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Abstract

The aim of this quantitative study was to investigate the relationship between the
perceived effectiveness of internal branding activities on brand commitment among
owner managers within a retail store network of previously independent retailers. Brand
commitment was hypothesized as essential for coherent and consistent corporate brand
building within this context. Two new scales were developed and tested to measure
internal branding and brand commitment. Perceived clarity of vision, core values and
brand communications were highly correlated with strong brand commitment, while lack
of perceived business supports and adequate reward systems were potential inhibitors.
Interalia, findings validate the significance of internal branding for corporate brand

building within a retail network.
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1. Introduction

The strategic significance of corporate branding has been elevated by the modern-day
proliferation of branded product line offerings and is reflected in the increasing academic
attention to the subject over the past decade (Balmer 1995, 1998, 2001, 2005; Ind, 1997;
King, 1991; Macrae, 1996, 1999; Mitchell, 2002; Daffey & Abratt, 2002; Hatch &
Schultz, 1997; 2001; Urde, 1999, 2003). Despite an extensive branding literature, there
has been a paucity of academic analysis of the corporate brand construct within both the
retail and SME literatures (Abimbola, 2001; Burt & Sparks, 2002; Roper & Parker, 2006;
Merrilees, 2007). In a retail context, the greater challenge of maintaining brand essence
across potentially hundreds of stores of varied size and location has been recognized
(Burt & Sparks, 2002). While the increasing internationalisation of the European high
street provides an increasingly challenging context for SME retailers, the need to better
understand the process of building a successful SME store brand or brands is clear. Knox
& Bickerton (2003) combined two perspectives on corporate brand building by
comparing an ‘outside in’ marketing focus with an ‘inside-out’ organizational identity
focus. This paper adopts an ‘inside-out’ perspective, and investigates the perceived
impact of internal branding activities on owner-manager commitment to a store brand
within a retail network of previously independent retailers, the majority of whom joined
the network in order to avail of the more attractive buying economies associated with a
large organisation. It is argued that owner managers within this context are viewed as the
key conduit of brand essence from corporate to store level. While intuitively, the
development of owner-manager commitment to the store brand could be viewed as a

seminal requirement for corporate brand building within a retail store network, no



empirical study was uncovered that focuses on brand commitment within this context.
Therefore the aim of the study is to investigate the relationship between the perceived
effectiveness or otherwise of internal branding activities on brand commitment among

owner managers within a retail store network.

Given the importance attributed to the development of brand commitment for successful
corporate brand building hypothesised within this research paper, the paper includes a
selective review of the literature on internal branding and organisational commitment.
While owner managers within the retail network are not employees, the process of
internal branding which views employees as internal customers is appropriate and
analogous within this context. The organization, which provides the research context is at
an early stage in the implementation of an internal branding programme for its retail store
network, the majority of whom are single store operators, although there is a growing
trend towards multiple store ownership (one owner operates six stores). This task cannot
be underestimated, given the fact that there are substantial differences in the age profile,
size and location of stores across the network, and where owner-manager commitment to
the brand is unknown. Therefore, brand commitment is conceptualised as a relevant form

of organizational commitment within this network of previous independent retailers.



2. Literature Overview

2.1 Internal Branding

The view that the internal branding literature has lacked focus and definition (Mahnert &
Torres, 2007) is reflected in the differing definitional emphasis evident within the
branding literature. Definitions range from referring to internal branding as a means of
creating powerful brands (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2007), or the attainment of competitive
advantage through people in the organisation (Jacobs, 2003), to seeing internal branding
as the activities employed by a company to ensure intellectual and emotional
commitment to the brand (Thomson et al, 1999, Thomson & Hecker, 2000).
Alternatively, the view of internal branding as an activity that enables disparate
organisations to come together and ‘speak with one voice’ (Einwiller & Will, 2002,
p-100), has resonance in the current research context. The conceptualisation of the
internal branding process as a two way communications process is also highlighted for
successful internal branding. For example, Totsi & Stotz (2001) view internal branding
more as an iterative process, rather than a series of communication events. They argue
that this iterative view of the internal branding process is necessary for the fulfillment of
brand promise. Similarly, Vallaster & De Chernatony (2005) found that institutionalized
feedback loops that embed the internal branding process support the identification and
removal of inhibitors of the process. Mahnert & Torres (2007) emphasise three core
principles within their conceptualisation of the internal branding construct that are
commonly emphasised within the wider branding literature. Firstly, that committed
employees reflect and deliver desired brand values to consumers. Secondly, that effective

communication results in the brand promise being realised both internally and externally,
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and thirdly, that internal branding needs to permeate all levels of the organisation to align

the behaviour and attitudes of management and staff.

2.1.1 Committed Staff

The importance of internal brand commitment is reflected in Punjaisri & Wilson’s (2007,
p.60) view of the objective of internal branding as ensuring ‘that employees transform
espoused brand messages into brand reality’. The importance attributed to the
development of organizational and brand commitment among employees arises from the
greater dependence ascribed to internal branding activities for brand success in a services
context (Ind, 1997:41; Harris and De Chernatony, 2001; Hatch & Schultz, 2001;
Bergstrom et al, 2002; Ahmed & Rafiq, 2003; De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; De
Chernatony et al, 2003; Lomax & Mador, 2006). For retailers, the internal branding
process is perceived as creating and nurturing commitment among employees.
Therefore, the commitment by staff to deliver this brand reality, essence and reflect the
desired brand values to consumers, has often been viewed as a successful outcome of

internal branding activities (Meyer et al, 2002).

2.1.2 Effective Communications

Effective brand communications results in the brand promise being realised both
internally and externally. De Chernatony & Segal-Horn (2003) emphasise the importance
of effective communication of the service vision, the brand promise and consumer
expectations to staff for successful brand building. This effectively results in a staff ‘buy

in’ to the corporate brand (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005; Thomson & Hecker, 2000;



Thomson et al, 1999), or staff ‘living the brand’ (Hankinson, 2004), both indicators of
commitment to the brand. Within a services context, the process of internal corporate
brand building among staff is viewed as of equal importance to external brand building to
customers and investors (Witt & Rode, 2005; Bergstrom et al, 2002). It is argued that
such a balanced internal/external orientation is strategically more effective than a
singularly and marketing oriented external focus (Wong and Saunders, 1993; Lings,
1999). Within the services literature, there is universal agreement that the providence of
successful corporate brands emanate from organisations with a balanced orientation and
effective internal and external communications (Wong and Saunders, 1993; Greenley &
Foxall, 1997; Cleaver, 1999; Lings, 1999; Urde, 1999, 2003; Balmer, 2001; Hatch &
Schultz, 2001; De Chernatony et al, 2003; De Chernatony & Segal Horn, 2003; De
Chernatony, 2006; Xie & Boggs, 2006). There also appears to common agreement that
greater points of contact with stakeholders in a services context, necessitate greater
attention to the coherency of both internal and external communications (Wong &
Saunders, 1993; De Chernatony & Dall’Olmo Riley, 1999; De Chernatony & Segal-
Horn, 2003; De Chernatony, 2006). In a pure retail context, the rationale for this view
rests with the need for congruency between the externally communicated brand promise
with the internally generated customer store experience. Totsi & Stotz (2001, p.30)
capture the essence of this sentiment when they cite an old marketing mantra that states
that ‘nothing kills a bad product faster than good advertising’.

2.1.3 Internalisation of Brand Values

The view that internal branding activities need to permeate all levels of the organisation

to align the behaviour and attitudes of management and staff is common. It is argued that



the internalisation of brand values by staff at all levels of the organisation allows
consistency in the delivery of the brand promise (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005,
2006), and facilitates the development of effective internal systems that deliver consistent
value (Harris & Ogbonna, 2000; De Chernatony, 2006). Hankinson & Lomax (2006)
contend that the internalisation of the corporate brand by staff is manifested through three
dimensions from the branding literature, namely knowledge, attitudes and behaviour.
Hankinson et al, (2007) argue that these three dimensions need to be addressed on a
continual basis to ensure staff retain new knowledge, remain positively motivated and
maintain behaviours over time. This internalisation process often involves the education
and training of staff throughout the organisation and is seen as critical for the
development of brand values among staff, as well as providing supports for the enactment
of brand values (Harris & Ogbonna, 2000; De Chernatony, 2006). It has also been
viewed as convincing staff of the relevance of the brand, communicating brand value,
and successfully linking every job in the organization to delivery of brand essence
(Bergstrom et al, 2002). Punjaisri & Wilson (2007) found that internal branding not only
directly influences the extent to which employees perform their role in relation to the
brand promise, but also influences attitudes towards the brand, which in turn affects

employee performance.

2.2 Brand Commitment

The multidimensional nature of organisational commitment is emphasised in many
definitions of organisational commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1984; O’Reilly & Chatman,
1986; Allen & Meyer, 1990; Meyer et al, 1990), but has been generally perceived as an

attitude towards a particular entity. The concept of attitudinal staff commitment to the



brand has already been discussed within the context of the branding literature (Thomson
et al, 1999; Thomson & Hecker, 2000; Hankinson 2004; Vallaster & De Chernatony,
2005). Many definitions emphasise the psychological nature of commitment. With an
emphasis on the internalization of values, O’Reilly & Chatman (1986, p.493) define
commitment as ‘....the psychological attachment felt by the person for the organization;
it will reflect the degree to which the individual internalizes or adopts characteristics or
perspectives of the organization’. Others see it as see it as ‘a psychological state that
binds the individual to the organization’ (Allen & Meyer, 1990, p.14). Thus, the nature of
commitment is that it is an attitudinal construct that represents feelings about the act of
maintaining a relationship with a commercial partner (Fullerton, 2005). Meyer & Allen
(1991: p.67) noted that organizational commitment is a ‘psychological state’ that firstly
characterizes the relationship with the organization and secondly, has implications for the
decision to continue membership with the organization. They identified three separate
psychological forces that link the employee to the organization as affective, continuance

and normative commitment, which have been explained as:-

‘Employees with strong affective commitment remain because they want to,
those with strong continuance commitment because they need to, and those
with strong normative commitment because they feel they ought to do so’

(Allen & Meyer, 1990, page 3)

Affective commitment arises from a trusting and enjoyable business relationship

(Gilliland & Bello, 2002; Fullerton, 2005), which is based on principles of shared values,



identification, attachment and trust (Morgan & Hunt, 1994; Gruen et al, 2000; Bansal et
al, 2004; Fullerton, 2005). The importance of congruency of organizational and
individual objectives is emphasized in several definitions of affective commitment. Hall
et al, (1970, p.176-177) define it as ‘the process by which the goals of the organization
and those of the individual become increasingly integrated or congruent’, while Mowday
et al, (1982: p.27) define it as ‘the relative strength of an individual’s identification with
and involvement in a particular organisation’. Normative commitment refers to feelings
of obligation or duty towards an entity. Weiner, (1982, p.421) defines normative
commitment as ‘the totality of internalized normative pressures to act in a way which
meets organizational goals and interests’, and argues that normative commitment to the
organization develops during a socialization process for newcomers to the organization.
Meyer & Allen (1991) argue that normative commitment motivates individuals to behave
appropriately and do what is right for the organization. In a later paper (Meyer & Allen,
1997), they also suggest that normative commitment develops on the basis of a particular
type of investment that the organisation makes in an employee that is difficult to
reciprocate. Continuance commitment refers to a position whereby one of the partners to
the relationship, in either a C2B, B2B or employee/employer context, are bound to their
relationship partner because either it is difficult to get out of the relationship, perhaps
because of the cost associated with leaving or they perceive few alternatives outside the
existing relationship or both (Kanter, 1968). The construct has its origins in economic
and psychological switching costs and scarcity of alternatives (Gruen et al, 2000; Bansal
et al, 2004; Fullerton, 2005). Over an extended period, Meyer & Allen (1984, 1991;

Meyer et al, 1993) define commitment in such a way that it implies a course of action



(continuing membership) of relevance to an entity (organization). The idea of binding
the individual to the organization (Allen & Meyer, 1990) is relevant in the current
research context and appears appropriate for the conceptualization of continuance
commitment within a retail network of geographically dispersed stores. The challenge
might be viewed as the transformation of a good buyer-seller relationship into a brand
partnership, or moving from a ‘transactional’ to ‘relational’ relationship (Kumar, 1996).
Chang (1999) suggests that new members of an organization evaluate whether a company
has fulfilled the psychological contract, which has been viewed as a perceptual belief
about what employees believe they are entitled to receive (Robinson, 1996). In business
to business environments, contractual arrangements are viewed as one of the main
mechanisms of maintaining relationships (Anderson & Weitz, 1992). The effect of
contracts is that they both limit the alternatives available to partners, and they also
impose switching costs on partners in the event that they decide to exit the relationship
(Fullerton, 2005). Allen & Meyer (1990) suggest that such a dependency is not
conducive to the development of prosocial behaviours, including advocacy. In a later
study, they also found that the perceived availability of alternatives will be negatively

correlated with continuance commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1997).

3. Conceptual development: Model and Hypotheses

The theoretical model is graphically shown in Figure 1. The model presents hypotheses
relating to the potential impact of internal brand activities on brand commitment within a
retail store network. It posits the idea that perceived clarity of the strategic vision and
core values underpinning the brand, perceived effectiveness of internal brand

communications within the retail store network, and the perception of internal brand
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support mechanisms and reward schemes, as a direct consequence of internal branding
activities, correlate to positive levels of brand commitment to the store brand across the

retail network, and are essential for brand development and success.

Insert Figure 1

3.1Vision and Brand Commitment

There is general agreement that a compelling strategic vision is required to underwrite the
corporate brand and is a seminal activity for corporate brand building (Abimbola, 2001
De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; Doyle, 2003; Inskip, 2004; Krake, 2005; Rode &
Vallaster, 2005; Wong & Merrilees, 2005; Kay, 2006; Rogers & Blenko, 2006; Vallaster
& De Chernatony, 2006). While owner managers within the retail store network could
not be viewed as the architects of the vision for the store brand, their perceived clarity of
understanding of that vision for the brand would appear essential for brand building
within the retail store network. Collins & Porras (1991) argue for effective leadership to
catalyse a clear and shared vision of the organisation and to secure commitment to, and
vigorous pursuit of that vision. Therefore it is hypothesised that owner managers who
purport to have a clear vision of the store brand will exhibit higher levels of brand

commitment.
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HI1: Owner managers who purport to have a clear vision for the store brand will

exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.

3.2 Core values and Brand Commitment

A brand oriented philosophy, which acknowledges the strategic importance of brands, is
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 (Urde, 1994, 1999). The aim of this interaction is the achievement of lasting
competitive advantage in the form of brands, and has been found to positively impact on
firm performance (Wong & Merrilees, 2005). Urde (1999) proposes ‘high-level’ brand
orientation as important for brand building. This refers to a position in which the
organisational mission, vision and values are brought together in the form of core values,
and have been viewed as critical for brand building (Kapferer, 1997, Urde, 2003). Kent
& Stone (2007) propose that core values relate to the internal brand building process by
linking the brand to the company’s mission, vision and fundamental organizational
values, which in turn affect the brand architecture, product attributes, brand positioning
and communications strategy. These core values underpin the store brand proposition
and therefore address fundamental brand building requirements of continuity, consistency
and credibility (Urde, 2003). As the metaphoric glue in the brand building process, they
cannot be changed quickly or easily, and can potentially inhibit the process of brand
building (Ind, 1997). The articulation of core values, viewed as the DNA of the store

brand, has not only been seen as crucial for internal brand building, but for the overall
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development of the corporate brand (Kent & Stone, 2007). The organization ‘lives its
core values’ and thus its brand (Balmer and Wilkinson, 1991; Balmer, 1995; Urde, 1999;
Harris and de Chernatony, 2001). Papasolomou & Vrontis (2006a) state that
comprehension of core organisational values encourages and endorses preferred forms of
staff behaviour that facilitates their role as brand builders. It is therefore hypothesised that
owner managers within the retail store network, who purport to have a clear
understanding of the core values of the store brand will exhibit higher levels of brand
commitment.

H2: Owner managers who purport to understand the core values of the store brand will

exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.

3.3 Congruency of Personal and Core Brand Values

There is a common view within the services literature that the business philosophy of the
founder often defines the core values of the organisation (De Chernatony & Segal-Horn,
2003; Inskip, 2004; Kent & Stone, 2007). Similarly, many of the empirical studies on
SME branding (Abimbola, 2001; Inskip, 2004; Krake, 2005; Rode & Vallaster, 2005)
highlight the importance of the founder in the branding process, whose personality and
personal values are synonymous with organizational values and the corporate brand (Witt
& Rode, 2005). While each owner-manager within the store network does not perform
the same role as the CEO, their role is similar in the duties they perform for brand
building at a store operations level. Kay (2006) identifies successful small businesses as
being clearly driven by leaders who are value driven, hold strong beliefs about business,

and carefully craft mission statements to communicate their specific goals. With the
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exception of the crafting of mission statements, the retail store owners are required to fit
this profile for business success. While a minority of current owners inherited family
owned businesses, the majority founded their own independent retail businesses. It is
therefore hypothesised that congruency of their personal business philosophy and the
philosophy underpinning the retail store brand would be important for brand building, in
line with previous conceptualisations of affective commitment (Hall et al, 1970; Mowday
et al, 1982). Therefore, the alignment of owner manager’s business philosophy (core
values) with that of the organisation (core values) would appear an important condition
necessary for successful brand building within the retail network. By contrast, Van
Rekom (1997) argues that dissonance results from the non-alignment of corporate brand
values to employee values and other stakeholder concerns. Therefore, within the current
research context it is hypothesised that successful corporate brand building cannot
successfully develop without congruency of owner-manager and organisation brand
values, and that owner managers whose personal business philosophy is closely aligned

with the core values of the store brand, will exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.

H3: Owner managers who are a ‘good fit’ with the store brand (good alignment of
personal business values and core brand values) will exhibit higher levels of brand

commitment

3.4 Internal Brand Communications and Brand Commitment
Many writers view effective communications as key to relationship building and

therefore formative for corporate brand building (Kennedy, 1977; Plummer, 1984;

14



Cleaver, 1999; Merrilees & Fry, 2002; De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; De
Chernatony et al, 2003). Effective internal communication of company policies is seen as
crucial to consistency of image, although Markwick & Fill (1997) argue that a uniform
image cannot be expected, given the multitude of stakeholders, with a variety of
backgrounds, objectives and levels of dependency. The effectiveness of these
communications is viewed as critical to staff’s perception of the company (Kennedy,
1977; Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005, 2006). Kennedy (1977) argues that for brand
building in a services context, that a consistent internal perception of a company is the
keystone to external stakeholder image. Effective communication of the brand is seen as
one of the key requirements for successful internal branding (Bergstrom et al, 2002).
Therefore it is envisaged that owner managers within the retail store network who
perceive that their store brand has been clearly communicated to them would be expected

to exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.

H4: Owner managers with a more positive view on the effectiveness of internal brand
communications within the retail store network will exhibit higher levels of store brand

commitment.

3.5 Network Supports and Brand Commitment

Organisational supports could be viewed as a means of developing ‘feeling of obligation’
(Weiner, 1982: 421) or normative commitment (Meyer & Allen, 1991) towards the
organisation. Organisational supports, such as induction, training and education are

important for the development of internal brand literacy. They are the formative means
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for the creation of the desired brand supporting behaviour, greater staff commitment and
the alignment of staff values with the values of the organisation (Nguyen & Leblanc,
2002). Induction programmes have been successfully found to translate the corporate
brand internally to employees in order to facilitate their role as brand builders
(Papasolomou & Vrontis, 2006a, 2006b), and are often designed to ensure staff
engagement, empowerment and responsiveness (Aaker, 2004). Many of the owner
managers within the retail store network established and developed their stores prior to
joining the network. The initial motivation for joining the network might be interpreted
as gaining access to purchasing economies of scale, in order to compete with larger
operators. As such, this relationship might be seen as essentially transactional (absence
of obligation) rather than relational (Kumar, 1996). Both affective and continuance
commitment have been shown to be a key feature of both inter-organisational
relationships (Morgan & Hunt, 1994) and service relationships (Fullerton, 2005). The
corporate group offers various supports for business development. It is argued that such
business supports increase the psychological switching costs (Gruen et al, 2000; Bansal et
al, 2004; Fullerton, 2005). Therefore it is hypothesized that owners who perceive the
corporate group as an important support mechanism for their business would exhibit

higher levels of commitment.

HS5: Owner managers with a more positive view of the role of the corporate group on

the development of their businesses will exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.
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3.6 Network Reward Systems and Brand Commitment

Aaker (2004) states that the translation of the corporate brand internally to employees
must be supported by the mission, goals, values and culture of the organization where
employees ‘buy in’ (Thomson et al, 1999; Thomson & Hecher, 2000; Vallaster & De
Chernatony, 2006) to organizational values and programs. Reward systems could be
viewed as an important mechanism through which commitment to the brand is
engendered within a branch network, and therefore an integrative element in corporate
brand building. Effective reward and recognition schemes have the ability to enhance
motivation and commitment (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2007). Membership of the symbol
group offers a variety of discounts related to purchase quantity. It also rewards
individual stores for sales performance. Reward systems have also been viewed as
increasing both the economic and psychological switching costs (Kanter, 1968; Gruen et
al, 2000; Bansal et al, 2004; Fullerton, 2005). Rousseau (1989) classifies notional
psychological contracts as either transactional or relational. Transactional contracts are
based on principles of economic exchange and tend to be more objective, whereas
relational contracts are more abstract and based on principles of social exchange. Kumar
(1996) provided strong empirical evidence, based on longitudinal research over a 20 year
period on buyer—supplier relationships, that the move from transactional to relational has
strong positive strategic consequences. Rousseau & Wade-Benzoni (1995) view
relational contracts as more relevant to normative commitment and transactional more
relevant to continuance commitment. Therefore it is hypothesized that owners with a
more positive view of reward systems within the retail store network will exhibit higher

levels of brand commitment
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H6: Owner managers with a more positive view on reward systems within the retail

store network will exhibit higher levels of brand commitment.

4. Methodology

Data was collected via an on-line survey sent to all owner-managers and managers within
the retail store network, which comprises sixty nine stores, by the general manager of the
group. Fifty five stores are operated by independent business owner-managers and 14
operated by employed retail store managers. Online research is a growing business
research method, which in the future is predicted to account for the majority of market
research studies (Taylor, 2000). An online survey was chosen in favour of postal or other
methods, given the cost, ease of use for the researcher, expected level and speed of
response, lower response error and geographical spread of potential respondents,
previewed by previous online business research studies (Mehta & Sivadas, 1995; Weibie
& Wallace, 1998; Cho & LaRose, 1999; Bachmann et al, 2000; Taylor, 2000; McDonald
& Adam, 2003; Wilson & Laskey, 2003). While actions or behaviour can indicate brand
commitment, the construct is conceptualised as an attitudinal construct for the current
study. A total of 23 responses were received, representing an overall response rate of
33%, and accounts for 46% of all stores within the store network. While there were three
store managers within the respondent sample of twenty three, this sub-sample was
deemed too small to facilitate meaningful comparative analysis between the two groups,
and it was decided to use the full sample of twenty three as the ‘owner-manager’ sample

for the purposes of this study. In terms of single unit versus multiple unit respondents,
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single unit owners accounted for seventy per cent of survey respondents, twenty six per
cent of respondents had two stores and four per cent had three stores. The tenure of the
respondent owner managers ranged from one to sixteen years, with a mean tenure of 7.6

years and a standard deviation of 4.52.

Two new scales are proposed within this study. Firstly, a 14-item positively and
negatively rated seven-point Likert type scale is proposed for the measurement of brand
commitment based on the adaptation of Meyer & Allen’s (1990) three component
organizational commitment scale. This model of commitment was chosen because it has
undergone extensive empirical evaluation (Allen & Meyer, 1996) and has also been
recommended for the measurement of organizational commitment in an internal brand
building context for the services sector (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005). Secondly, a
15-item positively and negatively rated seven-point Likert type scale is proposed for the
measurement of the effectiveness of internal branding activities. The variables for the
internal branding scale were developed with reference to two sources. Foreman &
Money’s (1995) Internal Marketing Scale, which focused on vision, rewards and
development, was chosen as an appropriate starting point for the development of the
internal branding scale. This was augmented by two additional variables as a result of
exploratory depth interviews, conducted with the CEOs/Owner Directors of three
successful and nationally recognised retail store brands in the Irish marketplace. This
resulted in the proposed internal branding scale comprising five distinct constructs, i.e.
vision, core values, effective brand communications, network supports and network

reward systems
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The survey was pilot tested to test for clarity, ease of completion, errors and respondent
fatigue and the data screened and cleaned before the analysis. A total of seven negative
statements within the internal branding and brand commitment scales were reversed.
While the tests of normality of the distribution scores on both scales indicated a normal
distribution, a non-parametric approach was adopted, primarily because of the small

sample size.

Reliability tests were performed to evaluate the extent to which the proposed scales were
free from random error and internally consistent. The reliability alpha for the proposed
internal branding and brand commitment scales are 0.925 and 0.854 respectively which
indicates very good internal consistency. The scales were further assessed by reference
to the item-to-item correlation of each distinct element of each scale (Coding for each
item on the scale is shown in Appendix 1). While low positive values of 0.206 on REW2
and 0.168 on NC1 and negative values of -0.231 and -0.269 on CC2 and CC4 indicates
that these items may be measuring something different to their respective scales as a
whole, it was not deemed necessary to remove these items from the scale due to the fact
that all alpha values are greater than 0.7. While the removal of two items on the internal
branding scale (REW1 and REW?2) would result in higher alpha values of 0.926 and
0.932 respectively and the removal of three items on the brand commitment scale (NC1,
CC2 and CC4) would result in higher alpha values of 0.861, 0.861 and 0.891
respectively, it was decided that these improvements were not sufficiently significant to

warrant their removal.
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Spearman’s rank order correlation (Rho) was used to test relationships between
perceptions of internal branding activities and levels of brand commitment. The direction
and strength of relationships is indicated by calculating the r value. This can have a
positive or negative value that indicates a positive or negative correlation. The co-
efficient of determination (r squared) was also calculated and helps explain the
percentage of shared variance between two variables. The statistical significance of the
correlations was also established at both the 95% and 99% levels, mindful that the
statistical significance is questionable for moderate correlations, given the small sample
size. However, the statistical significance is reported, but ignored, within the research
study and the focus directed at the amount of shared variance (r squared) (Pallant, 2001).

A summary table of all correlations and their statistical significance is shown in Table 17.

5. Findings and Discussion

The overall response rate of 34%, while disappointing within the research context, was
deemed satisfactory and representative of owner-managers within the retail store
network, in that it represented 46% of all stores. The majority (70%) of respondents were
single unit owners with an average length of tenure of 7.6 years. Better than average
scores were found on clarity of vision, comprehension of core values, clarity of
communications and reward systems, with a lower than average perception for network
supports. In general, owner managers viewed joining the retail store network as having
been good for their business, which was reflected in better than average scores on all

mindsets of brand commitment.
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Owner managers perceived themselves to have a clear vision of the store brand and core
values of the organization. There was a statistically significant positive correlation found
between the owner manager’s perception of clarity of vision, core brand values and their
level of brand commitment. Therefore hypotheses one and two accepted. Perceived
clarity of vision helped explain 57% of the variance in respondents’ brand commitment
scores. This perceived clarity of brand vision is encouraging for the retail store network,
given the seminal status of a clear strategic vision within the branding literature
(Abimbola, 2001; Doyle, 2003; De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; Inskip, 2004;
Krake, 2005; Rode & Vallaster, 2005; Wong & Merrilees, 2005; Kay, 2006; Rogers &
Blenko, 2006; Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2006). However, perception of the vision
construct is not uniform. An above average comprehension of the store brand proposition
contrasts with a below average comprehension of the vision underpinning the brand. One
possible explanation is that at an operational level, owner managers perceive themselves
to understand the store proposition, but at a strategic level, do not fully understand the
vision underpinning it. Alternatively, it may be that perceived clarity of vision is related
to other factors that have not been examined within this quantitative study. Nevertheless,
the strong positive correlation between the perceived clarity of vision among respondents
and their level of brand commitment is indicative of its relevance for corporate brand
building within the retail store network. It also indicates a certain degree of achievement
for the corporate organisation, given the importance attributed to knowledge of the brand
proposition (values, vision, logo and slogan) for brand success (Hankinson & Lomax,
2006; Hankinson et al, 2007). It could be argued that that owner managers in their

perceived understanding of brand vision, have effectively ‘bought-in’ to the corporate
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brand, seen as important for brand building in a services context (Thomson et al, 1999;
Hankinson, 2004; Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005). Perception of core brand values
helped explain 59% of the variance in respondents’ brand commitment scores. The
perceived clarity of core values is also encouraging for the organisation, given the its
importance for corporate brand building (Balmer and Wilkinson, 1991; Balmer, 1995;
Urde, 1999, 2003; Harris and de Chernatony, 2001; Papasolomou & Vrontis, 2006a,
2006b). It also augurs well for the development of the store brand in the years ahead, and
should address fundamental brand building requirements of continuity, consistency and
credibility (Urde, 2003). The strong positive correlation between respondent’s perceived
comprehension of core brand values and their level of brand commitment is indicative of

their importance to corporate brand building.

There was statistically significant congruency between the respondents’ perception of
their own business philosophy and core values underpinning the store brand (r=0.709, n=
23, p<0.01). Therefore, hypothesis three is accepted. The need for ‘like-minded people’
within the retail network of stores to build a coherent and consistent brand emanates from
a view that the business philosophy of the founder often defines the core values of the
organisation (De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; Inskip, 2004; Kent & Stone, 2007).
While the majority of the owner-managers within the retail store network were either
original founders or inherited a family business, the congruency of their personal
business philosophy and the core philosophy underpinning the brand has been found to
be important for corporate brand building in SME branding studies (Abimbola, 2001;

Inskip, 2004; Krake, 2005; Rode & Vallaster, 2005). The strong degree of perceived
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congruency found between the business philosophy of the owner-managers and core
brand values allied to the low level of perceived dissonance (Van Rekom, 1997) augurs
well for the development of the retail store brand in Ireland in line with the view
expressed on the importance of congruency of personal values and organizational values

(Witt & Rode, 2005).

Owner managers perceived brand communications to be effective, but also perceived that
store brand values require regular re-enforcement. There was a statistically significant
positive correlation between the respondent’s perceived clarity of brand communications
and their level of brand commitment (r=0.639, n= 22, p<0.01), and accounted for 41% of
the variance in respondents’ brand commitment scores. Therefore hypothesis four is
accepted. This is encouraging because of the critical importance attributed to effective
communications for corporate brand building (Kennedy, 1977; Plummer, 1984; Merrilees
and Fry, 2002) and internal branding (Bergstrom et al, 2002). The high correlation
between perceived clarity of the store brand proposition and high levels of brand
commitment emphasizes the importance of continued re-enforcement of core brand

values.

Owner managers acknowledged supports from the corporate group, but perceived a
greater need for support in the area of management development and the process of
induction for new members. There is also the perception that high performing stores are
rewarded within the group. A weak relationship was found between brand commitment

and owners’ perception of network supports and rewards. While the small correlations
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might be considered reasonable within a large sample, it is considered poor, given the
small sample size. Perceived support from the corporate group for individual stores and
perception of rewards accounts for only 16% and 19 per cent of the variance in
respondent’s brand commitment scores. Therefore while hypotheses five and six are not
rejected, they are accepted with reservation given the small sample size. Findings also
indicate that owner managers perceive a greater need for general supports from the
corporate group for their individual stores. However this perceived need does not appear
to strongly influence levels of brand commitment. Previous studies have argued that
supports are crucial for corporate brand building and staff commitment (Nguyen &
Leblanc, 2002). It could be construed that in moving from a transactional to a relational
relationship (Kumar, 1996), that expectations are low and therefore do not significantly
affect their overall level of brand commitment. Alternatively, it may be that many of the
owners view the relationship with the corporate group as simply transactional, while
commitment to the store brand has a greater personal dimension and seen as relating to
the development of their own stores. Rewards might also be viewed as simply a
contractual mechanism to maintain the business relationship (Anderson & Weitz, 1992),
and through which the corporate group can secure a greater commitment to the corporate
brand (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2006). While there appears to be a relatively benign
view on the reward structure among owner managers, it does not appear to strongly
influence the overall level of brand commitment. It could be argued that reward systems
are more representative of a transactional relationship, whereas brand commitment is
more aligned to the relational end of the buyer-supplier relationship spectrum (Kumar,

1996).
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6. Conclusion

The rationale for the current research results from a paucity of academic analysis of the
corporate brand construct within both retail and SME literatures (Burt & Sparks, 2002;
Roper & Parker, 2006; Abimbola, 2001; Merrilees, 2007), despite a good coverage within
the general branding literature. This quantitative study, based on an on-line survey of
owner-managers within a retail network, has focused on the potential impact of internal
branding activities on brand commitment. Brand commitment was hypothesized as
essential for building a strong coherent and consistent corporate brand within a network
of previously independent retailers in the Republic of Ireland. This task of brand
building was also conceptualized as a process of change in the nature of the retailer/
supplier relationship from transactional to relational, through effective internal branding
activities. In general, the strong correlations found between the perceived effectiveness
of internal branding activities and level of brand commitment among owner managers
within this quantitative study validate the significance of internal branding for corporate
brand building within a retail network. Perceived clarity of vision, core values and brand
communications were highly correlated with higher levels of brand commitment, while
lack of perceived support for business development and adequate reward systems were
potential inhibitors. While this paper has indicated a significant role for internal branding
activities on the development of brand commitment within a retail SME network, future
research should explore in greater depth the nature of brand commitment and address the
fundamental question as to what builds or inhibits brand commitment within such a
network of previously independent retailers. Issues that arise from the current research,

include the requisite supports for building commitment, the impact of rewards and the
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nature of effective iterative communication processes for a developing vision and core
values. This would allow a greater understanding of the process of transformation to a
relational store-supplier relationship for the purpose of retail store brand building within a

retail network of previously independent retailers.
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Appendix A

Internal Branding Scale

Vision

VIS1 The xxxxx store brand offers previously independent owner-managers a vision they can believe in (+)
VIS 2 I have a clear appreciation of the xxxxxx store unique brand proposition (+)

VIS 3 I do not have a clear vision for the future development of the xxxxxx Store Brand (-)

Core Values
CV1 I do not fully understand the core values of the xxxxx organisation (-)
CV2 The core values of the Expert brand reflect my own personal business philosophy (+)

Internal Brand Communications

BC1 The future of the xxxxx store brand has been effectively communicated to me (+)

BC2 The xxx group communicates the core values of the store brand to owner-managers on an on-going basis (+)
BC3 The uniqueness of the xxx unique store brand proposition has been clearly communicated to me (+)

Network Supports

NS1As owner-managers, we receive help from the xxxx group to perform more successfully (+)

NS2 The xxxxx Group emphasises knowledge of the store brand proposition for owner-managers (+)
NS3 The xxxxx Group places considerable emphasis on management development (+)

NS4 New members stores undergo a beneficial induction programme on joining the xxxx Group (+)

Network Rewards

NRI1 The xxxxxx Group’s reward systems encourages store owners to work together (+)

NR2 The xxxxx group uses data gathered from owner-managers (all stores) to improve the store brand proposition for
all members (+)

NR3 High performing stores are rewarded within the xxxxxx Group (+)

Brand Commitment Scale

Normative Commitment

NC1 My business has grown as a result of joining the xxxxxx group of stores (+)

NC2 Things were better when I operated as a totally independent retailer (-)

NC3 My business would not have survived without joining the xxxxxxx Group (+)

NC4 I would prefer to operate independently of the xxxxxx group if it was a practical business option for me (-)
NCS5 If I was approached by another retail group, I would be tempted to leave the xxxxx group of stores (-)
NC6 The xxxxxx Group has been good for my business (+)

Continuance Commitiment

CC1 I have spent a lot of time and effort building up my business as an XxXxXxxx store (+)
CC2 I will stay within the xxxxxx group as long as it benefits my business (+)

CC3 It would be too costly for me to withdraw from the xxxxxx group of stores (-)

CC4 Right now, staying with the xxxx group is a matter of necessity rather than desire (-)

Affective Commitment

AC1 I am very happy to develop my business as an Xxxxx store (+)

AC2 I believe that the xxxxx brand is an exciting store brand proposition(+)
AC3 I do not feel emotionally attached to the xxxxxx store brand.(-)

AC4 The xxxx brand has a great deal of personal meaning to me (+)

Seven point Likert type scale ( 1= Strongly Agree ..... 7= Strongly disagree) used

38



Appendix 2 Summary Table of Correlations

Correlation Coefficient of | Sig. level
Coefficient (r) Determination (r2)
Total Internal Branding/ Total Brand | .695 0.4830 0.01 (2-tailed)
Commitment
Perceived  Clarity of  Vision/ Brand | 0.758 0.5745 0.01 (2-tailed)
Commitment
Perceived Clarity of Core Values/ Brand | 0.769 0.5913 0.01 (2-tailed)
Commitment
Perceived Clarity of Brand Communications/ | 0.639 0.4083 0.01 (2-tailed)
Brand Commitment
Perceived Support for Development/ Brand | 0.1576 0.397 NS
Commitment
Perceived Reward Systems/ Brand Commitment | 0.437 0.1909 0.01 (2-tailed)

Figure 1 The proposed Model (The Impact of Internal Branding on Brand Commitment)
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