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The purpose of the article is to clarify why the importance of corporate brand,
in contrast to brands in general or product brands, is emphasized in the
business-to-business (B2B) context. The conceptual elaboration is based on
literatures on industrial/B2B brands and organizational buying behaviour, as
well as service marketing, customer solutions, relationship marketing, industrial
networks and relationships, and personal selling. The article posits that the
significance of corporate brand will be emphasized for B2B companies, since
business customers tend to assess, value, and make purchasing decisions based
on company-specific images/perceptions, such as those about the company’s
product delivery performance and product range; servicing capabilities and
performance; consultative expertise/capabilities, processes, and performances;
strategic network position; intentions to reciprocally partner and cooperate with
customers; and customer-facing (sales) personnel and their behavior.
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Introduction

Recent years have witnessed growing interest in industrial/business-to-
business (B2B) brands (Lynch and De Chernatony 2007; Michell, King and
Reast 2001; Thompson, Knox and Mitchell 1998; Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt
2004; Mudambi 2002; van Riel, Pahud de Mortanges and Streukens 2005;
Taylor, Celuch and Goodwin 2004). Furthermore, there has been increasing
interest in company/corporate brands, in general (e.g., Aaker 2004; Balmer
1995, 2001; Balmer and Soenen 1999; De Chernatony 1999, 2001; Gregory
2007; Harris and De Chernatony 2001; Hatch and Schultz 2001, 2003; Ind
1997; Macrae 1999; Roper and Davies 2007; Urde 1999; Wilson 2001), as
well as in the B2B context (e.g. Lynch and De Chernatony 2004; Bendixen,
Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi 2002; van Riel, Pahud de Mortanges and
Streukens 2005). Also anecdotal evidence suggests that B2B companies have
increasingly taken corporate brand management initiatives in recent years.

*Correspondence details and biographies for the authors are located at the end of the article.
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Indeed, the research has implied that rather than brands in general or
product brands, particularly corporate brands areimportantin the B2B context
(e.g., Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi 2002; van Riel, Pahud de
Mortanges and Streukens 2005). This seems consistent with the established
finding that organizational/business customers’ purchasing decisions are
significantly influenced by supplier companies’ images/reputations (e.g.
Kauffmann 1994; Lehmann and O’Shaughnessy 1974; Moéller and Laaksonen
1986; Levitt 1965; Shaw, Giglierano and Kallis 1989).

However, there seems to be confusion in conceptualizations of brand
and corporate brand in B2B research. Notably, when evoking the concept of
“brand”, many pieces of earlier research have lacked consistency in whether
they are referring either to product-specific (brand) images or to company/
corporation-specific (brand) images (see e.g. Michell, King and Reast
2001; Thompson, Knox and Mitchell 1998; Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt
2004; Mudambi 2002; van Riel, Pahud de Mortanges and Streukens 2005;
Gordon, Calantone and Di Benedetto 1993; Taylor, Celuch and Goodwin
2004). For instance, Mudambi et al. (1997) fail to be clear about whether
they, with their concept of “brand-associated value”, refer to the value that
industrial buyers associate with product brands or with (corporate brands
of) supplier companies. Michell, King, and Reast (2001), in turn, look into
how manufacturers of industrial products perceive the benefits of product
branding. However, when looking into potential “brand loyalty”, they point
to many images that are clearly (supplier) company-specific, such as reliability,
performance, service, product availability, and sales relationships. Even more
confusingly, Thompson et al. (1998: 25) state that, in their study, they “do not
differentiate between product/service brands and the company as brand”.
Finally, other studies (e.g. Hague, Jackson 1994; Hutton 1997; Bendixen,
Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi 2002) are conceptually confusing in the
sense of that they apply the simple terms “brand” and “branding” although
they can be seen to be dealing rather categorically with corporate brands
and company images.

Partly because of this apparent confusion, it has not been clear why the
significance of corporate brands, in the broad sense of company-specific
perceptions/images in customers’ minds, is emphasized in the B2B context,
beyond product brands and product-specific perceptions/images. In this
article, we seek to clarify this conceptually by explicating the significant
elements of corporate brand in the B2B markets, i.e. the company-specific
brand perceptions/images which business customers often assess, value, and
base their purchase decisions on.

Our conceptual elaboration is based on various streams of earlier
research, including industrial/B2B brands and organizational buying
behaviour (e.g. Kim et al.1998; Mudambi, Doyle and Wong 1997; van Riel,
Pahud de Mortanges and Streukens 2005), as well as service brands (e.g.
De Chernatony and Segal-Horn 2003; Dobree and Page 1990; Martinez and
Pina 2005; McDonald, De Chernatony and Harris 2001), service marketing
(e.g. Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne 1991; Crosby, Evans and Cowles
1990; Gronroos 1990; Berry and Parasuraman 1991), customer solutions
(e.g. Davies, Brady and Hobday 2007; Tuli, Kohli and Bharadwaj 2007;
Sawhney 2006; Slywotzky and Morrison 1998), relationship marketing
(e.g. Anderson and Narus 1990; Brock Smith and Barclay 1997; Doney and
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Cannon 1997; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006), industrial
networks/relationships (e.g. Brito and Roseira 2007; Ford 1990; Hakansson
and Snehota 1995; Mattsson 1985; Ford et al. 2003), and personal selling
(e.g. Atuahene-Gima 1997; Dion, Easterling and Miller 1995; O’Shaughnessy
1971; Spiro, Perreault and Reynolds 1976; Stafford and Stafford 2003).
Regarding the scope of the article, it is to be noted that we concentrate
on corporate brands with respect to the customer interface of a business-to-
business company, i.e., business/organizational customers’ corporate brand
perceptions, rather than corporate brand directed towards various other
stakeholders of a company, such as investors, NGOs, or employees (cf. Balmer
2001a; Balmer and Gray 2003; Bernstein 1989; King 1991; Roper and Davies
2007). This is because the customer interface characterized by business
customers is what is essential about B2B companies (vs. B2C companies).

Supplier company-specific perceptions and organizational buying
behavior

Organizational buying behaviour (OBB) literature makes the general point
that organizational/business customers’ purchasing decisions are often
influenced by supplier companies’ images or reputations (e.g. Kauffmann
1994; Lehmann, O'Shaughnessy 1974; Moller and Laaksonen 1986; Levitt
1965; Shaw, Giglierano and Kallis 1989). Building on OBB literature, Mudambi
et al. (1997), in turn, introduce the related notion that industrial customers
generally assess and value certain factors that they perceive to be associated
to supplier companies’ brands.

Although Mudambi et al. do not explicitly discuss corporate or company
brands, many of the factors/attributes identified are supplier company-specific
rather than product (brand)-specific. Among the supplier company-specific
brand perceptions, Mudambi et al. (1997) identify distribution/delivery-
related attributes of product offerings (see also Blomback and Axelsson 2006;
van Riel, Pahud de Mortanges and Streukens 2005) and (support) service
provision attributes (see also Kim et al. 1998; van Riel, Pahud de Mortanges,
and Streukens 2005). Beyond product and service offerings, Mudambi et al.
further identify attributes related to a company’s industry, such as financial
stability and global coverage.

In what follows we explain in more detail the supplier company-specific
brand perceptions which business customers often assess, value, and base
their purchase decisions on. With respect to a company’s offerings, we
identify — in addition to the delivery-related perceptions of product offerings
and (support) service offering perceptions identified by Mudambi et al.
(1997) — perceptions related to a company’s product range offering and
consultative solutions/systems offering. Furthermore, we identify perceptions
related to the company’s personal selling contacts to customers, as well as
perceptions related to the company’s network role.

The supplier company-specific perceptions assessed and valued by
business customers and, hence, explicating the significance of corporate
brand for B2B companies, are summarized in Figure 1.

45



46 The Marketing Review, 2008, Vol. 8, No. 1

Figure 1 Significance of corporate brand image among business customers:
perceptions about supplier company assessed/valued by business customers

Perceptions about supplier company assessed/valued by business customers

OFFERING-RELATED PERCEPTIONS
* Product offering - related perceptions
* Perceptions about supplier company’s delivery performance
* Perceptions about supplier company’s product range
 Service offering - related perceptions
* Perceptions about supplier company'’s servicing
capabilities and performances
* Solutions/systems offering - related perceptions
* perceptions about supplier company’s consultative
expertise/capabilities, processes and performances

PERSONAL (SELLING) CONTACTS - RELATED PERCEPTIONS
* Perceptions about supplier company’s customer-facing
(sales) personnel and their behaviour
* e.g. expertise, competence
* likeability

Significance of
> corporate brand image
among business customers

NETWORK ROLE - RELATED PERCEPTIONS
* Perceptions about supplier company'’s strategic network
position
* e.g. company's capabilities and competencies, power
and size
* Perceptions about supplier company’s intentions to reciprocally
partner and cooperate with customers

Corporate brand image among business customers
Offering-related perceptions

Product offering-related perceptions

Perceptions about product delivery. Beyond attributes pertaining strictly to
products per se, business customers often assess, value, and make purchasing
decisions based on attributes related to the delivery of products. These
include e.qg. ease of ordering, delivery times, delivery sizes, delivery availability,
delivery reliability, delivery precision, delivery flexibility, and responsiveness
to emergency orders (Helo 2004; Kumar and Motwani 1995; Michell, King
and Reast 2001; Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi, Doyle and
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Wong 1997; Blomback and Axelsson 2006). These delivery-related attributes
are naturally perceived as attributes of companies supplying the products
rather than as attributes of the products themselves, which emphasizes
the significance of corporate brand for B2B companies. Accordingly, also
business customers’ trust and commitment and, hence, loyalty and repeated/
continued purchases as well as customer referrals (cf. Palmatier et al. 2006),
may lean towards the company (brand) and the delivery attributes rather
than products (brands).

As a special nuance it is also worth considering, however, that a business
customer may sometimes tend to have trust especially in a specific production
unit of a company, i.e., the delivery attributes of a specific production unit
rather than those of the overall company. Usually the focal production unit
is the one that has been delivering the products ordered by the customer,
and the customer may demand his/her orders to be delivered continuously
from the same, selected production unit. If excessive, customers’ production
unit -specific trust of this kind may be problematic if the company produces
the product in various production units and wants to retain, for itself, the
possibility to select the production unit that supplies and delivers individual
customer orders, in order to optimize the company's overall performance,
e.g. transportation costs, inventory costs, and delivery times (Noorul Hag and
Kannan 2006; Pirkul and Jayaraman 1996; Vonderembse et al. 2006; Thomas
and Griffin 1996). In order to retain this option for itself, reinforcing business
customers’ trust in the company as the supplier/deliverer of products, rather
than trust in its specific production units, may be quite relevant for a B2B
company. This further emphasizes the significance of corporate brand for
B2B companies with multiple production units.

Perceptions about product range. Beyond attributes pertaining to
individual products, business customers often assess, value, and make
purchasing decisions based on the whole range or assortment of products
offered by supplier companies (Dale 1995; Kirkup and Anderson 1987).
The value that business customers sometimes perceive to obtain from the
possibility of “one-stop shopping” is an extreme case of the role of the
product range perceptions (e.g. Gossain and Kandiah 1998; Pires and Aisbett
2003). In any case, the product range is by definition a company-related
attribute and will be perceived as such by customers, emphasizing again the
significance of corporate brand for many B2B companies.

Service offering—related perceptions

Beyond tangible products, business customers often assess, value, and make
purchasing decisions based on the intangible services offered by supplier
companies. Typical services include installation services; maintenance, repair,
and operation (MRO) services; technical services; site support services; product
development, design, and testing support services; and modernization
services, as well as financing services. Sometimes also the above-mentioned
product delivery -related attributes, such as delivery times, sizes, availability/
reliability, and flexibility, are considered as “service” (Mudambi, Doyle and
Wong 1997). Services by their very nature involve interaction between the
customer and the provider company, therefore emphasizing the significance
of corporate brand (De Chernatony and Segal-Horn 2003; Dobree and Page
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1990; Martinez and Pina 2005; McDonald, De Chernatony and Harris 2001).
Indeed, the expected and perceived service quality and value are determined
by the (servicing) activities, capabilities, and performances of the provider
company, especially its customer-facing employees, technologies, and
facilities (Bitner 1990; Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne 1991; Crosby, Evans
and Cowles 1990; Grénroos 1990; Berry and Parasuraman 1991). As B2B
companies often offer add-on services (or the whole offering may constitute
a service), the significance of corporate brand is emphasized.

Solutions/systems offering-related perceptions

Beyond pre-developed products or services, business customers often also
assess, value, and purchase consultative, solution-like or system-like offerings
of supplier companies (Davies et al. 2004; Davies, Brady and Hobday 2006;
Davies and Hobday 2005; Galbraith 2002; Tuli, Kohli and Bharadwaj 2007;
Sawhney 2006; Shepherd and Ahmed 2000; Slywotsky 1996; Slywotzky and
Morrison 1998; Wise and Baumgartner 1999). Specifically, what is assessed
and valued here is (see Davies, Brady and Hobday 2007; Tuli, Kohli and
Bharadwaj 2007):

e the understanding of the customer’s business and past experience of
working with customers facing similar situations

¢ the quality of the consultative processes of and advice in
e analyzing/identifying/defining/specifying the customer’s
problems/needs/requirements
e designing/customizing such integrative product(s)/
service(s)/installation(s) that serve the needs, solve the
problems, and correspond to the requirements;

e the coordination performance in implementing/installing/
integrating the final product/service/installation.

In all these elements, the expertise, advice, processes, and performance
specific to the supplier company, including its employees, have a more
central role than any pre-developed product/service, which emphasizes the
significance of corporate brand for many B2B companies with solution- or
system-like offerings.

Personal (selling) contacts-related perceptions

Regardless of the type of offering, business customers usually engage in
purchasing by having personal interactions with seller companies, which,
in turn, engage in personal selling activities with their sales forces. With
this being the case, business customers and their purchasing agents assess,
evaluate, and make purchasing decisions also based on the customer-facing
(sales) personnel of seller companies (Armstrong and Min Yee 2001; Chang
2006; Doney and Cannon 1997; Jap 2000; Reynolds and Arnold 2000;
Reynolds and Beatty 1999). For instance, the expertise and competence
(Busch, Wilson 1976; Crosby, Evans and Cowles 1990; Stafford and Stafford
2003; Taylor and Woodside 1981) of a salesperson are valued, as well as his/
her overall likeability, attractiveness, and sociability — associated often with
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the perception of the salesperson’s similarity to oneself (e.g. appearance,
lifestyle, socioeconomic status) (Crosby, Evans and Cowles 1990; Dion,
Easterling and Miller 1995; O’Shaughnessy 1971; Spiro, Perreault and
Reynolds 1976; Stafford and Stafford 2003; Wilson and Ghingold 1981).

Moreover, to the extent that business customers assess, value, and
purchase service or consultative solutions/systems offerings, the role of their
assessments and evaluations about the customer-facing (sales) personnel of
seller companies is considerably emphasized, particularly in regards to the
personnel’s expertise/competence and performance (Anderson 2006; Berry
1995; Crosby, Evans and Cowles 1990; Doney and Cannon 1997; Guenzi
2002; Liu, Leach 2001; Rackham and DeVincentis 1999).

In any case, the assessments and evaluations about customer-facing
personnel are highly specific to supplier companies rather than to products
or services (brands), emphasizing the significance of corporate brand for B2B
companies. Accordingly, rather than towards products (brands), business
customers’ trust, commitment, and affect and, hence, loyalty and repeated/
continued purchases may also lean towards the company (brand) and its
customer-facing employees (Doney and Cannon 1997; Foster and Cadogan
2000; Johnson, Barksdale and Boles 2003; Langerak 2001; Liu and Leach
2001; Mavondo and Rodrigo 2001; Palmatier et al. 2006; Swan, Bowers and
Richardson 1999).

Yet, one must consider also that a business customer’s trust in,
commitment to, and liking for a customer-facing employee may even be
overly emphasized, causing problems for the supplier company if the
employee is replaced or the employee leaves the company (Anderson and
Robertson 1995; Bove and Johnson 2000; Chun and Davies 2006; Guenzi
and Pelloni 2004; Tellefsen and Thomas 2005; Bove and Johnson 2006; Yau
et al. 2000). Thus, reinforcing business customers’ trust in, commitment to,
and liking for the company, instead of merely its customer-facing employees,
becomes important, further emphasizing the significance of corporate brand
for B2B companies.

Network role-related perceptions

Perceptions about strategic network position

Network approaches to business and industrial marketing suggest that
beyond simply assessing products, services and other offerings made
available by (supplier) companies, business customers assess the relative
strategic roles, identities, and positions of other companies, within the overall
industrial business network or value system (see e.g. Ford 1990; Hakansson
and Snehota 1995; Ford et al. 2003). When making purchase decisions
and hence assuming the role of a customer relative to other companies
(and that of supplier to some others), a business organization will have
perception of and assess the other companies’ strategic network positions in
terms of e.g., activities undertaken relative to others; distinct technologies,
expertise, resources, capabilities, and competencies; and relative power and
size (Anderson, Hakansson and Johanson 1994; Brito and Roseira 2007;
Mattsson 1985; Thorelli 1986). These perceptions and assessments involve
both categorizing companies according to typical network roles they assume
—e.g., material provider, component manufacturer, assembler, manufacturing
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service provider, support service provider, original equipment manufacturer,
intermediary, distributor, end user — and analyzing the companies as
representatives of those roles. In essence, then, the significance of corporate
brand for a B2B company will be emphasized due to business customers’
perceptions and assessments in regards to the relative network position of
the supplier company. For instance, purchasing decisions are often heavily
influenced by perceptions and assessments of supplier companies’ unique
technological capabilities and global sizes within their networks.

Perceptions about reciprocal intentions to cooperate and partner

As assumed in network approaches, as well as relationship marketing
paradigm, besides engaging in transactional buying of specific products in
the competitive market, business customers are often willing to engage in
cooperative or partnership relationships with supplier companies that sell
products to them (Anderson and Narus 1990, 1998; Gadde and Hakansson
2001; Gronroos 2004; Hakansson and Snehota 1995; Kotler and Armstrong
2005; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Ford et al. 2003). In other words, a business
customer is often prepared to treat its supplier as a partner: have coordinated
and complementary actions with it to achieve mutual goals (Anderson and
Narus 1990; Morgan and Hunt 1994; Palmatier et al. 2006), as well as invest
in the relationship, accept increased influence by and dependence on the
supplier, have increased openness in communication, accept decreased
control/dominance on its own behaviour, and decrease its own opportunism
(Brock Smith and Barclay 1997). This preparedness to treat a supplier as a
partner, however, usually requires that the business customer trusts that the
supplier has reciprocal intentions to mutually cooperate and partner, as well
(Brock Smith and Barclay 1997; Mayer, Davis and Schoorman 1995). Note that
the supplier company’s trustworthiness in this particular sense, concerning
its perceived intentions, has an important role beyond the trustworthiness of
the supplier company’s actual offerings, capabilities (network position), and
personnel (Brock Smith and Barclay 1997; Seppanen, Blomgvist and Sundqyvist
2007). Thus, the significance of corporate brand for a B2B company will be
emphasized due to business customers’ perceptions of and assessments of
the company’s reciprocal intentions to cooperate and partner.

Discussion

Corporate B2B branding

Although earlier research has implied that especially corporate brands, rather
than brands in general or product brands, are significant for B2B companies
(e.g. Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi 2002; van Riel, Pahud de
Mortanges, and Streukens 2005), it has not been clearly explicated why this
would be the case. Also, earlier research on B2B brands has often failed to
consistently refer with “brand” either to product brand images or to company/
corporate brand images (e.g. Michell, King and Reast 2001; Thompson, Knox
and Mitchell 1998; Bendixen, Bukasa and Abratt 2004; Mudambi 2002;
Gordon, Calantone and Di Benedetto 1993; Taylor, Celuch and Goodwin
2004). In this article, we clarify why the significance of corporate brand will
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be emphasized for B2B companies. With a (supplier) company’s “corporate
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brand”, we consistently refer to images/perceptions that business customers
may have of the company.

Specifically, we showed how the significance of corporate brand is
emphasized for B2B companies, as business customers have a tendency to
assess, value, and make purchasing decisions based on perceptions specifically
related to supplier companies, in addition to or eveninstead of those related to
individual products. First, with respect to a company’s offerings, there may be
significant company-specific perceptions about product offerings (company’s
product delivery and product range), service offerings (company’s servicing
capabilities and performances), and solutions/systems offerings (company’s
consultative expertise/capabilities, processes, and performances). Second,
perceptions related to the company’s personal selling contacts to customers
(e.g. likeability and expertise/competence of company’s salespersons) will be
significant. Third, the significant company-specific perceptions include those
about the company’s network role, particularly the company’s perceived
strategic network position (e.g. activities undertaken relative to others;
distinct technologies, expertise, resources, capabilities, and competencies;
relative power and size), as well as the company’s perceived intentions to
reciprocally partner and cooperate with the customer.

Importantly, besides single purchases, business customers’ whole
trust, commitment, and affect and, hence, customer loyalty and repeated/
continued purchases, as well as customer referrals, are likely to lean towards
the above-mentioned supplier-company specific images/perceptions, rather
than ones specific to individual products or product brands (cf. Kim et al.
1998; Palmatier et al. 2006). Indeed, most of the relevant supplier company
-specific images/perceptions that we identified will have significance because
business customers will have a fairly natural tendency to assess, value, and
make purchasing decisions based on those images/perceptions — and base
trust and commitment on the same images/perceptions.

[t should be noted, however, that certain company-specific image
and trust elements will have significance from the perspective of effective
corporate management, even if potentially acting against certain natural
tendencies of customers. For instance, customers may have the tendency to
trust the product quality and deliveries of a certain production unit. In this
case, reinforcing customers’ trust in the company, instead of the individual
production units, may be important from the perspective of optimizing the
company'’s overall performance (e.g. transportation costs, inventory costs,
and delivery times) by retaining the option to select the production unit
supplying individual customer orders. Or, customers may have the tendency
to be committed to individual customer-facing employees of the supplier, in
which case reinforcing their commitment towards the company, instead of
individual employees may be important from the perspective of being able to
replace the employees (cf. Bove and Johnson 2000, 2006; Guenzi and Pelloni
2004; Tellefsen and Thomas 2005; Yau et al. 2000).

Role of employees

One can further consider the role of employees of the company, particularly
insofar as the employees, with their behaviour, (a) constitute and reinforce
the quality of the company’s service and solution/system offerings and (b)
generally generate company sales through personal contacts to customers.
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The significance of corporate branding is particularly emphasized for B2B
companies here, since B2B companies often — in absolute terms as well as
in comparison with B2C companies — provide service and/or solution/system
offerings and have personal (selling) contacts to customers.

As implied in the discussion of a company’s service and solutions/
systems offerings, business customers’ (a) assessments of, evaluations of,
and purchasing decisions concerning a seller company’s service offerings and
consultative solution/system offerings are heavily based on their assessments
and evaluations of the seller company’s customer-facing (sales) personnel,
especially the personnel’s activities, expertise/competence, and performance.
Thesearelargely determined by the behaviour of the seller company’s personnel
when in contact with customers. Thus, the need for internal marketing/
branding in its many senses (e.g. Cahill 1996; Grénroos 1981, 1983, 1990;
Gummesson 1987; Berry and Parasuraman 1991) is emphasized for B2B
companies offering services or solutions/systems. Recruitment, training, and
incentives with regard to offering service and consultative solutions/systems
have central roles. As an example, if the customer-facing personnel have
not received proper training for servicing or consultative skills but only for
technical product knowledge, they are unlikely to be able to make up service
or solution/system offerings to customers. In addition, internal and external
communication involving stories, myths, and stated values of ideal employee
behaviour, as well as visual, verbal, and concrete symbols of the corporation,
are important to the extent that they serve as ideal examples for employees
and increase their identification with and commitment to the corporate
service and solution/system offerings (Vallaster and De Chernatony 2006).

As implied in the discussion of a company’s perceived personal selling
contacts, in turn, business customers’ (b) assessments, evaluations, and
purchasing decisions are often based on their assessments and evaluations
of the seller company’s salespersons and their behaviour and communication
(Lynch and De Chernatony 2004, 2007). Thus, even if the B2B company
did not offer services or solutions/systems to customers, internal corporate
marketing/branding is still highly important. As widely recognized by selling
and sales management literatures, recruitment, training, and incentives have
central roles. Furthermore, in addition to recruitment, training and incentives,
internal and external communication involving stories, myths, and stated
values of ideal corporate salesperson behaviour are important again, as well
(Vallaster and De Chernatony 2006).

Managerial Implications

For B2B managers, the article essentially emphasizes the significance of
corporate brand(ing). While it does not suggest that individual product/
service brands are insignificant, it does suggest that managers of a B2B
company should take into account that the company’s business customers
will have a tendency to assess, value, and make purchasing decisions based
on images/perceptions pertaining to the company brand, such as

e perceptions about company’s product delivery performance and
product range (with respect to product offerings);
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e perceptions about company'’s servicing capabilities and performances
(with respect to service offerings);

e perceptions about company’s consultative expertise/capabilities,
processes, and performances (with respect to solution/system
offerings);

e perceptions about company’s strategic network position in terms of
e.g. capabilities and competencies, power and size;

e perceptions about company’s intentions to reciprocally partner and
cooperate with customers;

e perceptions about company’s customer-facing (sales) personnel and
their behaviour.

Accordingly, B2B managers should realize that business customers’ whole
trust, commitment, and affect and, therefore, loyalty and repeated/
continued purchases, as well as customer referrals, are likely to lean towards
these supplier-company specific images/perceptions — in addition to or even
instead of ones specific to individual products or product brands.

Thus, managers of B2B companies should ponder how their corporate
brand is and will be strategically positioned along these company-specific
image dimensions in the minds of individual customers, customers of certain
type or segment, and markets in general. A company may find opportunities
to differentiate from competitors along all of the dimensions, and differential
advantage on, at least, some of the dimensions is likely to be important
for the company’s success in the B2B markets. In principle, the company’s
current positioning on the dimensions, i.e. images that customers/markets
hold, can be exploited and/or new, more advantageous positioning can be
pursued with targeted marketing actions.

Moreover, B2B managers should find out for themselves to what extent
the trust, commitment, and affect of individual current customers, customers
of certain segment, and markets in general is leaning towards each of the
dimensions. Accordingly, the customers’/markets’ current trust, commitment,
and affect based on the respective dimensions can be exploited and/or the
bending of customers’ trust, commitment, and affect towards additional or
alternative dimensions can be pursued with consistent marketing actions.

In conclusion, it is also important for B2B managers to understand the
role of internal branding/marketing among the company’s own customer-
facing employees, particularly when it comes to having them constitute
and reinforce the quality of the company’s service and solution/system
offerings, as well as generally generate company sales through personal
contacts to customers. For instance, it should be ensured that the customer-
facing employees truly understand and appreciate the central role of their
own behaviour, and it is important that their familiarity with and interest in
and commitment to the offerings of the corporation are reinforced. Then
again, appropriate recruitment, training and incentives must be in place, as
well as internal and external communication involving stories, myths, and
stated values of ideal behaviour and visual, literal, and concrete corporate
symbols.
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