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ABSTRACT	  
	  
This study contributes to the research on human brands by analyzing 
the case of fiction writers. By doing so the paper extends the brand 
management theory to embrace human brands and their unique and 
challenging nature. The case of author brands is analyzed against 
existing human brand management literature as well as that of the 
traditional brand management. The difference between managing 
traditional brands and human brands are identified. The unique nature 
of author brands compared to other human brands is discovered.  
The study discovers that author brands have the same kind of impact 
on their consumers as traditional brands, however the ways the two 
should be built and managed differ. The study suggests multiple 
adjustments to traditional branding approaches, among which the 
most important include the modification of brand personality 
dimensions and brand image dimensions. The modifications are 
necessary in order to incorporate the unique nature of human brands. 
The approaches that can be used in their unadjusted form are also 
presented.  Another discovery is that each category of human brands 
needs to be understood in the context of its own, unique 
organizational field that it belongs to. Each field has its  own 
challenges, which dictate the ways the human brand needs to be 
managed. For fiction publishing industry it is for example the 
challenge created by the antagonistic relationship between the 
cultural and economic capital. 
The study relies on a variety of qualitative and quantitative data 
gathered directly from publishing houses and consumers. Throughout 
the study multiple practical implications are found for both 
publishing houses, as well as for authors who are considering self-
publishing and taking a full responsibility of building their own 
brand.  
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1.	  Introduction	  	  
	  
Organizations spend impressive amounts of money in an effort to establish 

psychological connections between consumers and celebrities, such as Oprah or 

athletes such as Tiger Woods. There are even firms that specialize in managing the 

images and businesses of dead celebrities such as John Wayne or Michael Jackson. 

Recently during the U.S. presidential election more than one billion dollars was spent 

on candidates by each party in order to position them favorably with the voters 

(Edsall&Grimaldi, 2004). There seem to be an increasing public acknowledgment that 

people, including authors, can be brands.  

In 1850s a new cult of literary personality emerged, which made both American and 

European public very eager to see, as well read, their favorite authors (e.g. Charles 

Dickens). It is hardly a surprise that many iconic figures such as Hemingway, Twain, 

and Fitzgerald were part of marketing processes.  

When it comes to marketing practice, history shows that the arts (especially the 

publishing industry) tend to lead rather than lag. Goethe, for example, achieved 

success by using all elements of a marketing mix in order to differentiate himself 

from other authors of his time (Woischwill, 2003), and Hemingway’s family 

registered his name as a trademark after his death.  

In academia, the field of human brands is relatively underdeveloped, despite the 

category of ‘people’ often being included in the list of ‘products’ that can be branded 

(e.g. De Chernatony and McDonald, 2003; Keller, 2003) 

This thesis contributes to research on human brands, as the need for understanding 

human brand management increases. There is extensive branding literature that 

focuses on products, services and corporations. When practitioners started noticing 

that people might function in the similar way to commonly understood brands, 

existing branding knowledge was applied to humans in its unadjusted form. Most 

likely however, human brands need a special approach that will incorporate a unique 

human nature into its principles.  

Moreover, a new way of understanding consumption is necessary, due to the fact that 

consumers have simply changed with times. They no longer consume products in its 

pure form or for its basic purpose. They consume concepts instead (Ariely &Norton, 
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2009). Brands therefore are no longer associated strictly with products. They instead 

move more towards concepts, such as people. 

Personal agenda was the motivation for researching authors as human brands. 

Together with my husband we were trying to find the most effective way to promote 

his book. We knew the ways have to be unique, effective and with long lasting 

results. We knew we need to turn his name into a brand and we have to do it 

preferably even before the book gets to the publisher.  

This led to the following research statement: 

How can we build and manage a strong author brand? 

The purpose of this thesis is therefore to answer the following questions: 

• To what extend can the theory on building strong traditional brand be used 

in building a human brand? 

• How does building and managing an author’s brand differ from building 

and managing a human brand in general? 

• What are the unique characteristics of the fiction publishing industry that 

may affect its human brand management? 

 

The research will explore whether authors can be considered as brands. This way we 

can increase the amount of organizational fields in which human brands have been 

proven to exist. The paper will also attempt to show what impact the author’s brand 

really has, and therefore how relevant it is for the industry to invest in it, and pay 

attention to it. Compared to other papers on human brands from different 

organizational fields, we will be able to tell if the impact of human brands differs 

from field to field or whether it is equally important across all of them. We will 

further attempt to understand how human brands should be built and managed 

compared to traditionally understood brands (e.g. product or service brands). The 

personality dimensions of human brands will be explained in relation to existing 

concepts of human personality dimensions and brand personality dimensions. The 

brand image elements relevant specifically to authors as brands will be pinpointed, 

which will bring us closer to understanding of brand image dimensions for human 

brands in general. Last, but not least, the specific nature of the literary world and the 

fiction publishing industry, as an organizational field together with its impact on 

authors will be examined. This will help us understand if each type of human brand 



	   5	  

should be understood only in the context of its organizational field, or if they can be 

generalized.  

In the following chapter I will review the available literature on building and 

managing both traditional brands and human brands. We will also look into the 

existing literature on the fiction publishing industry. Further we will present models 

and theories that appeared relevant throughout the literature reviewed. A theoretical 

framework emerged from the literature review and was built based on the theories and 

models used by other researchers of human brands. In the methodology chapter I 

describe the research philosophy and the research strategy. I further detail the 

methods of data collection and the way the data was analyzed. Chapter 4 is a 

description of key insights gained from the analysis, which is followed by a 

discussion on the findings in the light of the research questions and chosen theoretical 

framework. In the last chapter I summarize the key findings and attempt to understand 

the impact of the research on the current knowledge on human brands. 

  

	  2.	  Literature	  Overview	   

2.1. General Overview 

 
Since the relatively new field of human brands needs to initiate from some existing 

knowledge, the general brand management literature serves as a basis. The various 

perceptions of brands can be grouped into seven perspectives on how the brand equity 

can be created and managed. The brand can be understood from the economical 

perspective, perspective of identity, of the consumer, personality, relations, 

community, and cultural perspectives (Heding et al., 2009) As much as this 

categorization of theories, assumptions and concepts has its critics, the idea provides 

great clarity of existing literature on brand management. Additionally, it is 

emphasized that the seven brand approaches are just ideal types, which encourages a 

holistic way of perceiving existing brand management knowledge. Moreover, it gives 

the freedom of building the most suitable perspective for creating brand strategies and 

understanding challenges and possibilities for a given time and situation.  
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As many scholars have agreed, a brand is a promise for benefit (Berry, 2000 ; Clifton 

& Simmons, 2004 ; Raggio & Leone, 2007 ), and therefore, a human brand has to be 

credible for providing consumers with an expected benefit in a consistent manner. 

When evaluating a product’s quality prior the purchase decision, consumers often 

face uncertainty and, thus, use a variety of cues to form their quality perceptions 

(Kirmani & Rao, 2000). Consumers rely on such cues more heavily when the product 

is a new, emerging brand, as uncertainty is greatest in this context (Close, 2010). As 

with inanimate products brands, information about emerging human brands is 

imperfect.  

Brand has been defined in many different ways over the years depending on the 

perspective from which the brand is perceived (Heding et al., 2009). I build the 

definition on the basic and traditional understanding of a brand, which is ‘A name, 

term, sign, symbol or design, or a combination of them which is intended to identify 

the goods or services of one seller or group of sellers and to differentiate them from 

those of competitors’ (AMA, 1960). I deepen the definition however, by adding a 

brand being a cognitive construal in the mind of the consumer (Heding et al., 2009). 

That means a brand is a set of brand associations held in the minds of consumers. 

Every brand has a certain image. The image of a brand is the perception of the brand 

by consumers. The purpose is to create strong, unique and favorable associations of 

the brand in their minds (Heding et al., 2009). The associations can be grouped 

according to thee types: attributes, benefits, and attitudes (Ibid). Even though the 

consumer is the one who perceives the brand, the marketer has the power and can 

influence the consumers’ perception through communications. The set of associations 

the brand strategist seek to create or maintain is called brand identity (Aaker & 

Joachimsthaler, 2002). The brand identity must express the particular vision and 

uniqueness of the brand. In other words, it is an expression of what the brand stands 

for (Heding et al., 2009). Because brands have identities, they can serve as 

relationship partners (Fournier, 1998) and provide connections to consumer selves or 

identities (Spiggle et al., 2012). 

Brand can be managed and have to have a brand equity. Brand equity is defined as the 

value of the brand including financial goodwill and value added to the functional 

product or service by associating it with the brand name (Aaker & Biel, 1993). Value 

is also associated with symbolic and emotional benefits a brand can provide. A 
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commonly agreed understanding of a brand is that it is ‘an identifiable product, 

service, person or place, augmented in such was that the buyer or user perceives 

unique added values which match their needs most closely’ (De Chernatony and 

McDonald, 2003).  

Brand extensions play an important role in shaping brand image and brand equity. 

The determinants of brand extension success are ‘fit’ (perceived similarity (e.g., 

product category, usage situation) and relevance of parent brand associations (i.e. 

attributes or benefits) for the extension category (e.g., Boush and Loken 1991; 

Broniarczyk and Alba 1994), which should positively influence consumer attitudes 

toward the brand extension) and ‘authenticity’. Brand extension authenticity reflects 

consumer’s feeling that ‘an extension preserves and sustains the uniqueness, heritage, 

styles and standards, and essence of the parent brand and avoids exploiting it for 

commercial gain’ (Spiggle et al., 2012). Brand managers need to select growth 

opportunities that enhance brand equity. The brand’s meanings have to be extended in 

a way that preserves its cultural, semiotic, and symbolic value (Ibid). Authentic 

brands are consistent in their style and aesthetics through uniformity of design and 

sensory elements (Apple’s sleek, user friendly design) (Ibid). Brand should also honor 

its heritage by creating connections with its origins, by maintaining internal 

consistency and remaining true to itself (Ibid). ‘A brand extension that respects the 

brand’s heritage provides evidence that it is a legitimate progeny of the original, 

through cultural associations involving the location of production, founding parent, 

brand prototype, and traditional styles and designs. Brand extensions that violate 

heritage, origins, or traditions appear inauthentic’ (Ibid). Brand extensions also need 

to preserve the brand essence, which is the soul of the brand and its fundamental 

values (Beverland, 2006). Managers also need to avoid brand exploitation (Spiggle et 

al., 2012). ‘Consumers define brand extensions that appear to reflect only externally 

driven, profit-focused opportunities as inauthentic’ (Ibid).  

It is assumed that all brands have a core that should stay the same over time (Heding 

et al., 2009). Extending into new product categories or getting involved in co-

branding stretches the identity (Ibid). The identity often needs to be stretched in order 

to go in new directions, but at the same time the essence cannot get diluted.  

Co-branding is a marketing partnership between at least two different brands in a joint 

product or a brand (Heding et al. 2009). It is usually understood and researched only 
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in the context of products and services. The two brands should consider carefully 

what their strategic alliance means for their respective brands separately, as their 

brands will be more associated in the future through the new partnership (Ibid). 

 

2.2. Human Brand Management 

	  
‘Your client, whether they are an athlete or an actor or an actress, has intangible 

assets: a name, a reputation, credibility and an image. All of those attributes may be 

combined into something that could he made into a brand.’ 

Brian Dubin (quoted in Towle, 2003) 

 

If a brand is generally understood as the set of associations that a group of people 

identifies with the goods of a particular seller (Keller, 1993), then a human brand can 

be thought of as the set of associations that a group of people have with a particular 

person (Parmentier et al., 2012). Keller (1969) very straightforwardly reminds us that 

for example political candidates during elections are marketed just as any everyday 

product is. The candidate’s message, endorsements, public appearance are all 

controlled by consultants and political parties in the hope of managing perceived 

quality of brand image to increase ‘market share’ at the polls (Simon, Gilgoff, & 

Samuel, 2004). 

There is a definite need for understanding human brand management (Fournier, 

2010). In the first marketing article, which empirically examines human brands, 

Thomson (2006) found that individuals’ needs of autonomy, relatedness and 

competence influence attachment towards celebrity brands. Celebrity culture has 

infiltrated politics, literary publishing, sport, and business. The lines have become 

blurry and the theories and literature started mixing up, creating a new knowledge and 

new understanding of people as brands (Ibid).  

The strongest focus in the literature has been on the brand constructs of image and 

reputation. It has been noticed that brand image enables the identification, 

differentiation and profiling of a human brand that helps to position it in relation to 

rival brands (Herbst, 2003). Herbst (2003) pinpoints four requirements for a strong 

image and reputation, which are exchange, consistency, continuity, and individuality. 

These findings are followed by the claim that a brand image also needs to be 
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congruent with the consumer’s actual or desired self-image in order to be powerful 

and the belief that personality is the core of a human brand, because it enables the 

consumer to differentiate, identify with, and have confidence in the brand (Ibid). 

Human brands are also believed to need some form of visual identification to 

reinforce successful brand communication (Ibid). The literature on human brands also 

slowly discovered that conventional product and corporate branding techniques might 

not be entirely appropriate for human brands (Shepherd, 2005) and therefore new or 

refined processes might be necessary. It is also argued that anybody can be 

transformed into a brand and there are three styles of doing so: a pure selling 

approach (an agent tries to sell the people brand via their inherent attributes), a 

product improvement approach (the agent changes and enhances the individual’s 

attributes), and a market fulfillment approach (the agent transforms the human brand 

to meet the markets demands) (Rein et al., 2006). ‘These approaches seem to be 

common across all kinds of brands, but in the case of human brands, the market 

fulfillment approach is less successful as it is more difficult to permanently transform 

human attributes such as personalities and behaviors.’ (Bendisch, 2013). It is 

suggested that more successful approach might be to ‘systematically build an 

emotional relationship with customers over time, using brand culture, values and 

behavior to communicate an appropriate vision and image.’ (Herbst, 2003).  

 Although the majority of references to people as brands are concerned with 

celebrities, another example of the power of human brads is the case of CEOs. ‘47 per 

cent of the public’s opinion about a company is accounted for by the reputation of the 

CEO, and in Germany this is as much as 60 per cent.’ (Burson-Marsteller, 2006) ‘If 

CEOs attract high levels of media coverage, their companies are likely to outperform 

those with low media coverage by 8 per cent per year.’ (Nguyen-Dang, 2005)  

There is a chance that human brands can exist across very different fields. However, 

not enough fields have been studied to confirm that. We also cannot be sure that in 

each field the human brand has the same power and impact. 

One of the very first articles attempting to understand the functioning and 

management of human brands is by Thomson (2006). The results of the study suggest 

that when a human brand enhances a person’s feelings of autonomy and relatedness 

and at the same time does not suppress feelings of competence, the person is likely to 

become more strongly attached to it (Thomson, 2006). 
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Strong attachments are predictive of satisfied, trusting, and committed relationships. 

In general, human brands that make consumers feel appreciated, understood, and 

empowered manage to create the feeling of autonomy. Feelings of relatedness are 

similarly produced when a human brand promotes openness, acceptance, and sense of 

belonging (Ibid). The attachment has to have its starting point in at least a minimal 

level of attraction to the human brand (Boon & Lomore, 2001).  This suggests that 

managers must introduce a human brand to the world carefully and deliberately and 

choose a positioning that is appealing and sustainable over time (Thomson, 2006). 

Interaction is yet another way to create and strengthen the attachment. (Berman & 

Sperling, 1994). However in the context of human brands, it is not just the quantity, 

but also the quality of interaction that matters. It is important for the human brand to 

be accessible (Thomson, 2006). Direct interaction can be made more effective and 

efficient through the use of technology. Social media not only increases exposure and 

reach, but may also encourage ‘feelings of autonomy and relatedness by reducing 

hierarchy, making consumers feel appreciated and understood, and reducing the 

prominence of economic motives by the human brand’ (Silvera & Austad, 2004). 

Thomson (2006) claims that routinely guaranteeing an interaction may cause 

consumers to respond better. I however believe that this statement should be tested 

further. There is a possibility that too much accessibility and a guarantee of direct 

interaction might diminish the admiration and mystery surrounding the human brand. 

Thomson (2006), when talking about attachments, relates to brand’s authenticity, 

admitting that this area is still very much under-researched. What we do know is that 

it is necessary to signal a long-term view by developing the authenticity slowly and 

deliberately (Tolson, 2001).  

Competence and skills do not seem to be a necessary requirement for a strong 

attachment between consumers and brands: ‘If the popular press is any indication, 

consumers can form attachments to human brands that lack any appreciable skills 

(e.g., Paris Hilton). However, human brands who make consumers feel incompetent 

are likely to weaken attachments or prevent them from forming in the first place’ 

(Thomson, 2006). The word of criticism to this statement would be that by the time 

Thomson conveyed his study, human brands were mostly understood as celebrities. 

People typically describe actors, musicians, and sports figures as the most common 

categories of human brands. Only later other researchers searched for understanding 
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of other organizational fields human brands exist in. The question occurs if the field 

relevant competence (e.g., writing skills, athletic performance, acting talent) will 

really be nearly irrelevant in other cases of human brands. Thomson (2006) however 

still does emphasize that ‘although consumers do not become attached to a human 

brand through feelings of competence, the results suggest that managers must 

nonetheless be careful not to permit the degradation of competence to be linked to 

their human brand’. 

The creation of the Conceptual Model of Athlete Brand Image (MABI) seems like an 

important step towards bringing the human brands subject back to the academic 

world. MABI was proposed and tested based on the Keller’s Customer-based Brand 

Equity framework (1993). Arai (2013) used brand image and celebrity endorsement 

theories and modified them for the context of athletes. The MABI consists of three 

dimensions, which are crucial in developing consumer brand equity for athletes: 

athletic performance, attractive appearance, and marketable lifestyle. Athletic 

performance consists of four sub dimensions: athletic expertise, competition style, 

sportsmanship, and rivalry. Attractive appearance consists of physical attractiveness, 

symbol, and body fitness. Marketable lifestyle consists of life story, role model, and 

relationship effort (Arai 2013). The authors tested the model developing an 

appropriate scale for the Athlete Brand Image.  Until now attractive appearance was 

considered theoretically essential for the athletes brand because attractiveness 

manifests as one of the primary dimensions of celebrity’s source credibility (Ohanian, 

1991). The specific dimensions were originally adopted from the existing 

endorsement and team branding studies. An empirical study utilizing a free thought-

listing survey was necessary, due to the fact that previous dimensions were not purely 

identified for the purpose of athlete branding (Arai, 2013).  

The results of the study confirmed that today celebrities achieve their status not only 

through their field-related performance but also through their distinct lifestyle (Choi 

& Rifon, 2007). For the athlete brand, marketable lifestyle made the highest 

contribution to the overall concept of athlete brand image. Based on Keller’s model, 

this would fit within the nonproduct-related attribute category. It seems natural to 

assume that in the light of media culture, non-field related features can play a critical 

role in understanding the personal narrative associated with the human brand, and in 
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this case an athlete (Andrews & Jackson, 2001). These attributes then can have a 

strong influence on consumer’s image of the athlete and their brand equity.  

Arai’s brand image dimensions (2013) and sub dimensions established for athletes 

can serve as a launching point for establishing a model for human brands in other 

fields. Applying Keller’s work to other types of human brands would confirm that a 

framework created for product brands could be used in the same manner across all the 

fields with human brands. Developing these models across wider range of fields could 

reveal more regularity or could indicate that each type of human brand has to be 

treated individually, as similarities are not sufficient to generalize. An interesting 

discovery is that the athletic performance of the athlete, which is the only thing 

related to the profession, is only the second highest contributing dimension to the 

successful brand image.  

Also Close (2010) relies on Keller’s distinction between product and non-product 

related brand attributes when conducting his study of emerging human brands of 

doctoral candidates. Based on that he points intrinsic and extrinsic cues that help to 

shape the candidates brand image (the perception of the brand by consumers). The 

intrinsic cues are the candidates’ attributes that provide direct evidence of their 

quality. Extrinsic cues are attributes that provide indirect evidence of candidates’ 

quality. Close understood that if these cues are correctly pinpointed and they really 

indicate the human brand quality, they should positively influence, what is the 

definition of success for this particular type of emerging brand.  

Researching CEOs as human brands enriched the literature on people as brands 

tremendously. The era of human brands only seen as celebrities was over. The focus 

of the study is on brand identity. The way authors conceptualize the CEO brand 

identity is to consider the core and extended brand identity. The core identity should 

remain constant and is estimated to be responsible for 20% of a products impact. The 

remaining 80% of the impact is assigned to the extended identity, which includes 

associations that provide completeness. This is where elements such as brand 

personality (a set of human-like personality traits which consumers endow brands 

with) become important (Aaker, 2003) and attributes such as lifestyle, appearance, 

and behavior have strong influence on stakeholder perceptions (Bendisch, 2013). 
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2.3. Differences between Human Brands and Traditional Brands 

 

Applying principles of product branding to human brands can be traced back to 1969 

when Kotler and Levy published their article, Broadening the concept of marketing: 

‘Personal marketing is an endemic human activity, from the employee trying to 

impress his boss to the statesman trying to win the support of the public’ (Kotler & 

Levy, 1969) The authors of the article also noticed that ‘no attempt is made to 

examine whether the principles of ‘good’ marketing in traditional product areas are 

transferable to the marketing of services, persons, and ideas’. According to many 

advocates, the personal branding process indeed mirrors the product or corporate 

branding process, and should follow three broad stages which will be summarized as 

‘extract, express and exude’ (Arruda, 2005), or as ‘finding your ‘big idea’, the core 

you, and putting it out in the universe to fulfill itself ‘ (Roffler, 2002).  

Identity is considered perhaps the central attribute of a human brand from a brand 

management point of view (Bendisch, 2013). In the article ‘The conceptualization of 

CEO brands’ Bendisch (2013) distinguishes between the ‘input’ (desired identity) and 

‘output’ identity perspectives (how the brand is perceived by stakeholders).  The 

theory on identity suggests a positioning scale from a fixed and stable identity (e.g. 

Dutton et al., 1994), to a fluid and uncertain one (e.g. Hollway, 1984). However most 

brand identity theories have been built on tangible products or services, which are 

generally considered relatively stable and fixable. In contrast, people are complex 

beings whose character and nature vary depending on a variety of factors: the role, the 

ageing process, their situation, their emotional state, or even the weather and so on 

(Bendisch, 2013). This can create a conflict of personal and brand identities, which is 

unique only to human brands (Ibid).  

One of the few papers that address the difference between product brand and human 

brand focuses on positioning. Parmentier et al. (2012) drawing on Bourdieu, argues 

that human brand positioning within established organizational fields happens through 

processes that help to portray a person as having field-specific social and cultural 

capital that allows them to stand out, while acquiring the habitus that allows them to 

comply with field and occupation-specific expectations in order to ‘fit in’.  

‘Standing out’ and ‘fitting in’ are parallel to the processes of establishing and 
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reinforcing points of differentiation and points of parity for product brands. In the 

case of product brands both differentiation and parity positioning are achieved by 

emphasizing particular performance attributes (functional benefits) or imagery 

attributes (intangible benefits) (e.g., Keller 2011). Parmentier et al. (2012) claim that 

it is not clear that person brands can be adequately positioned by having attributes that 

are ‘on par’ with other people or attributes that differentiate them from other people. 

In other words, the positioning bases can be used in the context of human brands but 

need to be adapted. ‘For people, the challenge of fitting in cannot be reduced to 

identifying and exhibiting a limited arrange of attributes. People who too rigidly 

adhere to product branding practices and who focus on exhibiting a range of 

attributes that puts them on par with others in the field at a point in time are likely to 

have less powerful brands than those who focus on mastering practices and attitudes 

that enable them to perform well in the roles they seek.’ (Parmentier, 2012). In the 

case of human brands the points of differentiation should be understood as the set of 

features and practices that allow the person to “stand out” from other competitors in 

terms of the amount and the quality of their field-specific cultural and social capital. 

The points of parity in case of human brands should be thought of as visibly “fitting 

in” with the expectations of the field, which requires both learning about and 

complying with the field’s values and its expectations related to the occupation being 

pursued” (Ibid). For example in the case of fashion models, several brand-positioning 

practices have been identified (e.g., crafting a portfolio, cultivating and demonstrating 

upward affiliations, complying with occupation-specific behavioral expectations, and 

conveying field-conforming tastes) (Parmentier, 2012). In order for models to ‘fit in’ 

they need to have an existing capital within all of them (i.e., they need to have a 

portfolio and they need to know people in the industry). What will distinguish them 

from competitors is how many people they know, and how diversified their portfolio 

is. It will not be an additional brand positioning practice that is not typical for the 

organizational field.  

To sum up, “fitting in” entails a broad, dynamic, and complex set of behaviors 

enacted across time and settings rather than a fixed set of attributes that can be 

selected and signaled and therefore corresponds only loosely to the concepts of points 

of parity related to product brands. The same can be observed with points of 

differentiation. For product brands, establishing points of differentiation entails 
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imbuing a product with unique, attractive attributes that make the product a distinct 

relative to competing brands (Keller, 2011). However, human brand related “standing 

out” does not involve having unique selling propositions. Differentiating a person on 

a novel attribute or a dimension may give relatively small benefits, compared to 

positioning as having higher levels of the same valued types of field-specific capital, 

as possessed by others with whom they compete. Parmentier believes even that 

‘person brands may, in fact, stumble if they adhere too much to product branding 

advice and try to position themselves as unique; rather than standing out in a 

valuable way, they may simply seem odd.’ The only issue with this statement is that 

this would require an underlying assumption that the organizational fields don’t 

change or human elements of the field do not affect the change, which we don’t 

believe is entirely true.  

Although Parmentier’s study was researching only fashion models as brands within 

the fashion field and it hasn’t been tested in many other contexts, the results most 

likely can be generalized into other fields. Understanding the established 

organizational field, within which we intend to build a human brand allows 

pinpointing a general accomplishments and affiliations that are valued within it. To be 

specific, we need to know what contributes to the cultural, social and symbolic capital 

of individuals within the field. The study suggests that we can then attempt to 

accumulate greater field-specific capital than our competitors (‘standing out’) and 

habitate the expectations held by other members of the field in terms of occupation-

specific behaviors and field-spanning values (‘fitting in’).  

Next step is successful signaling that one has achieved the valued capital or simply 

that one is likely to achieve it.  

Close’s (2010) study focuses on exploring the specific and manageable attributes of 

human brands that influence human brand equity. Focus is directed towards building 

new brands, as the research on the launch of new brands has focused mainly on 

product brands. This study of the initial academic job market confirmed that, for 

doctoral candidates, the amount of campus visit offers, starting salary, and the amount 

of AMA interviews were positively affected by certain intrinsic cues (candidate’s 

attributes that provide direct evidence of their quality) and extrinsic cues (attributes 

that provide indirect evidence of candidate’s quality). This effect is mediated by 

perceptions of candidate quality (Close, 2010). This finding is consistent with the 
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founding that information about a corporate brand’s ability influences perceptions of 

that brand’s new products (Brown and Dacin, 1997).  

Close (2010) also touches up on the theory of cumulative advantage. The brand 

alliance literature indicates that a co-brand positively influences quality perceptions of 

unobservable product attributes of a partner brand (Rao and Ruekert, 1994), 

particularly when the partner is unfamiliar (Simonin & Ruth, 1998). Close (2010) 

believes that the research productivity of ta doctoral candidates’ dissertation advisors 

serves as human co-brands and thus positively impact placement. This way Close’s 

findings not only suggest that co-brands provide benefits to human brands (as they do 

for product brands) but also that a human (e.g. an advisor) can serve as a co-brand.  

More similarities can be found in the area of attachments and feelings directed 

towards brands. Keller (2001) indicates that when a consumer gains feelings of fun, 

excitement, and self-respect from a brand, he or she may be more likely to become 

attached to it. These feelings reflect the needs for self-esteem and pleasure stimulation 

(Sheldon et al., 2001). Therefore, a positive relationship between fulfillments of these 

two needs and increasingly strong attachments to human brands might be expected 

(Thomson, 2006).  

Certain circles advise not to undertake a personal makeover in response to market 

needs. Bendisch (2013) notices that this seems to be based on an outmoded 

philosophy of marketing and believes that the solution rests in undertaking the self-

audit based on a full understanding of one’s target market and one’s competitors. 

Human brands often intertwine with other product brands or corporation brands. One 

example could be employees and the corporation they work for (Bendisch, 2013). The 

two often seem to be hard to separate. This might also apply to actors and the roles 

they play or writers and their books.  The idea of a brand conflict therefore is not 

unique to product brands and some form of it can also be observed in the case of 

human brands. This can happen when employees publicize a personal brand that is 

not aligned with the brand established by their employer (Ibid). It is therefore 

encouraged to ensure that persona of the engaged in personal selling is closely aligned 

with the brand values of the product (Ibid). This however might not be true for all 

types of human brands equally. The co-branding of a product brand and the human 

brand might simply have a different nature than what we have known so far form 

researching the relationships between product brands and corporate brands.  
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Successful brand management calls for the building of a simple, clear and consistent 

image. As much as this is advised for human brands as well, the question arises as to 

how possible this task is. Individuals should focus on only one area of achievement or 

ability, or risk consumer confusion (Montoya et al., 2002). Often instead of creating 

multiple simultaneous brands, the sequences of brands is created when the right time 

to reinvent the self arises. Individuals however tend to develop multiple roles, 

personas and images (Bendisch, 2013). If each role in a person’s social, personal, or 

working life were to have a separate brand it would lead to a brand delusion and 

conflict, if mainstream branding was to be applied (Ibid).  Even if the brand can be 

constructed by emphasizing some selected, authentic features and by simply 

excluding others, it would be very difficult to make it consistent, or in other words, to 

live the brand. There always seems to be the real self and the constructed one. The 

latter one needs to be sustained at all cost in order to succeed. The tensions emerging 

from this coexistence may result in extreme difficulties in human brand management. 

This seems to be the biggest difference between managing a product brand and the 

human one.  

 

2.5. Field Specific: Authors as Brands 

 

‘Mark Twain’s most successful product was his pseudonymic self, born of an 

association between his body’s image and his literary and lecturing persona.’  

(Rugg, 1998).  

 

Moran (2000) believes that general anxieties exist in postmodern, mediatized culture 

about ‘the replacement of the “real” with surface image, and the subsequent blurring 

of boundaries between reality and fiction, public and private, high and low culture’. 

In his book “Star Authors” the author describes the complicated relationship between 

cultural elites and the marketplace. This context means that the literary celebrity is 

different in significant ways from the celebrity produced by commercial mass media 

(Moran, 2000). The general population of celebrity authors in US has the potential to 

become commercially successful and conquer the mainstream media. At the same 

time they are all perceived as in some sense ‘authoritative’ what makes them very 
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likely to be respected and obeyed (Moran, 2000). That places them in between the 

restricted and extended subfields (Bourdieu, 1984). Authors unlike many other 

current celebrities are very ambiguous figures. They combine the idea of an inspired, 

uniquely creative artist and the notion of celebrity as supported by broad popularity 

and success in the market place. There is however strong evidence that the book trade 

has always been commercially driven and that the cultural industries in general were 

practicing marketing long before scholars took notice (Brown, 2011).  

The authors themselves are often presented as highly talented but very ordinary 

(Moran, 2000). However, because the number of uniform and mediocre products is 

increasing, people respond to them as passive, undifferentiated mass. One way to deal 

with it would be to establish a sense of personal connection. This can be done by 

marketing the personality of the author. It is believed that the more that literature 

becomes a mass product, the bigger the craving for individuality, which is the other 

extreme (McDonald by Moran, 2000) 

Moran (2000) also goes through a history of how the literary celebrity developed. 

Starting from an example of a famous writer, Mark Twain and his carefully planned 

self creation through direct performances in front of his readers, self publishing, and 

placing raving reviews of his own work in other media. Twain even made his name a 

legal trademark to safeguard the value not just of his books but of the many products 

manufactured in that name, including postcards, cigars, tobacco, whisky, a board 

game etc. Many of theses products profited and reinforced Twain’s public persona. 

(Budd, Our Mark Twain, p.216) 

Next step in history was the emergence of the mass market and its influence on the 

creation of authors as stars, like Hemingway: Hemingway, whose public persona was 

created almost exclusively by magazine profiles and who advertised many products 

within the same media, was so often invoked in advertisements for clothes, guns and 

other products after his death that his family made his name a registered trademark 

Moran, 2000) This order suggests a next step, which might be the development of 

social media. Understanding these steps and changes they’ve caused in the creation of 

the literary celebrity is necessary in order to adjust the ways the author builds their 

brand today.  

Another relevant change affecting the way we look at the book industry today is the 

shift from a large number of small publishing houses to a small number of large, 



	   19	  

multimedia ones, which changed the way books are marketed and sold. Yet another 

would be the increasing number of novels written or ghost written by celebrities, 

which suggests the demand for recognizable, media-friendly personalities as a brand 

name, with which the literary product can be sold successfully (Moran, 2000).  

Contemporary star authors come with certain cultural meanings attached to them. One 

of the most important could be nostalgia for a creative, anti-economic, transcendent 

element (Ibid). In other words, the human impulses that cannot be expressed within 

social and economic realities of society transformed by capitalism are channeled into 

our representation of authors and artists, who perform the role of spiritually 

legitimizing society by virtue of their separateness from it (Moran, 2000).   

 

 

3.	  Theoretical	  Framework	  
3.1   Existence and Power of Human Brands 

3.1.1. Conceptual Consumption 

 
As technology has simplified the meeting of basic needs, humans have found new 

ways for occupying their consumption energies, moving from consuming food to 

consuming concepts (Ariely &Norton, 2009). With our spare time we focus on 

consuming information and stories and ideas. This goes together with the 

transformation from the manufacturing to knowledge economies.  Four classes of this 

conceptual consumption have been named: consuming expectancies, goals, fluency, 

and regulatory fit (Ibid). This concept helps us understand current patterns in human 

consumption.  

It has been said for a long time that individuals consume goods not only to satisfy 

basic needs but also to signal to themselves and to others what their beliefs, attitudes, 

and social identities are (e.g., Belk 1988, Fournier 1998, Hirschman & Holbrook 

1982). Lois Vuitton brand can signal actual or desired social status, Talking about the 

last book by Anthony Doerr helps us belief we are above popular and simple literary 

simple tastes. Further, the division of consumption into the physical and the 

psychological might not be even necessary. Conceptual consumption is implicated in 
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even the most basic consumption acts, such as eating or drinking, and is therefore 

paramount (Ariely &Norton, 2009).  

Expectations can guide perception and shape behavior and therefore can influence 

physical consumption of both products and services (Ibid). In other words, we expect 

certain things based on the cues we were given and this further affects how we 

actually evaluate the product or service. Advertising and brand can serve as such cues. 

Reading a book by an author that has received a Nobel or Pulitzers prize will most 

likely affect our perception of the book as a very literary and sophisticated. If the 

book turns out to be difficult or boring, we will most likely blame ourselves for not 

understanding it, rather than blame the author or the book. Next to expectancies we 

consume goals. We increase our efforts when we approach the goal. We consume in 

order to achieve a sense of achievement. Completing the goal and thus consuming the 

concept is the driver of the consumer behavior. Feelings of fluency (of things feeling 

right) also impacts judgment and behavior, ranging from brand and product 

evaluations, to responses, and advertising. An interesting example would be of the 

stocks with pronounceable abbreviations as names outperformed stocks with more 

diffluent names (Alter & Oppenheimer, 2006). The last of Ariely and Norton’s 

concepts of what individuals consume is what they called “fit”. We consume for the 

sake of feeling right. Consumers engage in tasks in which their motivations align with 

their behavior. Conceptual consumption creates long-term behavior and habits. People 

analyze their past behavior and see it as reflective of preferences even when these 

preferences were actually determined by situational factors (Ibid).  

 

3.1.2. The Meaning Transfer Model 
 

To understand the impact of human brands it is necessary to understand the 

endorsement process. Celebrity endorsement can be understood as using authoritative 

figures to recommend, promote, advertise or support a product, action, idea, another 

person or service. Unfortunately the popularity of this communication strategy did not 

affect the extent of its study and the few existing models fail to capture several central 

characteristics of the endorsement process (McCracken, 1989). 

McGuire’s (1985) Source Attractiveness Model (where the effectiveness of the 

message depends on “familiarity, “likability”, and/or “similarity” of the source) 
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doesn’t seem to capture everything at issue in the endorsement process (McCracken, 

1989). The Source Credibility Model (where the message is believed to depend for its 

effectiveness on the ‘expertness’ and ‘trustworthiness’ of the source) doesn’t seem to 

solve it either (Ibid). The models are only concerned with the credibility and 

attractiveness of the message sender but not with the continuity of the message from 

ad to ad and not with the endorser’s role as a message medium (Ibid). McCracken’s 

response to the models seems to grasp the concept of endorsement most holistically. 

The effectiveness of the endorser depends partially on the meanings the person brings 

to the process (Ibid). Meanings contained in celebrities can vary and might be 

categorized under status, gender, class, age, personality, and lifestyle types. Using that 

pallet of available meanings we can create an association between the cultural 

meanings of the celebrity world, on the one hand, and the endorsed product, on the 

other (Ibid). The best endorsements take their power and their efficiency from the 

successful transfer of meaning. In other words, the process succeeds when, for 

example, ‘the properties of the man are made the properties of the car ‘(Ibid).  

Celebrity endorsement is just a special case of the well-known Meaning Transfer 

Model. The advertiser finds the cultural meaning intended for the product then 

matches it with objects, persons and contexts from the culturally constituted world 

that already has these meanings (Ibid). Celebrities, for example, own their own 

meanings because they created them by public, repeated performance.  

Elements taken from the culturally constituted world always come charged with more 

meanings than desired and they need to be kept out of the evoked set. This can be 

done by using other elements that have the same meanings as the celebrity. This will 

cue the consumer to the salient message and help select the exact set of meanings that 

are sought. What McCracken also points at is that any product can carry virtually any 

meaning and marketers are not in any way limited (McCracken).  

In the final step of claiming the meaning, consumer looks at the endorser as an 

exemplary, inspirational figure. The endorsers are the image of the final stage of the 

meaning transfer, as they are themselves “super consumers of a kind” (McCracken).  

Although all these stages of meaning transfer are used purely for endorsers, author as 

a brand is endorsing his or any other product (a book) if he chooses to. McCracken 

suggests we simply find an endorser charged with the meaning desired for our 
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product. In case of human brands however what we can do is to carefully make sure 

the meanings match and are aligned as if the brand was an independent endorser.  

The reason the goods are consumed is to construct aspects of the self and the world. 

Celebrities are seen as individuals who managed the task and created powerful, clear 

and coherent selves that everybody seeks.  

McCracken was often criticized for his linear understanding of the meaning transfer. 

Here he does recognize that the new meaning might be created during the process and 

it might change the meaning originally contained in the persona of the endorser. In 

case of brands, every new product, service etc. that brand will be associated with, will 

affect and most likely slightly change the brand image.  

The combination of these two theories helps us understand the rights for brands to 

exist and the role they play in contemporary consumption. McCracken’s theory on 

human endorsement adds a human factor to it. Human branding activities align with 

endorsement practices (Arai et al., 2013). Consequently, the literature on the image of 

endorsers’ can contribute to the theoretical discussion of an author’s brand image. As 

researchers are still in the process of creating relevant theories applicable to human 

brands, we are in need of combining available knowledge in order to create the best 

understanding of the power of human brands. 

 

3.2.  Building and Managing a Brand 

 

Although no particular brand is being analyzed in this thesis, the attempt is to create 

one framework that can work as a base for creating a brand strategy that could be 

applied across the literary world. This can be done by customizing the set of elements 

from the seven brand approaches. The seven brand approaches are the categorization 

of concepts, theories and literature according to the schools of thoughts that they 

could belong to (Heding et al. (2009). 

The fact that some approaches and accompanying concepts are not directly mentioned 

here, doesn’t mean they are not taken into consideration.  All the approaches should 

be looked at and applied holistically. However, we handpicked the very few theories 

and models that will be most useful for creating a clear and transferrable framework 

for managing human brands. 
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In the consumer-based approach the brand resides in the mind of the consumer and 

we approach it from outside-in. Brand value creation takes place by molding the 

brand associations held in the consumers’ minds. In order to create brand value we 

first need to understand the consumer. Keller’s work is crucial for this approach. 

Brand knowledge is conceptualized according to an associative network memory 

model in terms of two components: brand awareness and brand image. Brand 

awareness relates to brand recall and recognition performance by consumers. Brand 

image refers to the set of associations linked to the brand that consumers hold in 

memory. Customer-based brand equity occurs when the consumer is familiar with the 

brand and holds some favorable, strong, and unique brand associations in memory 

(Keller, 1993). The brand associations are further classified into three dimensions: 

overall brand attitudes, brand attributes (i.e. product-related attributes: essential 

ingredients for performing the product or service function; and nonproduct-related 

attributes: external aspects of the product or service), and brand benefits (i.e. 

functional, symbolic, and experiential benefits). In evaluating brand attitudes, 

Fishbein’s (1980) expectancy value model serves as an inspiration for data collection 

for this thesis. We will try to understand how Keller’s model would need to be 

adjusted (if at all) in order to be applied to building human brands. Last but not least, 

Keller (1993) teaches us that brand equity is measurable. This attribute of a brand 

should also occur in the case of people as brands.  

Another important concept by Keller (2011) is the Points of Parity and Points of 

Differentiation. Author argues that PoP and PoD are both established by the set of 

performance and imagery associations a brand creates. Parity results from creating 

associations that are expected for competitors in a product category, while 

differentiation results from creating associations that are unique (Keller, 2011). 

 

3.2.2. Brand Personality 
 

The personality approach assumes that personality traits are important drivers of 

emotional bonding between brand and consumer. This seems particularly relevant in 

the case of people as brands. Consumers are believed to ascribe personality to brands 

as a way of symbolic consumption and construction of self (Heding et al., 2009). In 

fact the consumer’s need for identity and expression of self is a key driver of the 
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consumption of a brand. There are several frameworks used for categorization of 

personalities, but the most common is the framework of the Big Five. This framework 

reduces the number of adjectives describing human personalities to five dimensions, 

representing the five overriding personalities according to which human beings can be 

categorized. Jennifer Aaker (1997) investigated how the categorization also applies to 

brands. The research resulted in creating the Big Five of brand management, which is 

the most up-to-date and extensively studied conceptualization (Heding et al., 2009). 

Human characteristics associated with human brands enable consumers to express 

their own self (Belk, 1988), an ideal self (Malhotra, 1988) or specific dimensions of 

self (Kleine and Kerman, 1993) through the use of a brand. Brand personality is also 

the key to differentiating the brand in a product category (Halliday 1996). It can be a 

central driver of consumer preference and usage (Biel, 1993) and as a common 

denominator that could be used to market a brand across cultures (Plummer, 1985). 

For a brand personality to be successful, it must be consistent and durable in order to 

avoid any credibility loss and thus the brand abandonment. Brand personality is used 

to enhance consumer’s expression of various layers of self.  

Three of brand dimensions relate to three of dimensions of human personality (Aaker, 

1997). Agreeableness and sincerity both capture the idea of warmth and acceptance; 

extroversion and excitement both connote the notions of sociability, energy and 

activity; conscientiousness and competence both encapsulate responsibility, 

dependability and security. The other two differ. Sophistication and ruggedness are 

brand personality dimensions while emotional stability and openness stay typical for 

humans. Aaker (1997) points out that the reason might be the first three dimensions 

can be naturally found in individuals while the last two are dimensions that people 

desire, but do not necessarily have.  The issue with the human brand is that it is not 

clear if the brand personality dimensions or the human personality dimensions should 

be used when researching the emotional bonding between the brand and the 

consumer.  
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3.3.      Understanding the Specificity of the Fiction Publishing Industry as an 

Organizational Field 
 
After reviewing the critical literature and analyzing the collected qualitative data, it 

was recognized that the work of Pierre Bourdieu (1993) with his notions of capital, 

habitus, and fields provides a useful conceptual underpinning for understanding the 

human brands concept. One of the most relevant concepts is the one of fields (1984, 

1993). Fields can be defined as structured networks of social positions within which 

actors strive to gain access to greater power and control over more resources 

(Parmentier et al., 2012). The fiction publishing industry has all the characteristics of 

the organizational field and will be referred to as such from now on. Within the fields 

there are actors (writers, publishers, agents, retailers etc.), who have shared ways of 

acting and understandings that include tacitly held attitudes, preferences and 

embodied habits of behavior. These are further called habitus. Habitus can be 

understood as schemes of perception, thought and action, [which] tend to guarantee 

the ‘correctness’ of practices and their constancy over time, more reliably than all 

formal rules and explicit norms (Bourdieu 1990, p. 54). There is a common 

understanding regarding the value of certain types of “capital” among the actors 

habituated to the field. One of the types of capital is the symbolic one (a person’s 

accumulated prestige or honor within the field), which can be contributed to the field 

specific cultural capital (actor’s knowledge, skills, and expertise related to what the 

field produces) and the field specific social capital (comprised of weak and strong 

connections that can be used to access resources and opportunities) (Bourdieu 

1983/1986). To sum it up, the types of capital the individual is perceived to have by 

other individuals within the field contribute to their power and ability to gain access 

to other kinds of capital, like the economic one (Bourdieu, 1990). Additionally 

Bourdieu bases his theory on cultural insights into the world of cultural producers and 

the analysis of the struggles for the power and position. He claims that cultural 

producers gain power by the extent of their separation from other fields and focusing 

on cultural capital (Ibid). The cultural capital is believed to have an antagonistic 

relationship to other forms of capital, especially the economic one. Further, Bourdieu 

(1990) even claims that cultural capital is only gained when directly economic 

interests are either absent or concealed. The field of production and circulation of 
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cultural commodities has at its basis the belief that the author or artist is a person with 

special gifts or qualities, as this creates the real value of a work of art (Bourdieu, 

1990). This whole field is then further divided into the “pure” subfield of restricted 

production (elite culture, where commercial success is frown upon) and the 

“extended” subfield of large-scale production (with the status of an individual 

producer at its lowest, and success measured by commercial gain) (Ibid).  The two 

however continuously interact with each other and are in conflict, as the nature of the 

subfields is dynamic (Ibid).  

Much of Bourdieu’s research is based in France, analyzing the class stratifications in 

the French society, in which art, literature, and culture in general serve the function of 

legitimating social differences. This means the ideas might not be entirely applicable 

in other countries. However, the general concept of different forms of capital and the 

competition for it within and between different fields provides a useful analytical 

framework for examining writers as brands internationally.  

 

4.	  Methodology 	  
4.1. General Overview 

 

The presented literature revealed the weak points and gaps of existing knowledge of 

human brands. The empirical research is intended to add to existing theories and test 

them in the unique light of humans as brands. The collected data will help in the 

creation of theories unique to human brands only.  

The research will be guided by constructivism ontology. Ontology has been defined 

by Baikie (1993) as ‘the science or study of being’ and it deals with the nature of 

reality. Ontology is a system of believes that reflect an interpretation of an individual 

about what constitutes a fact. In other words, ‘ontology is associated with a central 

question of whether social entities need to be perceived as objective or subjective’ 

(Research-methodology.net). In this research the constructivism view will be adopted. 

This view perceives social phenomena as created from perceptions and consequent 

actions of those social actors concerned with their existence. Commonly, 

constructionism is defined as ‘ontological position, which asserts that social 
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phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors’ 

(Bryman, 2003). 

The choice of constructivism as an ontological view implies the choice of 

interpretivist epistemology. Epistemology is a branch of philosophy that deals with 

the sources of knowledge. Specifically, epistemology is concerned with possibilities, 

nature, sources and limitations of knowledge (Ibid). The goal of the research is deeper 

understanding of the subject. The prediction of the findings is very weak. Although 

the attempt will be made to generalize some findings, the main focus of interest will 

be discovering what is specific and unique. The generated knowledge is time, context 

and culture dependent. Moreover, the relationship between the researcher and the 

subject is not rigidly separated. The nature of the relationship is interactive and 

cooperative instead. What I want to learn is what certain people think and do. I chose 

depth instead of breadth. However we do attempt to discover how many people think 

and do a specific thing, which implies incorporating certain aspects of positivism. 

The research does not have a clear-cut distinction between inductive and deductive 

strategies. In this study the theory is both preceding and guiding the research as well 

as emerging out of it. In order to approach the issues holistically the author felt it was 

necessary to combine quantitative and qualitative research strategies in order to cancel 

out the limitations of one method by the use of another in order to crosscheck the 

findings. Additionally, since the research is constructed from three main questions, 

the different nature of questions requires different strategies or proportions of 

strategies. These will be described in detail, preceding the presentation of results for 

each individual question.  

To ensure variation, every data-collecting tool was used on more than one case in 

respect of people or organizations. Data was collected nearly simultaneously. This 

design ensures replicability by allowing spelling out all procedures from selecting 

respondents to the analysis of data. External validity is usually very high for cross-

sectional design if the sample from which the data was collected has been randomly 

selected. In this particular case the validity is slightly weakened, as personal and 

professional network was used as an initial sample source. Convenience sampling 

also prevents the results from being generalizable. However an attempt was made, 

where possible, to make the sample as heterogeneous as possible. The authors are also 
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aware of weakening of ecological validity, as instruments employed for collecting 

data like interviews or surveys are considered disruptive for the “natural habitat”, as 

Cicourel (1982) put it. In other words the behavior or way of thinking is not being 

observed in its pure, unaffected form.  

The study was conducted in Denmark. The language used was English, which was 

applied both in qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection. The interview 

data and survey data was collected in addition to authors immersing themselves in the 

context through various sources of secondary data, including biographies, online 

articles and observation of social media and other web resources.  The methods will 

now be described in detail. The data collection was not performed in the order it is 

described in.  

 

4.2. Publishing Houses: Semi-structured Interviews 

4.2.1. Data Collection 
 

The total of four interviews were conducted with specialists from the fiction 

publishing industry. Four of Denmark’s largest publishing houses were approached, 

of which two agreed to participate in the interviews. The names of the houses and the 

informants will not be revealed and from now on will be referred to as House X and 

Y. Two of the informants represented the marketing departments, while the other two 

are editors. All interviewees are related to the fiction department. All interviews 

lasted approximately 60 minutes and were conducted in the publishing house 

headquarters. The interviews started with a short introduction of the background of 

the interviewer and the presentation of the general idea of the research objectives. 

Next the informants were queried about their specific experiences as professionals in 

the field of book publishing. The interviews were structured based on three research 

questions, which called for some measure of control over the flow of the interviews. 

All interviews were audio recorded and transcribed by the author.  

4.2.2. Analysis 
 

Data analysis is guided by a hermeneutic approach (Arnold & Fischer, 1994; 

Thompson, 1997). Accounts are viewed as expressing the field’s broader system of 
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cultural values, meanings, and beliefs and are not treated as strictly subjective 

viewpoints. After the completion of each interview, it was listened to again. Then the 

transcripts were read once more. After all interviews were done, I read across the 

entire dataset in combination with the reviewed literature. A set of themes emerged 

from the collected data, which were relevant to understanding the practices of 

building a human brand.  

4.3. Consumers: Semi-structured Interviews 

4.3.1. Data Collection 
 

The second set of interviews were conducted with consumers in order to approach the 

issues from as many angles as possible, as well as to compare perspectives. A total of 

eight interviews were conducted. The sample was chosen based on accessibility, with 

the only requirement being that interviewees purchase and read fiction books. An 

attempt was made to ensure the sample was heterogeneous in terms of age, sex, 

occupation, and the amount of books read on average. The interviewees were of 

various nationalities, with Danish nationals prevailing. The age varied from 19 to 37. 

Young-adult respondents may be particularly well suited to studying the domain of 

human brands because they constitute a target market for human brand marketers and 

because it is common for them to develop attachments to human brands (Boon and 

Lomore 2001; Perse and Rubin 1989). Among participants there were light readers (3 

books a year) to heavy readers (20 books a year). The sample of eight was enough to 

achieve the data saturation and to give enough information. Questions were designed 

based on the three themes related to the three research questions. The questions 

however were carefully constructed in order not to impose any opinions nor suggest 

any perspectives or answers. The consumers were not aware of the actual angle of the 

research. The general belief was that the researched object was their habits as fiction 

readers and book buyers. The concept of human brand was not explained to the 

interviewees in hope of reaching the most natural and authentic responses. The 

interviews revealed information on reading habits, purchase decision making, what is 

valued in books and authors, personal stories of consumption and related feelings, 

stories of meeting authors in person, general preferences on what makes a good book 
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or good author. Each interview took approximately from 30 to 45 minutes. Interviews 

were audio recorded and transcribed.  

4.3.2. Analysis 
 

Through a macro-level analysis and interpretation, the data from the individual 

interviews can be applied to a cultural setting, shedding light on the collective identity 

projects of consumers (Heding et al., 2009). Soon after the collection of the initial 

data, the process of coding was performed, which is breaking down the data into 

component parts, which are given names. It is done in order to help making sense of 

large amounts of qualitative data. The semi-structure nature of the interviews helped 

the comparison and cross-analysis between all collections. Data fragments were then 

spread across themes that already emerged from the previous data analysis. This set of 

data created additional themes as well. At this point the data was grouped into: the 

industry overview (cultural and regional differences, actors of the organizational field, 

the role of publishing houses, the chain of decision making, the definition of success) 

, marketing activities (internal structure of publishing houses, usual marketing 

practices, the alignment of an author and the book), product (product benefits, 

attributes, cues/signs of a good book), consumers (clusters, decision making process, 

consumption process), the author (usual behavior related to a familiar author’s name, , 

relationship with an author, attributes of a good author, author-as-a-brand 

associations, brand image dimensions, author’s personality, brand stretch, art vs. 

commercial success). The collected data brought us closer to understanding how 

consumers picture a good book, a good author, how the familiarity with the author’s 

name affects their behavior, how they make decisions, and how they consume books. 

Data was analyzed in a parallel manner with the interviews with publishing houses.  

 

4.4. Consumers: Survey 

4.4.1. Data Collection 
 

The author felt the need to test some of the qualitative data with quantitative methods. 

The survey starts with questions about age and the amount of books purchased on 

average per year. Then in order to make the completion of the survey easier and less 
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abstract, the participant is made to think of an author he/ she is most familiar with. 

The next step is to write down minimum three words or phrases that come to mind 

when thinking of the given author. This part had the purpose of adding to the data 

collected on possible brand image dimensions relevant for authors. The question is a 

derivative from the idea of a free thought-listing survey, which is often adopted in 

marketing studies in order to identify consumer’s brand associations of a certain 

brand (e.g., Chen, 2001 ;Ross et al., 2006 ).  

In the next step participants were asked to select words that described the author they 

picked. The words were a list of 46 personality traits. The list was prepared based on 

studies on human personality dimensions and brand personality dimensions by Aaker 

(1997). The dimensions were deconstructed and the list of all dominant personality 

traits and recessive personality traits were listed in random order. By observing which 

traits an author is most commonly perceived to have, we hoped to end up with a list of 

personality dimensions unique for human brands. Additionally, it should be possible 

to assign a value to each dimension.  

The last step is a list of 24 statements. Participants are asked to which degree they 

agree with the statement. The Likert scaling is used, in form of rating 1 (strongly 

disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) with the value of neutral assigned to 3.  

The statements were discussed with an English language specialist in order to confirm 

that the meaning came out as intended.  

The survey was distributed online, initially using our personal network. The only 

requirement was, as in the previous cases, the respondent had to be a fiction reader. 

51 responses were collected, however one had to be considered invalid as it was not 

completed. Taking into consideration the separable nature of the questions, the 

responses have been included in the analysis. Ideally the number of 150 and more 

would be preferred. However I was only able to reach the small number of 51.  
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Table 1. Survey statements 
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4.4.2.  Analysis 
 
Age and the frequency of purchase are summarized using simple pie charts, as they 

are only necessary for a better overview of our sample.  

The age average was 27,9. The youngest participant was 19 and the oldest 55.   The 

average declared amount of books purchased varied from 0 to 50, with the arithmetic 

average of 8,18 books per annum. The word purchase was used in the survey 

deliberately as to limit the amount to the books the consumers actually spent money 

on. This part of the data was not checked for correlation, as it was not the aim of the 

study. 

 
 

Numerous authors were named by the participants as authors they are most familiar 

with. The data was summarized using frequency measurement. 43 names were given, 

with those mentioned more than once being J.K. Rowling (12%), Stephen King (4%) 

and Paolo Coehlo (4%). One answer included only the surname, without the first 
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name and one answer included the phrase the author of the Game of Thrones, without 

using the name at all. The question: Name an author you are most familiar with 

mostly served the purpose of directing the thoughts to only one author, and therefore 

influencing the way the following questions were answered. However the top of mind 

awareness of authors’ names was found useful as well. Participants then used words 

and phrases that came to their mind when they thought of the author they mentioned. 

The 141 identified associations were then categorized into broad concepts that were 

assumed to be components of an author’s brand image. The details will be presented 

in combination with the qualitative data in the following chapter.  

The personality traits from the next part of the survey were summarized using 

frequency measurement. Afterwards they were placed back into the personality 

dimensions. In psychology dimensions are understood as 5 very broad personality 

traits that include a set of more narrow ones. There are 3 dimensions, which are 

considered corresponding both to people and brands, 2 typical only for brands and 2 

unique for people only, giving the total of 7 dimensions. This way of looking at the 

data is based on the assumption that the human brand might have both personality 

dimensions of a human and personality dimensions of a brand. The frequency of 

identified traits were summarized within the dimensions, pointing at the 5 most 

relevant personality dimensions for authors as human brands, and at those, which are 

not relevant.  

The statements, which participants were supposed to relate to, were built using the 

Likert scale. The software used for collecting data and designing the survey suggested 

an arithmetic average as a way of describing data. This was instantly rejected due to 

the belief that average is not an optimal interpretation, as it would have to rely on the 

assumption that the psychological distance between “strong agreement” and 

agreement” is the same as between agreement” and “no opinion” (Kostoulas,  2013). 

Furthermore if responses are clustered at the high and low extremes, the mean may 

appear neutral, which again would not accurately characterize the data. Out of the 

suggested measurements for central tendency for Likert scale data, the median, mode 

and frequencies are chosen for data interpretation. However the median will be 

calculated in a way that assumes that the 5 point scale represents a continuous random 

variable rather than 5 discrete categories. The results are summarized in the table in 

the Findings chapter.   
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5.	  Findings	  	  
 

The empirical data was grouped into themes, which were further arranged into a 

logical order for the purpose of this chapter. I will start by introducing my insights 

into the fiction publishing industry, with its common practices and marketing 

activities. Furthermore I will analyze the product (benefits, attributes, attitudes) that 

the brand of an author is attached to. From product I will move on to consumers, the 

clusters created by fiction readers, the ways in which they make their purchase 

decision, and the way they consume. After creating an extensive background and 

understanding of that which is necessary in creating a strong brand, I will move on to 

authors. The behavior related to an established author brand will be analyzed together 

with the relationship consumers establish with their favorite authors. Common 

categories of associations with an author brand will be presented. Then the unique 

personality dimensions for an author brand will be suggested. I will also try to look 

into how the brand extensions and brand stretch work in the case of author brands. 

Last, but not least, we will look into the conflict between art and commercial success 

within the fiction publishing industry. Findings are presented purely based on themes 

not on methods. This means that each subchapter presents the results based on 

anything from one method to all methods combined. 

 

5.1 The Industry Overview 

 

To understand the functioning of a brand it was necessary to understand the context 

created by the industry. First it was necessary to identify the actual product that the 

brand we are interested in is supposed to be attached to. When we asked what the 

actual product is the answers differed from the very straightforward ‘The book is!’, to 

the opinion that we should not be calling a book a product, to the very perceptive 

comment that books (e-books, audiobooks etc.) compete with a lot of other products 

that entertain people (TV, music etc.). In other words, the product in the publishing 

industry can be defined as entertainment, which is an experience. If only a physical 
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product was to be considered, it would be a book, which would be further categorized 

as a low involvement product (Marketing, HouseX). Low involvement product means 

that the perceived risk associated with the purchase or usage is low (Percy, 2012). 

When we try to create a brand attitude strategy we need to further understand if the 

product is a low involvement product with negative motives (consumers trying to 

avoid or solve the problem) or positive motives (i.e., need for social approval or to 

make the consumers feel good, sensory gratification) (Ibid). If we narrow down the 

publishing industry to fiction, we can classify the product as consumed because of the 

positive motives. Products associated with these motives must help to ‘transform’ the 

consumer (Percy, 2012). This classification based on the Rossiter-Percy Grid will 

suggest to us which kind of strategy is best for building awareness and positive 

attitudes towards the brand. Transformational strategies will generally focus on the 

emotions associated with the attitudes towards the brand, as opposed to focusing on 

benefits associated with the brand (Ibid). What is desired in the case of this particular 

type of brand, is certain kind of reward for using it. ‘Here the key is in the emotional 

portrayal of the benefit in order to arouse the correct emotional response’ (Ibid). 

Emotional authenticity is very important in strategies related to the product. This 

might suggest that the relevant communications have to result in the consumers 

simply liking it. Any excess information is not necessary.  

Cultural and regional differences are brought up when inquired about trends and 

authors’ careers. Publishing houses do admit to closely following trends of society, 

blogs and the foreign book markets. ‘Some trends have only a short life and therefore 

we need to pay close attention to tendencies in order to act (…) The latest wave of 

erotic novels is an example of a trend’ (Marketing, House X). The trends however 

seem to be carefully filtered in order to fit to the cultural context: ‘Two years ago it 

was animals who talk…I mean that would never work in Denmark but it worked very 

well in the US’ (Editor, House X). More differences are noticed when attempting to 

identify the most important actors in an author’s career. In Denmark, the editor plays 

the key role. In the USA, it is predominantly the agent. When discussing the role of 

different actors, the subject of self-publishing was brought up: ‘I don’t think many 

authors would be able to make it on their own without the support and cooperation of 

a publisher. The author delivers the content but the publisher has the expertise in the 

market. The publisher has the resources and skills to print, sell, distribute, stock and 
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promote. Furthermore, the publisher has the skills to edit the manuscript and knows 

how to assist the author in improving the manuscript. We have seen examples of 

authors who have chosen to publish their books without a publishing house. More and 

more do this and some with success. However, when experiencing success some self-

publishing authors find that it takes away the focus of the writing when you have to 

take care of all other parts of the process as well’ (Marketing, House X).   

The roles of different departments and the chain of decision making differs from 

house to house. In general, however, the editor decides which books to acquire, and 

then the marketing department takes over the responsibility of selling it. ‘When it’s a 

really big investment, I am involved in the cover too” (Marketing, House Y). ‘I like 

working together with the promotion department. Some editors, they just hand it over 

but I think it is very important to work together with the marketing department. I ask 

sales people- what do you think about this title etc. Can you sell it like this?’ (Editor, 

House Y). Here we can observe a certain case of co-creation. It is an initiative that 

brings different parties together in order to jointly produce a mutually valued outcome 

(Prahalad, 2004). The author has a certain vision that is adapted by the editor in order 

to bring it slightly closer towards the needs of the market. Then the marketing 

department contributes to the commercial success. The author will gain an improved 

quality of work that will be better accepted by the consumer and reviewers and will 

receive the necessary exposure to getting his work read as broadly as possible. Editor 

is taking care of the brand of their current and future investment (the author and his 

work) and aligns it with the brand of the publishing house (i.e., by not acquiring 

certain books or improving the content of the book). Marketing department gets the 

book sold, bringing a financial success together with improved image of both the 

author and publishing house as brands.  

It is important to notice that the publishing houses, closely operating with authors, are 

brands on their own and their brand images matter to the author: ‘I think it (the 

publishing house brand) means a lot. I think some writers would come here, even 

though they could get more money somewhere else. Because we have the history. 

They are part of this group of authors that they can sort of identify with. ‘I am 

published by the same house that publishes…’I think there is a value here.’ (Editor, 

House Y).   However the brand image of the publishing house seems to matter more at 

the beginning stage of author’s career and lose its value with the author’s growing 
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success and popularity: ‘When you are massively successful…for example the crime 

writers- they move around. They follow the money. When they get to this stage in their 

career they become unattached… They could just self publish! Publishing house 

means nothing then, they don’t need it.’ (Marketing, House Y).  

With this case of co-branding (when two or more well-known brands are combined 

into a joint product or marketed together in some fashion (Akshay, 1999)), the 

balance of influence changes with the career development. The house affects the 

author’s brand at first. Later however it is the name of the author that brings value to 

the publishing house. The brand of the publishing house signals the ease with which 

an author can achieve success (i.e., a publishing house that is rapidly increasing its 

market share compared to its competitors will signal better chance of commercial 

success). Further, the definition of success by which the publishing house lives, gives 

the author the idea of the type of success he might achieve. Co-branding is a powerful 

tool. Its main advantage is that a product can be positioned by virtue of multiple 

brands, opening opportunities for new consumers and channels, and generating 

greater sales (Kotler&Keller, 2012). The author whose work was acquired by a 

publishing house will receive greater exposure and more access to distribution 

channels. Publishing house gains reputation and financial income by acquiring rights 

as a regional publisher. Co-branding also reduces the cost of product introduction, 

speeds adoption, and can be a valuable means to learning about consumers and how 

others approach them (Ibid). Co-branding comes with risk. Both brands lose a little bit 

of control and face some risks. Any unsatisfactory performances will most likely have 

a negative effect on both brands. With the high number of co-branding arrangements, 

over-exposure may dilute any brand associations and result in a lack of focus. 

Consumers might simply feel that they are less sure of what they know about the 

brand (Tansey et al., 2008). This could explain why a lot of publishing houses often 

do not have clear associations in the minds of the consumers.  

What is considered a success depends on the publishing houses’ profiles and 

strategies. However all interviewees admitted that in the end the success is evaluated 

based on the sales figures, with positive critical reviews and literary awards being 

right behind. Ideally these would occur together in perfect proportions: ‘I don’t think 

that there needs to be a gap between financial success and literary success (…) But 

the market and the Danish literary world would disagree.’ (Editor, House X). This 
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complicated relationship between cultural elites and the marketplace suggests that 

building a brand for an author might differ in significant ways than building other 

human brands. There is tendency among critics to insists on absolute separation of art 

and commerce (Moran, 2000). According to Bourdieu, cultural producers invest in 

cultural capital, which has a hostile relationship to economic capital. In fact, Bourdieu 

goes further with the claim that cultural capital can be only gained when economic 

interests are either absent or concealed, because they threaten the field’s claim to a 

monopoly of influence over which cultural goods are valued (Moran, 2000). The 

conceptualization of an author as a person with special gifts and talents is the focal 

point of this separation of the capitals (Ibid). 

The fiction publishing industry is characterized by offering a low involvement 

product that is consumed for positive motives. This calls for emotional strategies 

when building a brand. The industry is region dependent. This means the way it 

functions, the actors, and the decision-making process will depend on the region 

studied. The industry follows trends, yet it does not accept trends unsuitable to the 

local culture. This suggests a certain level of local adaptation strategies. The value of 

the product is co-created mostly by the author, the editor, and the marketing 

department. Each of the co-creators satisfies its own agenda, while increasing the 

value of the product. This further relates to the close cooperation between the 

publishing house and the writer, which can be categorized as co-branding and should 

be looked upon as such. The industry has a very unique nature due to the ongoing 

conflict between art and commerce.  

 

5.2.  Marketing Practices 

 

Publishing houses have marketing departments and associated press departments that 

promote their books. The books are advertised in printed newspapers and magazines 

and/or on relevant websites. The press department has a role of creating a media buzz 

around the author and the books. Social media plays an important role: ‘We use a lot 

of bloggers and make them discuss the book. We send the books out for them to 

discuss.’ (Editor, House X). This suggests a community approach with brands treated 

as social objects. It suggests that consumers are actively involved in brand creation 
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(Muniz&O’Guinn, 2001). This further implies that a community clearly affects brand 

equity (Ibid). Aaker (1991) conceptualizes brand equity as having four components: 

perceived quality, brand loyalty, brand awareness, and brand associations. Brand 

communities directly affect all of these components (Muniz&O’Guinn, 2001). Brand 

community can be both face-to-face and computer mediated environments. They are 

largely imagined and represent a form of human association situated within a 

consumption context (Muniz&O’Gunn, 2001). Communities represent an important 

information source for consumers: ‘Community members can more easily turn to one 

another in an established collective for information on the brand.’ (Ibid). It is 

important to notice that a strong brand community can be a threat (i.e., when a 

community collectively rejects marketing efforts or product change).  

The extent of book and author promotion depends on the book and author and their 

specific marketing budget (Marketing, House X) as well as the genre (Editor, House 

X). ‘What we do is we spend all the money we have available to tell the biggest 

amount of people in the target audience that the book is here now. The book has to 

work for itself because the economy in book publishing throughout the world but also 

in Denmark is not like in Loreal mascaras. I don’t have that kind of budget. So I can’t 

keep repeating to you that you need to buy this book’ (Marketing, House Y). ‘In a 

good old days advertising was not well tolerated in the publishing business, you just 

wouldn’t do that because the art will speak for itself. That was the main assumption. 

Nowadays it is completely the other way around (Editor, House X). As far as the 

author is concerned, the name and the image (photograph) of the author is used for 

promotional purposes only when the author already has his brand established. This 

means the mere exposure effect would most likely be very effective for fiction 

publishing. Mere exposure is a psychological phenomenon by which people tend to 

develop a preference for things just because they are or seem to be familiar to them. 

Consumer sub-consciousness is often exposed to the practices relying on this effect. 

In the case of human interaction, the more the person is seen by someone, the more 

pleasing and likable that person appears to be (Zajonc, 2001). Due to low marketing 

budgets in certain regions (e.g., Denmark) the effect needs to be achieved in a low 

cost way (e.g., word of mouth). However the mere exposure effect would most likely 

work the same way for authors and their books as for any other products.  
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There seem to be a general agreement that the author’s brand does not have to be in 

any way aligned with the books he writes: ‘I think sometimes the author is like a 

medium, like an empty shell or transporter of something. It’s amazing. I mean you can 

look at someone and think- I would never sit next to him at a party because they are 

boring. But then somebody says- but he wrote that book about this and this… what?! 

And then he is probably suddenly more interesting. Because…how?! But it’s just a 

brain. In real world it’s just about how the brain absorbs the world and puts it on the 

paper. Like E.L. James- she is not at all sexy. But imagine if she was!! It would have 

been a marketing explosion!! But she is not and it’s fine. It is still working’ 

(Marketing, House Y) In some cases the opposite might work even better: ‘Just 

imagine writing poetry and then having a harsh and very brutal language in everyday 

life. That would be wonderful! You do not have to be the extension of your book. I 

don’t think so. You also have female authors, who write as male characters…’ 

(Editor, House X). Moran (2000) claims that ‘texts produce authors as much as 

authors produce texts. The author authors the author’. The book is a product attached 

to the author’s brand, but it is also often a brand in itself. This would suggest that 

consumers might expect certain similarities and alignment between them, both when 

they first reach for the book, then look into who the author is and when they 

encounter the author and then look into his work.  We will look into the related 

consumers’ accounts in the following chapters.  

Making up narratives about authors is not a common practice. The reason for this is a 

lack of resources: ‘We would love to but we don’t have the time. But we would never 

tell a lie’ (Marketing, House Y).  Personal stories seem to be simply filtered and the 

most important and relevant ones emphasized. The angle of the message is tailored 

depending on the media used and their general profile in order to match. Brand 

narrative is simply a brand story (both history and the future focus) 

(paraduxmedia.com). It helps create a buzz within the industry and target audiences. 

The target audiences I am interested in, are obviously extremely attracted to 

narratives. It is one of the reasons they even consume the product of the fiction 

publishing industry in the first place. Carefully crafted and appealing brand narrative 

seems therefore very important in the case of authors. For human brands however, the 

narrative cannot be made up, it cannot be too strongly manipulated either, as the 



	   42	  

human nature will not allow to the author to keep up with artificially created 

narratives.  

Another interesting phenomenon is authors writing under different names. The editor 

of the House Y’s explanation for it is: ‘Maybe they just want to try out different 

identities’. Different names work simply as different brand names that allow trying 

out different identities. This is done in order to avoid risk that comes with product 

extensions that would not match the core identity, and therefore could be rejected by 

the consumers. New product fit is therefore judged based on the new identity. There is 

no chance for lack of fit in this case. Different names used by the same author could 

be looked at as the elements of the brand portfolio. New brand name unfortunately 

comes with no brand awareness and no goodwill. These pros and cons need to be 

seriously considered. Authors and publishing houses need to ask themselves if the 

perceived risk misfit is high. If not, then is using a new author name worth taking the 

chance that the original author brand will become weaker (considering that author can 

focus on only one brand at the time) and is the cost of it worth it? 

Publishing houses rely on communities to increase the brand and product awareness. 

This is due to the fact that communities are probably the main source of brand 

information for consumers. Many publishing houses cannot adopt all traditional 

marketing strategies and tactics due to low budgets, even if those strategies and tactics 

might be just as effective in the fiction publishing industry as they are in many others. 

Mere exposure effect can still be adopted if low cost solutions can be found. Besides 

the budget, the marketing strategy depends also on the book genre due to the fact that 

each genre comes with its specific audience. The book can be treated as a brand 

extension but also as a brand in itself. This might suggest that the author brand and 

the book brand need to be aligned, however this is not the case. The book doesn’t 

have to be the extension of the author, nor does the author have to be the extension of 

his book. There seems to be a strong need for brand narratives in the case of author 

brands due to a high demand for narratives in general among the consumers. This also 

relates to the theory of conceptual consumption, as consuming stories is what we 

consume with our spare time, when we don’t need to focus on consuming survival 

basics. The narrative however needs to be authentic, as human nature will not allow 

for the author to keep up the appearances for long. Publishing books under different 

names is advised only when there is a high risk that the book as a brand extension 
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could be rejected by consumers due to lack of fit. This is due to the fact that with a 

new name the author essentially has no brand awareness and no goodwill, and must 

build the brand from the beginning.  

 

5.3. Product  

 

The reasons consumers buy a product are important to understand in order to know 

what a brand needs to offer. Benefits are usually described in terms of attributes, 

subjective characteristics, and emotions (Percy 2012). When the consumers we 

interviewed spoke of the reasons for which they read books, the feelings related to it, 

and what they gain from consuming books, they spoke of ‘escaping to another 

world’, ‘disconnecting’, ‘educating oneself’, ‘finding yourself in another person’s 

world and mind’, ‘feeling of relaxation and piece’, ‘sense of achievement’, ‘finding 

yourself in different characters’. The use of books for ‘killing time’ and entertainment 

was also mentioned together with ‘having a good story told’. Escaping to another 

time or world other than your own lets the reader ‘live more lives’ and therefore 

experience more than our current situation would ever allow us. This also includes 

experiencing feelings that we do not encounter often or at all, in our own lives. 

Consumers willingly choose to experience happiness and sadness, fear and relaxation. 

This is due to the desire to feel more than their everyday life, and books create a safe, 

controlled environment where they can do so.  People want to have unknown 

experiences through other’s lives, because that delivers the excitement without the 

risk and related disadvantages.  

I already categorized the product of the publishing industry as one calling for 

emotional strategies. Here we can see again that consumers speak of different kinds of 

transformation as the main motive for reading fiction.  

The specialists in the industry see additional reasons for consuming books. ‘I also 

think of books as a social predictor. Reading books indicates that you are intelligent 

and many people want to display books in their homes. I don’t want to generalize but 

I think some people are aware of what the books in their book shelves tell about them 

to their surroundings.’ (Marketing, House X). ‘You were wondering if we read books 

because we want to know what other people think about us or we want them to think 
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something…No. I think we BUY books for that reason but I am not sure we finish 

them. And of course there is a group of people, who will buy a book and read it just 

because you want to be able to discuss it with people and be able to say that you read 

it’ (Marketing, House Y).   

This relates to the theory of conceptual consumption. The underlying reason for 

consuming books by certain authors is to signal to others and ourselves what our 

desired social identities may be. Consumers want to influence perceptions of other 

individuals (Ariely&Norton, 2009). According to Belk (1988) objects in our 

possessions can symbolically extend the self of the consumers, ‘as when a uniform or 

a trophy allows us to convince ourselves (and perhaps others) that we can be a 

different person than we would be without them’ (Belk, 1988). Additionally there are 

different kinds of ‘Self’, such as individual, family, community, and group self. One 

of the key ways for expressing and defining a group membership is through shared 

consumption symbols 

Another benefit might be proving to ourselves that we are what we imagine ourselves 

to be. We want to feel wise and intelligent and want to be right. This might be a 

reason for the high popularity of crime novels. It gives us chance to guess, discover, 

and experience the satisfaction that comes with the reading. Another interesting angle 

was presented by the House Y, which talks about two levels of entertainment and two 

levels of reflection. The first degree of entertainment is simply escaping from 

wherever you are. It can mean escaping a difficulty in a personal life or escaping the 

perceived boredom of a normal, average life. The story being read consumes nearly 

all of your attention, leaving no room for much else. ‘You are just…gone’. Another 

degree has more literary quality to it. The consumer needs more than just a simple 

escape. ‘You know that the book you are picking up or downloading has a quality 

because it was written by a professional. So you know you will read uses of words and 

sentences and ways of reflecting that you might not be able to put together yourself.  

And you are aware of that. That’s why you buy this book.’ (Marketing, House Y) The 

first level of reflection is introspective in nature: ‘I want to think about my life, that’s 

why I read about other people, to see how they thought about their lives and how they 

handled their problems’ (Marketing, House Y).  The other level is more outward 

oriented and it is about reflecting on your place in history, society, community, and 

world. The books sometimes might combine all the levels.  
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This is an interesting view, as it relates to the work of Pine and Gilmore (1999) on 

what they call Experience Economy. They argue that consumption must be a 

memorable event that will create a memory that becomes a product itself - the 

experience. The experience offers a transformation which can add value to the 

consumption. They explain that consumers can absorb the experience or immerse 

themselves in it. They can participate in it actively or passively. If they actively 

absorb the experience, they learn. If they absorb it passively, they are entertained. If 

they are passive and immersed in the experience, they experience esthetical pleasure. 

Finally, if they actively immerse themselves in the experience, they escape. Ideally, 

the experience (the book being read) would provide all four realms, as this would 

provide a full transformation for the consumer, which is something that the consumer 

would pay a premium price for. (Pine&Gilmore, 1999).  

The product of the fiction publishing industry is again shown to be low involvement 

with positive motives. It is an experience that needs to deliver a certain feeling of 

transformation to the consumer. The Four Realms of an Experience by Pine and 

Gilmore help us understand how to provide the desired transforming experience. 

Emotional communications strategies need to be employed to successfully appeal to 

the consumers. Another reason to consume fiction is to signal the actual or the more 

likely desired identity to ourselves and to others by incorporating a product charged 

with desired social meanings into our extended self. In other words, we consume the 

concept, not really the content of the book. We also consume in order to express our 

belonging to certain communities.  

5.3.1. Good Product Attributes 
 

In order to understand what classifies as a good product in the fiction publishing 

industry, I combined both the consumers’ accounts and the accounts of the publishing 

houses. The criteria for book evaluation depend on the genre (Marketing, House X). 

Two main criteria that occur across all genres are skillful use of the language 

(described as beautiful or intelligent writing) and an interesting story. They do not 

have to exist together for a book to be evaluated positively. Another interesting 

criterion is the virality, described as ‘people wanting to recommend it or give it to 

others’ (Marketing, House Y). This is necessary due to the low marketing budgets 

that do not allow publishing houses prolonged or repeated marketing activities. 
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Certain aspects of the book need to make it easily viral in order to make a transition 

from budgeted activities to free word of mouth.  

Berger and Milkman (2012) present an interesting account on virality. Although they 

analyze online content only, I believe their study can be used in the case of fiction 

books, due to the existence of online communities and the ease with which books can 

actually become viral online. Authors believe that emotions shape the virality. Their 

results indicate that the positive content is more viral than the negative content, but 

the virality is also partially driven by physiological arousal (Berger&Milkman, 2012). 

‘Content that evoke high-arousal positive (awe) or negative (anger or anxiety) 

emotions is more viral. Content that evokes low-arousal or deactivating, emotions 

(e.g., sadness) is less viral.’ (Ibid). These results held even when authors controlled 

the other attributes positively linked to virality, such as how surprising, interesting or 

practically useful the content is (Ibid), as well as external drivers of attention (i.e., 

how much the content was promoted).  

From a reader’s perspective the book has to make the reader experience things they 

have never been through or would never be able to. There has to be the feeling of 

gaining some kind of knowledge. Readers often mention the feeling of making me 

think for days or even months after I read it’. Some mention that books have to be 

well written but not ‘overly ambitiously written’ and with the story still in the center. 

‘If a book is well written, I don’t feel the hand of the writer…I just feel the mood. I 

start picturing it very easily (…) It should be intelligent and have a lot of creativity 

and can make me laugh at different points (…) The world the author is trying to 

create has to be believable’ (Steven, 37).  

The good quality of a product has to be signaled effectively, as consumers often take 

‘mental shortcuts’ or rules of thumb in the decision process (Kotler&Keller, 2012). 

Anything that can make the decision easier and lower perceived risk is used in the 

process. The cue indicating a good book mentioned in the half of the interviews is the 

author’s name. ‘How do you recognize a good book? The name of the author! It 

happened many times that I read…like…2 books by some author and then went to the 

library and took 10 more because I loved it’ (Sarah, 20).  Using the name of the 

author as main criterion while making a decision continues even after average or bad 

experiences: ‘If it’s a favorite author, like Cormac McCarthy, I will read almost 

everything of his and even if they vary- sometimes they are average, some of them I 
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haven’t gotten through and them some I could read 4 or 5 times- It never discourages 

me, he has already built a strong image in my head, it’s enough to make me want to 

buy his next books’ (Steven, 37). The next most common way to recognize if the book 

is good is the beginning of the story. Readers mention 15-20 pages, or 1-2 chapters as 

a threshold when they claim they know if the book is good or not. Right after are 

friends recommendations. One interviewee mentions the summary on the back of the 

book, the cover, and the title. Due to the fact that reviews or literary awards were 

never mentioned, the interviewer inquired about how much do they matter to the 

readers. Opinions were divided. ‘Do reviews matter? Yeah…I get caught into that 

sometimes…’ (Michael, 27). While Sarah (20) said: ‘Yes! Absolutely! Last time I read 

a book just because the author received the Nobel prize!’. The reviews can have 

different effect, depending on the nature of the content: ‘I don’t care about the 

reviews. It seems critics appreciate other things and find different things beautiful.  It 

is just very subjective.  Maybe if somebody said, ‘this is a really bad book’ then 

probably I wouldn’t go for that. So I guess the negative reviews would still have some 

effect on me’ (Liana, 32).  

Editor from the House X summarizes: ‘I think it is very important that the title is 

good. The cover is good, very appealing. You have to make something extraordinary. 

If there is a quote from another established author on the cover somewhere. We use a 

lot of bloggers and make them discuss the book (…) So there are a lot of parameters 

that have to be in place before. People just don’t go for a book unless they are related 

to the author’. The ratings (i.e., stars, hearts) are another common way of signaling a 

product quality. They make it easier to make a choice and more acceptable to give a 

book with high ratings as a gift to others (Editor, House Y). This relates to the transfer 

of meaning through the exchange rituals (McCracken, 1986). Gift giving is very 

important in fiction industry, because it can increase the book virality when the 

marketing activities die out. This movement of goods is also a movement of 

meaningful properties. ‘Often the gift giver chooses a gift because it possesses the 

meaningful properties he/she wishes to see transferred to the gift receiver.’(Ibid). 

Thus a person receiving a particular book is also made a recipient of a particular 

concept of himself as a person. There is a risk involved, when the gift giver might 

offend the gift receiver by the suggested concept of them, if the concept does not 
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match the desired self of the receiver. This risk can be lowered by a social approval 

signaled by high book ratings. 

The basic requirements for a book to be considered good quality are a skillful use of 

language or unique writing style and interesting story to tell. Book content also needs 

to have certain attributes that will make it easily viral.  For the consumers, the quality 

of experience the book delivers is what matters the most and as mentioned before, the 

experience is good when it leaves the consumer transformed. Consumers rely on 

certain cues that indicate a good quality product, lowering the perceived risk, and 

making the decision easier. The cues in order of importance would be: the name of 

the author, beginning of the story, friends recommendations, summary on the back 

cover, the cover, and the title. The critical reviews and literary awards are found on 

the bottom of the list. Negative reviews might have stronger impact than the positive 

ones. The way consumers recognize a good book agrees with the way publishing 

houses signal it. One of the cues (book ratings) is particularly important in the 

exchange (gift-giving) rituals, as it creates a backup explanation in case the meaning 

embedded in the gift (book) does not agree with the receivers perception of ‘self’. 

 

5.4. Consumers 

 

Who consumes the product and therefore the brand in the publishing industry? 

Marketers identify and profile distinct groups of buyers who might prefer or require 

varying product and service mixes by examining demographic, psychographic, and 

behavioral differences among buyers (Kotler&Keller, 2012). Then the marketer 

decides which groups give the greatest opportunities. These groups become the target 

markets. For each, a special market offering is developed that further positions in the 

minds of consumers as delivering some central benefits (Ibid). Naturally each genre 

and each book will have a slightly different target market. However if we consider 

fiction as a whole, it is hard to narrow down or demographically specify, who the 

typical reader is. The publishing house Y defines their segments based on the reading 

habits and the value attached to reading. According to the House Y the first group 

would be young readers, mostly represented by men, less educated, reading mostly 

non-fiction. They don’t buy many books, they read mostly because they have to. 
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Medium and heavy reader clusters are nearly equal in size. The medium reader cluster 

reads historical novels, non-fiction and big fiction novels. On average older the reader 

is male and doesn’t care about the opinion of others, he is not trying to impress. He is 

trying to stay up-to date. The heavy reader is between 25-35 with an average income, 

yet she (cluster mostly represented by women) gets books from all possible sources 

and she gives them as presents. She talks about them. She consumes books on every 

possible occasion (House Y, 2015).  

Nearly all our interviewees thought of writing a book themselves. Additionally there 

seems to be a correlation between the number of books purchased and the dream or 

intention of being a writer and publishing a book. The correlation is discovered based 

on qualitative interviews. We also noticed that the more our interviewees declared 

they would want to be authors themselves, the more interest they had in authors’ 

personal lives. This would suggest that the author brand should appeal to people who 

see their desired selves as authors, as they express the strongest interest in the brand.  

What needs to be brought to attention is that even though the interviews were 

individual and there was no group pressure the replies could still have been affected 

by certain social expectations. ‘If I recognize myself as a book reader, I will tell you 

all the lies you want to hear.  Because I also have an idea what it means to be a heavy 

reader. And I would just tell you I am this person. And secretly I am probably reading 

crime novels all the time’ (Marketing, House Y). It is hard for individuals to present 

their own opinions when they contradict or simply differ from the opinions of other 

group members. (Asch, 1951).  I believe this phenomenon can occur even in the case 

of qualitative interviews.  

In the fiction publishing industry the target markets are defined as in any other one 

and different offerings are developed based on the segmentation. However these are 

of more interest to the publishing houses than the author. The latter has to focus on 

understanding his own audience only. The consumers, who are most likely to become 

the loyal ones, are very likely to be aspiring authors themselves or at least see some 

features of the author in their desired self. The author brand needs to appeal to that.  

Group conformity issue is not only an issue related to focus groups, but society in 

general. Most individual will not express their real opinion, when it might differ from 

the opinion of others. This might affect people’s accounts on what their real 

consumption habits are.  
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5.4.1. Decision Process 
 

The thought process when deciding to buy a book is described as follows: ‘Do I know 

this person? Does it look professional? Does it look entertaining or does it look 

literary? And the discussion we have all the time- what is inside this book? Oh it’s an 

amazing story! What does it look like then? And that’s like the graphics design or the 

photographic design of the book. Price- is a point for a lot of buyers’ (Marketing, 

House Y).  

Readers often use various search tools or engines: ‘If I look for example… McCarthy I 

will see what is recommended, what is similar to it (…) If I am in a book store I 

sometimes just look for the cover that stands out. Then I read a little bit of it and 

decide.  But it’s hard to find new stuff for me. I do have a list of books I want to read. 

I create based on the research I have done on Amazon, on my favorite and similar 

authors’ (Steven, 37). ‘For me, if I really really like the author, I want to read 

everything by this author. Otherwise I will try to find something similar to the last 

book I read’ (Sarah, 20). The choice is usually influenced by the current interests, the 

mood, and present life situation. Consumers reach for books recommended by friends 

or for what is easily available and what seems to satisfy the need for search and 

discovery. This can be done by looking through your family or friend’s bookshelves. 

Nearly all of our interviewees admitted to reaching for a book ‘because of the hype 

around it’, even though the book would normally not be their natural choice. In other 

words a strong book brand or strong author brand impacted their decision. One person 

strongly denied and one said: ‘For me it’s like… when there is a hype I start doubting 

if the book is actually that good or just mainstream.  So I tend to stay away from it 

and then eventually if people keep telling me to read it, then I will pick it up’ (Simone, 

23). None of the readers we talked to purchased a book purely affected by an ad they 

have seen, although they may simply not remember. Simone (23) said: ‘I don’t think I 

have ever chosen a book only because of that. When I see commercials…I guess I 

tend to remember the name…then when I see them in the book store I do pick it up 

and I read what it is about, then I decide’. The country of origin doesn’t seem to 

matter in case of books and authors. The only case is the preference for the original 

language in which the book was written. Readers are often aware that there might be a 
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‘quality loss’ during translation process, therefore, if they can, they choose books that 

were written in their native language or other languages they speak. As far as the 

point of purchase is concerned, bookstores are preferred: ‘I would never buy it in a 

supermarket. A real bookstore is part of the experience, the story about where you got 

the book matters’ (Michael, 27). Readers claim not to judge books differently based 

on the place they see it. However they admit they would always prefer not to buy it in 

a supermarket. This may relate to Pine and Gilmore’s (1998) concept of experience 

economy, where customers no longer buy goods merely for their functional use, but 

also for the experience created during the purchase and use. The same applies to 

services.   Placing book on sale does not seem to affect the perception of quality: ‘I 

wouldn’t think anything bad of a book on sale. I would just assume it has been out for 

a long time’ (Steven, 37). Finally we tried to identify if our interviewees would rather 

choose an entirely new experience by buying a new book by an unknown author, or a 

new book by an author they already know or have at least heard of. Nearly all 

interviewees claim they would first exhaust the list of titles by their favorite author, 

only then they would go for something new. The new choice would still be something 

they ‘know at least a little bit about’. ‘I would probably end up picking an author I 

already knew. Or something very similar to it.  I would probably start looking for 

something new…but there is so much stuff to look at and I would probably just end up 

confused and end up going for what I think is a safer bet’ (Michael, 27).   

The buying decision process is often described using the 5 stage model, which 

consists of problem recognition, information search, evaluation of alternatives, 

purchase decision and post-purchase behavior (Kotler&Keller, 2012). The buying 

process starts long before the actual purchase and its consequences last long 

afterwards (Ibid). The stages do not need to occur in order, neither do they all need to 

appear in the process (Ibid). Although purchase decisions are often very irrational 

(Ibid), the five stages serve as a useful framework, which captures the full range of 

considerations that arises when consumer faces new purchase. This helps marketers 

plan which stage and in what way it is most efficient to try to impact the consumer’s 

decision. 

Readers want to expand, discover and read new authors, however with the limited 

time and excessive choice they are exposed to, they are looking for any cues that will 

make the choice easier, faster and safer at the same time. Although consumers often 
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end up reaching for what is familiar, there is plenty of room for new entrants. The 

Five-Stage Model of the Consumer Buying Process serves as a useful tool for 

building communication strategies. Marketers need to remember that the buying 

decisions are not always rational, especially with low involvement, transformational 

products. In this case consumers really do not need to be convinced they are making 

the best choice (Percy, 2012). Once the need is aroused, the consumer will look for 

something to read. At the time of need arousal, certain brands (the author) may come 

to mind or it can be a general category need (a crime novel). At the point of purchase 

the consumer sees what is available and makes a choice from a set of already known 

favorites (Ibid). If the consumer sees a new author, whose name he recalls from a 

conversation with a friend or from an advertisement, he is very likely to give it a try, 

due to a very low risk in the decision. Instead of looking for more information, simple 

cues listed before, such as the title, cover, first chapter, will suffice. 

 

5.4.2. Consumption Process 

 

The amount of books read by our interviewees ranged from 3 to 20. Borrowing, 

downloading and receiving books as gifts is preferred due to the general high price or 

purchasing them. One interviewee also admitted he buys less books now compared to 

when he was younger.  

The author of a book is present throughout the consumption process. Some readers do 

a small research about the author right before reading the book, for some the short 

information on the book cover suffices. Some think about the author throughout the 

process of reading: ‘I wonder about who the author is, what he does all the time, 

when I am reading a book. If I am reading a good book, I start wondering about the 

author like… what happened in their life that they got this idea. I start to wonder what 

kind of people they are, why did they write this particular genre, are they somebody I 

could connect with, why did they leave this message (…) I usually first look at their 

website if there is anything there about them’ (Simone, 23). Readers often seem to 

wonder how close the author’s personal life is with the books he writes. Some feel the 

urge to learn about the author very quickly into the story, while others do it only after 

they finish reading the book.  
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The thoughts and feelings accompanying the finishing of the book are often described 

as sadness, emptiness and loosing something important. The sadness comes with 

craving for more, as a certain gap needs to be filled up. This stage can be recognized 

as a need arousal. Here consumers often decide to read the following part of the story 

or another story by the same author. ‘If it was a good book- I want to read more of 

that person’s writing. I may google them right away and find out what else they have 

written, what’s the next thing I can get from them’ (Steven, 37).   

Readers are aware that their consumption, if visible, has a big impact on their 

personal image. There are titles, which our interviewees would never admit to reading 

within their personal circles. This is not related to a feeling of dissatisfaction or regret, 

consumers just prefer to consume some of the books individually or secretly. In order 

to look into it further, a controversial title ’50 shades of Grey’ was mentioned and 

people’s reactions were observed. Those who admitted to reading it, seemed to feel 

awkward about it, or felt the need to add a certain type of explanation: ‘(I read) Just a 

chapter or two, to see what the fuss was about. (Steven, 37)’ People who didn’t read 

it, said it was mostly because they have heard it was poorly written. Line (25) 

explains: ‘sometimes too much attention or too many readers, can actually make me 

not want to read a book.  For example, if a certain type of people buy a certain type of 

book, and I don't identify with that type, then I find it hard to think that I will identify 

with the book.’ 

Consumers are aware of the meaning that comes with every book or an author. The 

meaning seems to be more important that the content of the book. They also realize 

that the meaning is transferred only when the consumption is somewhat visible.  

The narrative about the author is often seen as a missing part of the fictional story the 

consumers are reading. The story arises curiosity- readers build certain expectations 

about the author and they need to see if they are right. This makes them look into the 

author’s brand more.  

 

5.5. The Author 

5.5.1. Behavior Related to a Familiar Author Name 
	  
Consumers are far more likely to pick up a title by the author with a name that is 

known to them, compared to the unknown author. ‘I mean if Jamie Oliver wrote a 
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novel, he would sell a zillion copies just because by being Jamie Oliver and extremely 

likeable. And it could even be a novel hit, even though the reviewers would probably 

hate it’ (Marketing, House Y). 

A brand has positive customer based brand equity when consumers react more 

favorably to a product and its marketing when the brand is identified, than when it is 

not (Kotler&Keller, 2012). There are three key ingredients of customer based brand 

equity, and here we can observe the first one- the author’s name differentiates the 

product by adding value to it.  

People actively search and ask about when the next book by a certain author will be 

published. This is most evident for the publishing houses by the pressure from 

retailers who are trying to satisfy the demand. Readers admit to following authors’ 

social media in order to stay up to date with their work. If the writer is deceased they 

simply look for any work they might have missed. This tendency seem to be stronger 

with the higher amount of fictional books consumed.   

This suggests the existence of consumer loyalty. Brand loyalty can be defined as ‘a 

deeply held commitment to rebuy or repatronize a preferred product or a service in 

the future despite situational influences and marketing efforts having the potential to 

cause switching behavior’ (Schiffman, 2010). Brand loyalty is best understood from 

the relational brand approach, which will be explained further in the following 

chapters.  

The name of the author can affect the way readers evaluate the book: ‘I think that 

some readers may have some positive prejudices of a book by an author they like that 

they do not read the book completely unbiased. They may think better of the book than 

if it had been written by another author. The same may be evident with negative 

prejudices of a book by an author the reader so not like. Perhaps the reader thinks 

less of the book because he has a negative view on the author’ (Marketing, House X). 

People in terms of fans are considered very forgiving or less critical towards their 

favorite author. The same doesn’t apply to people in terms of reviewers (Marketing, 

House Y).  

This relates to the phenomenon of selective distortion. It is the tendency to interpret 

information in a way that fits our perceptions. Consumers will often distort 

information to be consistent with prior brand and product beliefs and expectations 

(Russo et al., 1998). In other words the book may simply seem better, just because of 
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the brand. This is further related to the conceptual consumption theory and consuming 

expectancies.  

Consumers choose to stick to a certain author for many reasons. One of these reasons 

being the guarantee of a certain product attributes: ‘Readers stay with a certain author 

because they get what they are coming for. It might be something disgusting. It 

doesn’t have to be nice. As long as they know what they are going to get. It could be 

safety and comfort, coziness. But it can also be- I know I will be disgusted I just don’t 

know how, but I am looking forward to it’ (Marketing, House Y). Readers may like 

the language, the composition of the story or the plot, or the way the suspense is built 

up. ‘They may choose a new book by the same author to achieve the same reading 

experience’ (Marketing, House X).  

Readers in general also express the willingness to pay more when the author is well 

known. There seems to be a belief that paying more is a sign of appreciation for a 

talent and hard work. And although all our interviewees very strongly emphasize that 

they would like to pay for books as little as possible, they wouldn’t question the 

reason for the higher price compared to unknown authors. 

The authors who, by word of mouth, were given a certain negative connotation will 

keep the readers away. When asked about any authors that are disliked Steven (37) 

says: ‘The one who wrote twilight or 50 shades of grey. I don’t remember the names- 

if I saw it, I would recognize it.  They are just bad writers’. Certain bad experiences 

may strongly affect the way readers see the author: ‘After I read that other JK 

Rowling book, I lost a lot of respect to her. I am kind of angry I read it, because it 

ruined her name for me’ (Michael, 27).  These authors built a negative brand equity, 

where the consumers react less favorably to its marketing activity under the same 

circumstances (Kotler&Keller, 2012). First-time bad experience seem to have even 

stronger effect: ‘I read a book at school last year and I found it extremely boring. 

When I see this name I know I don’t want to read it’ (Simone, 23). 

Marketing, House Y sums up the phenomenon as follows: ‘All in all, if you are 

looking for an entertainment (light or heavy) or a reflection (on myself or a 

community), the author brand can assure me what I am having. I recognize the author 

as someone who will surely deliver what I am looking for, I will follow that author. 

That’s why we sometimes have trouble selling books if the author suddenly changes 

between like 2 books. It can open up an authorship, but it can also close down an 
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authorship.  Because people expect something and they get something totally 

different. And so they are not satisfied. They will probably leave that authorship 

because they are not going to wait around…ok he is going through a period. I will 

just check up on him, maybe what I am looking for will reoccur in a 5th book from 

now’.  

In order to really differentiate themselves, brands need to increase consumer 

satisfaction, then eliminate consumer sacrifice, and finally on creating the element of 

surprise and suspense (Pine&Gilmore, 1998). Consumers stay with one author brand 

because they hope they will be satisfied (as they were last time), they cannot be 

entirely sure what will the content of the book will bring (the element of positive 

surprise), but if the sacrifice is not at minimum level, the experience will not be 

evaluated positively and it will affect the brand. Going through a book by a known 

author will be considered a sacrifice if the book turns out to be a different genre or 

very different writing style to what we expected. This can be avoided by clearly 

stating and emphasizing the differences between the new book and what is considered 

usual for the author brand.  

Brand means a promise, a guarantee of certain benefits. If these benefits are important 

to the consumer, he will stay loyal to the brand but if the guarantee is violated and the 

switching costs are low, the consumer won’t hesitate to leave the authorship.  

Strong human brand can definitely increase or generate interest in a book. The brand 

doesn’t even have to originate from the same organizational field.  

Positive and negative brand equity, brand loyalty, selective distortion, and willingness 

to pay more for the product just because of the brand are all phenomena that exist in 

the world of authors as human brands. 

 
	  

5.5.2. Relationship with an Author Brand 
 

I made an attempt to look deeper into certain aspects of relationships between readers 

and writers. I started by asking questions about the most familiar ones. Names, such 

as J.K. Rowling, Tolkien, Coelho, Salinger, Hemingway, Wilde or Woolf were 

mentioned. One respondent was hesitant about bringing up a certain name because 
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she wasn’t certain how to pronounce it. And one admitted that he simply does not 

remember names at all.  

It seems to be the case that the rules for creating a brand name might also apply to 

author brands. The name should be easy to remember. Readers should be able to feel 

comfortable pronouncing it in order to discuss the author with others.  

I was also interested in where the relationship with the favorite writers usually starts. 

Most of the stories related to other people. An example would be ‘My mom read some 

of his stories to us when we were young’ (Line, 25). This relates to the feeling of 

nostalgia. Nostalgia plays a very important role in marketing and branding. Anything 

that can bring back the dearest past or even the most recent pleasurable experience 

will usually be within the group of favorites.  

Often the first encounter was accidental ‘My mom just left it open and I started 

reading it’ (Sarah, 20). One reader came across the book by accident, but then he 

realized he had heard about it before ‘I picked up his book by accident. I went 

like…oh I have heard this book so much…it was supposed to be really good and I 

know nothing about it. I actually heard two serial killers were found with this book on 

their person when arrested’ (Steven, 37). In this case the narrative about the product 

created the desire of consumption.  

I was further interested in if any of our interviewees ever decided to read a work of a 

writer after they have became intrigued by his human brand. ‘Yes…but I can’t 

remember the name of him on top my head. He had a very strange style of being, he is 

gay even I think (…) I read one of his interviews and it was very crazy, different from 

all the others. Ok I wonder what he has written and then I saw it- I have seen one of 

the movies based on his work “LA confidential”, and I knew I liked it. I downloaded 

some of the books. It turned out to be totally not my style. His personality style is very 

out there, very arrogant.  Another one would be maybe JD Salinger. I heard about 

him, that he just wrote one book and then went very reclusive. That was very 

interesting. He shut himself away for like 50 years. He didn’t want to have anything to 

do with anyone or release any more books. So he seemed like a different person to 

who I would be or anybody else for that matter’ (Steven, 37). Michael (27) says: ‘Last 

time I travelled to London with my parents, we went to this book signing… my mom 

loves this author and I read up few articles about him- he seems pretty exciting. So 

actually this might be a book I will read next.  I got interested mostly because I met 
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him, sat and talked with him, he complimented my camera! I thought he was a nice 

guy’.  In most cases however the title of the book comes first to the consumer’s 

attention, then comes the author’s name.  

Readers seem to build certain expectations about who the author should be based on 

the story they read. Sometimes the expectation fits the reality, more often it doesn’t. 

The way they feel about it differs: ‘I was very shocked to learn that the author Jane 

Austen had never been married. She writes so passionately about love, that I couldn't 

understand how her own life was so detached from it. But honestly - it only made her 

more interesting’ (Line, 25). ‘I read these books called Artemis Fowl. It is like this 

child genius. It matched perfectly to me and what I thought of myself. Apparently the 

guy who has written these books was like 12 when he started writing it. And they were 

really quite amazing. I was surprised!’ (Michael, 27).  The feeling of disappointment 

can also occur, in the case of our interviewee, however it didn’t affect the readership: 

‘I read a really fantastic book, called The Mist of Avalon by Marion Zimmer Bradley.  

It was really deep and spiritual.  But then I started looking into the author.  I found 

some disturbing stories about her mistreating her daughter…and I felt so 

disappointed!  I felt like this book somehow cheated me.  I still like the book but now I 

separated it from the author a lot. But you still read books by her after that? Yeah I 

do’ (Simone, 23). The feeling of being cheated occurred because the consumer built 

certain expectations based on the book brand. Those two brands seem to very hard for 

consumers to separate. However not all readers try to picture the author: ‘I just would 

like to know how they got to be who they are. But I rarely create an image of an 

author when I start reading. It’s a blank space I need to fill in’ (Steven, 37).  

This takes us back to the concept of experience economy and the 3S model. 

Consumer surprise is shown to be an important ingredient for achieving a truly 

memorable experiential offering (Pine&Gilmore, 1998). Consumer surprise is 

basically what the consumer gets to perceive minus what he expects to get. I.e., 

expecting an older, well-educated author and discovering a teenager instead, makes 

the consumer add the genius factor to the author brand. Creating a surprising brand 

experience still requires a platform of satisfaction (how we did) and sacrifice (what 

you want).  

Readers do sometimes try to stay close to their favorite writers by reading about their 

personal lives. Some read the news and updates in order to learn about upcoming 
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work, appearances, or book signings. For some a quick background check is enough. 

‘If I really enjoy the books it is fun to see where they are from. You can read 

interviews where they talk about how they grew up and what their inspiration was.  

It’s like piecing together the bigger puzzle! It’s fun!’ (Michael, 27).  

All of our interviewees with excitement named a writer they would love to meet or 

they just met in person. None of them however could clearly pinpoint the reason why. 

Some claimed that because of the author’s sense of humor they would be simply fun 

to be around. Some would love to get the chance to express the admiration and 

respect they feel towards them. Often it can be the feeling of meeting a ‘genius’, 

somebody who is way more than an average human, somebody they have been 

idealizing for a period of time. They want to meet their favorite brand, with which 

they have a relationship. ‘That’s back to Tamara Pierce, my favorite author. I started 

reading her books when I was like 12. And then earlier this year she was in Denmark 

for the first time, and I got to meet her, and it was…I was so nervous waiting in line! I 

actually got to talk to her while she was signing my books. I told her about how I 

wanted to write as well and she actually personalized the signature…the message for 

me to keep writing.  Uhm… and this just felt…HUGE! And I don’t think of myself as 

much of a fan girl, but this was…this was huge! I was so nervous…I think I was 

almost shaking. I’ve wanted to meet her form almost 10 years… 

-Why did you want to meet her? 

Well I really really love her books, so of course I wanted the signature, but…the more 

I learned about her, the more I wanted to meet her. I was also nervous because I 

wanted to find out if she was the person I imagined her to be. I wasn’t disappointed.  

She was awesome!  

-So would you say you like her even more after meeting her in person? 

Yeah.  I felt like I actually know this person now.’ (Simone, 24) Tamara Pierce’s 

brand grew stronger after this event. The relationship between the consumer and the 

brand became stronger. The relational approach assumes that consumers have the 

ability to endow brands with human personality traits and therefore establish a 

relationship. In the case of human brands there is no need to understand animism, as 

they come with a set of personality traits already. There is a chance however that 

instead of inanimate brands being animate, the opposite happens to human brands, 

and they acquire certain features of an inanimate brand.  The relationships both with 
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humans and brands helps fulfill goals and desires at the different life levels of life 

themes, life projects and current concerns (Heding et al., 2009). Brands simply 

contribute to the enactment, exploration, or resolution of centrally held identity issues 

(Fournier, 1998). It is an interesting discovery that the role played by the brands in the 

life of an individual consumer is linked to their overall identity and the way it is 

reflected in their human relationships (Hedin et al., 2009). Fournier (1998) identifies 

15 types of relationships between consumers and brands. All of these can be found 

across fiction consumers and author brands (from ‘secret affairs’ and people keeping 

secret that they read E.L. James, through ‘kinships’ where consumers inherit certain 

preferences from their parents, to ‘best friendships’, where author brand was present 

and helpful in certain life transition stages). The relational approach is ‘powerful in 

theory but troubled in practice’ (Fournier, 1998).  

At this stage I realized that the rules of creating a brand name might apply exactly the 

same way in human brands’ names. It might take longer for the relationship to be 

built and brand awareness to increase, as individuals have general trouble 

remembering an author’s name. In most of the cases the book brand comes to 

consumers awareness before the author brand. This often causes consumers to build 

certain expectations about the author brand, which are based on the book. Author 

brand and book brand are very hard for consumers to separate. It appears that if the 

author brand comes with an element of surprise in relation to the book (or the other 

way around) the overall experience is evaluated better. This applies only when there 

is already a strong platform of satisfaction and sacrifice. Brands serve the role of 

relationship partners. They contribute to the enactment, exploration, or resolution of 

centrally held identity issues (Fournier, 1998). All 15 types of consumer-brand 

relationship can be encountered between fiction consumers and author brands.  

 

5.5.3. Author Brand 
 

The basic and most important attributes of a good author are described as skill and 

talent. However a lot can be acquired and learned (Editor, House X). Editor of the 

publishing house Y lists three main attributes: the language skills, the stories to tell or 

a certain ‘platform’: ‘For example if a famous politician wants to write a novel or 

something, then of course we won’t say ‘yeah you write like a broken arm’ as we say 
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in Danish. We can help people be better writers. So if the author has a better platform 

it might be interesting’ (Editor, House Y). One of the editors mentions that there was 

a time when writers had to be ‘promotable’: ‘The fact that you couldn’t market your 

books was pushed aside by the fact that you simply had to market something to 

become somebody in the publishing business. And then everybody had to be 

promotable and people were looking for a good-looking authors etc. Especially in the 

States. And then it also happened in Denmark’. There are however writers who do not 

fulfill the criteria, yet achieve a great success: ‘It happened in Denmark, that an older 

guy, called Jens Sørensen, who has been writing novels for 40 years, he won one of 

the biggest literary prizes in Denmark, which is such a thrill, because he wasn’t very 

promotable, he wasn’t very good at visiting morning news. He was very inward 

looking, very difficult perhaps, very intellectual, not very promotable in the broad 

sense of the word. So that was funny that he won this big prize. Us working with 

books, we were all so happy about it because it meant it doesn’t have to be the way 

people look or the way they talk but what they write that counts!’ (Editor, House X). 

Publishing houses do however acknowledge the importance of the author’s brand by 

training and preparing authors for public appearances and interviews.  

The cues signaling the author’s work will sell are previous success, good reviews, and 

high media coverage. ‘The reader has so many opportunities when choosing a book 

because there are so many authors and books in the market of books. Therefore, 

everything that pushes the author/book forward in the mind of the reader is crucial’ 

(Marketing, House X).  

Author’s personality, life style, and past (as well as current life) are of value as well: 

‘historically, an author is often characterized as an introvert person who works long 

hours, alone in immersion. However, today the public and the publishing houses have 

a tendency to require that the author is visible. To some extent the author must be 

willing to give interviews and be exposed in the media. The public wants to get to 

know the author and hear about his life and stories evolving around the published 

book’ (Marketing, House X).  These attributes however are not crucial for success: 

‘Personal recommendation…But as a person…hmm as a head of marketing I want 

personality, looks, story…I want all of that! But I also know I can do without it.  I 

mean we have a lot of great books by totally boring authors, who look totally plain, 

who are not interesting in interviews…I mean it happens (…)It would be much more 
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exciting if they look either very beautiful or very weird or characteristic in some way. 

They give quirky, funny, sexy interviews or clever grand interviews.  All this is nice! It 

helps.  But it all works without… But then again. It’s like with movies. You could 

probably sell me a pretty boring movie if I know the lead actor and I like her. I don’t 

care if it’s boring, if it’s Angelina Jolie I will still spend two hours with her. And it’s 

probably the same. So if you are asking if you could push a boring book and the 

interesting author brand will pull it- yes probably. I mean we see it all the time’ 

(Marketing, House Y).  

According to consumers, a good author needs to be intelligent. He needs to be 

‘somebody that many people would want to read’. He needs to have great writing 

skills, be thorough and detail oriented. There is also the skill of ‘manipulating the 

reader into feeling what he/she wants them to feel’ (Sarah, 20). Good writer also 

cannot give the impression of superiority or of  ‘talking down to their audience’ 

(Sandra, 25). Great author should be a person with a strong message or a brilliant 

imagination and somehow a non-conformist nature; he/she is usually a trend setter or 

genre innovator. Not only writing related attributes were listed. Simone (24) says: ‘Of 

course they have to write good books. They have to communicate with their fans, 

answer letters, go out there and meet people.  To me that’s very important’.  

According to the consumers cues signs of a good author could be literary awards, 

popularity, and reviews. Reviews however need to be separated into critics’ reviews 

and readers’ reviews. The latter (i.e., found on the platform called 

Goodreads or Amazon) seem to mean more to the consumers than the critics’ reviews. 

According to Sarah (20) a life story can tell a lot: ‘I mean if he has been through 

something he must be good, because he has something to say, a sensibility that other 

people don’t have’.  

What else makes a writer interesting as a person would be therefore a life experience, 

travels, pain, suffering or life adversities they had to face (Charlotte 23), ‘flaws’ or 

imperfections, like psychological problems (Sandra, 25). Strange personality type is 

usually very appealing: ‘(Personality) that is maybe different from their writing style 

or actually very much like their writing style.  Not in between. If they are writing 

country western I want them to be hardcore country western or heavy metal type. I 

don’t want it to be just some normal guy’ (Steven, 37). The author with similar 

interests to the reader or the element of surprise about her/him will seem more 
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attractive: ‘Tamara Pierce… she has cats and she loves to read other fantasy books as 

well (smile). She is very active on Tumblr and Facebook. I think she is actually in her 

70s, but she is very …young…in the way she interacts…online’ (Simone, 23). An 

interesting story of success or story of being discovered was also mentioned. 

Although the appearance does not seem to be affecting the consumers’ attitudes, 

readers do admit being interested in the picture of the author and the way he looks. 

The reason for it is described as ‘pure curiosity’. Talking about their favorite authors 

resulted in more emotional and less generalized and thought-through responses. All 

the most influential attributes however were related to the author’s writing (i.e., 

creating characters that readers want to be like) or his writing style (i.e., economical 

writing style). Then there is also the admiration for the author’s success and talent: ‘If 

I were to describe the experience of reading his work…how I feel… it would be: I 

cannot do that. I cannot do what he does and I wish I could! And he is so intelligent 

and I think how did one person think of all these things’ (Steven, 37).    

Attributes are part of the customer based brad equity (Keller, 1993). Publishing 

houses believe that what creates the value to the author brand is the skill and talent 

(language skills, stories to tell), certain ‘platform’ (pre-existing human brand), 

promotable nature (interesting appearance and/ or personality), life style, author’s 

past, and general visibility. 

Consumers believe an author with a strong brand has to be intelligent, admired by 

society, skilled in writing and understanding human nature, thorough and detailed 

oriented, cannot act superior to the consumer, has to have a strong message, 

imagination and non-conformist nature, and be considered a trend setter/ innovator, 

and has to stay in touch with the consumers. Shortcuts which consumers use to 

recognize a good author are positive critic reviews, previous success, high media 

coverage, literary awards, positive consumer reviews, a life story, life experience, life 

adversities, travels, pain/suffering, imperfections (e.g., psychological problems), 

strange personality type, an interesting story of success/ of being discovered. 

Appearances do not seem to matter in the related product evaluation, however it is 

necessary for establishing a connection between the brand and the consumer. The 

author should be someone consumers can admire.  
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5.5.4. Author Brand Associations 
 

The free thought-listing part of the survey and the direct interviews generated 

multiple associations. I coded 141 separate associations identified by both the 

qualitative and quantitative methods of data collection. Several dimensions were 

identified. The most important dimension is heavily related with the content of the 

author’s work and the world they create (product related attributes). Every author is 

heavily associated with the genre and the titles of his books. In the minds of 

consumers, authors seem to be also very hard to separate from the characters they 

create or at least the nature or general type of characters (strong women, wizards).  

The next association will be the quality of their work (both improving or quality 

fallen); the language they use (sophisticated, too fancy, economic); and the writing 

style that differentiates them from others. Further there will be non-product related 

attributes, such as achievements, received awards, position on bestseller lists. Being 

innovative (ahead of his time) and being a trendsetter (influencing the whole genre) 

would also fall into this category together with a negative connotation of a follower/ 

copyist. Demographical image (i.e., age, country of origin) would be another category 

of associations. In the minds of the consumers authors are very closely associated 

with their age, country related their work and them personally, as well as the 

unrelated or past occupational experience (linguistic professor, worked in advertising) 

but also a general image (a nice old man). The next category would be the authors 

personality including any features that make the author likeable (funny, sassy, daring, 

kind) but also not necessarily positive ones, which make the author unique, 

mysterious or intriguing (reclusive, odd, cocky, nerd).  Furthermore there is life 

experience (life difficulties) or current life style (the richest author, hermit); readers 

wrote the name of the author next to the feelings related to the reading experience 

(experiential benefits) (coziness, relax, laughter, dark); nostalgia related to the time of 

our lives when we read the author’s work (childhood, depression). The author being a 

role model is often expressed by listing attributes, which consumers would like to 

acquire or wish they had. This is also expressed by words describing feelings of 

admiration (i.e., idol, inspiring, genius). Other categories within symbolic benefits 

would be life views (cynicism, feminist). The last category we discovered was the 

relationship effort (how social and socially attractive the author is). Talent and skill 
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are expressed in phrases like ‘brilliant, creative, inspiring, motivating, talented, deep’ 

(attitudes) These categories summarize all gathered consumer associations depicting 

tangible as well as intangible aspects of authors, as well as attributes, benefits and 

attitudes, which all relate to the author brand image. Information collected through the 

literature review and qualitative interviews were put to test using quantitative 

methods. Statements were created, with which consumers could agree or disagree.  

 

 
STATEMENT 1 2 3 4 5 MEDIAN MODE Average Collec

tions 
S1 12% 10% 32% 40% 6% 3.38 4 3.2 50 
S2 8% 14% 36% 38% 4% 3.28 4 3.2 50 
S3 14% 22% 20% 36% 8% 3.20 4 3.0 50 
S4 54% 22% 20% 4% 0% 1.43 1 1.7 50 
S5 16% 12% 26% 40% 6% 3.35 4 3.1 50 
S6 8% 12% 26% 42% 12% 3.60 4 3.4 50 
S7 4% 0% 12% 38% 46% 4.39 5 4.2 50 
S8 6% 18% 22% 34% 20% 3.62 4 3.4 50 
S9 10% 40% 28% 20% 2% 2.50 2 2.6 50 
S10 16% 30% 34% 20% 0% 2.62 3 2.6 50 
S11 34% 32% 32% 2% 0% 2.00 1 2.0 50 
S12 24% 36% 16% 18% 6% 2.23 2 2.5 50 
S13 20% 40% 34% 6% 0% 2.25 2 2.3 50 
S14 16% 14% 29% 31% 10% 3.18 4 3.0 49 
S15 10% 20% 52% 12% 6% 2.88 3 2.8 50 
S16 18% 30% 36% 16% 0% 2.56 3 2.5 50 
S17 10% 22% 46% 20% 2% 2.89 3 2.8 50 
S18 18% 44% 34% 4% 0% 2.23 2 2.2 50 
S19 14% 29% 43% 14% 0% 2.67 3 2.6 49 
S20 38% 36% 18% 8% 0% 1.83 1 2.0 50 
S21 14% 14% 56% 12% 4% 2.89 3 2.8 50 
S22 14% 43% 18% 24% 0% 2.34 2 2.5 49 
S23 12% 34% 26% 26% 2% 2.65 2 2.7 50 
S24 20% 30% 26% 20% 4% 2.50 2 2.6 50 
 
Table 2. The summary of the results  

 

What makes the author more appealing to the consumers (in order of importance) is 

the unique writing style (S7), an interesting story of success (S6), the story he creates 

(S8), being on the list of top selling authors (S1), received literary awards (S2), being 

socially active (S5), author’s personality (S3), popularity in reader’s personal circles 

(S14). Consumers claim not to care if author is in any way controversial or not (S21), 

Strongly	  disagree	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  Strongly	  agree	  
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if the author is niche/ non mainstream or mainstream (S17), if the author has non-

conformist or has conformist views (S15). Unique or attractive appearance is 

absolutely not what makes an author interesting to readers (S4).  

To readers it seems to be irrelevant if a writer has a genius factor (S23) An 

entertaining or exciting personality is not relevant either (S19). The author’s 

personality does not have to be aligned with his books (S16). Readers also do not 

believe that general popularity is an indicator of an appealing author (S22),  

neither that specializing in only one genre makes a writer better (S9) or that an 

interesting past makes a better writer (S10). They quite strongly disagree that the 

more books written the better the author (S11). They claim that negative reviews do 

not stop them from reaching for the book (S24). Most of the consumers do not 

consider their favorite author as their role model (S12). They do not care if the 

author’s personal values are the same as theirs (S20).  

Readers quite strongly disagree that positive critics’ reviews signal a good author 

(S13). They claim not to mind at all if the author is promoted using mass media (S18).  

Keller’s (1993) dimensions for brand knowledge and elements of brand image, which 

were originally designed for product and service brands, can be used for human 

brands. They can serve as basis for developing brand image dimensions (and sub 

dimensions), which are crucial in developing consumer brand equity for authors. 

Suggested dimensions will be writing performance (product related attribute), 

marketable lifestyle, and personality (non-product related attributes).  

 

5.5.5. Author’s personality 
 

Consumers found connections between authors and personality traits assigned to both 

human and brand personality dimensions (Aaker, 1997). Consumers made the most 

connections between authors’ names and personality traits like intelligence, 

imagination, successfulness or thoroughness. Due to the fact that some personality 

dimensions come with two traits, and some with more than ten personality traits, the 

average was calculated for each. The following is the list of personality dimensions in 

order of their relevance: Openness/ cultured, Consciousness/competence, Agreeable/ 

sincere, Extroversion/excitement, Sophistication, Ruggedness, Emotional stability. If 
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outliers were deducted, the average could be affected. However the top 5 dimensions 

wouldn’t change.  
 

Personality Dimensions                                        Personality Traits 

 

Extroversion    / Excitement                                                  
Average  
17.42%          

Talkative 
10.2% 

Active 
18.4% 

Energetic 
10.2% 

Outgoing 
6.1% 

Quiet 
8.2% 

Reserved 
12.2% 

 
Shy 2% 

Silent 
4.1% 

Withdrawn 
6.1% 

Daring 
34.7% 

Spirited 
24.5% 

Imaginative 
75.5% 

Up-to-date 
14.3% 

Agreeable / 
Sincere   

Average  
18.59%         

Cheerful 
16.3% 

Quarrelsom
e 6.1% 

Hard 
hearted  

Down-to-
earth 22.4% 

Honest 
32.7% 

 
  

Sympathetic 
24.5% 

Kind 
24.5% 

Appreciativ
e 8.2%  

Affectionate 
22.4% 

Softhearted 
10.2% 

  Consciousness / 
Competence 

Average  
26.74%         

Intelligent 
79.6% 

Frivolous 
4.1% 

Successful 
42.9% 

Reliable 
22.4% 

Careless 
2% 

 
  

Organized 
24.5% 

Thorough 
40.8% 

Efficient 
12.2% 

Responsible 
12.2% 

   Emotional 
Stability   

Average 
7.74%         

Unemotional 
2% 

Moody 
4.1% 

 
        

Stable 
12.2% 

Calm 
16.3% 

Contented 
4.1% 

    Openness + 
Cultured   

Average 
45.57%         

Insightful 
40.8% 

Original 
38.8% 

Simple 
12.2% 

  
    

Wide 
interests 
26.5% 

Imaginative 
75.5% 

Intelligent 
79.6% 

    Sophisticatio
n   

Average 
10.2%         

Upper class 
6.1% 

Charming 
14.3% 

     
Ruggedness   

Average 
8,2%         

Outdoorsy 
8.2% 

Tough 
8.2% 

      
Table 3. Personality traits associated with authors 

 

There are several frameworks used for categorization of personalities. The Big Five 

represents the five overriding personalities to which human beings can be categorized. 

Aaker (1997) created the Big Five for brands and their personalities. I combined both 

frameworks in order to understand if human brands personalities should be 
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categorized as humans, or more as brands. The results confirmed that the three 

personality dimensions that appear both in humans and in brands are relevant for 

human brands. From the two that differ, one dimension is originally assigned to 

humans (openness+ cultured) and one to brands (sophistication). This would suggest 

that the Big 5 of human brand personality based on authors as brands would be: 

Extroversion/Excitement, Agreeable/ Sincere, Consciousness/ Competence, 

Openness+ Cultured, and Sophistication.  

In the personality approach it is assumed that consumer’s need for identity and 

expression of self is a key driver of the consumption of a brand (Heding et al., 2009). 

The reason being that the consumers ‘see’ themselves in the personality of the brand 

and can use the brand for the construction of their own identity and the self (Ibid). 

Brands with personalities very close to the consumers’ and the ones with attractive 

personalities make stronger brands. With the latter being consumed for their outward 

symbolic signaling value (Ibid). This approach places the personality of the brand and 

the personality of its stereotypical or ideal user at the heart of brand management. 

Brand personality have direct and indirect sources. The direct sources of personality 

are always person-based and will come directly from the author or a typical reader 

(important role of early adopters). The indirect sources of personality are transferred 

indirectly through the product-related attributes, product category associations, and 

brand communications (e.g., logo, distribution channel).  

5.5.6. Brand Extension 
 

Authors who write across a few different genres are common: ‘We have authors that 

both write classic novels and thrillers or even nonfiction.  However, if an author 

usually writes thrillers and has written a romance, I think it is important to emphasize 

the different genre in the promotion of the book. Otherwise the audience may be 

confused’ (Marketing, House X). The publishing house is aware that jumping to a 

different genre will cause different market reaction, and that the success from one 

genre does not necessarily transfer to the other. ‘I don’t think it is up to us to say what 

authors should do. I think that if you have a really successful series, but the author 

wants to do something different, the editor would be like- oh no but you should 

continue with this because it is very successful and you are building up your brand 

and so on. So in that way maybe you should not reinvent yourself every single time. 
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Also in case of crime novels, especially the new writers they are trying to push the 

limits of the genre and that can be sometimes annoying because – ok you decided to 

write within this genre so you should embrace it and love it and do whatever you can 

with it. But if you want to do something more artistic with it, you will not have the 

audience’ (Editor, House Y).  

The readers in general seem to be very open to author switching genres. There 

however seem to be a chain of genres that would allow more natural or broadly 

acceptable transition. However the consumers’ perceived risk associated with the 

purchase increases:  ‘I’d buy it! With my favorite author I would buy it! If that was 

very different from what she normally does, I would probably try it from the library 

first before I decide on buying it.  It depends on what genre she used. Crime I am 

pretty sure she could pull off. Erotic…eh…I would try from the library.  I would read 

it, but I don’t think I would buy it first’ (Simone, 23). Steven (37) describes his 

feelings about switching genres this way: ‘Romance: Yes! No doubt. Crime: I would 

buy anything he (favorite author) writes. It would be the same with all my favorite 

authors. But it has to be the top list. Because for example Chuck Palahniuk… I like 

Fight club and I read a few more of his books and I didn’t like them. So if he 

published something like that, I wouldn’t even care.  I don’t buy his books anymore. 

He started so high in my eyes and then went down so much. Four bad books in a row 

and I stopped following him. It would have to be something huge for me to bother 

reading it again. But if I like an author’s writing style, then he can write any type of 

book. The writing style is the most important thing.  It can fail me, disappoint me, but 

that’s ok. He would have to fail me few times in a row for me to think, eh, he’s lost it. 

Two or three books in a row’.  

Even readers themselves admit, that if an author is from the very beginning strongly 

attached to only one type of work, it will be hard not to compare and evaluate the new 

work based on that: ‘I might have difficulties not comparing the new book to Harry 

Potter and the new book would then probably lose because I grew up with Harry 

Potter and the series holds a special place in my heart.’ (Charlotte, 23) 

Entering into genres that are unusual for the author brand is a normal step in the brand 

stretch process. A process, which is necessary in order to be able to go in new 

directions and expand. There are certain genres, switch from which and to which will 

seem more natural, and it won’t dilute the author brand essence.  
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5.5.7. Art and Commercial Success 
 

The traditional resentment of commercial success seems to change with times. 

Authors are openly happy about ‘nice sales figures and big amount of marketing 

activities’ (Marketing, House Y). The real problem might be when the work has to be 

adjusted for commercial success reasons only: ‘The editor has a more commercial 

view on the content of the book, since he knows what works in the market. It is a very 

personal thing when writing a book and I think it may be difficult for some authors 

when told that passages have to be rewritten to meet the commercial market’ 

(Marketing, House X).  Head of marketing of House Y says: ‘I think there is a small 

group who would say it is not important. I have not yet met a person who deep inside 

does not think that it is an indicator of something. There is a big amount of people 

who took their good money they pay taxes from and bought your stuff. But then there 

is a difference in who they would like to read their book. But in the end sales numbers 

conquer everything’. For consumers the problem occurs when it’s evident that the 

writing is done with only economical gains in mind. When the thought about selling 

the book are present in the process of writing, it shows (Editor, House X).  

Readers are aware that there are fashions and trends in literature. Some genres are as a 

whole considered commercial and work within them will hardly ever be considered 

art. Although readers seem to entirely accept the coexistence of authors and show 

business, the presence should be carefully planned and not excessive: ‘I don’t want to 

see the author as a normal person- then he loses all the mystery around him and 

becomes less interesting.’ (Liana ,32).  

Bourdieu claims that cultural capital can be only gained when directly economic 

interests are either absent or concealed. That means that the only requirement is that 

the economic interests are not obvious to the consumer.  
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6. Discussion  

6.1. To what extent can the theory on building strong traditional brand be 

used in building a human brand? 

	  

The seven approaches on building and managing brands serve as a great basic tool for 

building and managing human brands. Some theories and models however have to be 

modified in order to incorporate the unique and complicated nature of human beings. 

The identity approach assumes that a brand should express one unified and coherent 

identity. The approach is mostly useful in managing the human brand extensions and 

identity stretch. It is also the approach that pinpoints the most difficult aspect of 

managing a human brand: the possible conflict between the marketed identity and the 

real identity of the human being behind the brand.  

The consumer-based approach assumes that the brand resides in the minds of the 

consumers, yet it allows a skillful marketer to choose the right brand elements to 

communicate to consumers in order for them to respond accordingly. This approach 

allows the creation of very clear models that can be transferred across different kinds 

of human brands. The approach focuses mostly on consumers, so no major 

adjustments are necessary due to the unique nature of human brands. The most 

important tool of this perspective are the building blocks of brand equity (Keller, 

1993). The dimensions of brand knowledge are mostly transferrable onto human 

brands. The only difference being that brand attributes need to be understood 

differently. Instead of being divided into non-product and product related, they should 

be looked at as performance and non-performance related (Arai, 2013). In the case of 

authors as brands the performance related attributes would be related to the writing 

(i.e., genre, titles, type of characters, writing style, writing skills). Non-performance 

related attributes are the ones related strictly to the human being, creating the brand 

(i.e., demographical image, achievements, past experience, personality traits, life 

style, relationship effort, life experience). The benefits associated with the human 

brand (functional, experiential, and symbolic) correspond with the ones associated 

with the traditional one.  

In order to be able to even talk about the consumer-based brand equity, brand 

awareness has to exist in the minds of consumers (Heding et al., 2009). Consumers 
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have to be able to recognize and recall the brand. Only then can the brand image be 

mapped. The map would include consumer associations depicting both tangible and 

intangible aspects of the brand, attitudes, benefits, and attributes. The framework can 

be used across various human brands in order to measure and compare the 

favorability, strength, and uniqueness of brand associations with competing brands.  

The personality approach assumes that consumers’ need for identity and expression of 

self is a key driver of the consumption of brand. One of the theoretical building 

blocks of the approach is the categorization of human personality. Branding 

researchers created a way to categorize a brand personality as well.  None of the two 

was a perfect match for a human brand personality, which can be found somewhere in 

between the two, with the following personality dimensions: 

Extroversion/Excitement, Agreeable/ Sincere, Consciousness/ Competence, 

Openness+ Cultured, and Sophistication. Consumers automatically apply human 

personality traits to brands (Heding, 2009). In the case of human brands it is not 

necessary, yet the rules on emotional bonding between the brand and the consumer 

stay the same. Another big difference is that the traditional brand personality can be 

‘constructed’ (Ibid). In the case of human brands, the personality is already there, and 

even manipulation of it is risky, due to the possible difficulty in maintaining it. Brand 

personality is often viewed as a way to differentiate the brand from other ones within 

the same product category. The human brand personality has its direct sources in the 

human himself (the author) and the stereotypical user (readers, early adopters). 

Indirect sources will be (for example) book distribution channels, media featuring the 

brand, or even the book cover.  

The personality approach is very closely related to the relational approach. It is not 

difficult to imagine the relationship between human brands and consumers due to the 

human nature of both. No effort needs to be made to animate the brand. However the 

human relationship theory and the brand relationship theory need to be used together 

when speaking of human brands.  

Although the consumer based approach seems to be very useful in building and 

managing human brands, it analyses a single consumer in isolation. Though this 

allows more a practical easy-to-work-with approach, it is quite far from reality. 

Consumers interact and form communities around the brands. Then they are used for 

sharing brand related experiences and stories. They may add to the brand loyalty and 
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may affect the brand value both ways. The case of human brand is no different and 

has to be built and managed in this community context in mind.  

The cultural approach suggests that the brand is an important part of and a contributor 

to mainstream culture (Heding et al., 2009). Hugely successful iconic brands are the 

ones that are pointed out as examples of best practice, those that have managed to 

integrate themselves into culture more skillfully than others (Ibid). Human brands can 

become iconic brands in the same way as traditional brands. A very important concept 

related to the cultural approach is the meaning transfer model, which in the case of 

human models has to be understood slightly differently. McCracken suggested that 

the model enriched with human factor resulted in the understanding of celebrity 

endorsements mechanisms. This model is more suitable for managing human brands, 

even though it was not its original purpose.  

Also very important for understanding human brands and their power is the theory of 

conceptual consumption. Brands have more power than they have ever had because 

the underlying reasons for consumption have changed. Consumers don’t buy things 

for their functional benefits only anymore, they buy due to the ideas embedded in 

them. Brands add those meanings and ideas into otherwise uninteresting objects.  

6.2. How does building and managing an author’s brand differ from building 

and managing a human brand in general? 

	  
There is no clear guidance on how to build and manage human brands, as it is still a 

work in progress. The available research on human brands looks into particular cases 

of human brands (e.g., CEOs, PhD candidates, athletes). Each one of them looks into 

different aspect of the human brand management. Authors, similarly to other human 

brands, need to be consistent, continuous, and individual in order to build a strong 

image and reputation. The congruity of author’s brand and the consumer’s actual or 

desired self makes the author brand powerful. Personality is the core for all human 

brands, because it enables the consumer to differentiate, identify with, and have 

confidence in the brand (Herbst, 2003). This is also the case with authors. Although 

the appearance seems to matter the least in case of author’s brands compared to other 

human brands, it is still necessary for reinforcing successful brand communication. It 

has been shown that the best way to transform an author to a brand is the 

improvement approach, where the agent changes and enhances the author’s attributes. 
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The pure selling approach (the author brand is being sold via its inherent attributes) is 

also very commonly practiced. This agrees with the general suggestions for human 

brands made by Rein (2005). Although Thomson suggests that it is important for a 

human brand to be easily accessible, for the consumers of author brands it is 

important to experience a sense of brand mystique.  

Like in the case of other human brands, author brand can gain a lot from co-branding, 

especially if his brand is just emerging. Another human (e.g., other author) can serve 

as a co-brand. A co-brand positively influences quality perceptions of unobservable 

product attributes of a partner brand (Simonin & Ruth, 1998). This makes it very 

useful at the beginning of the brand building process.  

Often the competence and skills are not even necessary for developing a strong 

attachment between the consumer and a brand. This is not the case when speaking of 

author brands. The author brand emerges due to the skills and competences and the 

most important brand image dimension includes the performance related attributes. 

What is true across all human brands (including authors) is that if the brand 

consumption makes the consumers feel incompetent, the attachments will never form 

or it will weaken (Thomson, 2006). 

Comparing the Model of Athlete Brand Image to the brand image dimensions we 

identified, I noticed the dimensions and their relevant importance can differ 

dramatically between different kinds of human brands. Therefore each type should be 

analyzed separately in order to identify brand image dimensions unique for its kind. 

What all the human brands have in common is the high relevance of non-performance 

related attributes.  

Every organizational field should be analyzed for the occupation-specific behaviors 

and field-spanning values required for a human brand to fulfill the basic requirements 

to succeed (Parmentier et al., 2012). The kinds of capital required also need to be 

identified, so the human brand can start accumulating the right capital in order to 

‘stand out’ (Ibid). These will differ between the fields and therefore the author brand 

will have its unique requirements for ‘fitting in’ and for ‘standing out’ compared to 

other human brands. The ways of signaling that one has achieved or is likely to 

achieve the valued capital will also be different for author brands and human brands.  
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6.3. What are the unique characteristics of the fiction publishing industry that 

may affect its human brand management? 

	  
The product of fiction publishing industry cannot be viewed just as a book, it has be 

understood as an experience. The product is low involvement and transitional in 

nature. Consumption happens due to positive motives, such as the need for social 

approval or sensory gratification. In other words, a certain reward is desired for 

consuming the product. Emotional communications strategies need to be employed to 

successfully appeal to consumers. Another reason to consume fiction is to signal the 

actual or more likely desired identity back to ourselves and to others by incorporating 

a product charged with desired social meanings into our extended self. In other words, 

we consume the concept, not just the content of the book. We also consume in order 

to express our belonging to a certain communities.  

The basic requirements for a fiction book to be considered of high quality include: 

skillful use of language or unique writing style, and an interesting story/plot. Fiction 

content should also have certain attributes that will make it easily viral.  

Consumers rely on cues that indicate a good quality product, lowering the perceived 

risk, and making the purchasing decision easier. The cues in order of importance are: 

the name of the author, the beginning of the story, friends’ recommendations, the 

summary on the back cover, the cover, and the title. The critical reviews and literary 

awards are at the bottom of the list. It has been indicated that negative reviews might 

have a stronger impact than the positive reviews. The way consumers recognize a 

book they consider good agrees with the way publishing houses signal it to the 

consumer. One of the cues (book ratings) is particularly important in the exchange 

(gift-giving) rituals. 

The fiction publishing industry is culturally sensitive. This means that field specific 

habitus will most likely differ from culture to culture to some extent. Before 

expanding globally, the brand manager should take the cultural differences into 

consideration. The product is often co-created. Additionally, the author brand and the 

publishing house brand are involved in a co-branding relationship. The power and 

impact of the two brands switch places, with the publishing house brand having more 

power at first and then gradually dropping to the author brand. Many publishing 

houses cannot afford to adopt all traditional marketing strategies. It is a common 
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practice to turn to communities to increase the awareness and achieve certain effects 

(e.g., mere exposure) with the minimum expenses. All marketing activities have to be 

adjusted to the type of the audience related to the genre. Additionally, the consumers 

who are most likely to be loyal readers are very likely to be aspiring authors 

themselves or at least see some features of the author in their desired self. The author 

brand needs to appeal to that. Consumers want to expand by discovering and reading 

new authors. Very often however they reach for what is familiar due to their limited 

time and excessive choices they are exposed to. The strong desire to read new authors 

and the strong reliance on any cues possible in order to make the choice easier, faster 

and safer, gives the chance to the new author brands. If the consumer sees or hears of 

a new author, whose name they recall from a conversation with a friend or an 

advertisement, they are more likely to give the author’s book a try, due to a very low 

risk in the decision. Instead of looking for more information, simple cues listed 

before, such as the title, cover, first chapter, will suffice. 

Consumers believe an author with a strong brand has to be intelligent, admired by 

society, skilled in writing, has an understanding of human nature, is thorough and 

detailed oriented, does not act superior to the consumer, has a strong message to 

portray, has an imagination and a non-conformist nature, stays in touch with 

consumers, and is considered a trend setter/ innovator. Shortcuts which consumers use 

to recognize a good author are positive critical reviews, previous success, high media 

coverage, literary awards, positive consumer reviews, a life story, life experience, life 

adversities, travels, pain/suffering, imperfections (e.g., psychological problems), 

strange personality type, and an interesting story of success/of being discovered. 

The author’s appearance does not matter in the related product evaluation, however it 

is necessary for establishing a connection between the brand and the consumer. 

Author brand and book brand are very hard for consumers to separate. At the same 

time, the book does not have to be an extension of the author. Moreover, the book 

brand and the author brand do not have to be aligned, even though traditional 

branding would suggest so. It appears that if the author brand comes with an element 

of surprise in relation to the book (or the other way around) the overall experience is 

evaluated better. Publishing books under different names is advised only when there 

is a high risk that the book as a brand extension might be rejected by consumers due 

to lack of ‘fit’ to the author’s current brand. This is due to the fact that a new name 
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offers no brand awareness and no goodwill, which calls for building the brand from 

the start.  

The brand narrative is a crucial element for authors. The narrative about the author is 

often a missing part of the fictional story the consumers are reading. The story arouses 

curiosity. Readers build certain expectations about the author and this makes them 

investigate the author’s brand. The narrative has to be authentic to prevent the conflict 

between the constructed self and the real self. 

What is unique for the fiction publishing industry is the complicated relationship 

between cultural elites and the marketplace. This creates a context that is very unique 

and challenging for author brands. The author brand needs to combine a broad 

popularity and commercial success together with the idea of a uniquely creative, 

inspired artist. This is related to the meaning of nostalgia that author brands come 

charged with. The nostalgia is for an anti-economic, creative, transcendent element 

(Moran, 2000). This suggests that the economic interest of an author brand often has 

to be concealed.  

6.4. Conclusion 

 

The aim of this thesis was to find out how a strong author brand should be built and 

managed. The literature regarding building and managing human brands is still very 

limited and relatively new. Because of that it still has to be tested for its ability to be 

used across various kinds of human brands. In other words, there is not enough 

research yet, in order to create one framework, applicable to all kinds of human 

brands. Researching each brand type separately (authors, athletes) impacts the general 

understanding of building and managing human brands and hopefully brings us one 

step closer towards building that framework. This thesis integrates diversified streams 

of literature to understand the unique case of authors. A few adjustments have been 

made to popular concepts used for traditional branding. Other concepts have been 

simply extended to include authors as human brands. The author brands are complex 

due to their nearly inseparable relation between the product and the brand as well as 

the conflict between art and commerce.  

In order to better understand the fiction publishing industry as an organizational field, 

I interviewed two editors and two marketers representing two Danish publishing 
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houses. The consumer end was understood thanks to semi-structured interviews and a 

survey. I ended up gaining insights into the context created by the industry, its values 

and ways (habitus), the capitals required to succeed within it, and its current common 

marketing practices. The relation between the brand of a publishing house and the 

author brand was explained deeper. Further I looked into consumers of fiction and of 

author brands, as they are the audience for all communication activities, and they 

create the community, which has an impressive power over the brand. The analysis of 

the decision process helped understanding when and how can the consumers be 

influenced most efficiently. Consumption process shows the inseparable relation 

between the book and the author in the minds of consumers. It also shows where the 

author brand has its place during the process. It was confirmed that authors can be 

recognized as brands, and the types of power that the author brand has were 

discovered. The attributes that add value to the brand equity and their respective 

relevance were identified, including the brand image dimensions and sub-dimensions 

of an author brand, as well as the personality traits valued in an author brand. I also 

got the chance to understand the ways the author brand can and should expand.  

Building and managing author brands is similar to building and managing traditional 

brands. Many of the human brand approaches can be used for guidance. There are 

however more challenges for human brands due to the unpredictability of human 

nature, which is difficult to control due to preexisting human personalities, identities 

and images that brand managers need to learn to work with.  
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