visory role—structure and contribution.

Structure It’s the product and the processes and the

systems… Your systems must work… it

doesn’t help them trying to explain away

something that is not working

Contribution This is the role that you play in this… we

wanted people to feel the power of the

brand

Most of the themes broadly support the models devel-

oped by Burmann and Zeplin (2005) and King and Grace

(2009). Measurement is identified by Schultz (2004), who

describes the marked absence of measurement systems and

sees this as one of the five reasons for the failure of internal

branding initiatives. Respondents in this research revealed

a keen interest in and reliance on measurement systems to

ensure the success of their internal branding.

Two of the enabling themes identified—pay/incentives

and celebrate—fall outside of the existing models of Bur-

mann and Zeplin (2005) and King and Grace (2009).

Burmann and Zeplin (2005) incorporate remuneration and

incentives under the umbrella term ‘corporate structure’

stating that the three elements of their model will not work

if incentives contradict ‘on-brand’ behaviour.

In this study, the theme pay/incentives is explicitly

stated rather than subsumed under structure.

Pay/

incentives

that’s how I support, and my team supports

that initiative…there are incentives… Enable

them to make their pay, the other thing about

it is that you really pay the right guys
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Celebrate continuously and constantly just reinforce

and bring it back to the environment and

make it positive fun reinforcement all the

time

Analysis of the results for the second research question

reveals 11 themes

What barriers and obstacles have you experienced

when trying to achieve this purpose?

Across the three different roles, the five dominant themes

relating to obstacles experienced and barriers to imple-

mentation are: recruitment, resistance to change, lan-

guage/communication, resources and buy-in/ownership.

Executives are most concerned with recruiting the right

people; this onerous task is exemplified by the following

statement (Fig. 2):

To find 15 very good service people is not easy, and

the net result of that is that we sometimes end up with

people who are not service people.

Harried managers may tend to fill vacancies rather than

hire the right people. Overall, it appears far too many roles

are filled by the wrong people. Burmann and Zeplin (2005)

highlight the importance of ‘brand identity fit’, whilst King

and Grace (2009) alert industry to the fact that cultural

incongruence will result in failure.

Marketing/communications respondents are concerned

with resistance to change and behaviour (Table 1):

Resistance to

change

Experience is so valuable, but it also

builds up a resistance, in a sense that I’ve

been here so long, I’ve been doing it all

these years, the same all these years, why

now?

Behaviour people just seem to focus on their

immediate task… it’s almost like a lack

of understanding of how you are all

interconnected. And why should you

even bother to reach out, why should you

even try to understand your impact

Frontline supervisors are preoccupied with language and

communication.

Language it’s also interpretation, it’s so important

that you give them real examples,

understand real things within their

environment, because what integrity

means to somebody brought up in a

specific middle class home, versus

somebody that’s brought up in a shack,

that’s two different things, and they’re

not thinking that they’re not displaying

integrity but they are

Communication make it real, make it understandable for

you, because sometimes it’s just words

and meaningless

An important theme, mentioned by executives and

frontline supervisors, is that of laziness which falls outside

the scope of the models tested. The following statement

depicts this sad perspective (Table 2):

Laziness The lack of energy level…our people are lazy

Whether this is a specific geographic concern or whether

other countries also experience employees exhibiting the

same lack of enthusiasm is unknown.

The majority of the 11 themes related to obstacles and

barriers support the work of Schultz (2004), Burmann and

Zeplin (2005) and King and Grace (2009). Specifically,

King and Grace (2009) acknowledge that not all employees

are receptive to the internal branding message.

Discussion

This research delves into the critical aspects which enable

internal branding as well as the barriers and obstacles

faced. Some business structures are inherently complex.
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Fig. 1 Key themes: enabling/critical factors in internal branding
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Extensive use of third-party agents’ makes the task of

internal branding much more difficult. Although this study

did not consider different organisational values and struc-

tures and the impact on internal branding, each partici-

pating organisation shares the value ‘integrity’.

Williams (1994) cautions against a slipshod human

resources approach to internal marketing (branding) and

reinforces the importance of leadership. Buy-in at the lower

levels appears non-existent, possibly because the execu-

tives are so busy driving production, frequently referring to

a lack of time to focus on internal branding. There is an

obvious gulf between the rosy-hued world of the executive

and the more barren landscape occupied by frontline

supervisors who deal with slothful staff on a daily basis.

This begs the question as to how deeply rooted the cultural

disparity is in these organisations. It is unclear how senior

managers view employees and their own role in ‘living the

brand.’

In support of Burmann and Zeplin (2005) King and

Grace (2008) and King et al. (2012), the theme of

communication highlights the importance of consistency,

understanding and common language. The most fre-

quently used means of communication is via email and

short messaging service (SMS) which, by managers’ own

admission, is not working. Despite this, organisations

continue to ignore the caution that merely providing

written material, most commonly email, is insufficient

(King and Grace 2008) and that the extent of brand

familiarity and internalisation of the brand values influ-

ences the ability to deliver the promise (Baker et al.

2014).

This research demonstrates that marketing communica-

tion is often lost in translation. Although this research did

not specifically examine the effects of education, in reality

the marketing team is often more highly educated than

those in service roles and may use language unfamiliar to

frontline personnel. This is evidenced by frontline super-

visors attempting to decipher the internal branding mes-

sages for their staff who are far less aware of the intent than

those in more senior roles.

Table 1 Managers views as to how the organisation enables internal branding

Transcript statements Key themes Model fit

What is very important, what’s driven fairly well in our company is brand awareness in terms of

corporate identity

Speak with knowledge about the products, about business changes, about what we stand for, our

purpose statement

Brand Burmann and Zeplin

(2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

So it’s about bringing all those different service points together to say how do we structure ourselves,

architecturally to deliver on those…
Structure King and Grace

(2009)

I think the first thing is to measure our client satisfaction. We also measure our clients’ feedback on the

ease of doing business

Measurement Schultz (2004)

We ask how can you contribute to improving service

It’s always a question of what do we stand for as a company, what do we stand for as a brand and if you

work here, what contribution do you make towards the success of that brand?

Contribution Burmann and Zeplin

(2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

…to communicate is critical, so tell people, but tell people in a language that they understand Communication Burmann and Zeplin

(2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

Have a bit of fun…people like to have fun Celebrate Absent from extant

literature

We recruit in a certain way, we look for a certain type of individual that we want to deliver the

customer experience

Recruitment Burmann and Zeplin

(2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

I believe the most critical is that the management team genuinely believes that the values are

important, and then live it within our sphere of influence

So they live by their work and live by following our example as well

Management Burmann and Zeplin

(2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

Because people, when they join your company, they either buy into the brand or they don’t. So some

people, I mean it sounds ridiculous, but some people just want a job, so they couldn’t care less about

the brand

Buy-in King and Grace

(2009)

I think you must pay them properly first of all Pay/Incentives Absent from extant

literature
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This research supports the findings of Schultz (2004)

and Piehler et al. (2015) in that a limited budget is allocated

to internal branding. Managers appear to be very short-term

focused with scant understanding of the depth of change

and degree of collaboration required.

Management implications and future research

This research is distinctive in that it reveals how five

financial services organisations in South Africa deliver the

internal branding message to their staff. Importantly, it

Table 2 Managers views as to the barriers and obstacles to internal branding

Transcript statements Key themes Model fit

It’s difficult to find good people… You just don’t get candidates. We can go through a sample of

100 CVs and get one… It’s a big issue for us

To find fifteen very good service people is not easy. Sometimes end up with people who are not

service people, but rather people who are looking to bread on the table

Recruitment Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

People have been here for a long time, doing the same thing …there is a sense of entitlement that

comes with it. Experience is so valuable, but it also builds up resistance…I’ve been here so long,

why now? Sometimes they don’t see it as a benefit because it’s going to mean doing something

differently or extra for them

But also energy levels is a big thing, so… I think the other thing is, look I mean, it was the energy,

staff, it was the fact that we are a legacy organization

Resistance to

Change

King and Grace

(2009)

They can convey a message well and bring it home for you, make it real, make it understandable for

you, because sometimes it’s just words and meaningless

It’s also interpretation of words. So if I say what integrity means, and that’s also why it’s so

important that you make it real to a person and you give them real examples within their

environment, because what integrity means to somebody brought up in a specific middle class

home, versus somebody that’s brought up in a shack, that’s two different things, and they’re not

thinking that they’re not displaying integrity but they are

Language and

Communication

Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

Time…in this environment, that is the biggest obstacle

Budget is always a barrier

Resources Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

It was always how someone else could do something differently. So the ownership was lacking

If the team does not buy into it, then you will never get that value implemented. It’s always difficult

to make sure that everyone is on the same page

Buy in/Ownership King and Grace

(2009)

The first difficulty is understanding what a brand is. So that it’s not just a logo and it’s not just rules

around what you can and can’t say

The second thing is also for them to actually understand from a behavioral perspective what you

actually mean when you say it extends as far as when you’re walking up the stairs, what people

overhear you talking about

Understand Brand Schultz (2004)

Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

It is the attitude and the temperament and the understanding now, that we are no longer just there to

clock a sale, we are now here to assist a customer and the behavior is very different

So it’s for them to understand the extent of their impact on the brand, it’s the language and

language particularly in an organization where you’ve got so many different cultures. Another

difficulty would be your little, your negative influences that are out there. Negativity spreads, and

you’ve got to manage those elements of negativity

Behavior Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

There might be some proactive senior manager somewhere who is still living the brand values. But

it’s become kind of stale. I think the people who defined those values are probably still in the

organization, but they were never really brought to the fore

Strategy Schultz (2004)

What we’re trying to do on a more formal basis just to get that silo mentality out so that your

product and your service divisions is almost working together better

Structure Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

Our biggest problem is getting the line managers and their supervisors to toe the line and

communicate that same and consistent message

Management Schultz (2004)

Burmann and

Zeplin (2005)

King and Grace

(2009)

Sometimes they don’t see it as a benefit because it’s going to mean doing something differently or

extra for them

Our people are lazy

Laziness Absent from extant

literature
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uncovers attributes not previously seen including some of

the barriers and obstacles faced. Three new themes: pay/

incentives, celebration and laziness emerge. From an aca-

demic perspective, the potential exists for their inclusion in

future research on internal branding across industry sectors

and geographies. Practitioners, whether managers or con-

sultants, may be interested in comparing their own expe-

riences and difficulties with those expressed by the

participants in this research.

Recruiting the right people is a recurring theme, high-

lighted by, among others, Burmann and Zeplin (2005),

Punjaisri and Wilson (2007), King and Grace (2008). It is

important to remember that some employees are there to

put bread on the table and do not wish to further engage

with the brand (King and Grace 2012). Future research

could assess the global seriousness of recruitment; it is

possible that many organisations are struggling to hire

good ‘brand fit’ staff in service roles. A note regarding

recruitment in the South African context—according to

Stats SA, ‘the official unemployment rate is 26.75%’ (SA

2016), which could lead the reader to surmise that there are

plenty of staff available—in reality many of the unem-

ployed are unemployable. de Chernatony and Cottam

(2006) find that lower-level staff have poor brand under-

standing in less successful brands, whilst Punjaisri and

Wilson (2011) find that internal branding efforts are not

consistent across all employees and that more highly edu-

cated and ambitious staff are less likely to attribute success

to internal branding efforts but require affirmation to but-

tress their loyalty, whilst more poorly educated staff may

not appreciate their contribution.

Authors reviewing successful organisations such as

Patagonia, Disney, Southwest Airlines, Apple, Zappos, Jet

Blue (Arnott 1999; Gotsi and Wilson 2001; Mitchell 2002;

Aurand et al. 2005; Ind 2007) have made calls to action; is

it possible that ‘living the brand’ is easier to achieve in

cult-like cultures? (Arnott 1999). Johansson and Hirano

(1999) remind us that geographic differences may also play

an important role; for example, in Japan internal branding

is intrinsic to the culture, as the goals of the organisation

and individual are synonymous. However, Kale (2006)

cautions marketers against merely copying successful

internal branding strategies from other companies or

geographies.

In support of Aurand et al. (2005) and Piehler et al.

(2015), there is vast room for improvement in the role

played by HR. The authors challenge the outdated, pre-

ordained views of both HR bureaucrats and marketers who

lack the ability to integrate their activities, highlighting the

need for change. Although Burmann and Zeplin (2005) call

for a multi-disciplinary approach to internal branding, this

was not evident in any of the organisations interviewed for

this research. Internal and external marketing must be

aligned. This misalignment is highlighted by this execu-

tive’s observation:

Our focus is very much external but we don’t spend

the same amount of money internally as we do

externally, that’s a big gap.

Research has generally focused on the benefits of internal

branding. Future endeavours could examine the attitudes of

managers to ordinary employees, as well as the emergent

dimension of ‘laziness’ and the extent to which employees

sabotage the brand (Harris and Ogbonna 2002).

Twenty-one years post Williams (1994), organisations

still employ bewildered staff who do not comprehend or

share the espoused corporate values. Sadly, executive

management and others in leadership roles have also failed

to live the values, leading poorly paid and tightly managed

employees to disregard any internal branding message the

marketing or HR department are trying to share. There is

little to compel them to ‘live the brand.’ If a sustainable

competitive advantage is important in the highly contested

financial services sector, then industry would do well to

heed the advice of Opoku et al. (2009) in giving internal

branding the attention it deserves.

Appendix: Question set (subset of original)

1. How do you enable your frontline people to understand

the brand?

2. Which aspects of your internal branding do you think

are the most critical?

3. What are some of the obstacles in engaging staff in the

brand?

4. What barriers do you face in implementing your brand

philosophy (internal branding) in the business?

References

Arnott, D. 1999. Corporate cults: The insidious lure of the all-

consuming organization. New York: AMACOM.

Aurand, T.W., L. Gorchels, and T.R. Bishop. 2005. Human resource

management’s role in internal branding: An opportunity for

cross-functional brand message synergy. Journal of Product and

Brand Management 14(3): 163–169.

Baker, T.L., A. Rapp, T. Meyer, and R. Mullins. 2014. The role of

brand communications on front line service employee beliefs,

behaviors, and performance. Journal of the Academy of

Marketing Science 42(6): 642–657.

Bergstrom, A., D. Blumenthal, and S. Crothers. 2002. Why internal

branding matters: The case of Saab. Corporate Reputation

Review 5(2 Fall): 133–142.

Burmann, C., and S. Zeplin. 2005. Building brand commitment: A

behavioural approach to internal brand management. Journal of

Brand Management 12(4): 279–300.

Internal branding in practice 31



Burmann, C., S. Zeplin, and N. Riley. 2009. Key determinants of

internal brand managment success: An exploratory empirical

analysis. Journal of Brand Management 16(4): 264–284.

Creswell, J.W. 2007. Qualitative inquiry and research design:

Choosing among five approaches, 2nd ed. Thousand Oaks: Sage

Publications.

de Chernatony, L., and S. Cottam. 2006. Internal brand factors driving

successful financial services brands. European Journal of

Marketing 40(5/6): 611–633.

Einwiller, S., and M. Will. 2002. Towards an integrated approach to

corporate branding: An empirical study. Corporate Communi-

cations: An International Journal 7(2): 100–109.

Gotsi, M., and A. Wilson. 2001. Corporate reputation management:

‘‘Living the brand’’. Management Decision 39(2): 99–104.

Grönroos, C. 1983. Strategic management and marketing in the

service sector. London: Chartwell-Bratt Limited.

Harris, L.C., and E. Ogbonna. 2002. Exploring service sabotage the

antecedents, types and consequences of frontline, deviant,

antiservice behaviors. Journal of Service Research 4(3):

163–183.

Ind, N. 2007. Living the brand, 3rd ed. London: Kogan Page.

Jacobs, R. 2003. Turn employees into brand ambassadors. Bank

Marketing 35(3): 22–26.

Johansson, J.K., and M. Hirano. 1999. Brand reality: The Japanese

perspective. Journal of Marketing Management 15(1–3):

93–105.

Kale, S.H. 2006. Internal marketing: an antidote for Macau’s labour

shortage. UNLV Gaming Research and Review 11(1): 1–11.

Kimpakorn, N., and G. Tocquer. 2009. Employees’ commitment to

brands in the service sector: Luxury hotel chains in Thailand.

Journal of Brand Management 16(8): 532–544.

King, C., and D. Grace. 2005. Exploring the role of employees in the

delivery of the brand: A case study approach. Qualitative Market

Research: An International Journal 8(3): 277–295.

King, C., and D. Grace. 2008. Internal branding: Exploring the

employee’s perspective. Journal of Brand Management 15(5):

299–358.

King, C., and D. Grace. 2009. Employee based brand equity: A third

perspective. Services Marketing Quarterly 30(2): 122–147.

King, C., and D. Grace. 2012. Examining the antecedents of positive

employee brand-related attitudes and behaviours. European

Journal of Marketing 46: 469–488.

King, C., D. Grace, and D.C. Funk. 2012. Employee brand equity:

Scale development and validation. Journal of Brand Manage-

ment 19(4): 268–288.

Kruger, D. 1988. An introduction to phenomenological psychology,

2nd ed. Cape Town: Juta.

Mahnert, K.F., and A.M. Torres. 2007. The brand inside: The factors

of failure and success in internal branding. Irish Marketing

Review 19(1, 2): 54–63.

Miles, M.B., and A.M. Huberman. 1994. Qualitative data analysis:

An expanded sourcebook. Thousand Oaks: Sage Publications.

Mitchell, C. 2002. Selling the brand inside, Harvard Business Review.

London: Harvard Business School Publishing Corporation.

Opoku, R.A., N. Atuobi-Yiadom, C.S. Chong, and R. Abratt. 2009.

The impact of internal marketing on the perception of service

quality in retail banking: A Ghanaian case. Journal of Financial

Services Marketing 13(4): 317–329.
Papasolomou-Doukakis, I. 2002. The role of employee development

in customer relations: The case of UK retail banks. Corporate

Communications: An International Journal 7(1): 62–76.

Payne, A.F. and D. Walters. 1990. Internal marketing: Myth or

magic?: Cranfield School of Management working paper.

Piehler, R., S. Hanisch, and C. Burmann. 2015. Internal branding:

relevance, management and challenges. Marketing Review St

Gallen 32(1): 52–61.

Piercy, N., and N. Morgan. 1991. Internal marketing: The missing

half of the marketing program. Longrange Planning 24(2):

82–93.

Punjaisri, K., and A. Wilson. 2007. The role of internal branding in

the delivery of employee brand promise. Journal of Brand

Management 15(1): 57–70.

Punjaisri, K., and A. Wilson. 2011. Internal branding process: Key

mechanisms, outcomes and moderating factors. European Jour-

nal of Marketing 45(9/10): 1521–1537.

Punjaisri, K., A. Wilson, and H. Evanschitzky. 2009. Internal

branding to influence employee’s brand promise delivery: A

case study in Thailand. Journal of Service Management 20(5):

561–579.

Saleem, F.Z., and O. Iglesias. 2016. Mapping the domain of the

fragmented field of internal branding. Journal of product and

brand management 25(1): 43–57.

Schultz, D.E. 2004. Building an internal marketing management

calculus. Interactive Marketing 6(2): 111–129.

Stats SA. 2016. Quarterly labour. [ONLINE]. http://www.statssa.gov.

za/publications/P0211/P02111stQuarter2016.pdf. Accessed 16

Nov 2016.

Thomson, K., L. De Chernatony, L. Arganbright, and S. Khan. 1999.

The buy-in benchmark: How staff understanding and commit-

ment impact brand and business performance. Journal of

Marketing Management 15(8): 819–835.

Thomson, K., M. 1990. The employee revolution: the rise of

corporate internal marketing. London, UK: Pitman.

Williams, J. 1994. Workplace marketing: A 1990s business imper-

ative. Journal of Direct Marketing 8(4 Autumn): 66–77.

Rose Du Preez is a Practitioner in Private Practice as well as a Ph.D.

Student at the KTH in Stockholm. Her specific area of research

interest is internal branding and internal marketing.

32 R. Du Preez

http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/P02111stQuarter2016.pdf
http://www.statssa.gov.za/publications/P0211/P02111stQuarter2016.pdf

	Internal branding experiences in the financial services sector in South Africa
	Abstract
	Research problem
	Literature review
	Methodology
	Method of analysis

	Results
	Discussion
	Management implications and future research

	Appendix: Question set (subset of original)
	References




