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Corporate Brand Orientation: 
What Is It? What of It?
John M.T. Balmer

Introduction

This article advances the brand orientation notion as it applies to cor-
porate brands via the introduction and explication of what the author 
calls corporate brand orientation. A corporate brand orientation represents 
a logical development, if not a logical dénouement, of the brand orienta-
tion notion introduced by Urde (1994).

A corporate brand orientation refers to a category of institution in 
which the corporate brand specifically acts as the cornerstone – and, 
moreover, the centripetal force – that informs and guides the organisa-
tion, especially in relation to its core philosophy and culture.

Whereas a centripetal perspective informs the corporate brand orienta-
tion perspective – where the corporate brand serves as an organisation’s 
key touch-point – some organisations are likely to have a centrifugal cor-
porate branding approach. In this instance, a corporate brand is viewed 
as one of several, albeit significant, organisational imperatives.

Approach and rationale

Although the corporate brand and brand orientation literatures both 
date back to the mid-1990s – as various reviews attest (see Balmer and 
Gray, 2003; Balmer 2010; Evans et al, 2012; Urde et al, 2013) – to date, 
there has been an oversight in explicitly linking brand orientation to 
corporate brands within the annals of both brand orientation and 
corporate brand management. Within the brand orientation literature, 
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there are resemblances with the corporate brand orientation notion, as 
espoused in this article. However, the links between brand orientation 
and with corporate brands have, for the most part, been implicit and 
embryonic.

The main tenor of this article is to further shed light on the significance 
of the brand orientation notion, specifically, as it applies to corporate 
brands. In this article, the corporate brand orientation perspective is made 
explicit, is given intelligibility, and is afforded significance via the intro-
duction and explication of the corporate brand orientation designation.

Another of its ambitions is to recognise and celebrate extant scholar-
ship in the brand orientation field and, in particular, the seminal work 
of Urde (1994) on the eve of the twentieth anniversary, in 2014, of his 
groundbreaking work.

Coincidentally, 2015 marks the twentieth anniversary of the first 
major article specifically devoted to corporate brands (Balmer, 1995).

Curiously, brand orientation has only received intermittent atten-
tion in the Journal of Brand Management (JBM) – see Gromark and Melin 
(2011) – and it is hoped that this article will also rekindle interest in the 
territory among the readership of JBM.

The perspectives and viewpoints advanced in this commentary are 
primarily informed by the author’s own reflections of the corporate 
brand orientation domain. For the sake of expediency, many of the 
references given in this commentary are those of the author and his 
co-authors.

Readers of this commentary will of course wish to apprise themselves 
of the literatures relating to brand orientation, corporate brands, cor-
porate brand identification and corporate marketing. A list of further 
reading has been included to this end.

Corporate brand orientation: a logical development

As such, the formal introduction of a corporate brand orientation doc-
trine not only broadens but, arguably, also adds a degree of nuance and 
significance to the brand orientation field.

For the author, the espousal of the corporate brand orientation – 
which explicitly links the brand orientation notion to corporate brands – 
represents an entirely logical development of the original brand orien-
tation perspective articulated by Urde (1994) in his Journal of Consumer 
Marketing article entitled ‘Brand orientation – A strategy for survival’.

This being noted, this article airs the author’s assessment that the 
brand orientation as it pertains to corporate brands is qualitatively 
different from the brand orientation as it applies to brands per se.
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In addition, the formal introduction of the corporate brand orientation 
notion may advance the general discernment of the brand orientation 
territory by providing sharper and firmer theoretical/instrumental bases 
for brand orientation at the corporate level.

Brand orientation perspectives

Significantly, and building on the above, there is also a logic in categoris-
ing other brand orientation perspectives. As a first step towards this aim, 
the brand orientation nomenclature is seen to encompass the following:

• Corporate brand orientation
(an organisation’s centripetal force based on a corporate brand).

(NB: A corporate services brand orientation will need to take 
cognisance of the particularly important role of employees).

• Product brand orientation
(an organisation’s centripetal force based on its product brands).

• Service brand orientation
 (not at the corporate level) (an organisation’s centripetal force based 
on its noncorporate service brands).

• Omni-brand orientation
 (an organisation’s centripetal force based on the firm’s brands in 
their totality).

Corporate-level orientation perspectives

It should be remembered that there are a number  of possible  orienta-
tions  at  the corporate level. These include corporate brand, corporate 
identity, corporate marketing and total corporate communication ori-
entations. Such perspectives are not necessarily mutually exclusive and 
multiple orientations are possible.

• Corporate brand orientation
 (the corporate brand as an organisation’s centripetal force based on 
a corporate brand’s value and covenant/‘promise’. This viewpoint 
informs this article).

• Corporate identity orientation
 (the corporate identity as an organisation’s centripetal force based on 
an organisation’s innate characteristics that define and differentiate 
an entity; Balmer, 2008).

• Corporate marketing orientation
 (the corporate marketing philosophy as an organisation’s centripetal 
force based on a corporate-level marketing philosophy that regards 
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the organisation – including both its corporate brand and corporate 
identity – as the main interface with its customers and importantly 
its other stakeholder groups. See Balmer, 2011).

• Total corporate communication orientation
 (total corporate communications as an organisation’s centripetal 
force/s based on the view that total corporate communication 
provides a critical and strategic lens grounded in the precept that 
everything an organisation says makes or communicates. See 
Balmer, 1995, 1998). Total corporate communications comprise 
primary communications – the communication effects of products, 
services,  management, staff and corporate behaviour; secondary 
communications – the communication effects of controlled forms 
of communications such as advertising, PR and so on; and tertiary 
communications  – the communication effects of communications 
given by third parties (see Balmer and Gray, 1999; also see Illia and 
Balmer, 2012).

The corporate brand and corporate identity orientations, for some, 
may appear to be comparable, but there are significant differences. 
It has been previously argued that both identity-based views of the 
firm and identity-based views of corporate brands (see Balmer, 2008, 
pp. 893–984) afford salient and legitimate, but different, corporate-level 
perspectives. This was explained as follows:

Whereas a corporate identity draws on the complex mix of insti-
tutional traits, the essence of corporate branding is to be found 
from the values which are associated with the (corporate) brand 
and which represent an informal contract (sometimes called a cov-
enant) between the institutional brand and its various stakeholders. 
(Balmer, 2008, p. 894)

As such, an orientation grounded in a corporate identity focuses on the 
organisation’s raison d’etre: what it does, its ethos, operating style, size, 
markets covered and mode of stakeholder engagement.

In contrast, a corporate brand orientation is grounded in the core 
promises and stakeholder expectations with which the corporate brand 
is associated.

Moreover, a corporate identity orientation is broader and more com-
plex in scope than a corporate brand orientation. This being said, the 
two are linked as the promises and expectations linked to a corporate 
brand are delivered by the corporate identity. It is important to note, 
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however, that the corporate identity/ corporate brand orientation axis 
can be tightly, firmly or loosely coupled.

Corporate brand orientation and a corporate marketing logic

Importantly, linking corporate brand orientation to a corporate/organi-
sational marketing logic1 is, from the author’s perspective, a key tenet 
of the corporate brand orientation.

Whereas extant discussions of brand orientation (Urde et al, 2013) 
have been explored in the context of the traditional marketing logic 
(the latter, typically, has a customer focus and product/services foci), it 
has not been discussed from the perspective of a corporate marketing 
logic (this has a stakeholder and institutional foci).

Reprising the key points of this introduction, the author holds that 
Urde’s (1994) brand orientation perspective is especially salient apropos 
corporate brands. As such, this requires a new approach to brand orien-
tation: corporate brand orientation.

Brand orientation and corporate brand orientation: 
Progress, problems and prospects

Progress

Recent, insightful reviews of the brand orientation canon have 
advanced the general comprehension of the domain. This includes the 
elucidation and comparison of various brand orientation and marketing 
perspectives (Urde et al, 2013) and the identification of philosophical, 
behavioural and hybrid approaches to the field (Evans et al, 2012).

Problems

Significantly, Evans et al (2012) note that within the brand orientation 
canon there has been a failure to build on extant work on the territory. 
As a consequence, this has impeded the development of the brand 
orientation construct.

These authors (Evans et al 2012) also observed a lack of clarity in 
terms of the focus of brand orientation. To reiterate, sometimes the 
notion appears to refer to the corporate brand and at other times to 
brands in their totality. Clearly, an organisational-wide philosophy and 
culture grounded in a corporate brand is markedly different from a 
philosophy and culture that focus on brands per se.

Consider the following explanations of brand orientation that, respec-
tively, reveal the lack of clarity in terms of whether brand orientation 
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should refer to the corporate brand or, more generally, to a company’s 
brands in their totality:

(brand orientation is) ‘the degree to which the organisation values 
brands and its practices are oriented towards building brand capabili-
ties.’ (Bridson and Evans, 2004, p. 404)

(brand orientation is) the extent to which organisations regard 
themselves as brands and an indication of how much (or how) lit-
tle the organisation accepts the theory and practice of branding. 
(Hankinson, 2001b, p. 231)

Prospects

For his part, the writer has noted four opportunities through which the 
brand orientation can be advanced:

• the efficacy in explicitly linking the brand orientation notion to cor-
porate brands/ the corporate brand literature per se;

• the efficacy in clearly linking brand orientation to the literature on 
corporate marketing;

• the efficacy in fully linking brand orientation to the literature on 
corporate brand identification, especially as it relates to employees/
organisational members;

• the efficacy in fully discriminating between corporate brand orienta-
tion categories

(this has already been detailed earlier).

The brand orientation canon

Today, the brand orientation notion has, unquestionably, become 
a conspicuous leitmotif within the branding canon. The notion that 
organisations should orient themselves around their brands (or as the 
author advances in this article their corporate brands), can be viewed as 
pervasive are powerful perspectives.

The brand orientation domain has an enviable and enduring prove-
nance. Scrutinising the canon, it is clear that the field that has attracted 
the attention of a significant number of scholars (for example, Urde, 
1994, 1999; Hankinson, 2001a, b, 2002; Bridson and Evans, 2004; 
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Ewing and Napoli, 2005; Reid et al, 2005; Wong and Merrilees, 2005, 
2008; Napoli, 2006; Baumgarth, 2009, 2010; Gromark and Melin, 2011; 
Evans et al, 2012; Lanauze and Aurier, 2012; Urde et al, 2013).

The brand orientation canon in context

Space does not permit a detailed overview of the literature. This being 
noted, the breadth and depth of the brand orientation domain in terms 
of its (i) disciplinary roots, (ii) breadth of foci and (iii) sectoral foci of 
the domain can be seen in Table 10.1.

In terms of the importance of brand orientation, scholars have vari-
ously noted its importance. This includes its role in affording corporate-
wide interaction, market sensing and orchestration (Ewing and Napoli, 
2005) and its conferment of organisational distinctiveness, functional-
ity, augmentation and symbolism (Evans et al, 2012).

The brand orientation canon: symptomatic ‘schools of thought’ 
and brand orientation as a portmanteau term

Within the brand orientation canon, a variety of perspectives can 
be discerned. These are characterised by the author as symptomatic 
‘schools of thought’ (see Figure 10.1 and Table 10.2). The above being 
observed, the wide and, sometimes, indeterminate application of the 
brand orientation by scholars can sometimes, unwittingly, bestow a 
good deal of complexity to the territory.

As such, the brand orientation can be characterised as a portmanteau 
term.

Bases of corporate brand orientation

By means of recapitulation, a key aim of this commentary is to intro-
duce and particularise the corporate brand orientation doctrine.

The corporate brand orientation notion – in the author’s estimation – 
is, primarily, quadripartite in nature (see Figure 10.2) and marshals 
insights from the following literatures:

a. The brand orientation literature (Urde, 1994) 
(the recognition of brand orientation as an organisational-wide cul-
ture and philosophy focusing on ‘the brand/brands’).

b. The corporate brand literature (Balmer, 1995) 
(the recognition of the corporate brand as a distinct category of 
brand and one that is profoundly different from product brands on 
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Table 10.1 The brand orientation canon in context

Breadth and depth of the brand orientation domain in terms of its (i) disci-
plinary roots, (ii) breadth of foci and (iii) sectoral foci

(i) Brand orientation: Disciplinary roots
Behavioural economics and strategy 
(implicit)

Urde (1994)

Marketing and marketing strategy Wong and Merrilees (2008)
Institutional-wide concern Hankinson (2001a, b, 2002), Ewing and 

Napoli (2005), Evans et al (2012)
Economics Gromark and Melin (2011)

(ii) Breadth of foci
Creation, development and 
management

Urde (1994), Ewing and Napoli (2005),
Simoes and Dibb (2001) Wong and 
Merrilees (2005, 2008)

Internal importance Hankinson (2001a, b, 2002)
Significance for institutional 
performance

Napoli (2006)

Economic and fiscal advantages Gromark and Melin (2011)
Consumers attitudinal loyalty 
(perceived brand relationship)

Lanauze and Aurier (2012)

Reflections on integrated marketing 
communication, market orientation 
and brand orientation

Reid et al (2005)

Reflections on brand orientation 
versus marketing orientation

Baumgarth et al (2011), Urde et al 
(2013)

(iii) Industry/sectoral foci
Multi-sectoral Urde (1994), Urde et al (2013)
Charities Hankinson (2001a)
International companies Wong and Merriliee 2007, Evans et al 

(2012)
Museums Evans et al (2012)
Not-for-profit organisations Ewing and Napoli (2005)
Packaged goods Lanauze and Aurier (2012)
Retailing Bridson and Evans (2004)
Small and medium enterprises Wong and Merrilees (2005)

many dimensions. Corporate brands can be viewed as a distinct iden-
tity type and also have an economic value applying the economic 
theory of the resource-based view of the firm; see Balmer and Gray, 
2003; Balmer, 2010).

c. The corporate marketing literature (Balmer, 1998)
 (the precepts of marketing are not only applicable to products 

and services but are also germane at the corporate level. As such, 
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1 PHILOSOPHICAL SCHOOL

Relates to the importance of
the (corporate) brand as an 
organisational-wide mindset

2 BEHAVIOURAL SCHOOL

Relates to the importance of 
the (corporate) brand in guiding
behaviour

3 HYBRID SCHOOL
(phiilosophical + behavioural)

Relates to both philosophical 
and behavioural schools

4 CULTURAL SCHOOL

Relates to an organisational-
wide brand-focussed culture

5 PERFORMANCE SCHOOL

Relates to branding effects 
vis-a-vis overall 

organisational performance

6 STRATEGIC SCHOOL

Relates to the central role
of brands in formulating an

organisation's strategy

7 MARKETING SCHOOL

Relates to the role of brands
re the marketing function
and  marketing strategy

8 OMNI BRANDS SCHOOL

Relates (inferred) to an
organisation's brands in  

their entirety

9 CORPORATE BRANDS
SCHOOL

Relates to the corporate 
brand per se (IMPLICIT)

Figure 10.1 Brand orientation: symptomatic schools of thought

Table 10.2 Brand orientation: Symptomatic schools of thought – indicative 
sources and explanations (it should be noted that these symptomatic schools of 
thought should not necessarily be viewed as mutually exclusive)

1.  Philosophical school*: Brand orientation relates to an organisational-wide 
philosophy that accepts the organisation as a brand (Hankinson, 2001a, b, 
2002; Ewing and Napoli, 2005; Evans et al, 2012). 
*this school was identified by Evans et al (2012)

2.  Behavioural school*: Brand orientation relates to how the brand guides 
behaviour (Urde, 1994; Bridson and Evans, 2004). 
*this school was identified by Evans et al (2012)

3.  Hybrid school* (behavioural and philosophical): Brand orientation relates 
to a brand-focussed organisational-wide philosophy and organisational 
behaviours (Evans et al, 2012; Ewing and Napoli, 2005). 
*this school was identified by Evans et al (2012)

4.  Cultural school: Brand orientation relates to an organisational-wide culture 
(Urde et al, 2013).

5.  Performance school: Brand orientation is associated with improved corporate 
performance (Urde et al, 2013).

6.  Strategic school: Brand orientation is viewed as a starting point for corporate 
strategy (Urde, 1994).

7.  Marketing school: Brand orientation is viewed as component of the market-
ing function (Wong and Merrilees, 2008).

8.  Omni-brand school: Brand orientation relates to a philosophy and culture 
that focuses on an organisation’s brands in their entirety (Bridson and 
Evans, 2004).

9.  Corporate brand school: Brand orientation as it specifically relates to a cor-
porate brand (made explicit in this article).
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corporate marketing accords importance to corporate brands and 
corporate identities. Both can be the major points of distinctiveness, 
differentiation, competitiveness and attractiveness for a corporation. 
Whereas orthodox marketing approaches focuses on customers, the 
corporate marketing logic aims to meet the wants, needs and desires 
not only of customers but of other stakeholders too. It is informed by 
identity-based views of the firm, corporate social responsibility (CSR) 
and ethics, and an omni-temporal perspective vis-a-vis stakehold-
ers. A corporate marketing logic is underpinned by key corporate 
level constructs viz: corporate brand, corporate identity, corporate 
communications, corporate image and reputation, corporate culture 
and so on. Arguably, corporate marketing represents a quasi ‘critical’ 
approach to the marketing domain). 

d. The corporate brand identification literature (Balmer and Liao, 2007) 
 (the recognition that customer, employee and other stakeholder 

identification not only applies to corporate identities but, impor-
tantly, applies to corporate brands too. In the context of this article, 
vis-à-vis corporate brand orientation, the focus is on employee/organ-
isational member identification with the corporate brand. It should 
be noted that an individual’s sense of identity can be informed by 
a corporate brand. In addition, in order for an organisation to have 
meaningful corporate brand orientation, it is a requisite for organi-
sational members to have a strong sense of identification with both 
the corporate brand identity and the corporate brand culture. See the 

Brand Orientation
(Urde 1994) +

Corporate Brand
Focus

(Balmer 1995)
+

Corporate Marketing
Logic

(Balmer 1998)

+

Corporate Brand
Identification

(Balmer and Liao 2007)
=

Corporate
Brand

Orientation 

Figure 10.2 The quadripartite bases of corporate brand orientation: brand orien-
tation, corporate brand focus and a corporate marketing logic
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identity-based views of corporate brand perspective in Balmer, 2008 for 
the latter).

Table 10.3 provides definitions/explanations for these four perspectives.

Brand orientation and corporate brand: parallel worlds

Considering the foundations, trajectories and prominence of both the 
brand orientation and corporate brand domains, it seems curious why 
these two areas have not been integrated.

Moreover, when the early literatures on both areas are compared (cov-
ering the period from the mid-1990s to the early 2000s) – see Table 10.4 –
it is apparent how, by the early 2000s, the corporate brand construct 
had already achieved considerable purchase among scholars. The pre-
diction that corporate brands would emerge as a prominent area of 
concern (Balmer, 1995, 1998) has evidently come to fruition.

As such, given the wide interest in corporate brands, some may find it 
inexplicable why the brand orientation canon has not accorded greater 
and sharper prominence to corporate brands.

Of course, by the same token, much the same can be said about the 
failure on the part of corporate brand scholars who have equally failed 
to marshal perspectives from the brand orientation canon.

Tentative moves towards integration: a recent 
meeting of minds

Given the author’s long-standing interest in corporate brands, he has 
been greatly encouraged and heartened by the recent observations and 
conclusions of the work of (i) Evans, Bridson and Rentschler in 2012 
and (ii) the more recent work of Urde, Baumgarth and Merrilees in 2013.

For instance, the explanation of brand orientation by Evans et al 
(2012) is, in many regards, similar to the author’s own explication of 
the corporate brand in the same year (see Table 10.5).

Furthermore, the recent conclusion of Urde et al (2013) is clearly in 
alignment with the author’s firmly held convictions vis-à-vis the inexo-
rable link – and efficacy – between brand orientation via a corporate 
brand perspective. The short aside contained in the above article and 
the stance adopted in this commentary represents the first tentative 
steps in terms of a greater integration of brand orientation in the con-
text of corporate brands.
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As this prominent troika of brand orientation scholars (Urde, 
Baumgarth and Merrilees) noted:

It is also possible to view the exploration of the multiple identities of 
the corporation and the evolution of corporate branding by Balmer 
and Greyser (2003) as another important contribution to the under-
standing of brand orientation. (Urde et al, 2013, pp. 15–16)

It should be noted that Balmer’s notion of the corporate brand construct 
dates back to the mid-1990s (see Balmer, 1995, 2001a, b) and the multiple 
identities of the firm notion, in fact, dates back to the late 1990s and 
has been the subject of several iterations since then (viz Balmer and 
Soenen, 1999; Balmer and Greyser, 2002; Balmer, 2008; Balmer et al, 
2009; Balmer, 2001a, b).

The reflections of Evans et al (2012) and Urde et al (2013) represent 
an implicit imprimatur for the author’s brand orientation perspective 
advanced in this article.

Explicating corporate brand orientation

At this juncture, an articulation of the writer’s explication of corporate 
brand orientation is perhaps expedient.

Table 10.5 Comparing the work of Evans et al (2012) vis-à-vis brand orientation 
with the work of Balmer (2012a) relating to corporate brands

Brand orientation Corporate brands

“… we define brand orientation as 
the extent to which the organisation 
embraces the brand at a cultural level 
and uses it as a compass for decision-
making …”
“The findings reveal that the brand 
operates as a philosophical level, as 
an organisational culture and compass 
that guides decision making”. (Evans 
et al, 2012, p. 1471)

“… corporate brands are ubiquitous 
in terms of their importance and 
potential impact. They serve as bench-
mark (s) against which the firm’s 
activities, behaviours and values can be 
appraised”. 
“Corporate brand credibility encapsu-
lates the need for the brand promise to 
be demonstrably bona fide in terms of 
firm’s activities, purposes, products and 
services and behaviours. They also need 
to be supported by a corporate market-
ing ethos and culture (a stakeholder 
and societal CSR orientation)”. (Balmer, 
2012a, p. 28)
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Corporate brand orientation: institutional perspective

A corporate brand orientation refers to a category of institution where 
the corporate brand specifically acts as an entity’s cornerstone. It is a 
centripetal force that informs and guides the organisation. As such, 
both inherent and espoused corporate brand values/the corporate brand 
covenant underpins an organisation’s core philosophy and culture. It is 
also reflected in an entity’s purposes, activities and ethos (its corporate 
identity). It may also enlighten corporate strategy and management 
vision. A corporate brand orientation requires organisational amenabil-
ity to corporate marketing precepts that focuses on customers and other 
stakeholders taking an omni-temporal perspective. In addition, corpo-
rate marketing is underpinned by societal and CSR tenets.

In particular, where a corporate brand orientation meaningfully 
inhabits an organisation’s central philosophy and culture, the actions 
and behaviours of organisational members broadly complement the cor-
porate brand covenant (promise). Moreover, their collective behaviours, 
in addition, can protect, promote and progress the corporate brand.

Core requisites include meaningful identification on the part of 
organisational members to the corporate brand covenant/promise and 
the internal corporate brand culture.

Furthermore, where a corporate brand orientation has been signifi-
cantly internalised with an organisation, the corporate brand can also 
inhabit the strategic realm, in terms of corporate strategy and senior 
management ambits in terms of management vision.

It serves as a hub that underpins corporate brand communications and 
provides one benchmark against which the corporate brand’s reputations 
and corporate brand images can be evaluated by senior managers.

Corporate brand orientation and its stakeholder focus

Corporate brand orientation has an explicit stakeholder focus. As such, 
this organisational-wide orientation is highly mindful of the trans-
actional, relational and emotional importance of corporate brands for 
customers and other stakeholders. As such, the issue of stakeholder cor-
porate brand identification is significant. This is because a stakeholder’s 
individual’s sense of identity can be meaningfully informed by a cor-
porate brand. This being noted, corporate brand identification, taking a 
stakeholder perspective, is heterogeneous in scope in that the espoused 
corporate brand can be accepted, rejected or adapted by customers and 
other stakeholders.

It also comes with a realisation that, although an organisation has 
legal ownership of a corporate brand, its real value comes from customers 
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and others stakeholders who have emotional ownership of the corporate 
brand. In psychological terms, as the author has long argued, customers 
and other stakeholders may feel that have a proprietorship ownership 
of the corporate brand and sometimes there can be a highly emotional 
engagement with the corporate brand too.

Corporate brand orientation: dynamic not static

Corporate brand orientation is dynamic and is not static in character. 
This is because corporate brands necessarily evolve with the passage of 
time. Changes in the competitive and general environment and, more 
particularly, in terms of the changing mores, precepts and tastes of 
stakeholders will necessarily inform and mould the corporate brand. 
Ideally, this should also instruct corporate strategy and management 
vision: both can mould the corporate brands.

Stewardship of corporate brand orientation

Owing to the importance of corporate brands, senior managers – and 
especially the CEO – have an important stewardship role is nurturing, 
guiding, tracking and modifying the corporate brand/corporate brand 
orientation. Corporate brand orientation from a senior management 
perspective – with its accent on stakeholders and corporate marketing 
precepts – can provide managers with invaluable strategic benchmarks 
and guidance vis-à-vis an institution’s activities, competencies, standards, 
ethos, corporate communications and style. As it promotes consistency 
in mindset and behaviour internally, this would suggest that a corporate 
brand orientation makes the task of management simpler.

Corporate brand orientation can boundary span several 
or many organisations

Importantly, a corporate brand orientation may apply to, and unite, 
several or indeed many institutions. Franchised corporate brands that 
share a common corporate brand are a case in point.

Multiple corporate brand identifications

As a corporate brand orientation can span more than one organisation, 
organisational members may have multiple corporate brand identi-
fications. For instance, identifying with the corporate brand of the 
organisation they work for and identifying with the corporate brand 
with which that organisation has entered into a franchise arrangement. 
(Horizontal employee corporate brand identification).
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It is also possible for organisational members to identify with their 
organisation’s corporate brand and with the corporate brand of the 
holding company. (Vertical employee corporate brand identification).

The management of corporate brand orientation

From a management perspective, where an entity unambiguously 
observes corporate brand principles, the corporate brand/the corporate 
brand covenant serves as the key touchstone that enables extant deci-
sions to be evaluated and also informs current stratagems.

Mindful of this journal’s core concern, the issue of the management 
of corporate brand orientation will now be considered. As it has long 
been argued and recognised, senior managers are the ultimate guardians 
of the corporate brand. The de facto corporate brand manager is the CEO 
(Balmer, 1995).

Mindful of the above, the following six general precepts of corporate 
brand orientation should inform the thinking of senior management. 
The list also details the different modes of identification that underpin 
a corporate brand orientation. The six precepts are summarised in dia-
grammatic form in Figure 10.3.

  i. A recognition of the importance of a corporate brand orientation. 
This is reflected in an organisational-wide corporate brand philoso-
phy and corporate brand culture. Senior managers should strongly 
identify with the corporate brand covenant and culture (managerial 
corporate brand identification).

 ii. A realisation of the corporate brand (the corporate brand cov-
enant and the corporate brand culture) can be the principal means 
of institutional identification among organisational members’ 
(employee corporate brand identification).

iii. An appreciation of the stakeholder focuses on a corporate brand 
orientation. Stakeholders primary means of identification with an 
organisation can be via its corporate brand, which manifests in 
loyalty to the corporation including its products and services (customer 
and stakeholder corporate brand identification).

  iv. An acknowledgement of the corporate brand can meaningfully 
inform corporate strategy. A corporate brand orientation can be an 
important means by which an organisation’s charter and strategic 
objectives can be realised.

   v. An understanding that the corporate brand can enlighten manage-
ment vision. A corporate brand orientation can be an important 
means by which management vision can be realised.
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vi. A sensitivity as to the importance of corporate identity with a reali-
sation that a corporate brand orientation needs to be dynamically 
calibrated with corporate identity. The corporate identity/employ-
ees are the principal means through which a corporate brand prom-
ise and philosophy are realised2.

The management of corporate brand orientation: custodianship, 
credibility and calibration

Drawing on the author’s recent work relating to corporate brand man-
agement imperatives and in the context of the AC4ID Test of corporate 
brand management diagnostic framework (Balmer, 2012a), three corpo-
rate brand management precepts were identified.

..the
Corporate

Brand

i
Philosophy

and
Culture

of..

ii
Employee

Identification
with..

iii
Corporate

Identity
aligned

to..

iv
Strategy
linked

to..

v
Management

Vision
connected

to..

vi
Stakeholders:

Focus
of..

Figure 10.3 Senior Management mindfulness vis-à-vis the corporate brand in 
providing the organisation with a central spine, standard and thrust – ‘Managerial 
Corporate Brand Orientation’
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Custodianship
"semper fidelis"

• MANAGING Senior management on-going responsibility
vis-a-vis guarding and managing the corporate brand. In
short, always being faithful (semper fidelis)to the
corporate brand. Corporate brands are of strategic 
importance and therefore need to be an indelible 
component of a firm's ongoing strategic deliberations

Credibility
"modus vivendi"

• NURTURING Senior management responsibility in ensuring the
corporate brand covenant remains meaningful to customers and
other stakeholders. This represents a way of living (a modus
vivendi) as such fostering an organisational-wide philosophy and
culture - key aspects of a corporate brand orientation-is a major
management concern)

Calibration
"modus operandi"

• TRANSFORMING Senior
management responsibility in 
scrutising and dynamically calibrating
the corporate brand's identities -see  
Bal mer's AC4ID test (Balmer 2012a) -to
achieve credibility and sustainability 
taking into account the wants, needs,  
expectations and emotions of 
customers and other stakeholders 
along with the firm's objectives and 
purposes. In short, this              
represents a way of working                 
(a modus operandi).

Figure 10.4 Management roles and responsibilities vis-à-vis corporate brand 
orientation encouraging

In the context of this article, these perspectives also inform senior 
management responsibilities vis-à-vis corporate brand orientation.

• custodianship (guarding and managing the corporate brand covenant);
• credibility (living and realising the corporate brand covenant); and
• calibration (sustaining and changing the corporate brand covenant 

in line with changing stakeholder expectations, shifts in the exter-
nal environment, changes in strategy and management vision). The 
AC4ID Test of corporate brand management recognises and takes 
account of the aforementioned. In the diagnostic framework, the 
corporate brand covenant informs and is compared with corporate 
identity, culture, corporate communications, stakeholders’ corpo-
rate images and reputations, corporate strategy and management 
vision (Balmer, 2012a). The latest model is a development of the 
earlier models (viz Balmer and Soenen, 1999; Balmer and Greyser, 
2002; Balmer et al, 2009) but has as its explicit focus the corporate 
brand.

See Figure 10.4 that synthesises the three precepts detailed above in 
diagrammatic form.
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Corporate brand orientation: the apotheosis of brand 
orientation notion?

For the author, the formal introduction and explication of the corporate 
brand orientation perspective represents the apotheosis of Urde’s (1994) 
brand orientation notion.

In the writer’s estimation, a brand-based organisational-wide culture 
and philosophy is more intelligible at the level of the corporate brand 
than any other branding level or category.

Reflecting on three decades of scholarship in the corporate brand and 
brand orientation domains, it is apparent that both streams of scholar-
ship have greatly informed the theory and practice of brands and brand 
management.

Moreover, as we rapidly approach the twentieth anniversaries of 
the publication of foundational articles on brand orientation (2004) 
and corporate brand management (2005), this is an auspicious time to 
applaud and reflect on the progress made in both territories. It is also the 
occasion to ponder on the opportunities yet to be seized.

Recognising a fissure exists between the brand orientation and corpo-
rate brand domains, there is a clear rationale in more fully assimilating 
both perspectives than has been hitherto the case: ergo the efficacy of 
the corporate brand orientation notion.

In bringing this commentary to a close, the author hopes that his 
reflections on corporate brand orientation has made a meaningful 
advance to the above end. If so, then a highly significant Rubicon in the 
annals of brand scholarship will have been traversed.
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Notes

1. For corporate and organisational marketing, see www.corporate-marketing.
org/what-is-corporate-marketing/. The following note has been taken from 
the Website on corporate and organisational marketing (established in 
2006 by Balmer and Powell). “Although corporate marketing is the established 
term for the domain from the early 2000 onwards, it was also recognised that in 
North America the label of organisational marketing might enjoy wider currency. 
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Accordingly, when we launched this Website in 2006 we took care to also introduce 
Organizational Marketing alongside Corporate Marketing as applicable terms. 
Moreover, in 2006, we placed a call for papers for a special edition on Corporate 
and Organizational Marketing of the Journal of Brand Management, which was sub-
sequently published during 2007”. Also see Balmer’s chapter on organisational 
marketing in Balmer (2013).

2. NB corporate identity as defined here relates to an entity’s raison d’etre, organ-
isational type, ethos, activities, outputs in terms of products and services, 
quality standards, geographic scope and so on. This is not to be confused with 
the definitions of corporate identity that variously characterise it as a vehicle 
for corporate communications and/or for corporate visual identification.
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