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A brand orientation typology for SMEs: a case research approach Ho Yin Wong and Bill Merrilees Department of Marketing, Griffith Business School, Griffith University, Gold Coast, Australia Abstract Purpose – This research paper aims to discuss the role of branding strategy in small and medium size enterprises (SMEs). Design/methodology/approach – The literature on traditional brand management and strategic branding are first reviewed. Four critical constructs are identified, namely brand distinctiveness, brand orientation, brand-marketing performance and brand barriers. The literature, in combination with (eight) case research interviews, has been synthesised to develop a new theory of SME branding. Findings – The paper reveals that the theory identifies the ladder of SME brand orientation, moving from minimal brand orientation, to embryonic brand orientation to integrated brand orientation. Further, it is suggested that most SMEs will be on the lower steps of the ladder. A model of the brand strategy process has been formulated, specifying links between brand barriers, brand distinctiveness, brand orientation and brand-marketing performance. The study puts forward some propositions about the pre-conditions to move higher up the ladder, particularly to an integrated brand orientation. Research limitations/implications – The major limitation of this research is that it is based on eight case studies. It is suggested that a quantitative survey be carried out to enhance the generalisability of the model. Originality/value – This paper makes original contributions in that it uses case studies to establish the relationship between the level of brand orientation and brand-marketing performance; and conceptualises the four brand-related constructs. Keywords Brand management, Brand identity, Small to medium-sized enterprises, Case studies, Australia Paper type Research paper



An executive summary for managers and executive readers can be found at the end of this article.



interviews will then be established. Finally, research and managerial implications will be considered in detail.



Introduction



Literature review



The world of branding is clearly dominated by big businesses, with whom we share activities ranging from cleaning teeth to what we drink at parties. What is less clear is where small to medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) fit into this world of branding. Superficially, SMEs do not seem to carry much force in brand presence. SMEs lack the financial resources and “share of voice” to have much of an impact, suggesting a limited role of branding for them. However the apparent lack of literature on SME branding leaves us agnostic as to where brands fit into SME marketing strategy. It is the aim of this paper to remedy this lack of research. The main objective of this paper is to understand the role of branding in SME firms. The literature on traditional brand management and strategic brand management will first be reviewed. The research methodology to justify the use of the case study method is then presented, followed by an overview of the way branding is perceived in the cases under review. The development of the model from the in-depth personal



Both literatures on SME marketing and brand management are rooted in marketing concepts in general. The following sections will go through the relevant literature on those two disciplines to highlight research gaps in the literatures. SME marketing The discipline of SMEs is broadly based in management, marketing, and entrepreneurship (Carson et al., 1995). While it has been argued that SMEs pose unique features which are different to traditional marketing in large firms (Carson and Cromie, 1990), several authors suggest integration of strategic management and marketing in the SMEs (Carson et al., 1995; Hitt et al., 2001). Marketing can be viewed as an integral part of SME activities. SME business nature is fundamentally intrinsic to and compatible with marketing philosophies. Consequently, it is possible to amalgamate marketing and SME activities. For example, Carson (1990) uses different marketing models to evaluate the performance of small firms. Marketing planning, with some adaptation, could benefit SMEs (Carson, 1990). An SME-specific version of marketing mix borrowed from traditional marketing 4Ps can guide the SME thinking and doing business (Carson and Gilmore, 2000). The literature on SMEs suggests that marketing ideas, concepts, techniques are useful if used properly. Nevertheless, the branding issue has not been studied in the SME context.
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Traditional brand management The brand concept is a contemporary issue in marketing. Academics have been trying to rationalise an effective and
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efficient brand management system, which includes topics such as brand perceptions, brand loyalty, brand knowledge, brand differentiation, brand equity, brand awareness, brand proliferation and brand image (Aaker, 1996; de Chernatony, 1992; Keller, 2003). The major attention of these multiple perspectives on branding is to build a successful brand that can differentiate from the competition, be held in high esteem, and evoke a relatedness with target customers (Aaker, 1996; Keller, 2003). Keller (1993, 2003) presents a cognitive view of brands in terms of what consumers know about the brand and the implications for marketing strategy. Aaker (1991, 1996) presents a more comprehensive framework in his description on building a strong brand. He embraces brand name awareness, brand loyalty, perceived quality and distinctive brand associations as the important characteristics of strong brand. The perception inside the consumer’s mind feeds back to the brand management system, which includes the distinctiveness, values, and corporate culture of the firm, so that the firm can deploy the brand strategically to achieve the firm objectives (de Chernatony and Riley, 1998; Goodyear, 1996). De Chernatony (1992), from the perspective of brand management in a holistic view, comes up with practical ideas as to creating a powerful brand. In line with de Chernatony’s argument, Arnold (1992) shares this holistic view by suggesting that it is important to manage the whole brand, not managing separate elements of the marketing mix in isolation.



marketing idea driving the business. Mosmans and van der Vorst (1998) further advance that firms should shift from brand strategy to brand based strategy, which plays a critical role in selecting and maintaining a strategic direction for a firm. That means strategic decisions should be driven by the brand, which is a central focus of a firm. In fact, it is argued that senior management should be responsible as the custodian of brands (Capon et al., 2001). Second, Aaker (1996) also argues that top management should pay more attention to a brand, and suggests that development of a brand strategy should be concurrent with the development of a business strategy. The caution that has been placed in the development of a corporate plan, a marketing plan, or even a promotion plan, should not damage the equity of a brand that the firm has. The ideology of brand orientation needs to be transformed into action, that is marketing implementation. Marketing implementation is a pragmatic issue. It is mainly concerned with how to do it. Having a grand strategic marketing plan is not sufficient to be successful in the marketplace. Implementation needs to be in place to ensure actual accomplishment of intended objectives. Branding, as a strategic tool of marketing, is no exception in terms of implementation. Brand implementation should be part of comprehensive branding programs. In a study of small and medium sized industrial firms, Sashittal and Tankersley (1997) have found that market planning and implementation are highly related. A good implementation of brand-oriented strategy results in successful outcomes. Brand distinctiveness provides a direction for planning and a guide for implementation. It is the brand that should be the basis of corporate strategy. The brand-oriented approach of corporate strategy may furnish firms a sustainable edge over their competitors to achieve growth and expansion.



Literature review: four key constructs in brand strategy The following literature review concentrates on the four constructs in brand strategy; namely, brand orientation, brand barriers, brand distinctiveness and brand-marketing performance.



SME branding research/brand barriers Given the vast amount of branding research over the past two decades, it is surprising that we have not been able to discern one research study dedicated to SME branding. As inferred from our introduction, it is natural that there would be relatively few papers on SME branding given the potential large common perception of the large amount of resources required, but some rather than no articles were expected. Our discussion of the “brand barrier” construct reflects our view that many SMEs would perceive that they have not enough time or resources to conduct branding activities. This is an inference because no studies have confirmed such views. However there are numerous other SME studies that have identified many SMEs failing to fully invest in most business assets, including advertising, information technology and training, and to perceive such investments as costs instead. In response to this common reluctance or inability to invest in advertising, for example, books have been written along the lines of “advertising on a shoestring” to reflect the limited promotion budget of SMEs. Based on this background, we expect the “brand barrier” construct to be verified in the field case research and to be a factor inhibiting some SMEs undertaking serious branding. The study as a whole seems to be the first, or among the first, to explicitly investigate SME branding. The frugal nature of SMEs needs to be an explicit part of the model.



Brand orientation In pursuing a competitive advantage in the marketing planning stage, the attitude towards the brand orientation plays a critical role as to whether a brand is to be utilised. Urde (1999, p.117) defines brand orientation as: [. . .] an approach in which the processes of the organisation revolve around the creation, development, and protection of brand identity in an ongoing interaction with target customers with the aim of achieving lasting competitive advantages in the form of brands.



By using brands as a starting point in the formulation of firm strategy, brand orientation can be created as a precondition, with well-established brands able to enhance the ability of firms to compete, as well as generating growth and profitability (Urde, 1994). Brand orientation is thus a choice of strategy that can determine firms’ competitive edge, with the consequence of enhanced future survival in the long term. The literature in brand orientation is twofold. First, it is normative in nature. While a number of models are advocated to understand brand orientation, there is lack of empirical evidence to support the argument. Furthermore, the benefits of being brand oriented have not empirically been applied in the context of the SMEs. Brands become an unseparated part of a firm’s value and an important strategic asset. Mosmans (1996), recognising the strategic importance of a brand, argues that a brand can be considered as an integrated 156
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Brand distinctiveness Brand uniqueness is central to the notion of brand essence and brand identity. The four leading branding books are built around the concept of brand uniqueness / distinctiveness (Aaker, 1996; de Chernatony, 1992; Kapferer, 1992; Keller, 2003). A firm can position its goods or services in a unique fashion, distinguishing from those of its competitors. This brand distinctiveness provides firms with a marketing edge to excel against competitors.



The cases show that SMEs have a narrow interpretation of what branding is. Their views on branding are limited to advertising plus the brand name and / or logo. Advertising activities, such as television, yellow pages and promotional leaflets were seen as important to branding, but not seen as critical for SME business. On the other hand, personal selling or face-to-face communication is a critical part of their marketing communications. They rely heavily on these forms of media to deliver the communication message to their customers. For example, they have to demonstrate the quality of the work done by them. This attribute of the quality of their work cannot be projected to a large amount of potential customers due to their limited promotional activities. They have to directly show their customers what they can do for them, by actually carrying out the business. Having said that, these SMEs still believe in branding power and demonstrate a certain level of interest in conducting branding activities in future when business picks up or grows and if time allows them to do so. They are, at this stage, pre-occupied with daily routine and business pitching. It is also usually their belief that branding is only for the big firms who have got ample resources to employ this marketing tool. Promotional tools such as television and print advertising, and large scale sales promotion that help build a brand image and convey communication messages are more prevalent in big firms. The discussion so far suggests that both SMEs and big firms are advocates of branding concept, but the ways it is carried out are different. From the in-depth interviews with the eight firms, the meanings of the four constructs in SME context have evolved, the content and scope of which are detailed below. The information gathered is insightful and useful for further development of the constructs.



Brand-marketing performance A brand can be evaluated from a variety of viewpoints. Brandmarketing performance can be examined based on its financial value (Feldwick, 1996), or on its equity (Aaker, 1996), or through the brand report card (Keller, 2000), or on the brand building process (de Chernatony, 2001). Since brands are complex entities, it is more appropriate to measure brands by using more than one dimension (de Chernatony, 2001; de Chernatony et al., 1998). The use of a combination of evaluation approaches enhances the possibility of reflecting a true picture of the performance of a brand.



Research methodology In view of the limited materials on branding in SME literature, we wanted to explore how SMEs make sense of brands and what exactly they are doing with their brands. In consideration of the exploratory nature of this research and the dearth of material on SME branding, we chose the indepth personal interview approach. A case research methodology provides the opportunity to focus on naturally occurring and ordinary events in natural settings (Mankelow and Merrilees, 2001). It allows us to explore wholly and gain insight into the branding issues of SMEs. The in-depth personal interviews were semi-structured with closed and open-ended questions with the owners of the businesses. This methodology is in line with a number of SME studies (Gilmore et al., 1999; Holmes and Zimmer, 1994; Mankelow and Merrilees, 2001; Merrilees and Tiessen, 1999) and branding studies (de Chernatony and Riley, 1998). The decision as to how many cases are developed is left to the researcher (Romano, 1989). Eisenhardt (1989) suggests that cases should be added until reaching theoretical saturation, and Lincoln and Guba (1985) recommend sampling selection to the point of redundancy. Since there are no precise guides to the number of cases to be included in a qualitative research, the convergent interview technique has been adopted. The central point of this technique is to keep adding cases until the theory reaches saturation. In this study, eight cases have been conducted, with saturation after seven cases.



Brand distinctiveness This refers to a firm’s success in developing the brand based on distinctive products/services or any other marketing activities (such as distribution). It becomes a potential marketing edge for the firm to succeed in the long term. Focus is an essential element in brand distinctiveness, as limited resources of firms compel them to pursue the brand distinctiveness with concentration on certain potential areas. Focus can help marketers develop the distinctive products / services desired by customers. Brand orientation This refers to the extent to which the marketing strategy and activities are centred on the brand with the aim of reinforcing distinctiveness. The activities reflect the action taken by firms in terms of their branding approach. Brand orientation becomes the driving force for brand-oriented firms that consider branding as a significant issue in all the business decisions and directions. It emphasises the deployment of the marketing mix and human resources to deliver a distinctive brand in the customer’s minds. Cultivating the brand is not only the responsibility of a handful of staff in a firm, but also a common goal for the whole firm. Emphasis is also placed on the integrated effort across all aspects of the firm. This integrated effort requires a total understanding of what branding is and means among all the staff. It goes beyond the sole responsibility of marketing people and includes everyone from top management to front line staff. Everybody in the



Overview of the case studies The eight cases are summarised in Table I. These cases represent a range of service industries in Australia. All of them are SMEs as can be seen from the number of employees in their firms. All eight cases are in the service industry, enabling some control over the industry context. Their profiles include six small firms and two medium sized firms. While the main purpose of a case research method was to generate insights that can build theories; this study is not trying to test the model empirically , which is depicted below. 157
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Table I Profile of the case studies Business nature Firm Firm Firm Firm Firm Firm Firm Firm



A (embryonic) B (integrated) C (embryonic) D (integrated) E (minimalist) F (embryonic) G (integrated) H (minimalist)



No. of employees



Financial planning Car rental Marketing consultant Coffee shop Chinese restaurant Car cleaning Retail Computer shop



3 2 1 150 5 4 30 2



Business growth Medium High Medium High Low Medium Medium Low



Figure 1 Branding-archetypes ladder



firm prioritises branding and endeavours to maintain the brand value provided to the customers. Brand barriers This refers to the obstacles that hinder SME firms in particular to carry out business activities based on the brand. These obstacles are mainly the limitations on financial and human resources and time. The unavailability of these resources force firms to concentrate on what they can do best in daily operations. This short-term focus becomes an obstacle for them developing a long-term branding strategy.



branding orientation. Brand barriers loom high for this type of firm. Moving up the ladder, we have the embryonic brandoriented firm. Such a firm has a lot more marketing and business acumen than the minimalist firm. Marketing issues and activities are more prominent in the way it does business. There is a much greater awareness of competitive advantage and competitive positioning and the differential strengths of the firm. In short, there is a greater level of brand orientation. However brand orientation is still limited. Firms appreciate that they have to focus on their competitive advantage, but the brand seems to be more of an implicit, optional part of the way they do business, and not necessarily critical for business success. They do have a branding strategy, but it is also largely implicit and best described as a de facto branding strategy. This takes us to the third and top step of the ladder, the integrated brand orientation approach. Compared to the previous step there is a slight increase in the brand distinctiveness element, that is, there is a very good understanding of the competitive advantage of the firm and the overall distinctiveness of the firm compared to competitors. The main difference between the embryonic and the integrated brand orientated SME is the extent to which the brand distinctiveness translates into brand orientation. In other words, the brand is a more important and active part of the marketing strategy. Brand is not seen as an optional extra, but rather an integral part of the marketing strategy. Similarly, branding has a greater role to play in the marketing mix implementation. For this archetype, a wider range of promotional tools is employed and the messages used are more likely to have a branding aspect compared to firms on the first two steps of the ladder. Graphically these archetypes are reflected in Figure 1. It shows a staged model depicting the relationship of the archetypes and brand-marketing performance. Brandmarketing performance will improve if minimalist brand orientation firms can progress to embryonic brand



Brand-marketing performance Brand-marketing performance is the result of how well a branding strategy does in achieving a competitive advantage over its competitors. It emphasises brand accomplishment, with the aim of measuring outcome success. Brand-marketing performance is multifaceted, rather than purely in financial terms. The indicator is gauged from the firm’s point of view of a firm. The characteristics of the facets reflect traditional brand-marketing performance, such as brand awareness, quality products/services, repeat patronage and brand image; and strategic features like the achievement of competitive advantage over their competitors, evaluation of their overall marketing strategy and the building of a solid reputation.



Model development A key element in our approach to theory building has been to design the case interviews around the four major constructs of brand distinctiveness, brand orientation, brand barriers and brand-marketing performance. As with most qualitative research, the aim was to include as much diversity as possible in the selection of the cases. Our approach was to develop clusters based on the case material and then to allocate firms into particular clusters or branding archetypes. We identified three branding archetypes. We have termed the three archetypes as follows in ascending order: minimalist brand orientation, embryonic brand orientation, and integrated brand orientation. Figure 1 depicts the archetypes, using the axes of level of brand orientation and brand-marketing performance. Table II summarises the archetypes with the allocation of cases to them. Briefly, the minimalist archetype has a very low level of brand orientation linked to a very limited horizon of brand distinctiveness. This type of SME is very short-term focused (almost crisis or survival oriented), which usually translates into a day-to-day transaction or selling or production approach, as opposed to a marketing or 158
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Table II Branding archetypes Type



Branding activities



Minimalist Embryonic



Low-key marketing across the board Low Stronger marketing but not branding; very informal branding; seen as Low/medium optional; narrow promotional tools; word of mouth Stronger marketing and branding; either informal or formal branding; Medium/high branding integral, not an option; wider promotional tools



Integrated



Brand distinctiveness Brand orientation Brand performance



orientation. Furthermore, embryonic brand-oriented firms can improve brand-marketing performance if they advance to an integrated orientation level. The three-archetype ladder can be an explanatory tool to the successfulness of brandmarketing performance. Another way of looking at brand orientation is fitting it into a broader brand strategy process model, as depicted in Figure 2. The model starts with brand barriers as a factor in causing some SMEs to under-invest in building the distinctiveness of their brand. Although such underinvestment is likely to be common, there will be exceptions for many high-performing SMEs. The next stage of the model posits that brand barriers and brand distinctiveness act as antecedents of brand orientation. The distinctiveness provided to customers is instilled in the brand. Branding becomes the primary force for the business. The final stage of the model posits that brand orientation and brand distinctiveness act as antecedents to brand-marketing performance. The three archetypes can be related to Figure 2. The minimalist firms will have the highest brand barriers and lowest brand orientation and brand-marketing performance. Embryonic firms will have greater levels of brand distinctiveness and higher brand-marketing performance. Finally, integrated firms will be strongest on brand distinctiveness and brand orientation, and consequently on brand-marketing performance.



Low Medium



Low Medium



High



High



a fairly clear brand distinctiveness. Firm C, for example, knows the on-time delivery of project requirements of her customers very well and thus has positioned the firm to deliver on time. Similarly Firm A recognises the importance of regular personal contacts with the customers. He thus positions himself providing personalised services to their customers. Firm F is able to identify the wants of its customers, which is lowest price and fast turnover. As a result, the value it provides to its customers is lowest price and fastest service. The strength of distinctiveness of these three embryonic firms did not carry over to brand orientation. Firm A believes that time is better spent on running the business smoothly. It is its belief that time should be spent on sales pitching which is critical to the business. It has nothing against branding, but the limited time available it prevents from working on branding. Even though it has a rough idea of customer wants, the brand orientation is not an explicit part of strategic culture. Firm C shows a similar circumstance. The amount of time it needs to communicate with its customers and to carry out the projects occupy most of the time available. Further, cultivating a brand needs investment. Firm A, Firm C and Firm F expressed the view that they were unable to put in a reasonable amount of money to do branding at this stage. If their businesses prosper, they may consider carrying out a bigger scale of promotion to support the brands. They view branding as a cost factor rather than an investment for business growth. Not being certain of the benefits of carrying out branding activities, they believed the risk to be too big for them. We turn now to the three integrated brand-oriented SMEs, Firm B and Firm D and Firm G. These three SMEs had a fairly clear and strong sense of their brand distinctiveness, though only marginally more than the three embryonic firms. Perhaps the main difference was that distinctiveness was somewhat more explicit in the case of the integrated firms. This takes us to brand orientation. Brand orientation was much stronger in the case of the integrated firms. It was not simply a good idea to include as much branding as possible in the marketing strategy; it was seen as essential to do so. It was no longer an option as was perceived by the embryonic firms. Integrated firms, like the embryonic firms, started their thinking with a clear understanding of customer needs; for example personalised service and good communication in the case of Firm B and a traditional coffee service in the case of Firm D. However branding was then seen as an important means of delivering the strategy. Firm B for example, chose its name starting with the letter “A” so that its name would appear near the top of any list used by prospective customers. Firm G has posted a laminated description of its brand in the back-office for employees to be reminded of it. All aspects of marketing seemed to have a greater branding twist. The



Illustration of the model in action We can illustrate the preceding propositions using the cases studied. Starting with Firm E and Firm H, it was clear that these firms had low levels of brand distinctiveness, brand orientation and brand strategy. In short, they had a low level of marketing orientation of any description and were struggling to survive. There was a very strong day-to-day focus of the firm, for example the daily operation of preparing food for the restaurant or coordinating between suppliers and buyers of computers accessories. Turning to Firm A, Firm C and Firm F, we have three examples of embryonic brand-oriented SMEs. All firms have Figure 2 Brand-driven approach to brand marketing strategy
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Managerial implications



integrated brand-oriented SMEs tended to choose a wider set of promotional tools, with Firm D launching into television advertising in the past year (featuring dancing coffee beans that help differentiate the firm). Another characteristic of the integrated brand orientated firms is that they see the brand management system in more holistic terms and are willing to invest in such a system despite the costs and risks that minimalist and embryonic SMEs associate with such branding activities. Investment in the brand includes but goes beyond promotional expenditures. Thus, Firm B sees the brand as continuously evolving. After its customers return the cars, a request is made to all of them to fill in questionnaires to give its feedback with regard to the services. Insights of how to improve its brand can be gained from the research. Firm D is trying to convert older outlets into the new brand image that it would like to project to its customers to reflect the positioning strategy. Firm G has invested time and money in training its managers in brand building exercises.



There are considerable practical implications of our study. Rather than acquiesce with the prevailing view that branding is not relevant to SMEs, we have used case research to demonstrate that brand orientation can be a positive force for brand-marketing performance. Figures 1 and 2 are expressed in a fairly straightforward way, such that SMEs can understand what is happening. The meaning of the four key constructs are now clearly expressed, so SMEs can understand them and use them to guide future marketing activities. In particular, the model suggests the need: . to take a longer-term, investment approach to branding; . to develop a strongly distinctive brand; . to develop an internal culture where all staff “live the brand” on a daily basis; and . for a clear and consistent communication of the brand through all marketing activities. In other words, the model is a practical tool, rooted in real SME cases, enabling entrepreneurs to obtain a fuller understanding of the role of branding in SMEs and to implement a branding strategy that could potentially achieve better performance.



Research propositions For the benefit of future research, the following research propositions are identified. P1. The relationships amongst the constructs shown in Figure 2 can be statistically estimated as a five equation structural model of the brand strategy process. P2. Each of the five parameters contributes to explain key constructs of the brand strategy process. P3. Both brand orientation and brand distinctiveness contribute to brand-marketing performance. It stresses the importance of the antecedents, which are brand distinctiveness and brand orientation.



Conclusion In summary, a model of SME brand orientation has taken shape. Critical to the development of the model are the four constructs of brand distinctiveness, brand orientation, brand strategy and brand barriers. None of these constructs are new, but previous studies generally focus on one and rarely two, but not the four constructs together. This in itself is a conceptual contribution to the branding literature. However the main aim of the study was to use these four constructs to provide a model of the nature and consequences of evolution of brand orientation in SMEs. Three main stages of evolution of brand orientation seem to be the most relevant for SMEs, starting with minimalist, then progressing to embryonic and finally to integrated. The cases have been used to isolate the essential pre-conditions for progressing or not progressing to the next stage. Integrated brand oriented firms clearly have both a different mindset about the importance of branding in the marketing strategy and the willingness to invest in the brand in the way they implement their brand strategy. The model proposes that brand-marketing performance will be greater for firms pursuing an integrated brand orientation approach. At this stage the model has internal validity using the criteria of qualitative research. However additional cases need to be examined. Future research could embrace quantitative testing of the propositions put forward by the model. However, the model is very practical, and Figures 1 and 2 can be used as tools to guide brand development in SMEs. SMEs and possibly larger firms could use the framework presented here to either develop their brand or to guide a re-branding program.



These propositions depict an overall correlational structure of the relationships amongst the four constructs as shown in Figure 2, facilitating further quantitative research. The positive/negative signs state the possible direction of the relationships among the constructs.



Contributions The four constructs have not previously been well specified in the literature, so the paper makes a conceptual contribution in further refining each of them. More importantly, the paper proposes two models (Figures 1 and 2) and is one of the first to integrate all four constructs in one study. Figure 1 is a typology based on the empirical evidence of eight case studies. In the first instance, the cases are shown to fit a brand strategy process model (Figure 2), with specified links across the four major branding constructs. The model establishes the nature and meaning of the constructs and causal relationships among them. This qualitative approach emphasises theory building rather than theory testing. However the well-specified nature of the model should facilitate future quantitative research at a later stage so that the generalisability of the relationships among the four constructs and the typology can be established. To a certain extent, the study confirms the conceptual literature that brand orientation might play a critical role in guiding a firm’s growth. The study also shows the relevance of branding to SMEs. This paper tries to close the research gap of branding in SME literature by using a case study approach to develop a brand strategy process model.
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Executive summary This executive summary has been provided to allow managers and executives a rapid appreciation of the content of this article. Those with a particular interest in the topic covered may then read the article in toto to take advantage of the more comprehensive description of the research undertaken and its results to get the full benefit of the material present.



Branding isn’t about advertising, fancy logos and expensive agencies Despite knowing better, when faced with the term “brand”, I still think instantly of Coca-Cola, McDonalds or Mars. So it is no surprise that many smaller businesses are uncomfortable – even confused – with the brand concept. Branding is a luxury that big firms – and especially those directing their offer to mass consumer markets – are able to afford. We small fish need to keep our heads down and shift product. Wong and Merrilees characterise this as a narrow interpretation of branding – “. . . advertising plus the brand name and logo”. Indeed, as anyone who has worked on marketing with smaller businesses will tell you, the development of the brand is not the primary concern regardless of the target market. These firms (and who can blame them) are concerned about getting leads and making sales. Grand sounding talk about brand development, brand identity and other pompous marketing terms is as likely as not to turn them off. However, these small firms are wrong. The business and its products will develop a brand regardless of whether we actively seek to do this. If we simply focus on selling our product, the customer will formulate an opinion of that product and of the firm selling it. This is – whether we like it or not – a brand. Worse than that it is a brand we have had little say in creating and over which we can exercise little 161
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control. If we are a good firm, selling a good product and giving good service, then the brand may well be good – but we cannot be sure of this and we cannot compete with actively branded organisations since they start with the advantage that comes from an established relationship set into the consumer’s mind.



with the aim of achieving lasting competitive advantages in the form of brands”. Brands – it’s horses for courses Just because every business has, de facto, a brand does not mean that there is a single approach or set of rules to follow in developing that brand. The first step is to get acceptance that there is a brand to develop but after that the business needs to look to its strengths and at its market if the branding approach is to secure benefits. And, to do this we talk about the customer and potential customer – after all this is where we want the brand to live and grow. Furthermore, in looking at the customer, we get away from the second barrier spotted by Wong and Merrilees – the assumption that brand marketing means spending loads of money on fancy advertising. This may be the right approach in some cases but for many businesses – and especially those operating in the business-to-business field – communicating the brand through the sales and service activity is far more significant. This implies tightening up on areas such as consistency of message, avoiding pricing strategies that undermine messages of quality, securing reputationenhancing word-of-mouth communications and training in customer service. The essence of branding for the smaller business lies in four factors identified by Wong and Merrilees – none of which implies adopting a mini version of classical FMCG marketing: . Marketing means investing in your brand – but this does not need to mean less of a direct sales effort since that builds the brand too. . You have to be distinctive – different (better!) than the rest and your customers must be told this until they are fed up with hearing it. . Your internal culture matters more than you think – everyone who works for you must be a brand advocate not just you as the boss. . Communication must be consistent – define the message and stick with it – don’t allow sales people to mess too much with pricing, communications or advertising it damages the brand.



Repositioning the brand concept for smaller organisations Wong and Merrilees set out four “critical brand constructs”: distinctiveness – giving our firm, product or service an unique identity, feel and image; orientation – directing the organisation towards brand management; marketing performance – recognising the superior performance of strongly branded goods; and barriers – identifying the constraints such as time, resource availability and knowledge that prevent active branding efforts. One useful approach to attending to these branding challenges is to adopt a euphemistic approach – since the entrepreneurial business resists direct talk of branding we can approach the concept by focusing on elements of the brand that the entrepreneur will recognise. These euphemisms include such constructs as reputation, quality, image, customer attitude and customer association. These concepts will be understood by those managing small firms since they relate directly to the sales effort – the entrepreneur knows reputation is essential for selling, that customers expect high quality and adopt an image of the firm. By analysing these constructs, we can build a picture of the firm and its products. We can begin to define a realistic market position for the firm and have a clearer picture of what the customer expects from us. The outcome of this mapping exercise is a real picture of the brand, its strengths and its weaknesses. And, this has been achieved without trying to enter the difficult territory of explaining that a brand is not just the name and logo. We also need not interfere, at this stage, in the firm’s existing marketing (or more likely, sales) strategies. What we have done is to address three of the “critical brand constructs” identified by Wong and Merrilees – distinctiveness, performance and barriers. In doing so we have established the firms existing brand strengths and have the beginnings of a route to the fourth brand construct – brand orientation. We know that the firm will benefit from an approach in which “. . . the processes of the organisation revolve around the creation, development and protection of brand identity in an ongoing interaction with target customers



(A pre´cis of the article “A brand orientation typology for SMEs: a case research approach”. Supplied by Marketing Consultants for Emerald.)
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