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Abstract:

This entry defines and outlines the concept of the corporate brand, which is the branding of an
entire organisation vis-a-vis all its various stakeholders. The presented definition is derived from a
synthesis of the major conceptual developments in the literature, encompassing managerial and
instrumental views as well as more critical perspectives. Thus, a corporate brand is presented here
as an entity that makes an organisation identifiable and distinguishable versus other organisations
and actors, enabling stakeholders to symbolically relate to that organisation in a relevant and
meaningful way. It is instrumentally contingent and is based on purposively chosen tangible and
intangible brand elements (e.g., name, logo, designs, core values, behavioural patterns, cultural
associations) that provide a focal point of reference for strategically differentiating, symbolically
situating and socio-culturally legitimating the organisation versus other social and institutional
actors.
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Definition

Corporate brands are meaningfully identifiable and differentiated as well as socio-culturally
constituted and situated entities that are deliberately and purposively derived from an
organisation’s corporate identity by management as a concise and well-defined value statement and
promise (covenant) to stakeholders and the perceptions and interpretations made by stakeholders.

In simplified terms and by asking what is being branded by a corporate brand, one can say that it is
an entire organisation that is being branded and not just a product or a service. As such, a corporate
brand in principle is applicable to all sorts of organisations and institutions, not just corporations or
private businesses but also public, civic and other non-commercial organisations and institutions.

Likewise, because a corporate brand refers to an organisation in its entirety, it concerns the
affiliations, relations and interactions between an organisation and all its stakeholders and other
social and institutional actors (Balmer, 1995, 2001; Roper and Davies, 2007; Gregory, 2007); not just
one dedicated stakeholder group such as, for example, consumers, customers or clients (as it is
usually the case with product or service brands) or current and prospective employees (as is the case
with internal branding or an employer brand respectively).

The corporate brand is a term and concept that has increased in usage and popularity amongst
management, marketing and communication practitioners as well as within academia and business
schools since its emergence in the 1990s, especially after 2000 (Balmer et al., 2017). Yet, despite this
increase in practical applications and scholarly deliberations there is no universally accepted
definition of a corporate brand. Corporate branding as a scholarly domain still lacks a coherent
paradigmatic and theoretical base too.

While some scholars and many practitioners rarely differentiate between product, service and
corporate brands, treating brands as a universally applicable concept and tool, others often conflate
corporate branding with corporate identity management, for example. Thus, its delimitation from
and relation to other concepts, either brands per se or other corporate-level concepts such as
corporate identity and corporate reputation, are still being debated (Balmer, 2001; Abratt and Kleyn,
2012; Gyrd-Jones et al., 2013).

Likewise, corporate brands and corporate branding are being approached and explained in the
scholarly literature by adopting different paradigms, perspectives, and schools-of-thought that are
often dependent on the scholars’ disciplinary affiliation and basic paradigmatic convictions, if not
arbitrary classifications (Hulberg, 2006; Pillai, 2012; Balmer et al., 2017; Mingione and Abratt, 2022).

In general terms, corporate brands are either explained in the literature from a dominantly
instrumental-managerial (applied descriptive or prescriptive) point of view or adopt a theory-
dominant (scholarly explanatory or normative) stance. The former mainly subscribe to a functionalist
paradigm while the latter tend to favour an interpretivist stance (Hulberg, 2006; Mingione and
Abratt, 2022).

Many of the established corporate branding models and frameworks such as the AC4ID Test (Balmer,
2012), the VCI framework (Hatch and Schultz, 2008), or the Corporate Brand Identity Matrix (Urde,
2013) are applied frameworks in that sense, which are usually derived from qualitative case-study
research and/or consulting work and ought to support practitioners with their task of developing
and managing corporate brands. Other frameworks and scholarly outputs seek to identify
conceptual and empirical relations that are suggestive of constitutive elements of a corporate brand
(e.g., identity, core values, covenant, promise, purpose) as well as antecedents and consequences of
successful corporate branding (e.g., differentiation, credibility, trust, commitment, identification,



image, reputation) and strong corporate brands (Aaker, 2004; Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; see Abratt
and Mingione, 2022).

The functionalist (Mingione and Abratt, 2022) or “orthodox” (Balmer et al., 2017) literature usually
advocates a unified, aligned, integrated and controlled approach to corporate branding. More recent
work on corporate brands challenges these assumptions from an interpretivist (Mingione and
Abratt, 2022) or “heterodox” (Balmer et al., 2017) standpoint. The latter is stressing the importance
of stakeholder interactions and the active involvement (and agency) of internal and external
stakeholders (constituents other than management) in the constitution of a corporate brand (its
meaning, value, experience etc.) with a focus on processes, multiplicity, fluidity and dynamic social
relations and changing institutional settings (Iglesias et al., 2022).

While various definitions, characterisations, and models of corporate branding have been suggested
over the years, (e.g., Balmer, 2001; Hatch and Schultz, 2003; Knox and Bickerton, 2003; Abratt and
Kleyn, 2012; Greyser and Urde, 2019), and despite paradigmatic differences (see Balmer et al. 2017,
Mingione and Abratt, 2022), there is a growing consensus around foundational principles that
characterise a corporate brand, which have informed the definition provided for this entry.

In more specific terms, a corporate brand is an entity that makes an organisation identifiable and
distinguishable versus other organisations and actors, enabling stakeholders to symbolically relate to
that organisation in a relevant and meaningful way in cognitive, affective and/or behavioural terms.

A corporate brand is based on purposively chosen tangible and intangible brand elements (e.g.,
name, logo, designs, core values, behavioural patterns, cultural associations) that provide a focal
point of reference for strategically differentiating, symbolically situating and socio-culturally
legitimating the organisation versus other social and institutional actors.

A corporate brand is instrumentally contingent and requires managerial deliberation, strategic intent
and ought to be representative of an entire organisation vis-a-vis its stakeholders. While a corporate
brand is purposively derived from an organisation’s identity (corporate identity, organisational
identity) and culture (corporate culture, organisational culture) by management decision and
support — making a well-defined promise to and entering into a multilateral covenant (i.e., an
implicit and informal “unwritten” contract) with stakeholders — it is interactively constituted vis-a-vis
and together with stakeholders too.

Hence, a corporate brand manifests at the nexus of the internal and external sphere of an
organisation; spanning and transcending its boundaries. It is actualised at the intersection between
deliberate expressive representations of an organisation’s key differentiating and defining
characteristics, making and delivering on a definitive promise to stakeholders, and impressive
interpretations thereof, resulting in expectations and experiences (re)acted upon by multiple
stakeholders.

A corporate brand is — through a multitude of interactions between internal and external
stakeholders, with the organisation and its corporate brand — materially, symbolically and mentally
co-created (co-constituted). It affords functional, social, symbolic, and/or psychological benefits to
stakeholders and constitutes a potential strategic and financial asset for the organisation. For a
corporate brand to be of efficacy it requires top-managerial custodianship, cross-functional
coordination and commitment of all members of an organisation as well as sustained stakeholder
acceptance, relevance and support.



Key findings

First, it is important to note that the modern concept of a brand and the managerial practice of
branding first emerged with the introduction and proliferation of FMCGs (Fast Moving Consumer
Goods) at the turn of the 19" to the 20" century. Hence, principles of product branding and
consumer marketing have long dominated the scholarly work on brands and their practical
applications. The conceptual distinction between corporate brands on the one hand and product
brands on the other is not always clear in the academic literature on brands or amongst branding
practitioners. Yet, this differentiation is highly pertinent for the corporate brand to be
comprehended as a sui generis phenomenon and distinct concept.

Second, due to its focus on the entire organisation and all stakeholders the current understanding of
the term and concept of a corporate brand has been influenced by areas other than product and
consumer marketing in business practice and academia alike. This is particularly the case for
corporate identity management, corporate communication but also management and organisational
identity research. Because of these multiple influences, the conceptual distinction and delineation
between the corporate brand and other concepts such as corporate identity or brands per se are
often still vague or at least ambiguous. Again, clarity in terms of the conceptual similarities and
differences are highly important for an understanding and application of the corporate brand.

The concept of a corporate brand emerged during the 1990s. The notion of a “company brand” was
first mentioned by King (1991) who predicted its growing importance versus traditional product
brands, while Aaker (1996) established the notion of the organisation as a brand instead of a product
in principle. The term and concept of a “corporate brand” (and corporate branding) was first
formally introduced by Balmer (1995), drawing on the concept of corporate identity (management)
primarily, and similarly advocated to practitioners by Ind (1997) too. Other important early
influences, inter alia, were Knox et al. (2000) who suggested the “Unique Organisation Value
Proposition”, Van Riel (1997) and the notion of common starting points (CSPs) for corporate
communication, and Urde (1999) who discussed the notion of “brand orientation” suggesting the
brand as a strategic platform guiding the value and meaning creating activities of the entire
organisation.

The concept of a corporate brand arose due to a number of intersecting conceptual and empirical
developments (Balmer, 2001), for example:

1. The strategic relevance of brands at the corporate level as a resource and asset.

2. The diminishing efficiency and effectiveness of the FMCG brand management model.

3. The changed market and competitive dynamics within the economy (services, tech firms,
globalisation, privatisation).

4. The application of marketing and branding beyond businesses and their goods or services.

5. The growing demand for corporate transparency, accountability and visibility.

The concept of a corporate brand proper gained widespread popularity and support amongst
academics, consultants and managers after 2000. Since then, the concept of a corporate brand, the
scholarly field of corporate branding, and corporate brand management as a practical concern have
burgeoned and flourished.

There are at least two main lines of inquiry in the academic literature concerned with corporate
brands.

First, the ‘traditional’ marketing and branding literature (i.e., product and consumer marketing)
sometimes still refers to the problem of a corporate brand merely in regard to how it might



influence the ‘actual brands’ (i.e., product or service brands) and how consumers react to it. This
perspective has long dominated and is still very prominent in US-based marketing scholarship in
particular but also amongst many branding practitioners, non-specialists and laypersons.

This literature is concerned with issues such as, for example, the impact of “corporate-level
branding” on price sensitivity, product/service brand attitudes and perceptions, purchase intentions
or product choice and evaluations, as well as customer satisfaction and loyalty (Brown and Dacin,
1997; Berens et al., 2005; Biehal and Sheinin, 2007; Fetscherin and Usunier, 2012). Corporate brands
are also discussed as one option among others in terms of the brand portfolio strategy or brand
architecture decisions as well as brand extension effects (Keller and Aaker, 1998; Aaker and
Joachimsthaler, 2000). The underlying basic conceptual assumption re corporate brands in that
literature hardly goes beyond a product or service brand that happens to bear the company name
(covering all products and services) or is not concerned with corporate brands specifically but the
effects of corporate image associations through corporate advertising, sponsorship, branding and
communication more broadly (see Fetscherin and Usunier, 2012). This literature also tends to
implicitly assume — through their study design — that brands, including corporate brands, are only
really relevant for their consumer behaviour effects. Consequently, the ‘traditional’ marketing and
branding literature often does not make a strong conceptual distinction between corporate brands
on the one hand and product and service brands on the other but tends to treat brands and
branding as a universally applicable concept and tool (implicitly modelled on the FMCGs model) that
is primarily customer-based (i.e., cognitive-behavioural concept of a brand as a bundle of mental
associations with causal behavioural effects).

Since 2000, the conceptual understanding of corporate brands has gradually been differentiated
from product brands though (see Balmer and Gray, 2003). It is now being treated as a distinct type
of brand, requiring a unique set of conceptual assumptions and practical principles, by the second
major scholarly stream of research re corporate brands.

This second perspective adopts a holistic and multidisciplinary view. It has been largely influenced by
scholars and practitioners with a prior or concomitant interest in corporate-level issues such as
corporate identity, corporate reputation or corporate communication. It has also been informed by
academics from fields other than corporate marketing or corporate communication, such as
organisational behaviour and organisation studies, or strategic management and business ethics.
This multidisciplinary and holistic perspective on corporate brands has been most influential in
Europe but also other non-US scholarly communities (see Balmer et al., 2017 for an overview).

This perspective is the most important stream of research on corporate brands to date in terms of
articulating the conceptual and pragmatic differences and necessities of the corporate brand as a sui
generis phenomenon, tool and concept. Most early and foundational contributions of this
perspective adopted a functionalist paradigm and a predominately instrumental-managerial view
(Balmer et al., 2017; Mingione and Abratt, 2022). While this second research stream is conceptually
diverse and does not necessarily share a common and unified understanding and approach to
corporate brands, the following observations and converging conceptual developments are
noteworthy.

First, a close conceptual overlap between the corporate brand and corporate identity has frequently
been noted (Balmer and Gray, 2003; Abratt and Kleyn, 2012). Indeed, it can be argued that
corporate brands and corporate identities are inextricably linked (Balmer, 2011). Thus, thereis a
tendency in the literature to conflate both corporate-level concepts or to use them interchangeably;
a tendency that has frequently been criticised (Gray and Balmer, 2003; Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Gyrd-



Jones at al., 2013). Balmer and Greyser (2003) assert that, although both need to be strategically
managed, the corporate identity concept is applicable to and relevant for all types of organisations
(or entities) while corporate brands are not. They further argue that the constitution of a corporate
brand is predicated on a specific configuration and alignment between an organisation’s identity
characteristics and a professed promise to and an explicit or implicit covenant between the company
and its various stakeholders (Balmer, 2001, Balmer and Gray, 2003; Greyser and Urde, 2019);
corporate brands being closely associated with issues of credibility and trust (Sichtmann, 2007) for
that covenant being honoured. Thus, corporate brands are linked and are said to help positively
impact corporate reputation and legitimacy (Abratt and Kleyn, 2012; Urde and Greyser, 2016).

Similarly, there is a necessary differentiation between the organisational values of the organisation
that are relevant for the constitution of a corporate identity and the more specifically ‘espoused’
and concisely articulated core values (Urde, 2003) representing the foundation of the corporate
brand’s promise to or covenant with customers and other stakeholders (Balmer and Gray, 2003).
Core values that are relevant to stakeholders are fed back into the organisation as ‘guiding
principles’ (Urde, 2003) that in turn facilitate the ‘strategic alignment’ of resources and capabilities
with market factors and demands (Knox et al., 2000).

Over time, a corporate brand can become rather independent from the organisation’s identity from
which it was initially derived, thus potentially constituting an ‘asset’ that can be sold and acquired by
other institutions (Balmer, 2011; Balmer and Greyser, 2003) as well as owned or shared by more
than one organisation (Balmer and Thomson, 2009). Thus, this ‘portability’ (Balmer and Greyser,
2003) of a corporate brand is partially predicated on the aforementioned separation of a specific set
of core values encapsulated in a corporate brand and perceived as relevant by stakeholders from the
broader more dynamic and variegated set of organisational and cultural values that underpin the
corporate identity. Hence, the core values can potentially be ‘re-rooted’, so to speak, in an
organisation other than the organisation from which these values were initially derived.

Moreover, strong corporate brands represent a point of reference for the organisation and its
stakeholders potentially instilling a ‘sense of belonging’ based on the core values (Hatch and Schultz,
2003). Thus, due to the ‘cultural alignment’ of meaningful shared values, corporate brands might
represent a powerful reference for the identification processes of internal as well as external
stakeholders (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2003; Helm et al., 2016; Yakimova et al., 2017) as well as their
commitment to and advocacy of the brand’s promise, purpose etc. (Piehler, 2018; Piehler, 2022).

Further, corporate brands have the potential to become relevant surrogate ‘identity markers’ for
individuals and groups of people beyond the functional purpose of the organisation (Palazzo and
Basu, 2007; Kornberger, 2010). As a caveat it has to be noted that this strategic opportunity can
become a strategic liability too. This could be the case, for example, if the corporate brand covenant
is broken, the cultural relevance of values vanishes, or a strong corporate brand meets stakeholder
activism, resistance, and cynicism (Kay, 2006; Palazzo and Basu, 2007). This is not necessarily always
due to any ‘actual’ misconduct or legal transgressions by an organisation (Sweetin et al., 2013) but
simply because of the corporate brand’s high symbolic relevance and cultural dominance beyond the
functional purpose of the organisation itself (Sandikci and Ekici, 2009); representing another reason
for the complexities involved in corporate branding.

In addition to the above account, the co-creation perspective on corporate brand management (Ind
et al.,, 2013) is a fast-growing field of corporate brand scholarship based on interpretivist principles
(Mingione and Abratt, 2022) that positions itself as a “paradigm shift” (Iglesias et al., 2022) and
antidote to the established more functionalist literature on corporate brands. It is an elaboration of
the original notion of stakeholder orientation as a basic principle of corporate branding (Balmer,
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1995; Ind, 1997; Hatch and Schultz, 2003) but addresses more directly the active involvement and
engagement of stakeholders in the creation of a corporate brand in regard to its value (Iglesias et al.,
2013), meaning (Vallaster and von Wallpach, 2013), identities (von Wallpach et al., 2017) and
experiences (Stach, 2019).

It addresses, for instance, the challenges posed by blurring, shifting and dissolving boundaries of
organisations (Hatch and Schultz, 1997) as well as the fluid and less stable articulations of a
corporate brand in such a dynamic environment (da Silveira et al., 2013; 2022), characterised by
fundamental societal, environmental, and technological shift and megatrends (lIglesias et al., 2022).
The co-creation perspective also highlights the embeddedness of corporate brands that are
constituted in fragmented and polyvocal environments of acting and activist stakeholder groups
with sometimes conflicting interests and concerns (Kornum et al., 2017).

It is an elaboration of the ‘shared ownership’ of corporate brands (Balmer, 2006) and the corporate
brand covenant perspective (Balmer and Greyser, 2003), acknowledging their ‘shared control’ (Hatch
and Schultz, 2010) and a diminished managerial control (Iglesias and Bonet, 2012). Thus, the
substance and relevance of corporate brands cannot be decided by management alone but jointly
with engaged stakeholders. The extent and quality of stakeholder participation varies between
tactical and strategic managerial views and/or between instrumental and collaborative approaches
to stakeholder involvement and engagement (Ind et al., 2017). Such shared control necessitates
ongoing negotiation (Gregory, 2007) and a dynamic alignment (Balmer, 2012) based on constant
interactions and dialogue with stakeholders (Johansen and Nielsen, 2011). It implies fluidity,
fragmentation and polyvocality (Schmeltz and Kjeldsen, 2019) in terms of corporate brand co-
creation by a multitude of active stakeholders (Kornum et al., 2017); potentially leading to tension,
conflict and contestation too (Palazzo and Basu, 2007). Hence, corporate brand co-creation is not
only a question of individual or collective stakeholder agency vis-a-vis a corporate brand but also a
guestion of multiplicity and the continuous alignment, negotiation, accommodation and sometimes
conciliation of multiple interests, meanings, voices, identities etc. within a wider socio-cultural
context. This makes corporate brand management more complex and challenging (Hatch and
Schultz, 2010; Kernstock and Powell, 2022).

Consequently, at a theoretical level there has been a marked shift in the understanding of the
constitution and gestation of corporate brands recently. They are understood to be evolving and
dynamic entities (Balmer, 2010), not static or uniform, with the more managerial and instrumental
early concepts being if not replaced but supplemented and enriched by a more emergentist,
constructionist and relational understanding (Biraghi and Gambetti, 2015). Corporate branding has
grown into a mature area of research characterised by different perspectives, paradigms or schools-
of-though (Balmer, 2017; Schmidt and Redeler, 2018; Kernstock and Powell, 2022). While many
authors adopt either a cognitive-behavioural or an instrumental-managerial perspective on
corporate brands, others advocate more process-oriented, interactive as well as ethical and
conscientious approaches to corporate branding.

Outlook

While the notion of stakeholder multiplicity is a foundational principle of corporate branding,
empirical research that conducts multi-stakeholder studies and looks beyond individual constituents
such as consumers or employees, for example, is still scarce (Balmer et al., 2017; Maon et al., 2021).
The interaction effects between different social actors as well as non-social actors (e.g., Artificial
Intelligence, robots) will be an important line of inquiry (von Wallpach and Hemetsberger, 2022;
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Mangio et al., 2022). The same can be said in relation to technologically and digitally mediated forms
of interaction with and experiences of a corporate brand by stakeholders such as though social
media, virtual and augmented reality and so on (lIglesias et al., 2022).

Corporate brands are said to be applicable to organisations and institutions beyond commercial
firms. Yet, the number of studies researching corporate branding in the context of public, charitable,
civic, or other non-profit organisations is still very limited. Research of a broader variety of
organisational and institutional settings is warranted, as are studies in diverse cultural, industrial and
sectoral contexts. This is particularly true for the growing number of alternative forms of organising
human economic and social activities, beyond traditional organisations, such as digital and
collaborative platforms, cooperatives, social enterprises and so on. At the same time, research into
commercial B-to-B and digital corporate brands is still in its infancy too (Kernstock and Powell, 2022).

Considering the dynamic, accelerating, and volatile nature of the organisational and institutional
environments and contexts in which corporate brands are constituted and managed, more research
is required on corporate branding and social, cultural and institutional change, Mergers and
Acquisitions, corporate rebranding, technological obsolescence, business model innovations, crisis
management, etc (Merrilees and Miller, 2008; Kernstock and Brexendorf, 2012; Gehani, 2016;
Stuart, 2018; Robson and Farquhar, 2021).

Likewise, the temporal dynamics of corporate brands and temporal agency of stakeholders are
emerging topics exemplified by the growing literature on corporate heritage, corporate history,
corporate memory and so on (Balmer, 2017; Balmer and Burghausen, 2019; Iglesias et al., 2020;
Burghausen, 2022).

There is additional meta-theoretical and conceptual work required that specifies and consolidates
the fragmented and diverse domain of corporate branding research that may result in better
theories and the accrual of cumulative empirical findings. There is the need to cross- and inter-
disciplinary research and more openness by scholars to mutually accept and acknowledge the
contributions of different research streams — past and present — on corporate brands, as well as
more empirical research per se (Melewar et al., 2012; Balmer et al., 2017; Schmidt and Redeler,
2018).

Future research will need to empirically ascertain these recent conceptual and paradigmatic shifts,
suggested inter alia by the co-creation approach to corporate branding, without compromising the
managerial relevance and instrumental utility of the corporate brand concept for practicing
managers (see Kernstock and Powell, 2022). This includes issues of leadership, internal branding,
productive stakeholder engagement and disengagement, but also the development of updated or
new managerial tools and frameworks, performance measures etc. (Mihlbacher, 2022; Kernstock
and Powell, 2022).

Likewise, a more critical stance towards instrumental-managerial concepts and approaches should
be translated into actionable recommendations for a changed approach to corporate brand
management that is beneficial to the organisations and all stakeholders (Iglesias et al., 2022). This
requires a productive cross-fertilisation of research on corporate branding and areas such as
Corporate Social Responsibility, Corporate Citizenship, Corporate Historical Responsibility and so on
(Vallaster et al., 2012; Schrempf-Stirling et al., 2016; Biraghi et al., 2017; Cowan and Guzman, 2020).
Yet, the latter cannot be achieved without clear ethical and moral underpinnings, considering



broader principles that go beyond instrumental efficacy or individual stakeholder relevance. It raises
important and challenging questions about participation, conscientiousness, ethicality and
sustainability regarding corporate brands vis-a-vis multiple active stakeholders and wider economic,
social and environmental concerns (Iglesias and Ind, 2020).

While the adoption of a functionalist paradigm (i.e., instrumental-managerial accounts of corporate
branding) and an interpretivist paradigm (i.e., corporate brand co-creation perspective) have both
contributed to the development of corporate brand scholarship and research (Mingione and Abratt,
2022), there is the urgent need to expand the paradigmatic canvas even further. What is largely
missing in the literature on corporate brands and corporate branding to date, are macro-level
accounts of the theory and practice of corporate branding and their economic, socio-cultural,
psychological and political effects (positive and negative). Corporate branding research largely
assumes a positive and rather optimistic account of the concept’s transformational potential (at the
level of the firm, for stakeholders and society at large). Yet, few if any studies adopt a macro-
marketing or critical marketing perspective, for example (Arvidsson and Giordano, 2018; Padela et
al., 2021). This would involve developing sociological, anthropological, historical and political
accounts of corporate branding and corporate brands as 215 century phenomena that do not shy
away from addressing the “dark side of corporate branding” proper (Ng, 2014; Wegerer and Munro,
2018; Sgrensen, 2021).

Cross-References (See also)
Corporate ldentity; Corporate Image; Corporate Reputation; Corporate Culture; Corporate
Communication; Corporate Social Responsibility
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