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A B S T R A C T

Previous studies have explored the impact of corporate identity (CI), corporate social responsibility (CSR), and 
corporate reputation (CR), but they have largely overlooked the effects of inconsistent CSR strategies on unex
pected outcomes among hospitality employees. To address this gap, this study examines the interplay among CI, 
CSR, and CR within the hospitality industry. Adopting a multidisciplinary approach, the research reviews the 
literature from marketing, design, organizational studies, and management. It then employs qualitative methods, 
including interviews with managers and focus groups with employees, supplemented by a survey conducted 
among hospitality and tourism employees in the UK, Malaysia, and Iran. The findings reveal 20 critical CI factors 
across corporate communication, visual identity, and management behavior, demonstrating that CI influences 
CSR and CR. This study introduces a triadic framework that integrates CI, CSR, and CR, offering a holistic 
perspective essential for sustainable branding in hospitality

1. Introduction

Corporate identity (CI) is a fundamental resource for firms, providing 
a competitive advantage by shaping organizational values, behaviors, 
and communication strategies (Foroudi et al., 2024). In the wake of 
Agenda 2030 and the growing emphasis on sustainability, businesses 
must integrate CI with corporate social responsibility (CSR) and 
corporate reputation (CR) to build strong, sustainable brands in the 
hospitality and tourism sector (Marvi et al., 2024). CI functions as a 
strategic instrument (Balmer and Greyser, 2006; Melewar, 2008) that 
differentiates organizations (Flint et al., 2018; He and Mukherjee, 2009) 
while fostering long-term reputational benefits (Roberts and Dowling, 
2002). Its effective management has significant performance implica
tions (Flint et al., 2018; He and Mukherjee, 2009), reinforcing an or
ganization’s distinctiveness (Balmer, 2017). By developing a triadic 
framework that integrates CI, CSR, and CR, businesses can align with 
sustainability objectives and strengthen their competitive positioning 
through responsible and distinct branding. This integration influences 

corporate brand identity, image, and reputation (Roberts and Dowling, 
2002), supports the development of strong brands (Romaniuk et al., 
2007), and enhances financial performance (Bravo et al., 2016). While 
CI plays a critical role in shaping organizational behavior, driving CSR 
initiatives, and impacting CR, empirical research linking these con
structs remains underdeveloped, particularly within the hospitality and 
tourism sector. This study seeks to address this shortcoming by exam
ining the relationships between CI, CSR, and CR in SMEs operating 
across diverse cultural contexts.

The examination of CI research reveals significant challenges. The 
overlaps among various schools of thought (Foroudi and Foroudi, 2021; 
Tourky et al., 2020) create more than intellectual intersections; they 
form substantial barriers to understanding CI, leading to potential 
confusion and misinterpretation. Despite extensive research on CI, 
major conceptual constraints persist. Overlapping theoretical perspec
tives (Tourky et al., 2020) have resulted in fragmentation, making it 
increasingly difficult to develop a cohesive and universally accepted 
understanding of CI. This theoretical ambiguity has a profound impact 
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on both academic discourse and practical implementation, as evidenced 
by inconsistent CI frameworks (e.g., Balmer, 1995; Melewar et al., 2018) 
and insufficient empirical validation (Cornelissen et al., 2012). 
Furthermore, while CI is positioned as a critical strategic resource, its 
importance is frequently misunderstood by executives, leading to 
misalignment between theoretical insights and managerial practice 
(Foroudi and Cuomo, 2023; Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, 2006). This 
disconnect not only limits CI’s effectiveness as a management tool but 
also hinders its potential to drive CR and sustainability initiatives. 
Addressing these unresolved limitations, this study seeks to refine CI 
measurement and establish its empirical connection to CSR and CR in 
hospitality and tourism SMEs, ensuring that CI frameworks are both 
academically rigorous and practically applicable.

This situation calls for a critical reassessment: Do these overlaps in CI 
research enrich the field, or do they unnecessarily complicate it? The 
fragmentation of CI frameworks (Balmer, 1995) and instances of insuf
ficient theoretical rigor (Cornelissen et al., 2012) are not just limitations 
but fundamental weaknesses that hinder the development of a cohesive 
theoretical foundation. These inconsistencies cast doubt on the practical 
applicability of CI models, leading to a state of theoretical disarray in the 
field. A particularly pressing issue is the absence of robust and reliable CI 
measurement scales, as highlighted by Kitchen et al. (2013). This lack of 
standardized measurement tools restricts the empirical application of CI, 
raising concerns about its practicality and effectiveness in business 
contexts. Additionally, there is a disconnect between CI’s theoretical 
significance and executives’ understanding of its management and 
implementation (Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, 2006). This gap between 
academic theory and managerial practice results in missed opportunities 
for leveraging CI as a strategic asset.

Moreover, CI research has largely overlooked the financial realities 
of CI strategies. The under-exploration of cost implications (Foroudi, 
2019; 2023; Melewar et al., 2005) suggests a disconnect between 
theoretical discussions and real-world financial constraints, limiting the 
relevance of CI research in corporate decision-making. Addressing these 
conceptual and managerial shortcomings is essential to advancing the 
practical utility of CI frameworks. To overcome these theoretical and 
managerial limitations, this study aims to develop and validate a CI scale 
within the hospitality and tourism industry, focusing on diverse cultural 
contexts (the UK, Iran, and Malaysia). By examining the influence of CI 
on CSR and CR, this research provides empirical insights into CI’s stra
tegic role in brand development and sustainability. Specifically, this 
study aims to achieve the following objectives: (i) to develop and vali
date a CI scale within the hospitality and tourism industry across mul
tiple cultural contexts (the UK, Iran, Malaysia); (ii) to empirically 
examine the relationship between CI and CSI; and (iii) to assess the 
impact of CI on CR and explore its managerial implications. To address 
these objectives, the following research questions are explored: (RQ1) 
How does corporate identity influence corporate social responsibility in 
hospitality and tourism SMEs? (RQ2) What is the relationship between 
corporate identity and corporate reputation? (RQ3) How do these re
lationships vary across different cultural and regulatory environments? 
By answering these questions, the study provides valuable insights into 
the role of CI in shaping responsible business practices and enhancing 
CR in the hospitality sector.

Against this background, this study examines the interplay among CI, 
CSR, and CR within the hospitality and tourism industries of the UK, 
Malaysia, and Iran. Adopting a multidisciplinary approach, the research 
integrates perspectives from marketing, design, organizational studies, 
and management. The study is conducted in two phases: the first 
involved a qualitative research approach, including in-depth interviews 
with managers and focus groups with employees, and the second 
involved a cross-cultural survey across three countries to validate the 
proposed CI scale.

This research makes a significant contribution by introducing a 
triadic framework that integrates CI, CSR, and CR, offering a holistic 
perspective on sustainable branding. Recognizing the 

interconnectedness of these three constructs, this integration not only 
advances theoretical understanding but also delivers practical insights 
for businesses aiming to strengthen their sustainability initiatives. For 
hospitality practitioners, this study presents a strategic framework to 
align CI with CSR initiatives and reputation management, fostering a 
sustainable and well-defined brand identity. Additionally, the frame
work serves as a diagnostic tool, allowing organizations to evaluate and 
refine their CI, responsibility, and reputation strategies in a cohesive and 
structured manner.

Unlike prior studies that have been predominantly conceptual 
(Martínez et al., 2014) or industry-specific, this research employs a 
cross-cultural, multi-method approach to validate a CI scale and 
examine its implications for CSR and CR. By integrating CI, CSR, and CR 
into a comprehensive framework, this study provides a clear pathway 
for firms to align CI with sustainability objectives. The findings 
contribute to both theoretical advancements in CI research and practical 
guidance for hospitality managers navigating brand reputation and 
sustainability in diverse cultural settings.

2. Literature review

2.1. Corporate identity

CI is a dynamic and evolving concept that has sparked considerable 
debate among scholars, primarily due to the absence of a universally 
accepted definition. The meaning of CI has developed from a simplistic 
visual representation of an organization to a complex construct 
encompassing a broad range of elements, including culture, behavior, 
communication, and strategy (Balmer, 2001; Melewar and Jenkins, 
2002). Different schools of thought have contributed to defining and 
operationalizing CI, reflecting the multidisciplinary nature of the 
concept (Foroudi et al., 2021).

The earliest conceptualizations of CI emerged from the visual and 
graphic design perspective, which emphasized the tangible elements of 
an organization’s identity, such as logos, typography, and color schemes 
(Foroudi and Foroudi 2020; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997), which create 
recognition and differentiation in the marketplace, reinforcing corpo
rate strategy and brand positioning (Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, 
2006). However, this narrow perspective fails to account for the deeper, 
intrinsic characteristics of an organization that shape its identity beyond 
visual aesthetics (Cornelissen et al., 2012). The communication school of 
thought extended the understanding of CI by highlighting the role of 
internal and external communication in shaping how an organization 
presents itself to stakeholders (Melewar and Jenkins, 2002). Balmer and 
Greyser (2006) assert that a consistent and strategic communication 
approach is essential for establishing and maintaining a strong CI. 
Communication influences how stakeholders perceive an organization 
and plays a crucial role in CR management (He and Mukherjee, 2009). 
However, a major limitation of this approach is its focus on messaging 
and representation rather than the substantive attributes that constitute 
an organization’s identity (Foroudi et al., 2021).

Another influential perspective in CI research is rooted in organiza
tional studies, which considers identity as an internal, socially con
structed phenomenon shaped by an organization’s culture, values, and 
behaviors (Kitchen et al., 2013). This approach emphasizes the role of 
leadership, employee identification, and organizational culture in 
shaping CI (Tourky et al., 2020). It argues that CI is not merely what a 
company projects externally but also what employees believe and 
embody in their daily interactions (Foroudi et al., 2021). Research in 
this area has highlighted how CI is linked to organizational commit
ment, employee engagement, and internal branding efforts (Melewar 
et al., 2005). However, critics argue that this perspective can be overly 
introspective and does not sufficiently address the influence of external 
stakeholders on CI formation (Cornelissen and Elving, 2003).

The interdisciplinary approach to CI has sought to integrate multiple 
perspectives, acknowledging that CI is a multidimensional construct that 
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cannot be fully understood through a single theoretical lens (Balmer, 
2001). This perspective incorporates insights from marketing, organi
zational behavior, strategic management, and sociology to offer a ho
listic understanding of CI (Foroudi et al., 2021). Scholars adopting this 
approach argue that CI is a strategic intangible asset that contributes to 
differentiation, competitive advantage, and long-term organizational 
success (Balmer and Greyser, 2006). By combining elements of visual 
identity, communication, culture, behavior, and leadership, this 
approach provides a more comprehensive framework for analyzing CI 
(Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, 2006). Since CI is eclectic, grounding 
analysis in one field provides only a partial view. This study therefore 
adopts an interdisciplinary approach and an overarching view (Abratt 
and Mingione, 2017), proposing that CI reflects five dimensions: 
communication, behavior, visual identity, guidelines, and mission, 
philosophy, and values. In addition, it considers CI as a strategic concept 
and a managerial rather than a consumer construct.

CI fundamentally represents what an organization stands for, un
derpinning its distinctiveness (Balmer, 2008; Flint et al., 2018; Melewar, 
2003). It also involves the communication of internal organizational 
attributes to various stakeholders (Foroudi et al., 2020). However, while 
CI has gained attention in management and marketing research, its 
conceptual definition remains inconsistent (Melewar et al., 2005). The 
lack of consensus stems from CI’s multi-disciplinary nature (Bick et al., 
2003; Devereux et al., 2020) and its varied meanings across stakeholders 
(Balmer, 2001). CI management encompasses various elements (Flint 
et al., 2018; He and Balmer, 2007) and influences strategy, leadership 
style, corporate culture, and corporate design (Melewar and Jenkins, 
2002). Table I provides a summary of the most influential definitions of 
CI.

Despite the growing body of research on CI, significant challenges 
remain in achieving conceptual clarity and developing reliable mea
surement scales (Foroudi et al., 2021). Scholars have critiqued existing 
CI frameworks for their overlapping and sometimes contradictory defi
nitions, which make it difficult to establish clear boundaries between CI 
and other related concepts (Melewar and Karaosmanoglu, 2006). The 
lack of consensus has practical implications, as many executives 
acknowledge the importance of CI but struggle to define, manage, and 
measure it effectively (Foroudi et al., 2021).

Empirical research has attempted to address these issues by devel
oping CI measurement scales that capture its core dimensions (Foroudi 
et al., 2021; Melewar et al., 2005; Tourky et al., 2020). However, the 
application of these measurement models has often been limited to 
specific industries or geographical contexts, raising questions about 
their generalizability particularly for SMEs (Tourky et al., 2020).

2.2. Corporate social responsibility

CSR is a concept that has undergone significant evolution since its 
inception and has gained substantial attention in academic and business 
discussions. Initially, CSR was largely understood as corporate philan
thropy, where businesses voluntarily contributed to social causes 
beyond their core operations (Carroll, 1999). Over time, this perspective 
expanded to include economic, legal, ethical, and discretionary re
sponsibilities, forming the CSR Pyramid framework proposed by Carroll 
(1991, p. 39). More recent definitions reflect CSR as a strategic business 
approach, embedding social, environmental, and ethical concerns into 
corporate governance and stakeholder relationships (Aguinis and Gla
vas, 2012), reflecting the increasing complexity and expectations sur
rounding CSR over time. The European Commission (2011, p. 6) 
provides a widely accepted definition, describing CSR as “a process to 
integrate social, environmental, ethical, human rights, and consumer 
concerns into their business operations and core strategy in close 
collaboration with stakeholders.” This definition underscores the tran
sition of CSR from voluntary corporate goodwill to an embedded, 
multi-dimensional framework that seeks to maximize long-term value 
creation for both businesses and society. Despite this progress, 

Table I 
Most influential definitions of corporate identity (CI).

Themes Definitions References

Central, Distinctive, 
and Enduring 
Attributes

Central, Distinctive, and 
Enduring Attributes: Many 
authors agree that CI 
encompasses the central, 
distinctive, and enduring 
features of an organization. 
This includes its values, 
traits, and characteristics 
that define its unique 
identity.

He and Mukherjee, (2009); 
Balmer et al., 2007, 2006; 
Balmer, (2008); He and 
Balmer, (2007)

Manifestation 
Through Behavior 
and 
Communication

CI is often conceptualized as 
being manifested through 
organizational behavior, 
communication, and 
symbolism. This 
encompasses how the 
organization presents itself 
to internal and external 
stakeholders.

Powell, 2011; Kottasz 
et al., 2008; Stuart, 2003; 
Van Riel and Balmer, 
(1997)

Strategic Role in 
Organizational 
Identity and Image

Several authors highlight 
the strategic role of CI in 
shaping organizational 
identity and image. CI is 
seen as instrumental in 
influencing how 
stakeholders perceive the 
organization.

Balmer, (2007), (2008); 
Melewar and 
Karaosmanoglu, 2005; 
Simões et al., (2005)

Foundation in 
Organizational 
Culture and Values

CI is rooted in the 
organization’s culture and 
values. It reflects the ethos, 
philosophy, and mission of 
the organization.

Powell, 2011; Balmer 
et al., 2009; Balmer, 2006

Integration with 
Corporate Strategy 
and 
Communication

CI is closely linked with 
corporate strategy and 
communication. It plays a 
pivotal role in influencing 
strategic content and serves 
as a corporate 
communication system to 
stakeholders.

He and Mukherjee, (2009); 
Balmer and Liao, 2006

Visible and Intrinsic 
Traits

CI encompasses both visible 
outward presentation (such 
as logos and products) and 
intrinsic characteristics or 
traits that give a company its 
specificity, stability, and 
coherence.

Elsbach, 2009; Balmer 
et al., 2007

Influence on 
Stakeholder 
Perceptions and 
Behavior

CI significantly influences 
stakeholder perceptions and 
behaviors. A positive 
perception of CI can lead to 
favorable attitudes and 
behaviors towards the 
company’s products and 
services.

He and Mukherjee, (2009); 
Barnett et al., (2006)

Corporate Identity 
(CI)

Corporate identity (CI) is a 
complex, multi-layered 
construct that represents the 
essence of an organization. 
It encompasses the core, 
distinctive, and persistent 
attributes that define an 
organization’s character. CI 
is not merely a superficial or 
visual manifestation but is 
deeply ingrained in an 
organization’s culture and 
values, influencing every 
aspect of its behavior and 
communication. It 
strategically intersects with 
the organization’s overall 
identity, shapes its public 
image, and fundamentally 

The current study

(continued on next page)
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consensus on CSR’s definition remains elusive, with some scholars 
criticizing its broad and ambiguous scope; this makes it challenging to 
measure its effectiveness and distinguish it from compliance-based 
corporate governance (Sheehy, 2015). This definitional fluidity has 
led to inconsistencies in CSR implementation across industries and firm 
sizes, raising questions about how CSR is practiced in different business 
contexts.

Unlike MNCs, which engage in explicit, formalized CSR programs, 
SMEs typically adopt implicit CSR, where social responsibility is 
embedded within day-to-day operations but not necessarily branded as 
CSR (Sa Santos, 2011, p. 499). This distinction is crucial because it 

highlights the organic, community-driven nature of CSR in SMEs, which 
contrasts with the structured and often compliance-driven CSR of large 
firms (Russo and Perrini, 2010). SMEs are deeply embedded in their 
local economies, with close relationships with employees, customers, 
and local suppliers shaping their CSR priorities (Murillo and Lozano, 
2006). However, the lack of formal CSR strategies and limited mana
gerial expertise in SMEs often result in fragmented or ad-hoc CSR 
implementation (Jenkins, 2009). This raises an important research gap: 
while studies acknowledge the role of CSR in SMEs, there is limited 
empirical evidence on how SMEs conceptualize and operationalize CSR 
across different sectors, particularly in service industries such as 
hospitality.

The determinants and outcomes of CSR in SMEs have been explored 
to some extent, but there remains considerable debate on the drivers of 
CSR and its measurable impacts. Researchers have identified various 
motivators for SMEs to engage in CSR, including economic benefits, 
improved employee morale, community goodwill, and enhanced CR 
(Nejati et al., 2017; Moneva-Abadía et al., 2019). Some researchers 
argue that CSR enhances competitive advantage by differentiating SMEs 
from competitors, while others caution that the costs of CSR may 
outweigh its financial benefits, particularly for resource-constrained 
SMEs (Barnett, 2007). This uncertainty calls for more rigorous 
research to examine the specific contextual conditions under which CSR 
can lead to positive business outcomes. Notably, the effectiveness of CSR 
in SMEs often depends on how strategically embedded it is within the 
firm’s operations and its alignment with stakeholder expectations 
(Tantalo et al., 2012).

This neglect is somewhat surprising given that an organization’s 
ability to address CSR is not met by abstract organizational factors but 
rather by specific strategic mechanisms that link CSR to core business 
processes and objectives (Galbreath, 2010), which provide high fit and 
maintain the long-term commitment to CSR behavior (Ligeti and Ora
vecz, 2009). In this respect, stakeholder theory provides a valuable 
theoretical framework for understanding how firms engage in CSR 
(Freeman, 1984), which is particularly applicable to SMEs (Stoian et al., 
2024), where close personal relationships with stakeholders often shape 
business decisions (Fuller and Tian, 2006). SMEs are often characterized 
by a more direct and personal approach to stakeholder engagement, as 
their smaller scale enables more responsive and agile interactions with 
key groups (Spence et al., 2003). This allows SMEs to adapt CSR ini
tiatives to local cultural and social contexts, making stakeholder 
engagement central to the CSR process. Empirical research on how SMEs 
prioritize different stakeholders in their CSR decision-making remains 
underdeveloped, particularly in industries like hospitality, where 
customer satisfaction, employee well-being, and community relations 
are integral to business success.

2.3. Corporate reputation

CR is widely recognized as a stakeholder’s cumulative assessment of 
an organization over time (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012, p. 1050; Gotsi and 
Wilson, 2001, p. 29). This assessment is shaped by direct interactions 
with the company, communication efforts, and symbolic representations 
that convey insights into the firm’s operations, as well as comparisons 
with key competitors in the industry (Gotsi and Wilson, 2001). In this 
respect, CR is seen as an aggregate concept, in which internal and 
external perceptions combine in a synthetic and singular view of what 
the organization represents to others. This can evidently be bench
marked in relation to competitors, who may, in turn, perceive this as 
positive, negative, or neutral. In this view, CR is not a passing impression 
about an organization, but a singular, consistent set of beliefs held by 
diverse stakeholders, i.e., what stakeholders actually think about the 
organization (Brown et al., 2006). Adopting the relational school of 
thought, this study emphasizes a broader stakeholder approach, recog
nizing that reputation emerges through continuous interactions with 
consumers, employees, regulators, suppliers, and the wider public 

Table I (continued )

Themes Definitions References

affects how stakeholders 
perceive and interact with 
the organization. In essence, 
CI is the DNA of an 
organization, encapsulating 
its identity, shaping its 
interactions with 
stakeholders, and serving as 
a guiding force for its 
strategic journey. 
These core elements of CI 
suggest that it is far more 
than a set of visual symbols 
or a marketing tool; it is the 
embodiment of the 
organization’s ethos, 
mission, and strategic 
direction. CI dynamically 
evolves, reflecting changes 
in the organization’s 
strategic focus and adapting 
to shifting market and 
societal contexts. Despite a 
general consensus on its 
multidimensional nature, 
the interpretations of CI 
vary significantly. Some 
definitions prioritize the 
visual and aesthetic aspects, 
emphasizing logos, design, 
and visual consistency. 
Others adopt a more holistic 
perspective, considering CI 
as an expression of 
organizational strategy, 
behavior, and internal 
culture. This divergence 
highlights the dynamic 
tension between CI as a 
managed strategic asset and 
an inherent, organically 
developed trait of the 
organization. The varying 
emphases on internal versus 
external focus, the extent of 
integration with corporate 
strategy, the importance 
placed on consumer 
perceptions, and the 
perceived stability or 
dynamism of CI reflect the 
diverse ways in which CI is 
understood and applied in 
organizational and 
marketing theory. These 
differences underscore CI’s 
complexity, illustrating that 
it is not a static, one- 
dimensional concept, but a 
multifaceted and evolving 
aspect of organizational life.
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(Balmer, 1998). This perspective aligns with stakeholder theory 
(Freeman, 1984), which maintains that organizations must balance 
multiple stakeholder interests to ensure long-term reputational stability 
and legitimacy.

Accordingly, CR has been further conceptualized through two pri
mary components: brand reliability and brand benevolence 
(DelVecchio, 2000). Brand reliability refers to the extent to which an 
organization delivers on its promises, thereby reducing uncertainty and 
increasing stakeholder trust. This aligns with the economic perspective 
that firms with strong reputations benefit from greater customer loyalty, 
lower marketing costs, and enhanced resilience in competitive markets. 
Brand benevolence, on the other hand, reflects an organization’s ability 
to engage in socially responsible and ethical business practices, inde
pendent of direct financial incentives. This component is particularly 
significant in the CSR and sustainability discourse, where firms that 
actively engage in community development, environmental protection, 
and ethical labor practices tend to enjoy higher stakeholder approval 
and reputational strength. Employee perceptions play a critical role in 
reputation formation, as internal reputation directly influences external 
perceptions. Studies show that empowered employees—those who feel 
valued, respected, and engaged—become brand advocates, positively 
shaping CR through their interactions with customers and external 
stakeholders (Walsh and Beatty, 2007). Companies that align internal 

corporate values with external brand identity foster higher employee 
commitment, leading to stronger reputational outcomes (Tourky et al., 
2023).

Finally, CR is not merely a reflection of past actions but also a pre
dictor of future stakeholder expectations. Stakeholders develop cogni
tive frameworks based on a firm’s past behavior, influencing their 
expectations of how the company will act in the future (Mahon and 
Wartick, 2003). This has significant implications for corporate crisis 
management, as firms with strong reputations may enjoy greater resil
ience in the face of scandals, whereas firms with weaker reputations are 
more vulnerable to reputational collapse (Roberts and Dowling, 2002). 
This underscores the need for firms to actively shape and manage 
stakeholder perceptions through strong CI, e.g., transparent communi
cation, ethical leadership, and consistent strategic behavior.

In response to calls for interdisciplinary research in this area (Abratt 
and Mingione, 2017; Foroudi et al., 2024), we adopt a comprehensive 
approach to CI that integrates a variety of internal and external di
mensions, in line with recent research in the hospitality and tourism 
context (Foroudi et al., 2024). These dimensions are empirically tested 
across different research contexts, consistent with Kitchen et al.’s (2013) 
assertion that analyzing a CI framework within a single field is limiting. 
CI embodies the essential, distinctive, and enduring qualities that define 
a corporation (Balmer, 2001, 2008; He and Balmer, 2007; Van Riel and 

Fig. I. Research Conceptual Model.
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Balmer, 1997). It serves as a medium for expressing a company’s ethos 
(Bhattacharya et al., 2009; Melewar, 2003), core values, guiding beliefs, 
and stated mission (Balmer and Gray, 2003; Simões et al., 2005). CI 
spans the company’s interactions (Balmer, 2001), activities (He and 
Mukherjee, 2009), and visual representations (Melewar, 2003), 
engaging all stakeholders (Foroudi et al., 2019, 2020).

In this context, we can argue that a cohesive CI suggests the neces
sary constructive tool that can be applied to managing a CSI and CR. 
Previous research (e.g., Balmer and Gray, 2003; Foroudi et al., 2014, 
2024; Tourky et al., 2020) has posited that a firm’s CI plays a role in 
shaping its social responsibility and reputation. However, there is a 
noticeable gap in empirical studies exploring the interrelationships 
among these concepts. Building on earlier findings, we hypothesize that 
CI has a bearing on both CSR and CR. Fig. I illustrates the research 
conceptual model.

3. Hypotheses development

3.1. Corporate identity and hypothesis development

CI plays a crucial role in shaping CSR and CR. A strong CI provides a 
foundation for ethical and responsible business practices, influencing 
how an organization is perceived by stakeholders. The interplay be
tween CI, CSR, and CR has been widely studied, yet gaps remain in 
understanding how these constructs interact, particularly in different 
industry and organizational contexts.

3.2. Corporate identity and corporate social responsibility

CI defines an organization’s values, mission, and culture, providing a 
strategic framework for CSR initiatives (Foroudi et al., 2021). Firms that 
integrate CSR into their CI enhance their credibility and legitimacy in 
the eyes of stakeholders (Tourky et al., 2020). Rather than being an 
external pressure, CSR is often internally driven, reflecting the ethical 
stance of a company (Basu and Palazzo, 2008). Several studies have 
argued that CSR should be viewed as a subset of CI, as ethical re
sponsibility is a key component of a company’s identity (Cornelius et al., 
2007; Melewar and Jenkins, 2002). Moreover, a firm’s ability to 
demonstrate socially responsible behavior signals its commitment to 
sustainable and ethical practices, reinforcing its competitive position 
(Berrone et al., 2007). CSR initiatives embedded within CI contribute to 
long-term business success by fostering trust and stakeholder loyalty. 
This alignment ensures that CSR efforts are authentic rather than reac
tive or merely compliance-driven (Ligeti and Oravecz, 2009). Given this 
perspective, it is necessary to empirically test whether CI significantly 
influences CSR, confirming the nomological validity of CI measurement 
(Tourky et al., 2020). Thus, 

H1. : Corporate identity positively relates to corporate social responsibility 
(CSR).

3.3. Corporate identity and corporate reputation

One of the primary goals of CI management is to establish and 
maintain a favorable CR (Foroudi, 2020; Foroudi et al., 2014). However, 
the literature indicates ongoing confusion between the concepts of 
corporate image, identity, and reputation (Karaosmanoglu et al., 2011). 
While CI represents how a company sees itself and communicates its 
values internally (Markwick and Fill, 1997), CR is externally constructed 
based on stakeholders’ perceptions (Mukherjee and Balmer, 2008). The 
relationship between the two is well-documented, with scholars 
agreeing that CI serves as a foundation for CR (Balmer, 2006; Balmer 
and Gray, 2003; Foroudi et al., 2014; Schultz and Hatch, 2003). This link 
is particularly pronounced in industries where employee behavior is a 
direct reflection of CI, such as hospitality and tourism (Foroudi et al., 
2024). Here, employees play a critical role in communicating CI to 

customers, reinforcing the organization’s reputation as 
customer-oriented and reliable. Therefore, firms with a strong CI are 
more likely to shape positive reputations, strengthening their market 
position and stakeholder trust. So, 

H2. : Corporate identity positively relates to corporate reputation.

3.4. Corporate social responsibility and corporate reputation

CSI is widely recognized as a key determinant of CR. When organi
zations engage in socially responsible activities, they enhance their 
legitimacy and stakeholder acceptance, leading to improved public 
perceptions (Foroudi et al., 2024; Fombrun, 2005; Pham and Tran, 
2020). CSR is frequently incorporated into corporate marketing strate
gies as a means of communicating a company’s commitment to ethical 
business practices and social well-being (Balmer et al., 2011; Bhatta
charya et al., 2009). This strategic alignment helps companies differ
entiate themselves and fosters a positive CR (Agarwal et al., 2015).

Recent empirical studies have reinforced the link between CSR and 
CR (Ali et al., 2015; González-Rodríguez et al., 2021; Kim et al., 2020; 
Rothenhoefer, 2019). Firms that actively promote CSR initiatives 
experience enhanced reputational benefits, as stakeholders increasingly 
evaluate organizations based on their ethical and social impact. 
Conversely, inconsistencies in CSR commitments can result in reputa
tional damage, particularly in sectors subject to high levels of ethical 
scrutiny (Powell, 2011). Thus, the following hypothesis is proposed: 

H3. : Corporate social responsibility positively relates to corporate 
reputation.

4. Methodology

This research utilizes a cross-disciplinary methodology. The item 
measurement for CI and its primary components were derived from a 
review of the literature, qualitative research, and scales recognized in 
previous studies. Following suggestions by previous studies (Foroudi 
et al., 2023; 2024; Brakus et al., 2009; Grappi et al., 2018; Homburg 
et al., 2015) and relevant studies in the marketing, design, organization, 
and management literature, this investigation encompasses seven 
studies spread across two phases. Prior to the first phase, we examined 
papers related to corporate/organizational identity from various fields, 
from which we then formulated our definitions. In the first study, we 
held detailed discussions with managers. For a more robust validation of 
our findings and a comprehensive conclusion, the second study involved 
focus group sessions with employees.

In Phase II, a pre-test was employed to recognize whether the mea
surement instruments are reliable, valid, and clearly produced (Study 
III). In Study IV, we gathered surveys from UK employees and used 
exploratory factor analysis (EFA) to ascertain the dimensional structure 
of the CI scale, while also proving the criterion validity of the items. 
Furthermore, to authenticate our item measurements, we sourced data 
from Iran (Study V) and Malaysia (Study VI). We then utilized explor
atory and confirmatory factor analyses, along with structural equation 
modeling, to delve deeper into the dimensional framework of the ties 
among CI.

The UK, Malaysia, and Iran were chosen based on their distinct 
economic, cultural, and regulatory environments, which offer a diverse 
perspective on CI, CSR, and CR in SMEs. The UK represents a mature 
hospitality market with well-established corporate governance struc
tures and CSR frameworks. Malaysia, as an emerging economy, has 
rapidly evolving CSR regulations and brand management strategies. Iran 
provides an example of a market with distinct regulatory challenges and 
socio-political constraints, where CI and CSR strategies may be imple
mented differently. This cross-cultural approach enhances the general
izability of findings and highlights variations in CI-CSR-CR relationships 
across different institutional settings.

A purposive sampling approach was employed to recruit 
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participants, ensuring representation from diverse sectors within the 
hospitality and tourism industry. The study targeted professionals in 
managerial and executive roles within SMEs, as they possess strategic 
decision-making insights regarding CI, CSR, and CR. Participants were 
selected based on their experience (minimum three years in the in
dustry) and their firm’s active engagement in branding and CSR activ
ities. To ensure geographical and organizational diversity, recruitment 
was conducted through professional networks, industry conferences, 
and direct outreach via emails and LinkedIn.

4.1. Study I and Study II: Qualitative study

Our qualitative study was designed to (i) identify underlying pat
terns, themes, and categories to discern “what is genuinely pertinent and 
significant in the data” (Patton, 1990, p. 406), (ii) enhance our 
comprehension of the fundamental elements of CI, and (iii) gain a 
clearer grasp of the importance and relevance of these components. This 
preliminary study was instrumental in formulating the measurement 
items for constructs, reflecting terms and expressions commonly used by 
both managers and staff. Drawing from prior definitions, we constructed 
our interview guidelines.

Participants for these studies were recruited from hospitality and 
tourism SMEs in the UK, Malaysia, and Iran. SMEs were defined based on 
the number of employees and annual turnover, following each country’s 
specific criteria. The selection focused on SMEs due to their unique 
operational dynamics and significant role in the hospitality industry. We 
approached SMEs specializing in various sectors within hospitality, such 
as lodging, food services, and tourism, to capture a broad spectrum of 
insights.

In Study I, our research methodology involved interviewing 
decision-makers and marketing managers responsible for the company’s 
CI. We conducted 19 in-depth interviews, totaling 1271 minutes, with 
an average duration of 65 minutes per interview (12 males and 7 fe
males; the majority aged between 50 and 60). These interviews were 
conducted face-to-face and online, depending on participants’ avail
ability and preferences. In Study II, we conducted 18 interviews with 
employees and experts, lasting approximately 1461 minutes, with an 
average of 52 minutes per interview (14 males and 4 females; the ma
jority aged between 30 and 40). Additionally, we conducted 8 focus 
groups with employees, comprising 4–6 persons per group (18 females 
and 12 males; the majority aged between 20 and 30), totaling 
845 minutes with an average of 120 minutes per session. These were 
conducted both face-to-face and online to ensure comprehensive 
participation. Conducting interviews allowed us to obtain in-depth, in
dividual perspectives from managers and experts, while focus groups 
facilitated broader discussions and interactions among employees, 
providing a more dynamic understanding of CI’s impact. This combi
nation enriched our data and provided a holistic view of the subject. We 
asked structured yet open-ended questions tailored to different partici
pant groups (managers, employees, experts) to elicit detailed responses. 
Examples of questions include "How do you perceive the role of CI in 
your organization’s strategic initiatives?", and "Can you provide exam
ples of how CSR activities influence employee morale and CR?" The 
interview guides, framed to ensure relevance and clarity, are provided as 
supplementary information.

All interviews and focus group sessions were recorded using audio 
devices and transcribed verbatim to ensure accuracy. For some partici
pants who were uncomfortable with recording, detailed note-taking was 
employed. The data were then coded using QSR NVivo software, which 
facilitated a thorough and nuanced interpretation. NVivo’s capabilities 
in visualizing themes and managing data enhanced our analysis process, 
ensuring reliability, simplicity, and transparency (Esterberg, 2002). Our 
multi-stage coding process involved identifying initial codes, grouping 
them into themes, and continuously refining these themes to align with 
our research objectives. Examples of codes include "corporate commu
nication," "visual identity," and "employee engagement." This systematic 

approach ensured the development of coherent themes from the coded 
data. To ensure trustworthiness, we adhered to Lincoln and Guba’s 
(1985) benchmarks, including internal authenticity, credibility, external 
validity, and transferability. Rigorous multi-stage coding and verbatim 
transcription maintained objectivity and confirmability.

Based on our qualitative evaluation, we initially formulated 178 
measurement items related to CI. These items underwent scrutiny by a 
panel of eight domain experts, who evaluated their face and content 
validity. Using a three-point scale (1 = distinctly indicative, 2 =

moderately indicative, 3 = not indicative), we retained 152 items 
deemed distinctly indicative (Bearden et al., 2001; Tian et al., 2001). 
This research contributes significantly by introducing a triadic frame
work that integrates CI, CSR, and CR. This framework offers a holistic 
view that aligns with contemporary understandings of sustainable 
branding. For hospitality practitioners, this study provides a strategic 
lens through which CI can be aligned with CSR efforts and reputation 
management to foster a sustainable hospitality brand image. The 
framework also serves as a strategic tool for organizations to evaluate 
their brand’s sustainability comprehensively, ensuring improvements 
are made concertedly across identity, responsibility, and reputation 
domains.

4.2. Study III: Pre-study

Study III was designed to fine-tune the preliminary set of items 
before embarking on the primary data collection phase. Respondents 
marked their answers using a seven-point Likert scale that ranged from 
(1) strongly disagree to (7) strongly agree. This scale was employed to 
ensure desirable characteristics relating to the distribution of responses 
about CI. Out of the responses we gathered, 114 were from both em
ployees and managers from the hospitality and tourism industry. We 
discarded seven questionnaires due to incomplete data, resulting in an 
evaluation of 107 through EFA. This analysis revealed 20 distinct con
structs, identified theoretically, using oblique rotation (promax). Only 
items that had eigenvalues exceeding 1 and those that loaded distinctly 
on separate components were kept. Due to cross-loading and subpar 
reliability, 18 items were discarded, leaving 83 items for the subsequent 
phase. Furthermore, we assessed the internal consistency by deter
mining Cronbach’s alpha for each construct. All values were acceptable, 
with the lowest being 0.845.

4.3. Study IV: Survey

During Study IV (Phase II), certain items were excluded based on the 
CFA. This study aimed to validate the consistency of the item mea
surements, enhance the explained variance, and bolster the universality 
of the results. Data were collected from hospitality and tourism SMEs in 
the UK, following guidelines from Morgan et al. (2004). Four research 
assistants helped gather the data, resulting in 329 questionnaires 
through face-to-face interactions with managers and employees. Twelve 
of these were discarded due to ambiguity (Brakus et al., 2009). Addi
tionally, 178 questionnaires were obtained via an online survey. Inte
grating both offline and online data collection techniques helps curb 
socially desirable responses by providing respondents with varied en
vironments to share their perspectives, thereby reducing the pressure to 
conform to perceived expectations. Some SMEs from Study I and Study II 
were included in Study IV to maintain consistency and track changes 
over time. A total of 495 completed and valid questionnaires were 
retained for further analysis. The bulk of the respondents were male 
(62.8 %), with junior managers accounting for 28.7 % and middle 
managers representing 26.1 %. The predominant age brackets were 
35–44 years (31.5 %) and 45–54 years (24.9 %), with 35.4 % holding a 
postgraduate degree.

The sampling list was derived from the registered Companies 
Directory. Each shortlisted organization was approached telephonically 
to pinpoint key informants well-versed in the firm’s CI and to secure 
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their participation agreement. Subsequently, the researchers or their 
assistants visited these firms to gather data. Anonymity was assured to 
all individual participants and the involved organizations. Post data 
collection, potential non-response bias was evaluated by contrasting the 
first 50 respondents with the last 50, revealing no evident concerns. 
Furthermore, the internal consistency of the constructs was determined 
using Cronbach’s alpha, with all values being commendably high, 
exceeding 0.867 (as shown in Web Appendix I).

The CFA was conducted to ascertain if the 20 factors comprising 83 
items were accurately represented within the principal CI themes and 
were straightforward in their interpretation. The model showcased a 
commendable fit to the data, with indices including RMSEA at.044, IFI 
at.968, TLI at.937, and CFI at.942. The CR metrics for the constructs 
exceeded the benchmark value of.70, indicating strong internal consis
tency. There is clear evidence of convergent validity, given that the 
average variance extracted (AVE) is at 0.677, which is above the rec
ommended.50 threshold. Given the significant proportion of variance in 
the individual markers attributed to the latent construct, the findings 
offer empirical backing for our devised scale. To ensure discriminant 
validity, we utilized the Fornell-Larcker criterion and cross-loadings 
analysis. Discriminant validity is established when the square root of 
the AVE for each construct is greater than the correlations between that 
construct and all other constructs in the model. Our analysis confirmed 
this criterion. Additionally, cross-loadings were examined to verify that 
items loaded more strongly on their respective constructs than on any 
other constructs. These results collectively support the discriminant 
validity of our measurements, ensuring that the constructs are distinct 
and accurately measured in our model. (Due to word limitations, the full 
presentation of statistics is not possible. The detailed results of 
discriminant validity are available from the authors upon request).

4.4. Study V: Corporate identity to predict corporate social responsibility 
and reputation

Study V is centered on the continued validation of the CI scale and its 
influence on CSR and reputation. With regard to the procedure adopted, 
to ensure consistency across different groups, this study initiated a 
survey targeting employees in hospitality SMEs in Iran. The question
naire, originally in English, was translated into Farsi by the second 
author, who is proficient in the language. For accuracy, we utilized the 
back-translation technique and also engaged a group proficient in both 
languages for further verification (c.f. Harpaz et al., 2002). Our outreach 
was specific to those knowledgeable about CI, ensuring meaningful re
sponses. Out of the feedback, 482 questionnaires were deemed usable. 
Regarding the participant demographics: 63.3 % were male; 47.1 % 
were aged 30–39 and 29 % were aged 20–29; and 78.4 % held a post
graduate degree. Testing the measurements’ psychometric properties 
with Cronbach’s alpha indicated a reliable result of.866, which is suit
able for research as highlighted by Hair et al. (2006) and Nunnally 
(1978) (Web Appendix III). To confirm discriminant validity, we applied 
the Fornell-Larcker criterion and examined cross-loadings. Each con
struct’s square root of AVE exceeded its correlations with other con
structs, and items had higher loadings on their own constructs than on 
others. These findings verify the distinctiveness and precision of our 
measurements (Web Appendix III).

The confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) demonstrates notable factor 
loadings, model fit metrics (with RMSEA =.044, CFI =.938, TLI =.932, 
and IFI =.938), and a favorable AVE value of.870. The CR values surpass 
the threshold of.634, highlighting convergent validity. To address po
tential method biases, we applied Harman’s one-factor test, comparing 
the original to a fully constrained model, following methodologies from 
various cited studies. The findings revealed no major concerns regarding 
method biases. The model’s overall fit was commendable, with fitting 
metrics and factor loadings between.606 and.944, reinforcing the 
convergent validity of the constructs. Hypothesis 1 probed the rela
tionship between CI and CSR, and as anticipated, a positive connection 

was established (H1: γ=.612, t = 8.489). Hypothesis 2 postulated a 
positive link between CI and CR, which was confirmed (H2: γ=.564, 
t = 3.955). However, the discovery of a negative correlation between 
CSR and reputation (H3: γ=.26, t = 1.389, p.165) was unexpected and 
led to the rejection of H3.

4.5. Study VI: Corporate identity to predict corporate social responsibility 
and reputation

To evaluate the CI scale’s relevance, we followed the same data 
collection method as in Study V. We conducted two separate studies 
targeting hospitality and tourism SMEs in Iran and Malaysia to evaluate 
the applicability and relevance of the CI scale. This approach helps in 
understanding cultural and regional differences in the link between CI, 
CSR, and CR. By comparing data from two distinct countries, we can 
better generalize our findings and enhance the robustness of our con
clusions. We gathered data from 309 Malaysian hospitality and tourism 
SME employees. Of these respondents, 63.4 % were female; 39.2 % were 
aged between 20 and 29 and 35.3 % were aged between 30 and 39; and 
51.1 % had postgraduate or higher education, while 48.9 % held un
dergraduate degrees. The reliability of all measures, indicated by 
Cronbach’s alpha, was above 0.882 (Web Appendix VI).

Our confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) indicated a strong fit with 
metrics like TLI at 0.923, CFI at 0.930, IFI at 0.931, and RMSEA at 0.044. 
Factor loadings were noteworthy and significant, with values between 
0.601 and 0.958. AVE values for all constructs exceeded.50. Addition
ally, CR coefficients for the constructs exceeded the.753 threshold, 
demonstrating convergent validity (Web Appendix VI). We also exam
ined common method variance assessment, which showed that both 
models shared a variance and were statistically different, and we found 
no consideration of method-biases. To inspect the assessment model, the 
results demonstrate good fit (TLI¼.932; CFI¼.935; IFI¼.935; 
RMSEA=.041). Additionally, the results indicate factor loadings ranging 
between.601 and.958 (p < .01), suggesting substantial evidence of 
convergent validity for the constructs. We further analyzed the re
lationships between CI and CSR (H1: γ=708, t = 3.045), CI and CR (H2: 
γ=1.246, t = 3.52), and CSR and reputation (H3: γ=0.579, t = 2.402). 
All these relationships were found to be significant.

4.6. Study VII: Replication of corporate identity scale to predict corporate 
social responsibility and reputation

In Study VII, we aggregated data from the UK, Iran, and Malaysia, 
encompassing a total of 1211 samples. This combined data set allowed 
us to perform a more comprehensive analysis and validation of the CI 
scale across different regions and business contexts. The objective was to 
ensure that our findings are applicable on a broader scale and not 
limited to the SMEs initially studied. The items measured showcased a 
single dimension, and the CFA confirmed a good fit with values such as 
IFI= 0.956, TLI= 0.951, CFI= 0.956, and RMSEA= 0.034. The internal 
consistency of all measurements was ensured with a Cronbach’s alpha 
greater than 0.771. We also assessed the reliability of these measures 
using composite reliability. The results exceeded the recommended 
threshold, with a value of 0.616 > 0.7, indicating a good reliability 
level, as cited by Hair et al. (2006). The study further investigated 
convergent validity using standard error values and CFA loadings (Web 
Appendix II). The results demonstrated significant construct loadings 
and items, with a CR/t-value surpassing 1.96, as referenced by Anderson 
and Gerbing (1988) and Foroudi et al. (2014).

Using the combined data, the results from the CFA showed a strong 
model fit, with values such as RMSEA= 0.039, TLI= 0.938, CFI= 0.94, 
NFI= 0.91, IFI= 0.94, and RFI= 0.907, as cited by Hair et al. (2006). 
The factor loadings varied between.601 and.958 (p < .01), indicating 
evidence of the convergent validity of the constructs. We further 
analyzed the relationships between CI and CSR (H1: γ=0.639, 
t = 12.876), CI and reputation (H2: γ=0.297, t = 6.741), as well as CSR 
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and reputation (H3: γ=0.561, t = 8.275). The findings confirmed that 
all these relationships were statistically significant.

5. Discussion

In a series of studies, we developed and empirically tested di
mensions of a CI scale and relation to CSR and CR that is psychometri
cally sound and invariant. We identified 20 factors of CI (namely, 
management communication, organization communication, marketing 
communication, company advertisements, social and digital media, 
company’s visual identity, company name, logo, company typeface, 
design, color, building architecture, interior design, landscape, publi
cations, website, staff, employees’ behavior, management behavior, 
corporate guidelines, and mission, philosophy, and values) with 81 
items that reflect 5 dimensions: corporate communication, behavior, 
visual identity, corporate guidelines, and mission, philosophy, and 
values. This paper, reporting the development and validation of a 
measure of CI, records a novel conceptualization of CI elements in SMEs 
operating within the hospitality sector, that results in a better under
standing of the concept from a multidisciplinary perspective, providing 
a much-needed theoretical clarification of CI’s key dimension for small 
and medium-sized hospitality businesses.

The first dimension, corporate communication, reflects controlled 
and uncontrolled communication, capturing management, organiza
tional, marketing, and social media communication, all of which involve 
reinforcing brand identity, attracting customers, and building internal 
and external stakeholder relationships. For example, items such as “Our 
management communication targets our employees who are an impor
tant part of projecting what we stand for”, “Our management commu
nication always considers our core values as strategic building blocks in 
targeting employees”, and “My company utilizes every chance to convey 
our mission, vision, and core values to employees” highlight that man
agement communication in hospitality SMEs plays a crucial role in 
aligning employees with corporate values and ensuring internal con
sistency in CI messaging. This is consistent with prior studies, which 
suggest that when SMEs consistently reinforce corporate messaging, 
employees become more engaged with corporate values and are more 
likely to embody them in their interactions with customers (Pisicchio 
and Toaldo, 2021).

Further, the findings show organization communication in hospi
tality SMEs extends beyond internal messaging to include communica
tion with investors, suppliers, and distributors, ensuring brand 
alignment across the business ecosystem. This is reflected through items 
such as “Our organization always communicates the vision and mission 
to establish a favorable image and a good reputation amongst its 
external stakeholders” and “Our organization always communicates our 
vision, mission, and core values as strategic building blocks of its busi
ness partners”. These findings align with research demonstrating that 
SMEs depend on organizational communication to establish trust and 
credibility with external stakeholders (Lin et al., 2023). Unlike large 
corporations that already have strong brand recognition, hospitality 
SMEs rely on consistent external messaging to build a competitive 
presence (Kallmuenzer, Zach, Wachter and Kraus, 2021).

The communication dimension also includes social and digital 
media, with items such as “Our company’s social and digital media 
communicate our corporate identity to outsiders”, “Our company’s so
cial and digital media are well-coordinated”, and “Our company’s social 
and digital media are used by our stakeholders to share their experiences 
and knowledge”. These highlight the growing role of digital platforms in 
CI reinforcement and in enhancing CI visibility and stakeholder 
engagement (Siti-Nabiha, Nordin and Poh, 2021), enabling customers 
and stakeholders to actively participate in brand conversations (Serman 
and Sims, 2023).

The second dimension confirms that visual identity, including the 
corporate visual identity (CVI) system and its application, is a funda
mental component of CI in hospitality SMEs, encompassing elements 

such as corporate design, company name, logo, typeface, color, archi
tecture, interior design, publications, websites, and staff presentation. 
Findings show that consistent visual branding enhances brand recogni
tion, customer engagement, and competitive positioning, supporting 
previous research by Tourky et al. and Foroudi et al. (2024). Items such 
as “Our company identity is embedded in our corporate design elements, 
e.g., logo, color, website” and “Our visual identity is memorable” align 
with studies emphasizing the importance of branding simplicity for 
SMEs with limited marketing budgets. Unlike large hospitality corpo
rations that rely on mass media branding, SMEs must strategically utilize 
distinct and memorable visual identity elements to enhance long-term 
brand recall and differentiation (Razak et al., 2022). The findings 
further highlight the role of tangible branding elements such as archi
tecture, interior design, and staff presentation in shaping brand 
perception with items such as “Our company’s buildings and facilities 
are one of the major means of projecting its identity”. This aligns with 
prior research on hospitality aesthetics contributing to customer expe
rience and corporate branding (Fan et al., 2023). Additionally, digital 
branding is becoming increasingly essential, as evidenced by items such 
as “Our company’s social media communicates our corporate identity to 
outsiders”, supporting findings that a digital presence strengthens 
stakeholder engagement and brand credibility (Foroudi et al., 2024).

Regarding the third dimension, behavior, the findings confirm the 
importance of management’s public role in CI management and the 
critical function of employees as brand ambassadors. The findings 
demonstrate that leaders are not only responsible for operational over
sight but also serve as direct brand representatives with items such as 
“Our management takes every chance to highlight the company’s core 
values on public occasions” and “Top management communicates the 
vision and mission to establish a favorable image and a good reputation 
amongst internal stakeholders”. This highlights the role of leadership 
engagement in strengthening the brand credibility to both internal and 
external stakeholders. The findings support prior findings that leaders in 
SMEs act as brand custodians, shaping public perception through direct 
engagement in industry events, media interactions, and customer re
lations (Stylos et al., 2024), and play a significant role in ensuring that 
employees understand and embody corporate values (Razzak, Saridakis 
and Georgellis, 2024).

Prior research has highlighted that SME leaders must maintain a 
visible public presence to strengthen CR and ensure external brand 
alignment (Ocloo, Coffie and Bukari, 2024). The findings of this study 
support previous studies that emphasize the role of SME leadership in 
brand-building efforts. Unlike large corporations, where marketing and 
PR teams handle CI messaging, hospitality SMEs rely on 
owner-managers and senior leaders to shape and communicate brand 
values (Stylos et al., 2024). Research indicates that leaders in hospitality 
SMEs play a dual role—internally reinforcing company values to em
ployees and externally promoting brand credibility to customers and 
stakeholders (Lu and Ahn, 2024). This aligns with research demon
strating that SME leaders play a significant role in ensuring that em
ployees understand and embody corporate values (Razzak, Saridakis 
and Georgellis, 2024). In contrast to the formalized communication 
strategies in large organizations, where corporate values are reinforced 
through structured training programs, SMEs rely on leader-led 
messaging in internal meetings to drive employee alignment (Stylos 
et al., 2024).

Further, employee behavior is a critical determinant of CI in hospi
tality SMEs, where customer service interactions directly shape brand 
perception. Items such as “Employees are aware that their behavior 
outside the company gives cues about our core values”, “Employees 
show great enthusiasm in communicating the core values to customers”, 
and “Employees’ behaviors reflect the customer’s views about what we 
stand for” highlight the role of employee engagement in sustaining CI. 
The findings confirm prior research on the significance of employee- 
driven brand reinforcement in hospitality SMEs where frontline em
ployees serve as the primary CI representatives. Also, the findings show 
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employees in service-oriented SMEs internalize corporate values and 
communicate them to customers, reinforcing brand perception through 
direct interactions (Razzak et al., 2024). This aligns with previous 
studies suggesting that organizational identification among employees 
enhances service quality, customer trust, and long-term brand loyalty 
(Ocloo et al., 2024). For example, the abovementioned item “Employees 
are aware that their behavior outside the company gives cues about our 
core values” supports research on informal brand representation in 
SMEs, which suggests that employee conduct beyond the workplace 
plays a role in shaping customer perceptions and stakeholder relation
ships (Stylos et al., 2024).

The fourth dimension, corporate philosophy, values, and mission, 
confirms that these are critical components of CI in hospitality SMEs, 
guiding both internal decision-making and external stakeholder 
engagement. Formalized rules and policies are instrumental in rein
forcing corporate philosophy and guiding organizational actions, as 
shown by the item “The formal rules and policies guide us where we are 
going”. This is consistent with research suggesting that SMEs that embed 
corporate values into operational policies tend to have higher levels of 
employee alignment and stakeholder trust. Unlike previous studies that 
position mission statements as mere symbolic tools, this study finds that 
SMEs actively integrate their corporate philosophy into business prac
tices, ensuring alignment between vision and execution. This reinforces 
the argument that mission-driven SMEs in hospitality outperform com
petitors in areas such as customer engagement, ethical business prac
tices, and long-term brand loyalty (Duygulu et al., 2016).

The fifth dimension, corporate guidelines, confirms that corporate 
guidelines serve as a fundamental mechanism for articulating and 
interpreting corporate principles in hospitality SMEs, ensuring align
ment between identity, values, and operational practices. Items such as 
“Our corporate guidelines articulate and interpret our corporate prin
ciples” and “Our corporate guidelines are aligned with our identity” 
support previous research suggesting that SMEs tend to rely on corpo
rate guidelines as a flexible yet structured tool to communicate business 
philosophy and service expectations (Lu and Ahn, 2024), unlike large 
hospitality corporations that have centralized governance frameworks. 
Furthermore, the findings support the notion that well-structured 
corporate guidelines enhance brand coherence, employee alignment, 
and regulatory compliance. Items such as “I like our corporate guide
lines” align with previous studies suggesting that clear and relevant 
corporate policies contribute to employee engagement and commitment 
to corporate values (Piot-Lepetit, 2025). Finally, CI has a behavioral 
impact; it affects CSR and CR. Across different country contexts, the 
findings confirm the strong link between CI and CSR, as well as between 
CI and CR. However, the relationship between CSR and CR varies across 
different markets, suggesting that CSR’s impact on CR is not universal 
and might be influenced by contextual factors such as stakeholder per
ceptions, communication strategies, and cultural expectations.

For the aggregate sample (the UK, Iran, Malaysia), CI was strongly 
linked to CSR and CR, confirming that organizations with a clear and 
consistent CI are more likely to engage in meaningful CSR activities and 
maintain a strong reputation (Balmer, 2017; Melewar and Kar
aosmanoglu, 2006). For Iranian SMEs in the hospitality sector, the 
positive link between CI and CSR, and between CI and CR aligns with 
previous studies suggesting that CI enhances both CSR engagement and 
stakeholder trust (Cornelius et al., 2007). Similarly, for Malaysian SMEs 
in the hospitality sector, CI again showed a strong influence on CSR and 
an even stronger relationship with reputation, further reinforcing the 
strategic importance of a well-communicated CI in reputation building 
(González-Rodríguez et al., 2021). These results collectively suggest that 
organizations with a well-established CI are more likely to embed CSR 
into their strategic framework and enhance their reputation, aligning 
with research emphasizing CI’s role in shaping ethical business practices 
and stakeholder perceptions (Balmer, 2017; Foroudi et al., 2024).

The relationship between CSR and reputation was inconsistent across 
countries, highlighting that CSR’s impact on reputation is highly 

context-dependent. For the aggregate sample (the UK, Iran, Malaysia), 
the CSR-reputation relationship was positive and significant, indicating 
that CSR can enhance reputation when applied consistently across 
markets. However, the variation in effect sizes across different contexts 
suggests that CSR’s reputational impact is influenced by factors such as 
communication effectiveness, regulatory frameworks, and cultural ex
pectations (Ali et al., 2015; Powell, 2011). For example, in Iran, the 
CSR-reputation link was weak and statistically insignificant, suggesting 
that CSR initiatives in hospitality SMEs in Iran may lack credibility or 
visibility among stakeholders (Khodaviren and Dhar-Bhattacharjee, 
2024). This aligns with research indicating that CSR’s reputational 
benefits are contingent on stakeholder perceptions and industry norms 
(Powell, 2011). If CSR is perceived as superficial or disconnected from a 
firm’s core business strategy, it fails to generate meaningful reputational 
gains (Cornelius et al., 2007). However, in Malaysia, the CSR-reputation 
relationship was stronger and statistically significant, supporting find
ings that CSR enhances CR when effectively communicated and aligned 
with stakeholder expectations (Kim et al., 2020). This suggests that 
Malaysian stakeholders (e.g., consumers, employees, and investors) 
place a higher value on CSR initiatives and integrate them into their 
perception of CR (González-Rodríguez et al., 2021). These findings 
challenge the assumption that CSR automatically enhances CR, rein
forcing the argument that CSR must be carefully aligned with CI and 
stakeholder expectations to be effective (Foroudi et al., 2024; Tourky 
et al., 2020).

Despite the substantial prior research on CI, to date, the development 
of comprehensive operational measures of CI has been limited. To the 
best of our knowledge, this is the first study to provide a psychometri
cally sound measure of CI from the hospitality and tourism industry, 
following a multi-disciplinary approach, running a series of qualitative 
and quantitative studies, and using samples from different cultural 
contexts (i.e., the UK, Iran, and Malaysia).

5.1. Theoretical and managerial implications

5.1.1. Theoretical contributions
The study provides several theoretical contributions. First, through 

seven empirical studies over two phases, this research empirically val
idates a CI scale in employees from hospitality and tourism SMEs in 
different research contexts (the UK, Iran, and Malaysia). The study 
identifies a total of 20 factors reflecting on key underlying components, 
which makes the measure easy to interpret. Although some of the factors 
identified in the study may be reinforcing previous research on CI, other 
factors provide a novel and insightful contribution. 1) This study in
troduces employee enthusiasm as a key driver of CI in SMEs (Razzak 
et al., 2024). The results show that in smaller firms, CI is often sustained 
through informal employee engagement, relying on personal initiative 
rather than strict guidelines (Lu and Ahn, 2024) or structured corporate 
branding policies. This advances internal branding research by 
demonstrating that brand commitment in SMEs is fostered not just 
through training but through a shared corporate philosophy and values 
(Tourky et al., 2020). 2) Another key divergence from previous studies is 
the dual emphasis on internal and external leadership messaging in CI 
management. While traditional CI frameworks position management 
behavior as primarily an external brand representative (Tourky et al., 
2020), this study finds that internal messaging to employees is equally 
critical in hospitality SMEs (Lu and Ahn, 2024). Additionally, this study 
provides new evidence that SME managers in hospitality actively shape 
CI through everyday interactions, rather than through formalized pol
icies. 3) This study is the first to position corporate guidelines as a dy
namic strategic tool for maintaining identity consistency (Kekelidze and 
Kvachantiradze, 2025), which reinforces the view that identity is not 
only externally projected but also internally structured through policies, 
values, and employee engagement (Widjaja and Gunawan, 2024). This 
study challenges the perception that corporate guidelines are rigid 
compliance mechanisms. Unlike traditional views that treat corporate 
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guidelines as top-down administrative tools, this study highlights that 
guidelines in hospitality SMEs are also shaped by employee input and 
evolving market dynamics, making them more adaptable than in large 
corporations (Kekelidze and Kvachantiradze, 2025).

Also, the study provides empirical evidence on the reliability and 
validity of the proposed scale. This gives theoretical insight into how 
positive CI can be developed. Our study is one of the few to provide 
comprehensive and sound valid measurements of CI in the hospitability 
and tourism context. While previous studies have examined CI in other 
industries, the studies focusing on tourism and hospitality have mostly 
been either conceptual or exploratory (e.g., Martínez et al., 2014), and 
the quantitative research is scarce (Foroudi et al., 2024). In addition, 
through establishing positive relationships between CI, CSR, and CR, the 
scale can be used to assess the construct’s effect on various variables, 
such as CSR and CR, supporting subsequent research in related fields. 
Therefore, the study provides evidence of the nomological validity of the 
CI scale and helps to integrate CI into the nomological network of 
organizational studies. Through establishing positive relationships be
tween CI, CSR, and CR, the scale can be used to assess the construct’s 
effect on various variables, such as financial performance.

Third, by modelling the mechanism by which dimensions of CI affect 
the output variables of CSR and CR, the study provides insights into how 
firms can develop a responsible set of values and, consequently, an 
effective and favorable CR. These findings are consistent with previous 
studies in the tourism and hospitality industry (Heikkurinen, 2010; 
Martínez et al., 2014), which suggest that a responsible image and 
reputation of the firm is the reflection of an internal identity. In order to 
have a more stable and favorable reputation, tourism and hospitality 
firms must focus on building a cohesive organizational identity (e.g., 
values, mission, vision, systems) based on responsible values rather than 
trying to manage their perceived image. This indicates that CSR can add 
value to tourism and hospitality firms through a favorable organiza
tional image (Arendt and Brettel, 2010). Also, by drawing on previous 
studies that, either explicitly or implicitly, have linked CI to CR (e.g. 
Fombrun, 2005; Foroudi et al., 2014; 2024), we respond to Walsh et al.’s 
(2009, pp. 20–21) call to examine CR across ‘highly individualized and 
interactive services’, such as the hospitality sector, and we expand the 
drivers of CR, incorporating a wide range of organizational factors, 
systems, applications and different stakeholders including managers and 
employees.

This study contributes to CR theory by demonstrating that CSR’s 
reputational benefits are context-dependent rather than guaranteed 
(Powell, 2011; Ali et al., 2015). The weak or non-significant relationship 
between CSR and CR in Iran challenges the widely accepted notion that 
CSR universally strengthens reputation. This suggests that other factors, 
such as stakeholder perceptions, communication effectiveness, and 
cultural expectations, shape CSR’s impact on reputation (Khodaviren 
and Dhar-Bhattacharjee, 2024). In contrast, Malaysia showed a signifi
cant CSR-CR relationship suggesting that CSR’s effectiveness is contin
gent on market expectations and regulatory frameworks 
(González-Rodríguez et al., 2021). This research also provides a 
cross-cultural validation of CI’s influence on CSR and reputation. By 
testing CI, CSR, and CR relationships across three different cultural 
contexts (the UK, Iran, and Malaysia), this study provides empirical 
validation of CI’s role in responsible business practices and reputation 
management. The positive CI-CSR and CI-CR relationships confirm 
existing theories, but the context-dependent CSR-reputation link em
phasizes the importance of localized CSR strategies (Foroudi et al., 
2024). These findings extend institutional theory by illustrating that 
regional regulatory environments, consumer expectations, and business 
norms shape the effectiveness of CI and CSR strategies in SMEs.

5.2. Managerial implications

The study has also implications for marketing practice. The findings 
demonstrate that CI positively relates to the performance indicators of 

performance. Firms seeking to improve their business performance need 
to monitor their CI, including both the internal and external facets of the 
construct. The study offers a self-diagnostic tool to identify areas where 
further improvement is needed. Second, the CI scale highlights several 
areas for firms seeking to build/maintain superior CI. For example, firms 
can use the scale to improve CVI applications, corporate and external 
communication activities, the design of their visual identity, and 
corporate philosophy, and make necessary amendments when seeking to 
enhance CI consistency and strength among internal and external 
stakeholders. More specifically, social media should not just be a pro
motional tool but should also be a collaborative platform for brand 
storytelling (Porcu et al., 2019). Hospitality SMEs tend to adopt a more 
flexible, relationship-driven approach. Instead of relying on press re
leases and financial reports, SMEs often use direct engagement strate
gies, such as networking events and informal meetings, to communicate 
CI. Managers in SMEs must balance both roles—publicly reinforcing CR 
while internally ensuring employee alignment with firm values. Unlike 
CI models that emphasize high-level strategic communication, CI man
agement should depend on regular reinforcement of values in 
day-to-day management practice. Managers should foster largely 
informal but equally influential, active employee engagement, encour
aging personal initiatives rather than strict guidelines. Also, corporate 
guidelines must be continuously reviewed and aligned with the evolving 
expectations of customers, employees, and industry standards to remain 
effective (Widjaja and Gunawan, 2024). Leadership effectiveness in 
branding depends on regular reinforcement of values in day-to-day 
management practice. Focusing on these different areas would also 
enable a more rationale allocation of resources to improve aspects of CI.

CSR serves as an indicator of quality and CR, helping to reduce the 
(inevitable) perceived risk in consumers’ decisions in the hospitality 
sector (Foroudi et al., 2024; Peng et al., 2023). Given the importance of 
reputation, hospitality companies should make annual CSR reports and 
key aspects of their CI publicly available so that customers, and other 
stakeholders, can have access to such information to make appropriate 
judgements (González-Rodríguez et al., 2021).

Managers should align their CI with CSR by identifying and 
addressing social issues that are relevant to their business. This can 
improve CR and demonstrate a commitment to ethical and sustainable 
practices. By engaging in CSR activities, firms will be able to commu
nicate to their internal and external stakeholders the key characteristics 
of their CI, thereby building a favorable organizational image and 
reputation (Martínez et al., 2014) and, consequently, advancing sus
tainable branding strategies that prioritize environmental and social 
responsibility (Yu et al., 2025). This indicates that CSR initiatives should 
not be managed merely by a specific unit of the organization (e.g., 
communication department). Instead, CSR should be a concern of the 
entire organization, touching upon and aligning all units of the firm.

5.3. Limitations and future research

Like other studies, this study has several limitations. First, data for 
this study are based on the managers’ perspectives of CI. However, there 
is always the potential for bias from self-reported data or cultural in
fluences in cross-country comparisons. Future research using different 
stakeholders’ perspectives as a research setting would help to compare 
and contrast the perspectives of managers and audiences, for example, 
about CI and perceived image. Second, although the study reports 
empirical data from hospitality SMEs in different countries, there is a 
need for caution before generalizing the findings. Future studies are 
needed to examine the applicability of the CI scale in different sectors. 
Third, researchers could enrich the CI agenda by exploring potential 
interrelationships between the CI factors and testing the scale’s effect on 
other performance indicators, e.g., financial performance. Similarly, 
future research can also explore industry-specific CI challenges, such as 
the differences between luxury vs. budget, or large chains vs. indepen
dent hospitality companies. Further, future research can embed the CI 
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elements in the analysis of recent advancements in the business envi
ronment, such as digitalization, social media, or artificial intelligence 
(AI). For example, research is required on how managers can utilize 
social media to enhance CI (e.g., eWOM) or to explore how digitalization 
and AI can enhance the integration of CI, CSR, and CR to advance 
corporate sustainability and to manage risks effectively. In addition, 
there is a need to investigate how AI-driven digital tools impact corpo
rate communication in SMEs and their role in long-term CI management.

While the study ensures representation from various SMEs across 
three countries, some limitations regarding the sample exist. The use of 
purposive sampling may introduce selection bias, as participants were 
drawn from professional networks and industry events. However, efforts 
were made to diversify the sample by including firms of different sizes, 
sectors, and geographic locations. Additionally, cross-cultural differ
ences in CI and CSR perceptions may limit direct comparability; thus, 
findings should be interpreted within the context of each country’s 
institutional and economic setting. Future research could extend this 
work to other emerging markets or large-scale enterprises to enhance 
the study’s applicability.
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