Brand Communications and Employees:

Professional Perceptions of Building Support From Within

Philip G Kelley

July 29, 2016

University of Minnesota
School of Journalism and Mass Communication

Professional M.A. in Strategic Communication Capstone



BRAND COMMUNICATIONS AND EMPLOYEES

Table of Contents

About the Author 2
Executive Summary 3
Introduction 4

Literature Review 5
Employee Value to Organization 5
Internal Branding 8
Culture and Authenticity 11
Research Questions 12

Method 13
Research Design 13
Data Collection 13
Participants 15
Confidentiality 16

Results 16
Agency Responses 16
Corporate Responses 18
Higher Education Responses 21
Discussion 27
Limitations & Future Research 37
Conclusion 34
Recommendations for the University of Minnesota
References 39
Appendix A - Discussion Guide 471
Appendix B - Interview Transcripts 43
Agency Responses 43

Corporate Responses 48
Higher Education Responses 66

36



BRAND COMMUNICATIONS AND EMPLOYEES
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Executive Summary

Employees and a strong brand are two elements that contribute to organizational
success. This paper examines the relationship between the two using an internal branding
framework and attempts to describe the ways in which brand supportive behaviors can be
encouraged by internal audiences. A series of in-depth interviews was conducted with 19
marketing and communications professionals to determine the ways in which a variety of
organizations communicated their brand to employees, and how effective those efforts were.
Findings from this research support an integrated approach to internal branding efforts, and
identify several ways that brand communications can influence employee attitudes and
behaviors. Future research suggestions are also discussed and include additional research in

the Higher Education industry, employee surveys, and brand communications content analysis.
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Introduction

Employees have always been seen as a key asset to organizational success. How they
perform their core job functions and contribute to the productivity of the organization can directly
impact its bottom line. However, their role in contributing to the success of their employers
extends beyond just their job functions and responsibilities. Strategic communicators are
increasingly seeing the value internal audiences can bring to organizational communications
and marketing initiatives.

Today’s shifting communications landscape has permitted nearly every individual,
regardless of social status or financial means, a platform from which to communicate his/her
own messages. Along with this change has come a renewed sense by marketing and
communications professionals (and the organizations they work for) of the importance of word-
of-mouth marketing. These shifts have led organizations to look to employees as a new and
influential channel through which brand messaging and information can be relayed to
consumers, stakeholders, or the general public.

Organizational brands have traditionally been managed by, the functional areas of
marketing and public relations. They do so through the development of a unique organizational
identity, the communication of values and a central brand promise, and by addressing concerns
or crises as they arise. However, brand professionals have realized the benefit of aligning
internal audiences with the organizational brand and have sought ways to leverage their internal
employee bases to further build and support their organization’s brand.

Employees can impact organizational success in several ways. First, and most
obviously, they can perform necessary job functions contributing to the success of the
organization. Second, they can deliver on an organization’s brand promise through customer
interactions. And third, they can act in ways that support the organization while not “on the job”.

In recognition of the influence employees can have, and the increasing challenges organizations
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face reaching their consumers through a cluttered communication environment, organizations
are implementing internal branding efforts to foster supportive attitudes and behaviors from their
employee base.

It is in this current environment that the central focus of this paper has materialized:
exploring the connection between an organization’s brand communications and employee
attitudes and behaviors. To do so, insights from professionals who work in the marketing and
communications field were sought. Their experience and perspectives have helped to identify
ways organizations communicate their brand to internal audiences and better understand how
to do so effectively.

Literature Review

Employee Value to Organizations. Brand equity, or value a brand brings to an
organization, is a commonly used metric for evaluating an organization and describing the
strength of its identity. King and Grace (2010) discuss several forms of brand equity of
relevance to this research. One form is financial brand equity, or the value a brand can bring
when sold or monetized in some way (King and Grace, 2010, p. 940). This type of equity can be
seen when brands are sold or licensed for others to use. Take the University of Minnesota as an
example. The University licenses its trademarks to clothing producers and sellers for use on
merchandise. These vendors leverage the positive associations with the University’s brand in
order to sell merchandise bearing its logos, and the University receives royalties for
merchandise sold with its trademarks.

Another form of brand equity is consumer brand equity, which is the differential effect a
brand can have from competitors in the minds of consumers (King and Grace, 2010, p. 940). A
good example of this type of equity can be seen in celebrity brands common in the cooking and
entertaining world. A brand of brownie mix carrying the name of noted catering chef and

celebrity personality Ina Garten may be perceived as better and of higher quality by consumers
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than a generic brand of brownie mix using the same ingredients. In this case, the inclusion of
Ina Garten’s name provides added equity to one brownie mix in the consumer’s mind and the
sales price can be increased to reflect that, providing more profit to the organization.

Finally, King and Grace (2010) propose a third form of brand equity, employee based
brand equity, which is the value supportive employee attitudes and behaviors can have on a
brand (p. 941). Employees who support their organizations can be found everywhere, but are
frequently not considered when measuring brand equity. This form of equity precedes and
influences both consumer and financial brand equities - and as a result directly impacts the
success of an organization.

In his paper Inside Out: How Employees Build Value, Nicholas Ind builds on King and
Grace’s perspective of employee based brand equity. He argues that employees build brand
value and contribute to a positive organizational image through their understanding of the
organization’s ideology (the mission, vision, and values) and adoption of attitudes and behaviors
that embody that ideology - “living the brand”. Their interactions with customers reinforce that
ideology and help to determine the customer experience. They fulfill the organization’s brand
promise and thus provide customers with a unique and individualized experience congruent with
the brand. Creating happy and loyal customers. This view recognizes the relationship between
employees who live the brand, satisfied customers, and business performance; and suggests
that employee attitudes and behavior are linked to overall business success (Ind, 2003, p.400).

Another example of how employee based brand equity can impact organizational
success is highlighted by Tavassoli et. al. in their paper Employee-Based Brand Equity: Why
Firms with Strong Brands Pay Their Executives Less. They propose that organizations with
strong brands can limit executive salaries by leveraging the brand’s equity. Using identity theory
as a framework, they outline how individuals who identify with strong brands (by working for

them) can experience positive self-enhancement to their own identity. Results from their study
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suggested that organizations with strong brands can not only positively impact recruitment
efforts, but that they permit compensation committees to leverage brand equity as an effective
bargaining tool when establishing executive pay (Tavassoli, Et. al, 2014, p687).

Digging deeper into ways employees can support and add value to organizations, it can
be worthwhile to shift focus and explore how organizations think their employees contribute to
their brand and add value. There are several perspectives on this, but frequently employees are
seen as brand ambassadors. This perspective views employees as central figures from the
customer or public’s perspective who can deliver on a brand promise when engaging in job
based customer interactions (Gelb and Rangarajan, 2014). Another perspective considers
employees as elements of the brand. These employees are often referred to as “living the
brand”, because they internalize their organization’s values and deliver on those during non-job
related interactions with friends and family (Maxwell and Knox, 2009).

Literature on the topic of employee’s creating brand value also highlights that they have
significant influence on the brand perceptions of external audiences when they deliver authentic
positive word-of-mouth away from the workplace (Morokane, et. al., 2016). It is important to note
that employees generally influence consumer behavior by educating consumers through word-
of-mouth, but they can also contribute to building positive brand associations when they
champion their employer brand (Morokane, et. al., 2016).

Emphasizing the importance of word-of-mouth on brand value, Mikacova and Gavlakova
(2014) refer to the “conversation economy” and the freedom consumers have to discuss product
or service related issues. Consider then the impact that supportive employee’s can have in the
conversation economy, offering helpful information and guidance to consumers, or providing
valuable feedback to the organization about current consumer feelings.

Collectively, the literature on employee contributions to brand value supports the

employee focus of this paper’s central research questions. It is in every organization's best
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interest to find ways to build and encourage supportive attitudes and behaviors by their
employees to facilitate greater organizational success. With employee value established, we
can shift to an exploration of how organizations communicate their identities to internal
audiences.

Internal Branding. Saleem and Iglesias (2016) reviewed the current state of internal
brand communications research and highlighted the fragmented approach to research in the
field of employer/employee brand communications. They propose a clear delineation between
internal branding (employees as brand champions inside and outside the organization) and
employer branding (employees as brand ambassadors in customer interactions), and suggested
that future research adopt a common definition of internal branding:

Internal branding is the process through which organizations make a company-wide

effort within supportive culture to integrate brand ideologies, leadership, human resource

management, internal brand communication and internal brand communities as a

strategy to enable employees to consistently co-create brand value with multiple

stakeholders. (Saleem and Iglesias, 2016, p. 50)

This paper adopts this definition of internal branding as a foundational framework. Saleem and
Iglesias (2016) went on to outline the structure and components of internal branding initiatives
(p- 48). This breakdown can be helpful to any organization undertaking internal branding
initiatives, by providing a framework that branding and communications professionals can use to
build internal communications strategies and tactics. See Table | for an overview of the
components of internal branding.

Table | - Summary of internal branding components

Brand Ideologies A brand’s vision, mission, goals, norms and values.

Brand Leadership Transformational leaders working alongside staff who
disseminate a clear brand ideology and facilitate a positive
shared understanding of the brand.
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Brand-Centered Recruiting and selecting individuals who possess values
Human Resource congruent with the brand, in addition to training them in
Management (HRM) line with brand values and having a compensation

structure that promotes the brand’s values.

Internal Brand Brand related communication in all directions internally
Communication and externally.

Internal Brand Virtual and physical communities that foster employee
Communities identification with the brand.

(Saleem and Iglesias, 2016, p. 48)

The value of internal branding was further highlighted by a study from Punjaisri and
Wilson (2010). Their research showed that internal branding efforts can have a positive effect
on an employee’s sense of belonging to an organization, as well as their performance (Punjaisri
and Wilson, 2010, p. 1531). This summary of internal branding components provides a
framework from which an exploration of organizational communications to employees can be
examined to determine best practices. In addition to internal branding and employee based
brand equity, the literature review provided several other takeaways on this internal branding
framework.

First, organizations should survey and identify what employees value and find attractive
about their organization, so those attributes can be leveraged in any internal brand
communications (Maxwell and Knox, 2009). It is also important to identify authentic
organizational values, attempting to convey values or attributes that aren’t natural to the
organization can result in decreased levels of employee engagement (Holtzhausen and Fourie,
2011). Values and attributes directly relate to brand ideologies, important to internal branding.

Next, consider the important role organizational leadership can have on the internal
brand. Leaders voices carry weight with employees and can help communicate messages with
authority unlike others within an organization. The literature highlighted just how impactful
leaders can be in the communication of the internal brand by conveying coherent and consistent

brand messages (Vallaster and Chernatony, 2006), explaining the value of the brand to
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employees (Xiong, et al, 2013), modeling brand consistent behaviors (King and Grace, 2008),
and communicating brand ideologies (Saleem and Iglesias, 2016). Encouraging leadership to
play an active role in the internal brand communication process can also increase broader
organizational buy-in and support.

Third, it is also important to consider the nature of the internal branding process, and
how it can overlap the marketing, branding, public relations, and human resource management
functions within an organization. Alignment and collaboration between the marketing and human
resource functions can help to ensure successful internal brand communications by
incorporating brand consistent messages to human resource communications and functions
(Saleem and Iglesias, 2015). Organizational and human resource policies or processes may
have an effect on employees, and it is important to ensure policies are supportive of the brand
in their intent and function (Gelb and Rangarajan, 2014). For example, human resources can
ensure connection to the vision, mission, and values of the organization by incorporating
measures of individual employee performance on those points in the review process and tying
them to rewards and recognition.

Further proof of the integrated nature of internal branding efforts comes from Mikacova
and Gavlakova’s paper The Role of Public Relations in Branding which makes the case that
public relations can play a role in brand management and organizational success. The public
relations function can support a brand or organization by influencing the public conversation and
narrative about the organization. This support manifests itself through credible story-telling, and
providing the proof points that support advertising and marketing messages from the
organization (Mikacova and Gavlakova, 2014, p. 839). Though these efforts are traditionally
focused at news media, the same strategies can be used when communicating to internal

audiences, and thus provide those same audiences with valuable knowledge so they are
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equipped to participate in, and possibly steer, the public conversation when it relates to their
employer.

Finally, brand knowledge has been shown to positively affect brand supportive behaviors
in employees (Xiong, et al, 2013), and lead to positive word-of-mouth between employees and
their networks, either internal or external (Morokane, 2015). To that end it is important to
communicate brand information to employees regularly and in ways that will resonate with them.

Research has shown that employee commitment can be increased through two
methods: highlighting examples of committed employees through internal and external
communications, and by recognizing and leveraging the impact coworkers can have on each
other (Gelb and Rangarajan, 2014). Telling employee stories through communications can
provide a model or connection point for other employees to see. Communicating brand
messages can be most effectively done through the organization’s internal communities,
leveraging employee influence on each other and building on existing associations between
them (Saleem and Iglesias, 2016).

Culture and Authenticity. Internal branding is recent framework for a much older
construct that communicators and organizations have sought to influence for decades - culture.
Much research has been conducted on organizational culture. Generally, culture is considered
to be a reflection of the activities and meanings in an organization, and as a description of the
activities by which these meanings come to be produced and shared in organization (Deetz,
1982). In essence, culture is reflective of the people, customs, beliefs, and processes in an
organization. These factors combine to create a culture, which can influence employees.
Culture can be reflective of current organizational norms and values, but also aspirational in that
an organization may seek to develop its culture towards a specific set of values and ideals that

may not currently exist. Though culture is not a primary focus of this research, it is important to

11



BRAND COMMUNICATIONS AND EMPLOYEES

note that internal branding seeks to communicate cultural values and customs in a coordinated
and thoughtful way to influence employees.

Internal branding also relies heavily on the identification and understanding of authentic
organizational norms and values, but how do organizations know what’s authentic? Brand
authenticity has been a heavily researched topic, and many scholars point to many factors that
influence the perception of authenticity. Napoli, et al. (2014) defines brand authenticity as “the
subjective evaluation of genuineness ascribed to a brand by consumers”, and identifies seven
cues that contribute to perceptions of authenticity: heritage, nostalgia, cultural symbolism,
sincerity, craftsmanship, quality commitment, design consistency. Communicators and brand
managers can review their ideologies through these constructs and assess their authenticity. In
some cases, it may be valuable to conduct internal research to determine if internal audiences
perceive the identified ideologies as authentic. An exploration of how to authentically define a
brand or organizational values is not conducted in this paper, but the concept of authenticity is
important for internal branding.

Research Questions. The connection between internal branding and employee
attitudes and behaviors has been explored by a multitude of research in the field. However,
there is still more to explain and uncover in this area. Therefore the following research questions
are posed:

R1: How can firms communicate their brand to internal audiences in effective ways?

This research question seeks to uncover not just how firms communicate their brand
internally, but to go a step further and qualify those efforts based on how they measure and
determine their effectiveness. When considering the applicability of this research, it is important
to consider organizations with limited resources or capabilities. Communications and branding

initiatives require investment, and part of the goal of this research is to identify the most
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effective ways to communicate brand supportive messages to internal audiences, thus
achieving high levels of organizational return on investment.

R2: How have organizations encouraged supportive attitudes and behaviors among

their employees?

Similar to R1, this question seeks to identify specific and concrete ways organizations
have engendered supportive attitudes and behaviors among their internal employee base. By
finding specific examples of how organizations have fostered employee support, a framework
for employee attitude and behavior moderation can begin to be developed using real world
successes.

Method

Research Design. The central questions this paper attempts to answer are how
organizations can communicate their brand to internal audiences, and how communications can
foster supportive attitudes and behaviors among those same audiences. Because these
questions seek to discover organizational specific information and examples, an in-depth,
qualitative data gathering approach was selected. This approach provides for thorough
discussion and follow-up, allowing insights and information to be gleaned from first-hand
experiences by experts and professionals. Theories and concepts in the literature on this topic
have provided a basis for this research, but deeper understandings on the topic can be gained
directly from those conducting internal branding and employee communication efforts. Because
this research involved human subjects, the study was submitted to the University of Minnesota’s
Institutional Review Board and granted a waiver from full board review and approval.

Data Collection. The use of in-depth interviews for this study was determined to be
most effective due to the type of information needed - first hand accounts. It was also selected
because it allowed for large amounts of information to be gathered from each participant, and

allowed for follow-up, clarification, and additional probing when desired by the researcher.
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Additionally, researchers in this field of study have frequently used in-depth interviews as a

method for data gathering (Grace, 2008).

Using the central research questions of this paper as a starting point, a series of

questions were developed in the form of an interview discussion guide. The questionnaire was

formulated using survey question examples from related research literature. This informed the

development of specific and supportive questions which tied to the central research focus of this

study. Questions asked of participants related to their organization’s brand, internal

communication, and employee perspectives. Participants were invited to share examples from

other employers they worked for if relevant to the discussion. Table 2 outlines the interview

guestionnaire as it relates to this study's research questions.

Table 2 - Research questions and corresponding interview questions.

General Questions

Interview Questions:

1.

Can you tell me a little bit about your
organization, and how many employees you
have?

What is your position in the org - your
title/responsibilities?

Research Question 1:

How can organizations communicate their
brand to internal audiences in effective
ways?

Interview Questions:
3. Can you tell me a little about the org’s brand?

a. How and when was it developed?
b. How were internal audiences included
or considered?

What unique challenges does your organization
have related to communicating your brand to
employees?
What does your organization do to engage
employees in the brand? What have you found
to be the best/worst ways to engage with
employees?
How does organization leadership play a role in
the brand and it's communication?
How do you measure engagement and impact
of the internal brand? What are the key
performance indicators?

Research Question 2:

Interview Questions:

14
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How have organizations encouraged 1. How does your organization see employees
supportive attitudes and behaviors among contributing to the brand?
their employees? 2. Do you think your internal brand is working to

engage and motivate employees? Why or why
not? What would you change to make your
internal brand more effective at this?

3. Are there specific communication materials or
pieces that you feel have helped strengthen or
improve brand perceptions with employees?
What made them successful?

Interviews were formally structured and administered in person and over the phone,
depending on participant. The author of this paper conducted all interviews, which lasted
between 30 and 60 minutes. When appropriate and time permitted, probing follow-up questions
were asked to gather additional detail on responses of interest or high relevance. Interviews
were transcribed and were then analyzed for common themes and key insights.

Participants. A total of 19 interviews were conducted between April 19 and June 24,
2016. Five interviews were conducted in person, at locations convenient to the participants, and
14 interviews were conducted over the phone. Participants were selected on the basis of having
positions that involved responsibilities in strategic brand management or internal
communications from various organizational levels (strategic leadership of entire enterprise
marketing and communications, to mid-level marketing and communication managers).
Participants were split between three distinct industries: two were from advertising and branding
agencies’, seven from for-profit corporations, and ten from higher education institutions (both
public and private). Geographically, participants were clustered in Midwest states, but also
came from locations as far as California and Texas. The diverse makeup of the participant pool

was intentional and sought to provide the widest variety of insights and perspectives on the

! Interview participants who worked for advertising and branding agencies were asked to provide insights
from their own agencies or from clients they worked with. Their position as outside consultants for
businesses conducting brand and marketing work was desired to provide a unique perspective on the
practice and provide an added dimension to results.
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central research questions. It was also hoped that examining a variety of industries would
provide insights and learnings that would be universally applicable. This approach builds on
previous research in the field, which primarily focused on organizations within the service
industry. Participants were included because of their expertise in the area of brand management
and communications, and willingness to participate in the research. The sample was identified
through references from the author’s professional network.

Confidentiality. This research sought specific and concrete examples of internal brand
communications from practitioners in the field, with their assessments of effectiveness. Because
the nature of this information is sensitive, i.e. thoughts and opinions from employees about their
employer organization’s efforts in the areas of internal branding and employee communications,
participant names and organizations are not identified in this study. The identification of
particular organizations does not impact the results of this research or its applicability.

Results

Results from in-depth research interviews are broken into three categories relating to the
industry in which the respondents came from: agency, corporation, and higher education.
Clustering results in this method allowed for the easiest analysis and comparisons to be made
between industries. It also provided the opportunity to find commonalities in effective internal
marketing and brand communications practices across all fields, while permitting a deeper
understanding of what is effective within specific industries.

Agency Responses. Both respondents felt it was critical that organizations have an
understanding of their primary mission, vision, and values, in order to be successful at internal
branding and communications. They felt that organizations must understand and identify those
core elements in order to ground internal branding and marketing efforts. Building on the
mission, vision, and values, the “elevator pitch” was mentioned as a component of the

organization’s identity that every employee should be able to articulate. These elements should
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be communicated to internal audiences in a way that they can understand and act on. As one
respondent said, “when it comes to internal audiences, you need to communicate concisely and
clearly.”

When asked about the challenges organizations face when undertaking internal
branding efforts, both respondents identified issues related to employees. First, overestimating
employee engagement and investment in the brand can be a challenge to organizations. It's
important to know where employees are at in terms of engagement and support of their
employer so that organizations can build communication strategies to address any
shortcomings or gaps. Second, the simple act of communicating with employees was mentioned
as a challenge. The variety and abundance of available channels to communicate through can
be overwhelming when trying to determine what is most effective. Distinct employee
communities within organizations were a third challenge referenced. For instance, organizations
with groups of hourly, store based employees, and corporate office employees, have a unique
challenge in that these groups approach work and communicating in completely different ways.

Agency respondents were also asked about their views on how employees could
contribute to the organization's internal branding efforts, their responses centered on ways that
leadership and employees could contribute to successful outcomes. From the leadership
perspective, one respondent highlighted the value organizational leaders can bring in
communicating internal branding messages and acting as the face of the effort. Through
leadership involvement, a sense of importance and buy-in from organizational leadership is
conveyed to employees. From the employee perspective, one respondent spoke of the value
that engaged and supportive employees can have on internal branding. Organizations can
leveraging their excitement and passion through brand supportive content, for instance blog

posts or marketing materials which shines a spotlight on employees who live the brand. This
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type of content provides examples of brand supportive behavior that can be adopted by others
in the organization.

Finally, both agency respondents felt it was important to measure the effect of internal
branding efforts in additional to general metrics related to awareness and engagement. In
essence, organizations should measure employee pride and support of an organization to
gauge the success of internal branding efforts, rather than only measuring awareness of internal
brand campaign messages or tactics. Agency respondents highlighted the need to consistently
invest in measurement and analysis, to provide long term insights and trending data on the
effects of any efforts.

Corporation Responses. Corporate respondents to this study came from organizations
ranging from large, multinational companies, to smaller niche organizations. Employee counts
ranged from 250 to 200,000, and all respondents felt their organization’s employee base had
subgroups. A common example of employee subgroups is employees from corporate offices,
and those from store locations.

Two respondents held management positions overseeing marketing and branding teams
and initiatives within their organizations, the remaining five respondents held supportive roles
managing specific marketing and branding efforts under the leadership of others.

When asked about their organization’s brand, all but one organization had a developed
and actively managed brand. The outlier organization without a well-developed brand lacked
any active brand management or marketing employee until recent years when a marketing
function was created. Before that time, the organization’s brand was directly tied to the owner.
The remaining six organizations had brands that were actively managed and had identified
central mission, vision, and values statements. Only three