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Abstract This special issue of the Journal of Brand

Management has been developed in consideration of the

existing gap between the relevance of and research atten-

tion to internal brand management (IBM). Despite its rel-

evance, research dealing with brand management in the

context of internal stakeholders is still limited. Therefore,

we identify five directions for future research after an

introduction to the topic. Future research should (1) vali-

date the relevance of IBM, (2) increase the generalizability

of IBM research findings, (3) deepen and (4) broaden the

IBM framework, and (5) extend methodologies in IBM

research. This special issue addresses some of the identified

areas for future research by including five articles covering

a variety of IBM topics. It is our hope this special issue

advances IBM research and encourages researchers to start

and continue engaging in research in this important area.
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Introduction

An important brand-related task of organizations is the

development of a bundle of functional and non-functional

benefits that differentiate an organization’s offering from

that of competitors and its communication, in the form of a

brand promise, to external stakeholders, such as con-

sumers. A more difficult but crucial brand-related function

of organizations is the fulfilment of the brand promise

through the delivery of the communicated benefits. Ulti-

mately, this delivery is the responsibility of internal

stakeholders, such as employees, either directly through

their behaviour towards external stakeholders, such as

customers, or indirectly through their behaviour towards

other internal stakeholders. As such, they are strategically

important to brand management success.

Despite the intuitive appeal of managing the brand

internally and the growing body of practitioner interest and

investment in such a strategy, there is a paucity of con-

ceptual and empirical papers addressing this important

issue. In comparison with the vast amount of research

dedicated to brand management in the context of external

stakeholders, research dealing with brand management in

the context of internal stakeholders, i.e. internal brand

management (IBM), is still limited. Nevertheless, it is

necessary to complement the outside-in perspective (i.e.

external orientation: market and customers) by the inside-

out perspective (i.e. internal orientation: organization and

employees) in line with the competence-based view of the

firm.
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Directions for future research

As guest editors of this special issue of the Journal of

Brand Management, we would like to bring research

attention to this important topic by identifying directions

for future research based on a literature review of IBM

research in the past decade. We identified five overarching

areas for future research.

The first area is related to validating the relevance of

IBM for brand management and company success. There-

fore, future research should hypothesize and empirically

investigate the effects of IBM on organizational perfor-

mance outcomes, for example, customer-related outcomes

(e.g. customer satisfaction, brand attachment, brand

strength, customer-based brand equity) and financial per-

formance (e.g. turnovers, profits, shareholder value)

(Baumgarth and Schmidt 2010; Burmann et al. 2009;

Kimpakorn and Tocquer 2009; King and Grace 2009;

Piehler et al. 2016; Sirianni et al. 2013; Tuominen et al.

2016).

The second area for future research is to increase the

generalizability of research findings. Previous empirical

IBM studies often focus on single organizations (e.g. Baker

et al. 2014; Matanda and Ndubisi 2013; Porricelli et al.

2014), industries, especially service-based industries like

the financial service (e.g. du Preez and Bendixen 2015;

Löhndorf and Diamantopoulos 2014) or tourism and hos-

pitality industry (e.g. Kimpakorn and Tocquer 2009; King

2010; Punjaisri and Wilson 2011), and specific countries

(e.g. Baumgarth and Schmidt 2010; Kimpakorn and Toc-

quer 2010; Nyadzayo et al. 2015). Such focus limits the

generalizability of the results; therefore, future research

should investigate previously identified relationships in

different organizations, industries (e.g. service-based vs

non-service-based, B2B vs B2C), and countries, i.e.

investigating country- and culture-specific effects (Bur-

mann et al. 2009; Chang et al. 2012; Hughes 2013; King

and Grace 2009, 2010; Nyadzayo et al. 2016; Piehler et al.

2016; Punjaisri et al. 2008, 2009; Sirianni et al. 2013;

Terglav et al. 2016). Covering multiple organizations,

industries and countries might help to uncover general

relationships and organization-, industry- or country/cul-

ture-specific relationships.

The third area for future research is to deepen the IBM

framework by gaining more insights into employee-related

IBM outcomes, managerial instruments to affect these

outcomes, and moderators that affect relationships between

outcomes and between managerial instruments and out-

comes. Regarding employee-related IBM outcomes, recent

research highlights the affective dimensions of commit-

ment (King 2010; King and Grace 2010; Punjaisri and

Wilson 2011) and identification (Piehler et al. 2016) and

multidimensional perspectives for brand understand-

ing/knowledge (Xiong et al. 2013; Piehler et al. 2016) and

brand-related behaviour (Burmann and Zeplin 2005; Bur-

mann et al. 2009; Shaari et al. 2011; Chang et al. 2012;

Porricelli et al. 2014; Nyadzayo et al. 2015, 2016; Piehler

et al. 2015, 2016). Future research should continue to

develop the dimensionality of these IBM outcomes and

deliver further empirical validation (Burmann et al. 2009;

Terglav et al. 2016). In addition, future research should

explore the relationships between these dimensions (Pieh-

ler et al. 2016). To expand knowledge about managerial

instruments, previous IBM research calls for a more

detailed investigation of specific instruments of brand-ori-

ented human resource management, leadership, internal

communication, and external communication that poten-

tially affect employee-related IBM outcomes (Baker et al.

2014; Baumgarth and Schmidt 2010; Henkel et al. 2007;

Kimpakorn and Tocquer 2010; Löhndorf and Diaman-

topoulos 2014; Piehler et al. 2016; Xiong et al. 2013).

Finally, to better understand the relationships between

employee-related IBM outcomes and between managerial

instruments and outcomes, future research should consider

moderators of these relationships (Baumgarth and Schmidt

2010; Hughes 2013; Punjaisri et al. 2008). Suggested

moderators include employee characteristics (Piehler et al.

2016), such as gender (King 2010; King and Grace 2012;

Matanda and Ndubisi 2013) and skills and abilities (Baker

et al. 2014). Other suggested moderators include organi-

zational characteristics (Baker et al. 2014; Burmann

et al.,2009; King and Grace 2009; Piehler et al. 2016), such

as organizational structure (flat vs hierarchal; modern vs

traditional), organizational climate or culture, company

size (small vs large), and ownership status (publicly owned

vs privately owned).

The fourth area for future research is to broaden the IBM

framework by considering brand portfolios and other

stakeholders (e.g. external partners). While the corporate

brand is usually the focus of IBM research, in practice,

many organizations operate with multiple brands. Brand

portfolios increase the degree of complexity for IBM, and

future research should shed light on this rarely investigated

topic (Baker et al. 2014; Baumgarth and Schmidt 2010;

Burmann et al. 2009; Hughes 2013). Another area to

broaden the IBM framework is to consider other stake-

holders, such as external partners (e.g. suppliers, distribu-

tion partners, call centres). As brand value is often co-

created by multiple stakeholders, who interact with each

other and with customers, future research should integrate

these stakeholders into the IBM framework (Burmann et al.

2009; Dean et al. 2016; Saleem and Iglesias 2016). While

some investigations of IBM in the franchising context exist

(Merrilees and Frazer, 2013; Nyadzayo et al. 2015, 2016),

aligning the behaviour of external partners and their
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employees in less constrained and less formal relationships

remains to be explored in future research (Saleem and

Iglesias 2016).

Finally, the fifth area for future research is related to

extending methodologies by using multiple data sources

and longitudinal or experimental study designs. Many

empirical IBM studies apply employee self-reports as

source of measures. Therefore, calls for using other sources

of measures, such as management, supervisor, colleague,

subordinate, or customer evaluations as well as objective

measures and data, have been articulated (Baumgarth and

Schmidt 2010; Piehler et al. 2016; Terglav et al. 2016).

Complementing employee self-evaluations with other

measures would not only provide further insights into the

relationships but also help to reduce common method

effects. In addition, empirical IBM research often applies a

cross-sectional study design. Such designs do not allow to

assess hypothesized causalities; therefore, future research

should apply longitudinal or experimental study designs

(Baumgarth and Schmidt 2010; Chang et al. 2012; Hughes

2013; Löhndorf and Diamantopoulos 2014; Matanda and

Ndubisi 2013; Piehler et al. 2016; Punjaisri and Wilson

2011; Tuominen et al. 2016).

Special issue on internal brand management

By including five articles in this special issue, we, as guest

editors, would like to address some of the identified areas

for future research. The Journal of Brand Management

represents the ideal publication outlet for this special issue

as several important contributions to IBM research have

been published in the journal (Burmann and Zeplin 2005;

Burmann et al. 2009; Gapp and Merrilees 2006; Harris

2007; Ind 2003; Ind and Bjerke 2007; Kimpakorn and

Tocquer 2009; King and Grace 2008; King et al. 2012;

Punjaisri and Wilson 2007; Tuominen et al. 2016). With

Ind and Bjerke (2007), Harris (2007), King and Grace

(2008), and Punjaisri and Wilson (2007), four articles that

deal with employees in an IBM context of are among the

Top 20 articles published in the Journal of Brand Man-

agement in 1993-2014 based on downloads from 2009 to

2014 (Powell 2014). With Mosley (2007) and Moroko and

Uncles (2008), two more articles among the Top 20 are

related to (prospective) employees in the context of

employer branding. Overall, six of the Top 20 most

downloaded articles in the Journal of Brand Management

address the topic of (prospective) employees as a target

group for brand management, thus indicating relevance for

the research community.

The opening article by Pramod Iyer, Arezoo Davari, and

Audhesh Paswan entitled ‘‘Determinants of brand perfor-

mance: the role of internal branding’’ addresses the call for

future research regarding the relevance of IBM by empir-

ically investigating the effect of IBM, brand orientation,

and strategic brand management on brand performance.

Survey data from 218 brand/marketing managers reveal

that while brand orientation, strategic brand management,

and IBM are directly associated with brand performance,

IBM partially mediates the effect of brand orientation and

strategic brand management on brand performance. The

results highlight the need for organizations to cultivate

IBM as it delivers further empirical evidence for the role of

employees in improving a brand’s performance.

The second article entitled ‘‘Employees’ brand under-

standing, brand commitment, and brand citizenship beha-

viour: a closer look at the relationships among construct

dimensions’’ by Rico Piehler responds to the call for future

research to deepen the IBM framework by gaining more

insights into employee-related IBM outcomes. The article

investigates the links among the IBM outcomes of brand

understanding, brand commitment, and brand citizenship

behaviour, at both higher-order and lower-order levels.

Using a sample of 790 employees from a German tourism

company, the study reveals the relevance of the brand

understanding dimension of behaviour relevance (i.e.

employees’ understanding that they contribute to the

brand’s success) as it affects brand commitment and all

dimensions of brand citizenship behaviour. Other dimen-

sions of brand understanding and brand commitment only

seem to be of relevance for certain brand citizenship

behaviour dimensions. The article contributes to IBM

research by providing a closer analysis of the dimensions

of different IBM outcome constructs and their

relationships.

In the third article entitled ‘‘Brand signalling: an ante-

cedent of employee brand understanding’’ Emma Kar-

anges, Kim A. Johnston, Ian Lings, and Amanda T.

Beatson deepen the IBM framework by gaining more

insights into managerial instruments to affect employee-

related IBM outcomes. They develop a conceptual model

of brand signalling antecedents to brand understanding,

namely brand signal quality, brand signallers, and brand

signal channels. The relationships represented within the

conceptual model infer that employees’ perception of

brand signal quality, their perceptions of the form and

transmission of brand signalling channels used to transmit

brand signals, and their perceptions of the signaller’s

competences, qualities, and style responsible for transmit-

ting the brand signal positively affects their brand under-

standing. The conceptual model benefits organizations by

describing the role that brand signalling plays in commu-

nicating the brand promise and elevates the importance of

employee understanding of the brand to fulfil the promise.

In the fourth article entitled ‘‘Strengthening internal

brand equity with brand ambassador programs:
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development and testing of a success factor model’’ Holger

J. Schmidt and Carsten Baumgarth identify success factors

of a brand ambassador program (BAP). This research

thereby also deepens the IBM framework by gaining more

insights into managerial instruments to affect employee-

related IBM outcomes. The authors develop a conceptual

BAP framework and a list of potential success factors.

They use a longitudinal case study from the service

industry to test and adapt their success factor model. The

results reveal that a BAP is not an isolated IBM instrument

and that brand orientation, brand management, and C-level

support affect its impact. The study also indicates that a

BAP is a dynamic and phase-oriented approach and that the

success of a BAP is based on a combination of the specific

characteristics of the coordinator, the program design, the

brand ambassadors, and the target groups. The updated

BAP success factor model contains 31 factors and provides

a holistic overview of the necessary steps to implement a

BAP.

The fifth and final article entitled ‘‘Sponsorship as an

internal branding tool and its effects on employees’ iden-

tification with the brand’’ by Katharina M. Hofer and

Reinhard Grohs also deepens the IBM framework by

gaining more insights into managerial instruments to affect

employee-related IBM outcomes. The authors investigate

how employees’ perceptions of sponsorship characteristics

impact their identification with the brand. Using a sample

of 165 employees of an Austrian producer of baking

ingredients that sponsors the Austrian national biathlon

team, the results reveal that employees’ general percep-

tions of their employer’s sponsorship (i.e. general attitude

towards sponsorship) strongly affect employees’ brand

identification while their perceptions of the specific spon-

sorship (i.e. attitude towards the sponsored property and

perceived fit) do not affect their brand identification.

Consequently, this study confirms the necessity to consider

employees as a target group of external communication.
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