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A B S T R A C T   

Considers the significance of corporate identity, internal corporate brand/identity images, and corporate brand 
identification for corporate brand orientation. Three propositions based on the above are formulated. By high-
lighting the importance of these concepts, scholars are more fully able to comprehend the importance and 
connectedness between the concepts. The same is true for senior managers who have responsibility for managing 
and nurturing meaningful corporate brand orientated organizations. They also need to be cognizant of these 
dimensions and regularly appraise them.   

1. Introduction 

This article considers the centrality of corporate identity, internal 
corporate brand image/internal corporate identity image, and internal 
corporate brand identification theory apropos corporate brand orien-
tation. As such, it seeks to make a meaningful advance in our compre-
hension of corporate brand orientation through the introduction and 
explication of three propositions taking account of the aforementioned. 
By these means scholars and managers are better placed to understand 
the antecedents of an organizational-wide corporate brand orientation. 

From its introduction in the mid-1990s (Urde, 1994), the brand 
orientation notion has attracted growing attention, and traction, within 
marketing. Brand orientation is based on the premise that brands can be 
pivotal to an organization’s orientation and success. Consequently, it 
was argued that organizations should orientate themselves around their 
brands. However, the brand orientation idea has sometimes often been 
narrowly conceived. Significantly, with the formal introduction of the 
corporate brand orientation the importance of a company-wide corpo-
rate brand positioning was elucidated and regularized (Balmer, 2013). 
As such a corporate brand orientation – as evinced in the corporate 
brand covenant - epitomizes an organizational-wide philosophy and 
culture which represents a centripetal force that guides the entire or-
ganization (Balmer, 2013). 

“A corporate brand orientation refers to a category of institution in 
which the corporate brand specifically acts as the cornerstone – and, 

moreover, the centripetal force – that informs and guides the orga-
nisation, especially in relation to its core philosophy and culture”. 
(Balmer, 2013, p.724) 

Hence, a corporate brand orientation dovetails a brand orientation 
reasoning with the precepts of corporate brand management (Balmer, 
1995, 2001a, 2012a). Arguably, therefore, the formal introduction of 
corporate brand orientation made explicit what, all too often, had been 
implicit in that the most logical and powerful form of brand orientation 
was centred on the corporate brand. It was asserted that: “The formal 
introduction and explication of the corporate brand orientation 
perspective represents the apotheosis of Urde (1994) brand orientation 
notion”. Continuing: “a brand-based organisational-wide culture and 
philosophy is more intelligible at the level of the corporate brand than 
any other branding level or category”. (Balmer, 2013, p.738). 

The article continues by providing an overview of business orienta-
tions in organizations with specific reference to marketing/corporate 
marketing orientation, brand orientation and corporate brand orienta-
tion; enumerates three propositions which highlight the importance of 
corporate identity, internal corporate brand image/corporate identity 
image, and corporate brand identification to corporate brand orienta-
tion; and concludes by discussing the theoretical contribution, man-
agement implications, research limitations, and avenues for future 
research. 
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2. Orientation matters 

The orientation notion now enjoys wide currency in strategy, mar-
keting and, more specifically, within branding. In general terms, an 
orientation relates to a mind-set and set of behaviors (Schmidt, Mason, 
Steenkamp, & Mugobo, 2017) and in business contexts strategic orien-
tations are the guiding principles that influence a firm’s strategy-making 
activities (Noble, Sinha, & Kumar, 2002). The concept has variously 
been described as strategic fit, strategic predisposition, strategic thrust, 
and strategic choice (Morgan & Strong, 1998). Strategic orientations 
designate the way firms operate and refers to a firm’s proclivity to adopt 
specific values, agree with specific norms, and act or operate in specific 
ways (Cadogan, 2012). Inherently, orientations are inseparable from 
organizational culture (Baumgarth, 2010; Noble et al., 2002), and from 
issues of identity within organizations (Balmer, 2008; Hatch & Schultz, 
1997). 

A variety of strategic orientations are deemed to be of importance 
(Schmidt et al., 2017). In marketing, the most prominent are marketing 
orientation (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Jaworski & Kohli, 1993), rela-
tionship marketing orientation (Grönroos, 1994; Callaghan, McPhail, & 
Yau, 1995), services marketing orientation (Lytle & Timmerman, 2006), 
corporate identity orientation (Balmer, 2017a) brand orientation (Urde, 
1994), and a total corporate communications orientation (Balmer, 
1998). There are other prominent orientations including stakeholder 
orientation (Ferrell, Gonzalez-Padron, Hult, & Maignan, 2010); inno-
vation and/technology orientation (Gatignon & Xuereb, 1997), learning 
orientation (Slater & Narver, 1995), and entrepreneurial orientation 
(Zhou, Yim, & Tse, 2005). 

Multiple orientations can co-exist within organizations. An over-
lapping of orientations may not, necessarily, be deleterious. Oftentimes, 
multiple orientations can equally be efficacious. Empirical studies have 
revealed how firms, by integrating different orientations, frequently out- 
perform those following a single orientation (e.g., Atuahene-Gima & Ko, 
2001; Liu, Luo, & Shi, 2002; Grinstein, 2008). For example, a brand 
orientation can complement a marketing orientation (Urde, Baumgarth, 
& Merrilees, 2013) and a corporate brand orientation can dovetail with 
a corporate marketing orientation (Balmer, 2013). 

The adoption, and pursuance, of a particular orientation – whether 
internal or external - can imbue an organization with a strategic 
advantage. A firm’s success can be attributable to its overall orientation 
(Wright, Kroll, Pray, & Lado, 1995). Specifically, strategic orientations 
can be linked to competitive advantage, attractiveness to employees, 
organizational commitment, business growth, organizational perfor-
mance, and overall profitability. 

This is because a synchronistic relationship exists between a mar-
keting orientation focussed on customers and a brand orientation cen-
tred on brands. Both orientations can be desirable and efficacious. 
Equally, a corporate marketing orientation focussed on stakeholders and 
a corporate brand orientation based on corporate brands are synergistic 
(Balmer, 2013). Organizations having a dual marketing and brand ori-
entations are better placed to affect an integrated marketing commu-
nications effect within their organizations (Reid, Luxton, & Mavondo, 
2005) and, prospectively, can serve customers more effectively (Urde 
et al., 2013). 

2.1. Marketing and corporate marketing orientations 

Marketing orientation (Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; Jaworski & Kohli, 
1993) – analogous with customer orientation (Kelley, 1992) - relates to 
the adoption of the marketing concept within an organization and is an 
orientation which places consumers at the centre of an organization’s 
deliberations (Cano, Carrillat, & Jaramillo, 2004). 

Marketing orientation is sometimes contrasted with production, 
product, sales, and cost orientation. While marketing orientation has 
received a great deal of attention within the marketing canon (Ćorić, 
Lučić, Brečić, Šević, & Šević, 2020; Cacciolatti & Lee, 2016; Morgan, 

Vorhies, & Mason, 2009; Carrillat, Jaramillo, & Locander, 2004; Helfert, 
Ritter, & Walter, 2002; Jaworski & Kohli, 1993; Kohli & Jaworski, 1990; 
Noble et al., 2002), there is a lack of consensus as to its precise nature. 
Some scholars stress that a marketing orientation can be expressed 
either through behavior, or through a company-wide culture (Schmidt 
et al., 2017), or as a set of shared values and beliefs about putting the 
customer first in business planning (Deshpande, 1999). Others focused 
on its impacts on an entity’s systems and processes (Harris, 1998). 
Initially it was suggested that it includes generation of market informa-
tion, cross-departmental dissemination of information, and responsiveness 
to disseminated information (Kohli, Jaworski, & Kumar, 1993). Alter-
natively, it can be viewed as constituting an amalgam of customer 
orientation, competitor orientation, inter-functional coordination, and a 
profit orientation (Slater & Narver, 1996; Reid et al., 2005). Further-
more, subsets of market orientation have been highlighted including 
sustainable marketing orientation (Ćorić et al., 2020) and green mar-
keting orientation (Papadas, Avlonitis, & Carrigan, 2017), among 
others. 

A synchronistic relationship exists between a marketing orientation 
focussed on customers and a brand orientation centred on brands and 
both orientations can be desirable and efficacious. For example, orga-
nizations having a dual marketing and brand orientations are better 
placed to effect build integrated marketing within their organizations 
(Reid et al., 2005) and, significantly, serve customers more effectively 
(Urde et al., 2013). 

Corporate marketing (Balmer, 1998, 2001a) is an organizational- 
wide orientation. As such, it is underpinned by an organizational-wide 
philosophy and culture (Balmer & Greyser, 2006; Illia & Balmer, 
2012), and represents a distinct strategic management approach 
(Balmer, 2017a). As an orientation it considers organizations, along 
with their corporate brands, as significant conduits by which mutually 
profitable exchange relationships between companies and stakeholders 
can be established (Balmer, 1998; 2017a). Significantly, corporate 
marketing represents a new corporate gestalt (Balmer, 1998). The 
corporate marketing logic is grounded in the notion that organizations 
and their corporate brands can be principal vehicles of exchange be-
tween organizations and their customers/stakeholders in a similar way 
that products/product brands are in traditional marketing or services/ 
services brands in relation to services marketing (Balmer, 2017; Balmer 
& Greyser, 2006). 

However, unlike mainstream product marketing, corporate market-
ing adopts explicit stakeholder and CSR approaches; emphasizes that 
ultimate responsibility resides with the CEO/Management Board and, 
significantly, is informed by a trans-temporal perspective where the past 
(and not only the present and future) is accorded importance. Just as 
product and services marketing have their own mixes, as noted by 
Balmer and Greyser (2003), eg. Borden (1964) and McCarthy (1960), 
the same is true for corporate marketing (Balmer, 1998, 2001a). As with 
brand orientation and marketing an interconnected relationship exists 
between a corporate brand orientation and corporate marketing. Both 
stress the importance of corporate brands to organizations and corporate 
marketing has an explicit organizational, stakeholder, CSR and trans- 
temporal foci which are complementary to a corporate brand orienta-
tion (Balmer, 2013). 

Corporate marketing has been defined as follows: 

“Corporate marketing is a customer, stakeholder, societal and CSR/ 
ethical focussed philosophy enacted via an organisational-wide 
orientation and culture. A corporate marketing rationale comple-
ments the goods and services logic. It is informed by identity-based 
views of the firm: this is a perspective which accords importance 
to corporate identities and corporate brands. The latter provide 
distinctive platforms from which multi-lateral, organisational and 
stakeholder/societal relationships are fostered to all-round advan-
tage. Whilst its primary focus in on mutually advantageous multi- 
lateral organisational and customer/stakeholder partnership of the 
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present and future, a corporate marketing logic also has sensitivity to 
the institution’s inheritance. The corporate marketing orientation is 
also mindful of its corporate responsibilities in societal, ethical and in 
CSR terms. All employees share responsibility for the corporate 
marketing orientation, but senior managers and the CEO, in partic-
ular, has ultimate stewardship of the corporate marketing orienta-
tion”. (Balmer, 2011, p.1350). 

2.2. Brand orientation 

The formal introduction of the brand orientation notion was made by 
Urde (1994). Subsequent work by him (Urde, 1999), and by others 
(Baumgarth 2009, 2010; Hankinson 2001a, 2001b, 2002; Wong and 
Merrilees, 2005, 2008), generated early interest in the territory. 
Consequently, today, there is a well-established literature on the brand 
orientation notion (Balmer, 2013; Bridson & Evans, 2004; Casidy, 2014; 
Evans, Bridson, & Rentschler, 2012; Ewing & Napoli, 2004; Gromark & 
Melin, 2011, 2013; Huang & Tsai, 2013; King, So, & Grace, 2013; Lee, 
2013; Mulyanegara, 2011; Napoli, 2006; Reid, Luxton, & Mavondo, 
2005; Urde, Baumgarth, & Merrilees, 2013; Wallace, Buil, & de Cher-
natony, 2013; Boso et al., 2016). Engagement with the area has not 
abated, as the recent literature attests (Anees-ur-Rehman, Wong, & 
Hossain, 2016; Chang, Wang, & Arnett, 2018; Gromark, 2020; Lamprini 
& Avlonitis, 2018; Laukkanen, Tuominen, Reijonen, & Hirvonen, 2016; 
Lee, O’Cass, & Sok, 2017; Merk & Michel, 2019; Odom & Mensah, 2019; 
Osakwe, Palamidovska-Sterjadovska, Mihajlov, & Ciunova-Shuleska, 
2020; Renton, Daellenbach, Davenport, & Richard, 2016; Schmidt, 
Mason, Steenkamp, & Mugobo, 2017; Temprano-García, Rodríguez- 
Escudero, & Rodríguez-Pinto, 2020; Zhang, Jiang, Shabbir, & Zhu, 
2016; M’zungu et al., 2017). 

Initially, brand orientation was introduced as an alternative to a 
marketing orientation, owing to its inside-out perspective. To “be brand 
oriented is market orientation ‘plus’.” (Urde, 1999, p. 118). Subse-
quently, it was viewed as being synergistic with a firm’s marketing 
orientation (Urde et al., 2013). Brand orientation was defined as: 

“An approach in which the processes of the organization revolve 
around the creation, development, and protection of brand identity 
in an ongoing interaction with target customers with the aim of 
achieving last competitive advantage (Urde, 1999. p. 117).” 

It was later stressed that brand orientation relates to a functional, or 
business unit, focus on brands which were reinforced by brand strategies 
which support strong customer and stakeholder relationships (Bridson & 
Evans, 2004). 

In prosaic terms, a brand orientation entails not only building a 
brand identity but living a brand identity in addition (Schmidt, Baum-
garth, Wiedmann, & Luckenbach, 2015), and requires consistency in the 
brand message (Urde, 1994; deChernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; Reid 
et al., 2005). Moreover, for brand orientated firms, there needs to be a 
strong organizational culture which is informed by a strong brand ethic 
(Balmer, 2013; King et al., 2013). Given the critical importance of a 
brand-centric culture, it has also been observed that a brand orientation 
is manifested through an organizational-wide brand vision; shared 
brand functionality; and shared brand positioning. Consequently, brand- 
orientated firms recognize the symbolic utility of brands; their brand 
value-adding capabilities and their role in enhance financial perfor-
mance (Reid et al., 2005). 

Multifarious, inherent, benefits flow from brand orientated entities 
(Zhang et al., 2016), and this explains why brand orientation can be 
viewed as a valuable strategic resource (Schmidt et al., 2017). Thus, the 
strategic benefits of brand orientation include effectiveness in meeting 
customer and stakeholder needs (Mulyanegara, 2011; Napoli, 2006); 
supporting customer/stakeholder relationships (Bridson & Evans, 
2004); improving employee behavior and satisfaction (Azizi, Ghytasiv, 
& Fakharmanesh, 2012; King et al., 2013); enhancing organizational 

growth (Reijonen, Laukkanen, Komppula, & Tuominen, 2012); and 
improving market, financial, and overall corporate performance 
(Baumgarth, 2010; Gromark & Melin, 2011). 

Notably, the early literature did not fully recognize, or clearly 
accommodate, variations in brand orientation nor adequately accom-
modate different brand modalities (Balmer, 2013). Habitually, a good 
deal of the literature stressed that brand orientation is principally cen-
tred on functional/business units and/or strategic hubs (Urde 1994, 
1999; Bridson & Evans, 2004; Zhang et al., 2016). However, brand 
orientation is a portmanteau term and is heterogeneous in terms of its 
application. It has a pertinency to all manner of brands. Just as there are 
differences between product, service, and corporate brands, so there are 
differences in, and diversities of, brand orientation (Balmer, 2013). 

The variety of meanings accorded to brand orientation has resulted 
in scholars identifying multiple schools of thought. Illustratively, Evans 
et al. (2012), identified three of thought: philosophical, behavioural, 
and hybrid. Schmidt et al. (2017), ascertained there were two: behav-
ioural and cultural. Balmer (2013) designated nine schools of thought: 
philosophical, behavioural hybrid, cultural, performance, strategic, 
marketing, omni-brand, and corporate brand. 

Consequently, considerable nuance, and discernment, is required 
when navigating, comprehending, and utilizing the brand orientation 
notion. Exemplary, organizations can orientate themselves around a 
firm’s multiple, brands “omni-brand orientation.” However, they may 
also do the same specifically in relation to product brands “brand 
orientation”, or to services brands “service brand orientation”, or, in 
relation to corporate brands “corporate brand orientation” (Balmer, 
2013). 

Thus, brand orientation has variously been considered in the context 
of organizations “corporate brand orientation” (Balmer, 2013); services 
“service brand orientation” (King et al., 2013); and products “product 
brand orientation” (Urde, 1994). It has also been considered through 
sectoral lenses encompassing public sector entities “public sector brand 
orientation” (Gromark & Melin, 2013); retail industry “retail brand 
orientation” (Schmidt et al., 2017; Bridson, Evans, Mavondo, & Min-
kiewicz, 2013); and not-for-profit entities (Ewing & Napoli, 2004). 
Given this article’s focus on corporate brand orientation, it can be 
observed that many services, public sector, retail sector and not-for- 
profit brands are, de facto, corporate brands. Consequently, this offers 
a further explanation as to the utility of this article. To reiterate, often, 
the literature fails to fully, and unambiguously, discern how corporate 
brand orientation is sui generis: a failure to recognition that corporate 
brand orientation is a distinct, and vital, mode of brand orientation 
(Balmer, 2013). 

More generally, it can also be observed how the brand orientation 
canon has also accommodated recent developments apropos the co- 
creation perspective - where customers are viewed as active, and 
equal, contributors in constructing brand identity - (Gromark, 2020), 
and this has given rise to the relational brand orientation perspective 
(Louro & Cunha, 2001). Notably, too, is the identification of a 
management-centric understanding of brand management which is 
labelled projective brand orientation. Analogously, a specific employee- 
focussed approach has the title “internal brand orientation” (Piha & 
Avlonitis, 2018). 

2.3. Corporate brand orientation 

With the formal introduction of the corporate brand notion (Balmer, 
1995), came a realization that brands were applicable to entire orga-
nizations and therefore were of strategic importance. Additionally, 
corporate brands represented a new, and powerful, platform by which 
organizations and stakeholders could have on-going, bi-lateral, and 
mutually profitable exchanges and relationships. At its core, a corporate 
brand denotes a powerful covenant (an informal contract) between an 
organization and its customers and other stakeholders (Balmer, 1998; 
2001a; 2001b; Balmer & Gray, 2003; Balmer & Greyser, 2003). 
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Corporate brands, as marks of assurance, grow out of and are reliant on 
an organization’s corporate identity (what a corporation makes, what it 
does and how it behaves). Thus, it is an organization’s corporate identity 
which delivers the corporate brand promise (Balmer, 2012a, 2012b). 
This in effect, represents a melding of corporate brand and brand 
orientation perspectives. Consequently, “a corporate brand orientation 
represents a logical development, if not a logical dénouement, of the 
brand orientation notion” (Balmer, 2013p.724). 

Corporate brands are only meaningful when they meet the wants and 
needs of customers and other stakeholders, and account must be given to 
their perceptions of the corporate brand (Balmer et al., 2020b). Signif-
icantly, the real worth of a corporate brand comes from a realization on 
the part of managers that customers, and other stakeholders, have 
emotional ownership of a corporate brand, and this contrasts with legal 
ownership, which is vested in the corporation (Balmer, 2012a, 2012b). 

A corporate brand covenant distinguishes and differentiates the 
corporate brand from others and can enhance the esteem, and 
commitment in which the organization is held by its stakeholders 
(Balmer, 2001b). A corporate brand is a powerful navigational tool to a 
variety of stakeholders, including existing and potential employees 
(Balmer & Gray, 2003). 

Employees have a central, and critical role in the delivery of the 
corporate brand promise (Balmer, 1995, 2001b, 2010, 2012a, 2012b) 
with it being emphasized: “An essential element of corporate branding is 
the need for total organizational commitment” (Balmer, 2001b, p.3). It also 
requires a supporting corporate brand culture (Balmer, 2001a, 2001b; 
Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Unlike many product and services brands, 
corporate brand management is a senior management imperative owing 
to its normative and strategic significance. Consequently, it requires a 
stakeholder focus; a multidisciplinary perspective; and warrants unre-
mitting senior management attention, and a realization that the CEO is, 
de facto, the corporate brand manager (Balmer, 1995, 2010, Balmer, 
2012a). Hatch and Schultz (2001,) asserted that it is fundamentally 
concerned with mission, culture, and image. 

A corporate brand is underpinned by core values (Balmer, 1995, 
2001b; Balmer & Gray, 2003; Balmer, 2012a, 2013; Hatch & Schultz, 
2001, 2003; Ind, 1997). These values are narrow in scope and are well- 
defined (Balmer, 1998). Moreover, brand orientation can be viewed as a 
type of corporate culture (Balmer, 2013; Baumgarth & Schmidt, 2010; 
Evans et al., 2012; Schmidt et al., 2017), where there are shared patterns 
of beliefs and expectations and behaviors (Schwartz & Davis, 1981; 
Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). A brand-centred culture values is a signif-
icant motivator. It is a culture that meaningfully shapes employee atti-
tudes and behavior (Baumgarth & Schmidt, 2010). 

Furthermore, corporate brands are multidisciplinary in scope 
(Balmer, 1995, 2001b) and require a holistic approach to brand man-
agement, in which all members of an organisation behave in accordance 
with the desired brand identity (Harris & De Chernatony, 2001). 

Although the phrase “corporate brand orientation” did not surface in 
the seminal corporate brand literature foundational articles emphasized 
an organizational wide corporate brand focus which accorded impor-
tance to employees (Balmer, 1995, 2001b); to organizational values and 
culture (Hatch & Schultz, 2001, 2003) and a distinct corporate brand 
promise/covenant (Balmer, 1995; 2001b). 

Moreover, it was argued that a corporate brand orientation repre-
sents the most powerful of all brand orientations, “The formal intro-
duction and explication of the corporate brand orientation perspective 
represents the apotheosis of Urde (1994) brand orientation notion. In 
the writer’s estimation, a brand-based organisational-wide culture and 
philosophy is more intelligible at the level of the corporate brand than 
any other branding level or category.” (Balmer, 2013, p.738) 

As such employees are a key corporate brand management constit-
uency (Balmer, 1995, 2001b): they deliver the brand and provide an 
important interface with other stakeholders. They are critical to corpo-
rate brand building and success: their actions and behavior should 
reinforce the corporate brand covenant and with corporate brand values 

(Burmann, Zeplin, & Riley, 2009; Harris & De Chernatony, 2001). 
Employee commitment to a corporate brand ensures that customers and 
other stakeholders experience greater uniformity in the implementation 
and delivery of the corporate brand covenant (Löhndorf, & Dia-
mantopoulos, 2014). Successful brands are dependent of employees 
reflecting brand values and brand promise through their behavior 
(Merrilees & Frazer, 2013; Piha & Avlonitis, 2018; Piehler, King, Bur-
mann, & Xiong, 2016; Punjaisri & Wilson, 2007) and commitment 
(Baumgarth & Schmidt, 2010; Merrilees & Frazer, 2013), and behave in 
accordance with the desired brand identity (Harris & De Chernatony, 
2001). Employees are important in corporate brand contexts because 
everyone should be involved in brand-building efforts (Morhart, Herzog, 
& Tomczak, 2009; Löhndorf, & Diamantopoulos, 2014). Front-line staff, 
particularly in services, deliver the corporate brand promise (Löhndorf, 
& Diamantopoulos, 2014; Boukis, Punjaisri, Balmer, Kaminakis, & 
Papastathopoulos, 2021), and can be considered as brand champions 
(Morhart et al., 2009), As observed by Hatch and Schultz (2003, p. 
1046). “When corporate branding works, it is because it expresses the 
values and/or sources of desire that attract key stakeholders to the 
organisation and encourage them to feel a sense of belonging to it.” 

3. Propositions 

In this article it is argued that corporate identity, internal corporate 
brand image and internal corporate identity along with corporate 
identification are some (but not necessarily all) of the important ante-
cedents of corporate brand orientation (See Fig. 1). These perspectives 
inform the three propositions which are enumerated in the following 
section. 

3.1. Corporate identity matters to corporate brand orientation 

Corporate identity is a critical construct since it underpins the 
distinctiveness, differentiation, cohesiveness, representativeness, effec-
tiveness, and competitive advantage of an organization. At its most 
prosaic, corporate identity encapsulates an organization’s identity: it is 
what a corporate is (Balmer, 1995). Corporate identity is “one (albeit 
fundamental) element of a corporate gestalt” (Balmer, 2008) and is a key 
dimension of corporate marketing: “Corporate identity provides the 
central platform upon which corporate communications policies are 

Corporate Identity

Internal 
Corporate Brand 
Image & Internal 

Corporate Identity 
Image

Internal 
Corporate Brand 

Identification

Corporate 
Brand 

Fig. 1. Corporate brand orientation: the importance of corporate identity, in-
ternal corporate brand image/corporate identity image and internal corporate 
brand identification. 
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developed, corporate reputations are built and corporate images and 
stakeholder identifications/associations with the corporation are 
formed.” (Balmer, 2008, p. 881). 

It is an organization’s corporate identity which delivers the corpo-
rate brand promise (Balmer, 1995, 2001a, 2001b, 2012b). Corporate 
identity forms the platform on which corporate brands are constructed 
and maintained (Balmer, 1995, 2001a, 2001b). Corporate identity rep-
resents a mix of organizational characteristics (Balmer, 2017b; Gylling 
& Lindberg-Repo, 2006) which make it unique (Balmer, 2008; Corni-
lissen et al., 2007; Podnar, 2015). Characteristics that make an organi-
zation uniform inward and differentiated outwards (Podnar, 2015). 
Corporate identity attributes relate to, among others, what it does, how 
it does it (Balmer, 2008, 2017b) and can be understood as “a series of 
interdependent characteristics of the organization from which it draws 
its specificity, stability, and unity” (Larçon & Reitter, 1994, p. 251). 
More specifically it encompasses an institution’s organisational type; its 
purpose(s); activities; ethos and values; market position; markets and 
customers served; product and service quality; management and 
employee behaviours; geographic scope and may also include a com-
pany founders’ vision and ethos (Balmer, 2017b). 

From the above, corporate identity serves as platform by which a 
company allows itself to be known and through which it allows people to 
describe, remember and relate to it (Melewar, 2003). As a foundation, as 
well as the expression, of the corporate brand (Balmer, 2001b) it is the 
corporate identity that delivers the corporate brand promise (Balmer, 
2012a). As such corporate identity and corporate brand are inextricably 
linked (Balmer, 2001b), and often inseparable (Christensen & Aske-
gaard, 2001). Corporate brand values should be related to a common 
corporate identity and, moreover, corporate brands can be seen as 
communicating corporate identity (Kay, 2006). The authenticity of 
companies, and corporate brands, comes a presentation of the real 
corporate self and not from making unsubstantiated claims, or from 
following management fads and fashion. Similarly, an organization’s 
identity needs to be in dynamic alignment with the corporate brand 
promise (Balmer, 2012a, 2012b; Balmer & Greyser, 2003). A key tenor 
of brand orientation is that it should be embedded in all an organiza-
tion’s activities (Bridson & Evans, 2004) and this is akin to saying that a 
corporate brand orientation should be embedded in an organization’s 
corporate identity (Balmer, 2012a, 2012b). 

Therefore, the first proposition can be enumerated as follows: 
P1 Corporate identity is important to a corporate brand orientation 

because it provides the foundations for a corporate brand and as such the 
corporate brand and corporate identity should be dynamically aligned. 

3.2. Internal corporate brand image and internal corporate brand identity 
matters to corporate brand orientation 

Corporate image is the instantaneous mental picture a person has of 
an organization at one point in time (Balmer, 1998; Gray & Balmer, 
1998). It represents the totality of perceptions held of an organization by 
an individual (Alvesson, 1990; Barich & Kotler, 1991; Bromley, 1993; 
Kennedy, 1977). At the level of a group, a stereotype image occurs 
where there are shared perceptions of an organization (Balmer & 
Greyser, 2003; Martineau (1958b). Images are formed by interactions 
with an organization/corporate brand Abratt and Kleyn (2012) and 
through corporate communications effects (Alvesson, 1990; Abratt & 
Kleyn, 2012). Image shape attitudes and behavior (Boulding, 1956; 
Dukerich, Golden, & Shortell, 2002; Martineau, 1958a; 1958b). 
Corporate (identity) image informs an individual’s attitudes and 
behavior towards an organization’s corporate identity (Larçon & Reit-
ter, 1994). Similarly, corporate brand image shapes a person’s attitudes 
and behavior to a corporate brand (Abratt & Kleyn, 2012; Alwi & 
Kitchen, 2014; Balmer et al., 2020b). Images can be conscious and un-
conscious (Larçon & Reitter, 1994). Drawing on psychological dual 
process theory in psychology (Smith & DeCoster, 2000), it was asserted 
by Balmer et al. (2020b) that corporate brand image utilizes either 

system 1 or system 2 cognitive processing. System 1 processing is im-
mediate, effortless, and non-conscious, whereas system 2 processing is 
considered, deliberate and cerebral. Employee’s images inform their 
actions (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991), and in turn affects organizational 
performance (Riordan, Gatewood, & Bill, 1997). 

Strong employee internal corporate identity image acts as a catalyst 
for employees’ motivation, performance, satisfaction, and organiza-
tional commitment Gilani (2019). Employees are pivotal in delivering 
the corporate brand covenant (Balmer, 1995, 2001Balmer, 2012a; 
Burmann et al., 2009; Harris & De Chernatony, 2001). Strong and suc-
cessful corporate brands are reliant on employees being committed 
(Baumgarth & Schmidt, 2010; Merrilees & Frazer, 2013); and adopting 
brand values in their behaviors (Harris & De Chernatony, 2001; Merri-
lees & Frazer, 2013; Piha & Avlonitis, 2018; Piehler et al., 2016; Pun-
jaisri & Wilson, 2007). 

Therefore, the second proposition can be enumerated as follows: 
P2 Employee internal corporate image and internal corporate brand image 

are important to a corporate brand orientation because they shape employee 
cognitions and behaviors. 

3.3. Corporate brand identification matters to corporate brand 
orientation. 

Brand identification is informed by social identity/self- 
categorization theory (Tajfel, 1978; Tajfel & Turner, 1985; Turner, 
1987), and this theory provides the foundations for an understanding of 
brand identification (Balmer et al., 2020a; Balmer & Liao, 2007; De 
Roeck, Maon, & Lejeune, 2013; Tuškej et al., 2013). Identification rep-
resents a psychological and emotional sense of oneness and belonginess - 
with an organization (Ashforth & Mael, 1989; Cornilissen et al., 2007; 
Smidts, Pruyn, & Van Riel, 2001). Identification requires the fulfilment 
of one or more self-definitional need, including self-continuity, self- 
distinctiveness, or self-esteem (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Employee 
identification is where an organizational member strongly, and posi-
tively, identifies with an organization, adopts the characteristics of the 
firm so that it is part of their own self-concept (Dutton, Dukerich, & 
Harquail, 1994); and views an organization’s success and failures as 
their own (Mael & Ashforth, 1992). Individuals with high levels of 
identification think highly of the organization; meaningfully engage 
with an organization; and have a sense of “oneness” with an organisa-
tion’s corporate identity (Cornilissen et al., 2007; Podnar & Golob, 
2015; Smidts et al., 2001). Internal branding is a process where staff 
behavior is aligned with a corporate brand (Tosti & Stotz, 2001; 
Vallaster & de Chernatony, 2006). Similarly, corporate brand identifi-
cation is where the intersection of a self-identity corresponds to that of 
the corporate brand (Balmer, 2012a; Brannan, Parsons, & Priola, 2015). 
Brand identification occurs when an individual’s cognitions of a brand is 
self-defining and self-referential (Hughes & Ahearne, 2010) and where 
there is an internalization of brand values (Hughes & Ahearne, 2010; 
Morhart et al., 2009). Preferably, all employees should behave in 
accordance with the desired brand identity (Harris & De Chernatony, 
2001). An emotional attachment and identification with a brand are 
dependent on brand trust (Löhndorf & Diamantopoulos, 2014; Park 
et al., 1986). Identification fosters employees’ activities that further the 
company’s goals (Madrigal, 2020), and underpins organizational- 
congruent behaviors, socialization, commitment, intra-group cohesion 
and cooperation, (Ashforth & Mael, 2004), and stimulates corporate 
brand affinity; (Kuenzel & Halliday, 2008) and brand citizenship be-
haviors (Balmer, 2017a; Löhndorf & Diamantopoulos, 2014, Punjaisri & 
Wilson, 2011). Strong corporate brands attract individuals who have a 
sense of belonging to the corporate brand (Hatch & Schultz, 2003). 
Employees with a strong sense of identification are the most profitable 
capital of an organization (Lu & Torng, 2017): they bring a corporate 
brand to life through their thoughts and actions (Reid et al., 2005) and 
widespread employee identification ensures uniformity in the imple-
mentation and delivery of the corporate brand covenant (Löhndorf, & 
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Diamantopoulos, 2014). Brand orientated organizations require a strong 
organizational culture which is informed by a strong brand ethic 
(Balmer, 2013). Corporate brands are underpinned by core values and a 
supporting brand culture (Balmer, 1995, 2001b; Balmer & Gray, 2003; 
Balmer, 2012a, 2013; Hatch & Schultz, 2001, 2003; Ind, 1997; Kay, 
2006). 

Therefore, the third proposition can be enumerated as follows: 
P3 Corporate brand identification (an organizational-wide identification 

with the corporate brand) is important to realizing a corporate brand 
orientation (an organizational wide culture and philosophy grounded in a 
corporate brand). 

4. Conclusion 

This article has advanced, and broadened, the perspective that 
corporate identity; internal corporate brand image and internal corpo-
rate identity image; and internal corporate brand identification are 
important requisites for a corporate brand orientation. To date, these 
dimensions have not been afforded adequate prominence within the 
literature. Hence, it is argued that a corporate brand orientation requires 
the corporate brand to be dynamically aligned with corporate identity; 
for there to be positive internal corporate brand/corporate identity 
images and for there to be organizational-wide identification with the 
corporate brand. Where the above transpires, a corporate brand phi-
losophy and culture meaningful informs the thoughts, actions, and be-
haviors of the organization. It is also apparent that the above dimensions 
are linked as illustrated in the simple, and pragmatic, flow chart: see 
Fig. 2. 

4.1. Theoretical contribution 

This article also furthers he general understanding of corporate 
branding by highlighting the significant role of social identity/self- 
characterization theory apropos corporate brand orientation. Specif-
ically, corporate brand identification is an application of social identity 
in a corporate brand context. To date, this theoretical perspective has 
not enjoyed a high profile within the corporate brand orientation and 
yet it affords a firm theoretical basis which delineates a key facet 
corporate brand orientation. Employees can have a psychological, 
sometimes emotional, sense of oneness with a corporate brand. Conse-
quently, where there is organizational-wide identification with a 
corporate brand then a corporate brand orientation is established. The 
three propositions enumerated in this article intimate that corporate 
identity, internal corporate identity image/corporate brand image, and 
internal corporate brand are key mainstays of corporate brand 
orientation. 

4.2. Management implications 

An effective corporate brand requires an organization to have an 
institutional-wide corporate orientation among employees. This is 
because employees not only deliver the brand but invariably are 
corporate brand ambassadors. This is particularly the case of corporate 
service brands. Consequently, senior managers should regularly 
appraise internal corporate identity/corporate brand images, and in-
ternal corporate brand identifications towards the corporate brand. This 
should come with a realization that employees’ corporate cognitions, 

attitudes, and behaviors towards the corporate brand can militate for, or 
against, the establishment of an effectual corporate brand orientation. 
This is in addition to the critical roles senior managers have in ensuring 
that the corporate brand is dynamically dovetailed with an organiza-
tion’s capabilities as expressed in its corporate identity; guaranteeing 
the corporate brand is attractive and meaningful to customers and other 
stakeholders; and corroborating the corporate brand in mutually prof-
itable to the organization and to stakeholders. Where organizations have 
a corporate marketing orientation the nurturing of a corporate brand 
orientation may be more straightforward since corporate marketing 
orientation has an explicit organizational/corporate brand focus where 
importance is accorded to stakeholders and where corporate-level con-
cerns focussed on corporate brand, communications, identity, identifi-
cations, images, and reputations, are valued. 

Human resources managers are also important given the centrality of 
employees to corporate brand orientation. Consequently, it is imperative 
they comprehend their role in fostering a corporate brand orientation 
when appointing, rewarding, and promoting organizational members. It 
should also inform induction courses and training programmes. 

Additionally, corporate communications managers have a crucial 
role in terms of ensuring on-going, and consistent, internal corporate 
brand communications. This is in addition to their responsibilities 
apropos external-facing corporate brand communications and general 
corporate identity-based communications. Corporate brand communi-
cations need to be dynamically aligned with corporate identity 
communications. 

4.3. Limitations and further research 

While this conceptual article seeks to advance theory, the insights 
need to be empirically tested to verify their saliency. The focus of this 
investigation was limited to an exploration of identity, image, and 
identification apropos corporate brand orientation. As such, the authors 
do not claim this represents the totality of factors which can meaning-
fully contribute to the establishment of a corporate brand orientation. 
The contrary is the case. 

Based on the conceptual insights contained herein, empirical studies 
could test the voracity of the propositions and approaches in this article. 
Thus, corporate brand orientation and its interconnectedness with 
corporate identity, internal corporate brand/corporate identity image, 
and international corporate brand identifications as advanced in this 
article merits empirical attention. Moreover, the saliency of other di-
mensions/disciplines apropos corporate brand orientation merit further 
investigation including the role of human resource management, and 
corporate brand communications in creating and maintaining a corpo-
rate brand orientation. Given the broad range of industries and orga-
nizations where the corporate brand orientation notion is applicable, 
further research may usefully focus either on sectors, particular orga-
nizations or even include organizational members in senior, middle, and 
other positions such as those who are in customer-facing roles. 
Furthermore, the impacts of corporate marketing orientation on 
corporate brand orientation could also usefully be investigated. 
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