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Abstract 
This case study provides an analysis of external and internal perceptions of Sparebank 1 in the 

Norwegian Financial Market. The aim was to understand the strength of Sparebank 1’s corporate 

brand, and how this, in turn, affects the bank’s position in the market by taking the philosophical 

stance of interpretivism. Seven internal interviews were conducted and summarized into what 

the employees of Sparebank 1 perceive as the strengths and weaknesses of the bank. Moreover, 

a survey among Norwegian people familiar with Sparebank 1 was conducted, in addition to four 

external interviews in order to obtain an understanding of how the stakeholders perceive the 

bank.  

 

After discovering severe differences in these perceptions, an analysis of the corporate brand in 

terms of the Vision, Culture, and Image Alignment Model (VCI), was conducted. Furthermore, 

the brand was also analyzed through the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model, which directly 

influences the alignments between a company’s vision, culture, and image. The misalignment 

between Image-Culture and Vision-Image was concluded to be weakening the corporate brand 

and thus, the company’s position in the market. Moreover, Sparebank 1’s strengths perceived by 

the employees is something in which stakeholders expect and want from the financial market but 

are perceived as Sparebank 1’s weaknesses. Furthermore, this is believed to be the main reason 

for Sparebank 1 being less attractive to stakeholders and answering the research question; “How 

can misalignments between various types of images affect Sparebank 1’s position in the 

market?”. Moreover, the findings indicated that in order to analyze and evaluate a company’s 

corporate brand, one more aspect needed to be taken into consideration. This aspect is the 

stakeholders’ expectations to players in the market.  

 

Keywords: Organizational Image, Organizational Culture, Organizational Vision, Corporate 

Brand, Competitive Advantage, Identity Dynamics 

 

 

 

 

 



ii 
 
 

Acknowledgements 
 
We would like to take this opportunity to express our appreciation to several people for helping 

us making the writing of this thesis possible.  

First of all, we would like to thank our supervisor, Virginie Svenningsen, for helping and guiding 

us through the process, and giving valuable advice when needed. 

Secondly, we are very thankful for the employees of Sparebank 1 making time to help us out 

with interviews as well as other questions that occurred. We would also like to thank all 

the four people in our network which helped us out with the external interviews and all 

the people who responded to our survey. 

Thirdly, we would like to thank Baard Slaattelid in Sparebank 1 for helping us reaching 

respondents in Sparebank 1 and giving us valuable information and guiding through this 

process.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



iii 
 
 

Table of Content 
ABSTRACT .......................................................................................................................................................... I 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ..................................................................................................................................... II 
1 INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................................................. 1 

1.1 BACKGROUND ...................................................................................................................................................... 1 
1.2 THE NORWEGIAN FINANCIAL MARKET ...................................................................................................................... 3 

1.2.1 Digitalization and Customer behavior ..................................................................................................... 3 
1.3 COMPANY DESCRIPTION ........................................................................................................................................ 4 

1.3.1 Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS ......................................................................................................................... 6 
1.3.2 Sparebank 1 Bank Cooperation DA .......................................................................................................... 7 

1.4 DELIMITATION OF FOCUS ....................................................................................................................................... 7 
2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ........................................................................................................................... 8 

2.1 SWOT ............................................................................................................................................................... 9 
2.1.1 Critics of SWOT ...................................................................................................................................... 10 

2.2 CORPORATE BRANDING AS A STRATEGIC ASSET ........................................................................................................ 11 
2.2.1 VCI Alignment Model ............................................................................................................................. 12 
2.2.2 The Organizational Identity Dynamics Model ....................................................................................... 13 
2.2.3 Identity obstacles ................................................................................................................................... 16 
2.2.3 Critics of VCI and the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model ............................................................ 17 

3 PROBLEM FORMULATION ............................................................................................................................ 19 
3.1 PROBLEM BACKGROUND ...................................................................................................................................... 19 
3.2 PURPOSE OF THE THESIS ....................................................................................................................................... 21 
3.3 STRUCTURE OF THE THESIS .................................................................................................................................... 22 

4 RESEARCH APPROACH .................................................................................................................................. 23 
4.1 RESEARCH PHILOSOPHY ....................................................................................................................................... 23 
4.2 LOGIC OF REASONING .......................................................................................................................................... 25 
4.3 RESEARCH DESIGN .............................................................................................................................................. 25 

4.3.1 Research Method ................................................................................................................................... 26 
4.3.2 Purpose of Research design ................................................................................................................... 26 

4.4 RESEARCH STRATEGY ........................................................................................................................................... 27 
4.5 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK DESIGN ....................................................................................................................... 28 
4.6 LIMITATIONS OF CHOSEN RESEARCH APPROACH ....................................................................................................... 30 

5 DATA COLLECTION ........................................................................................................................................ 34 
5.1 INTERNAL INTERVIEWS ......................................................................................................................................... 35 

5.1.1 Structure of the interviews .................................................................................................................... 36 
5.1.2 Respondents .......................................................................................................................................... 37 

5.2 EXTERNAL INTERVIEWS ........................................................................................................................................ 39 
5.2.1 Structure of the interviews .................................................................................................................... 39 
5.2.2 Respondents .......................................................................................................................................... 39 

5.3 INTERVIEWER ..................................................................................................................................................... 40 
5.4 ETHICAL DILEMMAS ............................................................................................................................................ 41 
5.5 STAKEHOLDER SURVEY ......................................................................................................................................... 41 
5.6 DATA CODIFICATION ........................................................................................................................................... 43 

5.6.1 Codes ..................................................................................................................................................... 45 
5.7 LIMITATIONS OF DATA COLLECTION ....................................................................................................................... 48 

6 FINDINGS I .................................................................................................................................................... 50 
6.1 INTERNAL RESULTS PRESENTED IN SW(OT) ............................................................................................................. 50 



iv 
 
 

6.1.1 Strengths ............................................................................................................................................... 50 
6.1.2 Weaknesses ........................................................................................................................................... 54 
6.1.3 Summary ................................................................................................................................................ 56 

6.2 RESULTS FROM STAKEHOLDER DATA ...................................................................................................................... 57 
6.3 SUB-CONCLUSION FINDINGS I ............................................................................................................................... 62 

7 FINDINGS II ................................................................................................................................................... 65 
7.1 FINDINGS THROUGH THE FRAMEWORK OF VCI ......................................................................................................... 65 

7.1.1 Vision - Culture ...................................................................................................................................... 66 
7.1.2 Image - Culture ...................................................................................................................................... 72 
7.1.3 Vision - Image ........................................................................................................................................ 80 
7.1.4 Overall (mis)alignment VCI .................................................................................................................... 89 

7.2 THE ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY DYNAMICS MODEL .................................................................................................. 90 
7.2.1 Sub-Conclusion Organizational Identity Dynamics ................................................................................ 95 

7.3 CORPORATE BRANDING AS A STRATEGIC ASSET ........................................................................................................ 96 
7.4 SUB-CONCLUSION ON OVERALL FINDINGS ................................................................................................................ 98 

8 DISCUSSION ............................................................................................................................................... 101 
 8.1 CORPORATE BRAND EVALUATION ....................................................................................................................... 101 
8.2 VCIME ALIGNMENT MODEL .............................................................................................................................. 104 

9 MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS ...................................................................................................................... 106 
10 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH .................................................................................................... 109 
11 CONCLUSION ............................................................................................................................................ 112 
12 BIBLIOGRAPHY ......................................................................................................................................... 114 
13 APPENDICES ............................................................................................................................................. 119 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



v 
 
 

 
Table of Figures 
FIGURE	1	-	ORGANIZATIONAL	STRUCTURE	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.............................................	4 
FIGURE	2	-	SPAREBANK	1	GRUPPEN	AS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	............................................................................	6 
FIGURE	3	-	SPAREBANK	1	BANK	COOPERATION	DA	(RESEARCHERS’	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.......................................................	7 
FIGURE	4	-	SWOT	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	................................................................................................................	9 
FIGURE	5	-	VCI	ALIGNMENT	MODEL	(HATCH	&	SCHULTZ,	2008,	P.11)	...........................................................................................	12 
FIGURE	6	-	VCI	GAP	(HATCH	AND	SCHULTZ,	2008,	P.	13)	..................................................................................................................	13 
FIGURE	7	-	ORGANIZATIONAL	IDENTITY	DYNAMICS	MODEL	(HATCH	AND	SCHULTZ,	2008,	P.	51)	..............................................	14 
FIGURE	8	-	SUB-DYNAMICS	OF	THE	ORGANIZATIONAL	IDENTITY	DYNAMICS	MODEL	AND	THEIR	POTENTIAL	DYSFUNCTIONS	

(HATCH	&	SCHULTZ,	2002,	P.	1006)	...........................................................................................................................................	17 
FIGURE	9	-	STRUCTURE	OF	THE	THESIS	(RESEARCHERS’'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..........................................................................	22 
FIGURE	10	-	LOGIC	OF	REASONING	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..................................................................................	25 
FIGURE	11	-	RESEARCH	METHOD	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	....................................................................................	26 
FIGURE	12	-	PURPOSE	OF	RESEARCH	DESIGN	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	................................................................	27 
FIGURE	13	-	THEORETICAL	FRAMEWORK	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.......................................................................	28 
FIGURE	14	-	PROCESS	OF	DATA	COLLECTION	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	................................................................	34 
FIGURE	15	-	RESPONDENTS	INTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	....................................................	38 
FIGURE	16	-	RESPONDENTS	EXTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	...................................................	40 
FIGURE	17	-	SURVEY	PROCESS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..........................................................................................	42 
FIGURE	18	-	INITIAL	CODES	INTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	....................................................	45 
FIGURE	19	-	PRECESS	OF	CODES	INTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.............................................	45 
FIGURE	20	-	CODEBOOK	INTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..........................................................	46 
FIGURE	21	-	INITIAL	CODES	EXTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	...................................................	47 
FIGURE	22	-	PROCESS	OF	CODING	EXTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.........................................	47 
FIGURE	23	-	CODEBOOK	EXTERNAL	INTERVIEWS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.........................................................	48 
FIGURE	24	-	INTERNAL	RESULTS	PRESENTED	IN	SW(OT)	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.........................................	57 
FIGURE	25	-	"WHAT	IS	IMPORTANT	TO	YOU	AS	A	BANK	CUSTOMER?"	(APPENDIX	E)	.....................................................................	61 
FIGURE	26	-	SUB-CONCLUSION	FINDINGS	I	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	....................................................................	63 
FIGURE	27	-	VISION-CULTURE	GAP	OF	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..................................................	71 
FIGURE	28	-	CULTURE-IMAGE	GAP	OF	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..................................................	78 
FIGURE	29	-	CULTURE-IMAGE	GAP	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION)	...............................................................................................	79 
FIGURE	30	-	"WHAT	IS	IMPORTANT	TO	YOU	AS	A	BANK	CUSTOMER?"	(APPENDIX	E)	.....................................................................	81 
FIGURE	31	-	VISION-IMAGE	GAP	OF	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.......................................................	87 
FIGURE	32	-	VISION-IMAGE	GAP	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	......................................................................................	88 
FIGURE	33	-	VCI	(MIS)ALIGNMENT	OF	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	..................................................	89 
FIGURE	34	-	IDENTITY	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	.............................................................................	91 
FIGURE	35	-	IDENTITY	DYNAMICS	OF	SPAREBANK	1	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	....................................................	94 
FIGURE	36	-	VCI	&	IDENTITY	DYNAMICS	&	STAKEHOLDERS'	MARKET	EXPECTATIONS	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	

2019)	..............................................................................................................................................................................................	100 
FIGURE	37	-	VCI	ALIGNMENT	MODEL	(HATCH	&	SCHULTZ,	2008,	P.11)	.....................................................................................	101 
FIGURE	38	-	VCIME	(RESEARCHERS'	OWN	CREATION,	2019)	........................................................................................................	104 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1 
 
 

1 Introduction 

 

 

 

Traditionally, actors in the financial industry have been operating in a market with low intentions to 

innovate and whereas no radical changes have happened (Tennant, 2017). With new regulations 

entering the market, aiming at increasing the competition, it is a need for actors to differentiate 

themselves and create preferences for their products and services in order to gain a competitive 

advantage (Schultz et al., 2005).  According to Hatch and Schultz (2008), a successful corporate brand 

is the most important strategic asset a company can hold in changing markets. A successful corporate 

brand is said to be achieved through an alignment between a company’s vision, culture, and image 

(Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Moreover, in order to be attractive in changing markets, the notion of image 

is increasingly important. How a company is perceived by stakeholders can have implications for 

future income and position in the market (Gray & Balmer, 1998). To showcase the importance of 

having such a strategic asset in a changing financial market, this case study will be investigating this 

by looking into Sparebank 1 and the bank’s position in the Norwegian financial market.  

1.1 Background 

In recent years, the financial market in Norway, as well as other countries, has undergone major 

changes due to globalization, digitalization, and new technologies. Additionally, regulatory changes, 

as well as shifts in customer behavior have left the industry in the middle of a major alteration 

(Sandrock & Firnges, 2016). This allows for greater competition in the financial market and a need 

for a good strategic position. In our globalized and digitized world, companies that manage their 

corporate brands effectively gain advantages of market share, and differentiation over their 

competitors (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Hence, a corporate brand is seen as one of the most important 

strategic assets a business can have (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  

 

Traditionally, the financial actors have based their business model on trust and risk management in 

order to create profits (Tennant, 2017). In a more dynamic and mobilized market, this sector is in 

need of innovation, communication, and technology in order to stay relevant to its stakeholders 
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(Medium, 2017). These types of changes affect the organizations internally, creates new types of 

dynamics in the market, and might also change how stakeholders perceive the banks. As the 

stakeholders’ expectations to the bank are changing, the incumbent banks need to brand themselves 

in the right manner in order to differentiate and create preferences for their services and products 

(Knox & Brickerton, 2003). This is also relevant in order to protect themselves against the new 

entrants, such as “Big Techs” and “Fin Techs”. “Big Techs” refers to the large technology companies 

such as Google, Facebook, and Amazon (Oremus, 2017) whilst “Fin Techs” are defined as businesses 

that are aiming at automating and improving, both the delivery and the usage of financial services 

(Kagan, 2019). 

 

A successful corporate brand is created by an alignment between a company’s vision, culture, and 

image (Hatch and Schultz, 2008). For example, if employees work toward a vision that is not 

supported by the stakeholders or view the company differently from the stakeholders’ image, it is 

argued that the corporate brand is weakened (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Some also argue that the key 

to acquiring a favorable image and reputation is through the management of organizational identity 

(Knox & Brickerton). Meaning that it is the expressed identity that influences the way others picture 

the organization and thus affects the corporate image (Hatch & Schultz, 2002).  

 

As a player in the financial market, it is of importance to know how to create strong strategic assets 

when new regulations are entering the market. Additionally, for a bank, how to change from being a 

traditional bank to provide modern, innovative and digital solutions for customers. Lastly, how 

important it is for the attractiveness that the stakeholders are aware of this change in the bank’s way 

of operating. The changes in dynamics and the increased importance of obtaining a good position in 

the market is something the researchers found particularly interesting. Therefore, the thesis will try 

to analyze the strength and success of a corporate brand in the financial market, in terms of aligning 

vision, culture, and image. Moreover, the functionality of the organizational identity, and also if this 

is enough to conclude on the success of the brand and the company’s position in the market. However, 

in order to ensure that the reader fully understands the underlying concepts, the thesis will start out 

by presenting the Norwegian financial market and important dynamics in the market. Moreover, as 

this paper will shed light on these concepts through a specific case study of Sparebank 1, a company 

description is provided. Furthermore, a theoretical framework and a more thorough explanation of 

the development of this thesis will follow alongside a presentation of the research question. 
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1.2 The Norwegian Financial Market 

The Norwegian financial market is today an integral part of the internal European market for financial 

services through the European Economic Area Agreement (EEA Agreement). Thus, a significant 

proportion of the market is in direct implementation of the European Union (EU) (Finans Norge A, 

2019).  

 

As the banks’ monopoly on transaction data is now vanishing, and as new directives imposed by the 

EU allows for even greater competition, obtaining differentiation through a strong corporate brand 

becomes more important. The new regulations are not only changing the payments value chain and 

the use of account information, but it also changes stakeholders’ expectation and foster competition 

and collaboration in the financial service sector, both within national borders and internationally 

(Evry, 2019). Furthermore, these changes in the banking market and the increased competition create 

a need for a strong position in the market in order to attract new customers and hold onto the existing 

ones. This position can be obtained by having a strong corporate brand. For the following section, the 

researchers will explain how the customers will obtain more power in the market and how this, 

alongside with the digitalization, is changing the market.  

1.2.1 Digitalization and Customer behavior 

The regulations and new entrants in the financial market are not the only things affecting the market. 

The community is getting more digitized and the evolution of the interaction between customers and 

suppliers, going from face-to-face to automated, is affecting the market. This evolution has direct 

implications for service-brand appeals and delivery (O’loughlin & Szmigin, 2007). Customers are 

getting more digitized and demanding a more up-front service. Now, customers want effective, easy-

access products with low transaction costs, but also more personalized products and services. In other 

words, customer experiences are now expected to be meaningful, seamless and intuitive.  It is all 

about bringing the physical and digital customer experience closer together and breaking down the 

silos (Broadbent, 2018).  

 

“Customers don’t think in terms of channels - they want to consume services where, when and how 

they want them and services must be adapted accordingly” (Broadbent, 2018). 
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In terms of banking, customers are now able to “bank” from home due to digital solutions such as 

online- and mobile banking. Hence, the personal relationship in terms of direct contact between banks 

and customers have changed. Moreover, customers often hold a relationship with several banks, and 

the switching cost is rather low (B, Slaattelid, Personal Communication, 24.01.2019). Furthermore, 

due to this, the expectations are rising alongside customers’ power in the market. These new market 

dynamics might set the traditional incumbent banks in new market positions, giving rise to new 

challenges, both internally and externally. Financial service providers such as Sparebank 1, will have 

to take hold on compliance tasks from the EU legislation as well as position themselves in an 

increasingly more digitized banking industry, in order to stay relevant for their stakeholders. With 

regard to these dynamics, scholars argue that a good corporate brand is the best strategic asset a 

corporation can have in order to differentiate from competitors and to be attractive to stakeholders 

(Hatch & Schultz, 2008). The following section will give an introduction to the company in question 

for this case study, Sparebank 1. 

1.3 Company Description 

Sparebank 1 is the second 

largest bank in Norway, 

after DNB (B, Slaattelid, 

Personal Communication, 

24.01.2019). Additionally, 

the bank was first out 

launching a mobile bank 

for all people in Norway, 

not just for the bank’s 

customers (Lindvoll, 

2019). The mobile bank is 

now allowing people to 

make payments, see 

balances and transactions from accounts in other banks, without being a customer of them (Lindvoll, 

2019). In other words, using the strategic opportunities that the new regulatives imposed by the EU 

allows for.  This section of the paper aims at giving a broader description and explanation of the 

chosen company.  

Figure 1 - Organizational Structure Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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Sparebank 1 is an alliance consisting of fourteen independent saving banks that are spread all over 

Norway. For the purpose of simplicity, when using Sparebank 1 throughout the paper, the researchers 

are referring to the alliance as a whole. However, in order for the reader to fully understand the 

complexity of the company, the organizational structure of the alliance will be outlined. The alliance 

is organized in a way where the fourteen banks own several companies together. The banks own eight 

companies in total, whereas two of them are significantly larger than the others, shown in Figure 1. 

These two companies are a holding company called Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS and a shared liability 

company called Sparebank 1 Bank Cooperation DA. For the ownership of the two larger joint 

companies, the four largest banks have their own separate shares and ownership, whilst the ten 

remaining, called “Sparebank 1 Samspar”, share the last part (Sparebank 1, 2018). The banks are 

working independently from each other but are cooperating in terms of creating a joint platform and 

branding (B, Slaattelid, Personal Communication, 24.01.2019). The alliance was created in 1996 with 

the purpose of strengthening each of the local banks’ competitiveness, profitability, and solvency 

(Sparebank 1, 2018). Also, by creating an alliance it would ensure each bank’s future independence 

and regional ties. In total, the banks have 7,500 employees (Appendix F) and 600,000 customers (B, 

Slaattelid, Personal Communication, 24.01.2019). 

 

Sparebank 1’s values are being “close” with their customers, and show that they are “skilled” by 

providing high-quality products and services. As the alliance is consisting of local banks, the banks 

are very concerned about continuing with the traditional banking which includes close physical 

contact with customers. The vision of the alliance is to “help its customers with their everyday 

economy” (Sparebank 1, 2019). Thus, the organization is working hard to create and provide 

innovative and easy-to-use solutions for the customers. Currently, over 65% of Sparebank 1’s 

customers are using the mobile bank, and the average user logs in 33 times per month in the 

application, which is the highest number in Europe (B, Slaattelid, Personal, Communication, 

24.01.2019).  

 

The alliance is also working hard to continuously provide their customers with new, and user-friendly 

services. For the future, the alliance knows that it will be necessary to continuously improve, and 

produce, products, apps, and services for their customers (B, Slaattelid, Personal Communication, 

24.01.2019). As the goal is to “help its customers with their everyday economy”, and with the banking 

market changing in terms of digitalization and customer behavior, the banks are aware that they need 
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to be able to respond rapidly to changes and work hard to keep customers. Until now, the banks have 

proven to be innovative. In 1996 they launched Europe’s first online bank and they were also early 

with launching a mobile bank in Norway, just one week after Nordea (B, Slaattelid Personal 

Communication, 24.01.2019). Sparebank 1 is also releasing new features for their current products 

consecutively, ensuring customer products to always be up-to-date (B, Slaattelid Personal 

Communication, 24.01.2019). Next, the two joint companies will be presented. 

1.3.1 Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS 

Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS is the parent company of ten subsidiary companies which all work to 

provide the banks with products and services, which the local banks further can offer to customers. 

The subsidiaries work with insurance, fundraising, and debt management.  

 

Through these subsidiaries 

Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS 

provides the banks with products 

and services within different 

sectors such as pension, insurance, 

fund management, factoring, debt 

collection, and credit reporting 

services. Together with the 

subsidiaries in Sparebank 1 Bank 

Cooperation DA, they create a 

varied portfolio of services 

offered to customers through the banks. Sparebank 1 Gruppen also provides the Norwegian 

Confederation of Trade Unions (LO) with products through a benefits program called “LOfavør” 

(Sparebank 1, 2019). The four largest banks own 70,9% of the holding company whilst the last ten 

banks share 19,5%, and LO, which is a strategic partner, owns 9,6% (Sparebank 1, 2019. The division 

of ownership and the different subsidiaries can be seen in figure 2 under “Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS”.  

 
 
 
 

Figure 2 - Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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1.3.2 Sparebank 1 Bank Cooperation DA 

 
Sparebank 1 Bank Cooperation DA is a 

liable company, meaning that the 

owners, being the banks, are personally 

liable for the debt of the company and 

not only for the invested capital 

(Lawyers Norway, 2018). This 

company, through its subsidiaries, 

provides business platforms, joint 

management, and development service 

for the banks (Sparebank 1, 2019). In 

addition, the company takes part in the 

activities which give the fourteen banks 

economies of scale and competitive advantages (Sparebank 1, 2019). The company also owns and 

controls the intellectual property rights of the alliance (Sparebank 1, 2019). Sparebank 1 DA is also 

owned by the banks, but in regards of these three of the banks own 18% each, one owns 19% and the 

ten remaining banks share 18%, whilst Sparebank 1 Gruppen AS owns 10% (Sparebank 1, 2019). 

The division of ownership and the subsidiaries can be seen in figure 3under “Sparebank 1 Bank 

Cooperation DA”. 

 

1.4 Delimitation of Focus 
 
As Sparebank 1 only operates in the Norwegian Financial Market and only have Norwegian or 

Norway-bound customers, the case study will be limited to only cover the national market of Norway. 

The purpose of the thesis is to give strategic advice to Sparebank 1 and the bank’s position in the 

market. Thus, since Sparebank 1 is currently only positioned in the Norwegian market it is not seen 

as giving to the paper to conduct research on other markets. Additionally, the thesis will look at 

Sparebank 1 as a whole as the bank choose to brand itself as one.  

 

Figure 3 - Sparebank 1 Bank Cooperation DA (Researchers’ Own 
Creation, 2019) 
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2 Theoretical Framework 
The following section will introduce the applied theories which provide a point of departure for the 

thesis.  The introduced frameworks allow for investigation of both internal and external factors, which 

according to Dess (2008) is of importance when analyzing a company’s position in a market. The 

first introduced framework is SWOT, which is an acronym for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, 

and Threats (Dess, 2008). This is a framework used for discovering and implementing competitive 

advantages (Dess, 2008).  

 

However, according to Burke (2015), one will only validate its true competitive advantage by asking 

stakeholders about how they view your company. The Vision-Culture-Image (VCI) Alignment Model 

is introduced in order to understand how an (mis)alignment between a company’s perception of itself 

and stakeholders’ image might affect an organization’s position in the market. One way to obtain a 

strong position in the market, and to differentiate from competitors, is to have a strong competitive 

advantage (Porter, 1996). It is argued that the most important competitive advantage a company can 

have in changing markets is a strong corporate brand (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Hatch & Schultz 

(2008) also argues that in order to create a successful corporate brand, the given organization needs 

to align its VCI. Additionally, to get an in-depth understanding of the underlying dynamics in the 

VCI Alignment model, the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model with the following definitions 

on identity and image is elaborated on. The Organizational Identity Dynamics Model addresses the 

relationship between the culture and image of an organization (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Lastly, some 

critical obstacles for an organization’s image, culture and identity are introduced.  

 



9 
 
 

2.1 SWOT 
The framework of Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) is often used for the 

purpose of understanding a firm’s external and internal environment (Dess, 2008). The first two 

acronyms focus on internal aspects of the company and are attributes which the given company should 

be able to control and maneuver (Wilton, 2014; Friesner, 2014; Porter 2008; Barney, 1995). The 

second two aspects are focusing on the external factors in the market and how these can possibly 

affect the company in question (Dess, 2008). This framework suggests that firms using their internal 

strengths to exploit environmental opportunities and neutralizing environmental threats while 

avoiding internal weaknesses are more likely to gain competitive advantages (Barney, 1995). Below 

is a visual illustration of the SWOT. 

 
Figure 4 - SWOT (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

First, in order to understand the model itself, an overview of the relevant sections is needed. The 

sections give diverse, valuable information in regard to the company and its position in the actual 

market (Dess, 2008). First, the internal factor of strengths refers to the positive attributes of the 

company. This factor is describing what the company is succeeding at and attributes which possibly 

could be seen as a competitive advantage depending on the market. The factor pf Weaknesses is the 

other part of the internal analysis, but this refers to the negative attributes of the company which 

indicates where it exists room for improvement (Morrison, 2016).  
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The last two factors are a part of the external analysis and looking at aspects that are outside of the 

company’s control. The third factor, being opportunities, refers to external attractive factors that 

represent possible reasons for a company to exist or develop further (Morrison, 2016). The fourth 

factor, threats, refers to less attractive factors that could cause the company or a company’s current 

project to be at risk. Furthermore, Morrison (2016) mentions how these can be mitigated by having 

plans on how to react to them if they should occur, and also divide them into categories in order to 

understand the seriousness of the threat.  

2.1.1 Critics of SWOT 

Hill and Westbrook (1997) argue that SWOT is too much a general description, and more of a way 

to have a structured list of aspects. Other critics given by Hill and Westbrook (1997) is how there are 

no requirements of weighing the different aspects, no resolution of conflicts and no logical link with 

an implementation phase. The last argument is that SWOT was created in a time with more stable 

markets which were more characterized by homogeneity than today’s markets which are more 

characterized by diversity.  

 

Furthermore, Erhard Valentin (2005) argues for four drawbacks with the SWOT-framework. First, 

he argues that the guidelines for the framework “promotes superficial scanning and impromptu 

categorizing in lieu of methodological inquiry” (Valentin, 2005, p. 92). By this, he refers to how the 

guidelines of SWOT leave a false impression of noteworthy aspects being easy to spot, and also that 

the way they will impact the company, both favorable and unfavorable, is obvious. Additionally, 

whilst something may be bad, it can still be good for something else, and there is no room for this in 

the SWOT. Secondly, he argues that SWOT does not show tradeoffs, meaning that something which 

a company chooses not to do might be to keep their key advantages and thus, it is actually a strength, 

even though somebody will perceive it as a weakness. Thirdly, he argues that the guidelines mix 

accomplishments and strengths, referring to how some people may be mixing accomplishments, such 

as market-share leadership, with strengths for the company. Lastly, Valentin (2005) argues, which 

was also mentioned by Hill and Westbrook (1997), that there are no requirements for any 

prioritization of the different factors, and they are listed as if they all matter equally.  
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2.2 Corporate Branding as a Strategic Asset 

Corporate branding represents a way for the company to create preferences for their products and 

services, and moreover, it is a way to interact and create a dialogue, with its stakeholders (Schultz, 

Antorini & Csaba, 2005). A corporate brand emphasizes that the organization itself represents the 

main point of differentiation and competitive advantage in the market and is thus of high importance 

in changing markets (Schultz et al., 2005). The corporate brand is also seen as the process of creating, 

nurturing and sustaining a mutually rewarding relationship between the organization and its 

stakeholders (Schultz, et al., 2005). Gray & Balmer (1998) argue that a firm’s survival largely 

depends on the company’s ability to develop and maintain a considerable image and a good 

reputation. Moreover, Shee & Abratt (1989) state that a favorable corporate brand presents the 

prerequisite for operational security and public trust. 

 

In markets with new sources of involvements and changing customers’ expectations, a strong 

corporate brand provides the corporation with an opportunity to develop and express its 

distinctiveness through the relationship with its stakeholders (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Moreover, the 

banking market is becoming more and more digitized, and is according to Schultz and Chernatony 

(2002), calling for a co-created brand, taking stakeholders’ image into account. A successful 

corporate brand also provides a company with an opportunity to generate a significant future income 

stream, indicating that companies with strong corporate brands can have market values which are 

more than twice their book value (Schultz & Chernatony, 2002. Strong corporate brands reduce costs 

as they can exploit economies of scale in advertising and marketing, and make customers feel more 

attracted to the company as they may feel like a part of the community (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). 

 

Also, in later literature, Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue how a corporate brand is one of the most 

important strategic assets a company can hold, especially in a globalizing world with emerging 

markets, as it can help companies gain advantages over competitors. It is further argued that behind 

every successful corporate brand, there is an alignment between the company’s vision, culture, and 

image (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Therefore, the VCI Alignment Model is used as a tool to analyze the 

notions of the company’s strategic advantages (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). “To keep the brand alive, 

you must go to where it lives - deep within your stakeholders’ relationship with the company” (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2008, p. 81). Furthermore, as the identity conversation directly influences the VCI 

alignment, the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model is used to evaluate the coherence between 
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the organizational culture and the stakeholders’ image. The organizational identity in an organization 

provides the VCI Alignment Model with a foundation as all members and stakeholders of the given 

company should participate in it (Schultz, Antorini & Csaba, 2005). Further description of both 

frameworks will be outlined in the following sections.  

2.2.1 VCI Alignment Model 

Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue that behind every successful corporate brand, there is a coherence 

between 1. what the top management in that company wishes to accomplish in the future and what 

they want to be known for (their strategic vision), 2. the everyday knowledge and beliefs by 

employees (lodged in its culture), and 3. what the company’s external stakeholders expect or desire 

from them (their image). The basic principle of 

the VCI Alignment Model is that the greater the 

coherence of vision, culture, and image is, the 

stronger the organization and brand. Gaps 

between VCI in an organization are argued to 

indicate an underperforming corporate brand, 

but if it is in place it builds a strong corporate 

reputation and organizational behavior (Hatch 

& Schultz, 2008). Furthermore, it is argued that 

all departments have to be in constant contact 

with each other in order to align corporate 

branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). “The combination of vision, culture, and images represents in one 

way or another everything the organization is, says, and does” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p 13). 

 

The VCI Alignment Model contains tools on how to align the corporate brand, which represents a 

way for a company to differentiate itself from competitors. Hence, the corporate brand is a strategic 

function of positioning the company (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). In order to find out to which extent 

your corporation’s VCI is aligned, Hatch and Schultz (2008) have suggested answering the questions 

listed in Figure 6 below.  

Figure 5 - VCI Alignment Model (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p.11) 
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Misalignments, which are referred to as 

gaps, happen between two, or even all of 

the three parts in the alignment model. 

Gaps are implying that the brand does 

not deliver on its promises for 

stakeholders and may influence 

corporate reputation negatively (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008). Moreover, gaps between 

the parts are argued to weaken the 

success of the corporate brand. Three 

gaps are described, namely the vision-

culture gap, the vision-image gap and the 

image-culture gap (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). The gap between vision and culture occurs when 

employees do not support the strategic direction, while the vision-image gap opens up when external 

stakeholders mistrust management or its aspirations (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Lastly, the image-

culture gap opens when stakeholder expectations collide with brand execution. Without alignment 

between vision and stakeholder images, there is no guarantee that executing a strategic vision will 

contribute to organizational success as “a corporate brand depends on aligning vision, culture and 

image” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 68). 

 

The corporate brand is to a large extent an outcome of the relations between these three aspects. When 

the organizational identity conversation is fully engaged, both sides will listen and respond to what 

their conversation partners offer. Hatch and Schultz (2002) argue that the organizational culture can 

be seen as the internal definition of organizational identity and that organizational image can be seen 

as the external definition of organizational identity. 

2.2.2 The Organizational Identity Dynamics Model 

To fully sense the VCI framework it is necessary to understand the identity dynamics, which address 

the relationship between the “we” and the “us” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 49-50).  The identity 

conversation directly influences the VCI alignment because of the identity’s ability to create or 

destroy coherence between organizational culture and stakeholders’ image. Knowing who you are as 

Figure 6 - VCI Gap (Hatch and Schultz, 2008, p. 13) 
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an organization and knowing how your stakeholders perceive you are the first steps toward successful 

corporate branding (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  

 
Figure 7 - Organizational Identity Dynamics Model (Hatch and Schultz, 2008, p. 51) 

 

The ‘we’ describes ‘who we are’ and refers to organizational culture while the ‘us’ is related to image 

and describes “what we believe others think about us” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 49-50). The 

relationship between the ‘we’ and the ‘us’ is well described with the mirror as a metaphor: 

“Stakeholder images provide a mirror in which the organization sees itself reflected in the eyes of 

others” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 50).  

 

2.2.2.1 Organizational Identity 

The organizational identity is lived out in the organization by its culture and describes who they are 

as an organization (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Organizational identity can be seen as an organization’s 

members collective understanding of the organization and is contained in what the organizational 

members express or believe the organization to be (Gioia et al., 2000; Albert & Whetten, 1985). 

Identity work attempts to fashion a sense of self in both the short- and long-term perspective. In these 

terms, the word “works” is seen as the processes being done to create, sustain and adapt identity 

(Gioia et al., 2000). Organizational identity is used by scientists to understand organizations but also 

deployed by organizations in order to understand themselves (Albert & Whetten, 1985).  

 

The organizational identity is also communicated to the public in order to create positive preferences 

for that particular brand, service or product (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). The communicated image by 

the management in that cooperation does not necessarily correlate with what the public actually thinks 

of the organization. In one way identity can have an internal and external meaning (Hatch & Schultz, 
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2002). The internal being the culture, and the external being the image. Some argue that under 

threatening conditions of change, the main strategy of an organization is to maintain its identity while 

others argue that organizations have to change in order to keep the same identity (Gioia et al., 2000).  

 

2.2.2.2 Image 

In an organization, an image is argued to have two dimensions; one inner organizational image and 

one communicated image (Alvesson, 2000). The inner image refers to how the organizational 

members both want others to see them, and also how they think that others see them (Alvesson, 2000). 

While the communicated or outer image refers to how the public sees or understands the organization. 

These two dimensions might cause some confusion, as they can be different (Alvesson, 2000). 

Whetten et al. (1992), defines organizational image as the way organizational elites would like 

outsiders to see the organization, while Berg (1998) sees organizational image as purely the way the 

public perceives the organization (Gioia et al., 2000). Images might be more or less true (false) or 

(in)accurate (Alvesson, 2000). Furthermore, too large differences between reality and image might 

be problematic for a corporation. A corporate image strives to produce appealing pictures of the 

company for various publics, and also to position the organization in a beneficial way (Alvesson, 

2000).  

 

2.2.2.3 Organizational Reconsideration Between Identity and Image 

Both organizational identity and image can give insight into the character and behavior of 

organizations and their members, and these two concepts have acquired the status as key concepts 

employed to describe and explain individual and organizational behavior (Gioia et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, it is argued that the reconsideration between identity and image is important because 

the consequences of adhering to the now-taken-for-granted conception have implications not only for 

how we think of an organization, but also for its members, and how we think of organizational change. 

Meaning that for a company not reconsidering identity and image constantly can lead to implications 

in terms of its employees and also how their stakeholders see the organization (Gioia et al., 2000).   

 

It is also argued that organizational identity is somewhat dynamic and changing over time and that 

the instability of identity is actual (Gioia et al., 2000). Furthermore, it is also argued that 

acknowledging the interrelationships among identity and image allows the recognition that it is the 

very fluidity of identity that helps organizations adapt to changes (Gioia et al., 2000). In order for a 
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company to adapt to changing markets, it is important to continuously look at the external image and 

internal identity. Furthermore, the strategic concern among management is no longer the preservation 

of a fixed identity, but the ability to manage and balance a flexible identity in light of shifting external 

images (Gioia et al., 2000). It is argued that the role and significance of corporate images from an 

organizational perspective, emphasizing the management of images, is a crucial skill and field of 

activity (Alvesson, 2000). Furthermore, it is claimed that identity problems in organizations call for 

a focus on the corporate image (Alvesson, 2000).  

 

2.2.2.4 Communicating Image 

A corporate image refers to a holistic and vivid impression held by a particular group towards a 

company, partly as a result of information processing carried out by the group members and partly 

by the corporations aggregated communication and the picture the cooperation holds of itself 

(Alvesson, 2000). An image is something we get primarily through coincidental, infrequent, 

superficial and/or mediated information. This is usually received through mass media, public 

appearances, and perceptions of the “core” of the object. An interesting and significant issue is that 

not only external groups but also employees have come to be viewed as an important audience. This 

might be interpreted as a consequence of increased ambiguity - from the perspective of employees - 

characterizing many organizations. While the identity of the corporation does not take care of itself 

there is a need, and room, for specific actions aiming at fabricating images (Alvesson, 2000).  

 

Two conditions that could be making it meaningful to pay attention to image are the significance of 

people's impressions and attitudes for the organization’s activity, and also the degree of ambiguity. If 

the attitudes of a particular group have no significance for an organization, then there is not much 

point in talking about the organization's image in that group. The more sensitive a corporation is 

towards the subtlety of opinions and attitudes within the target group, the stronger are the reasons for 

paying attention to image. The more ambiguity characterizing the nature of the business and products 

of a corporation, the greater the significance of image (Alvesson, 2000). 

2.2.3 Identity obstacles 

Additionally, organizational identity has some drawbacks according to Hatch and Schultz (2002). 

When organizational identity dynamics are balanced between the influence of culture and image, the 

result is a healthy organizational identity. However, the identity dynamics can also become 
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dysfunctional when the links between culture and image are ignored or denied in the organization 

(Hatch & Schultz, 2002). If an organization “lose the balance between the “we” and the “us”” one 

will end up with a dysfunctional identity that will harm the corporate brand (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, 

p. 81). In this sense, the organizational identity is constructed by either culture (organizational 

narcissism) or image (organizational hyper-adaption), and not both equally (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). 

 

Organizational narcissism occurs by being 

unwilling or unable to respond to external 

images with the likely implication that the 

organization will lose interest and support 

from its external stakeholders (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2002). Not listening to external 

stakeholders by ignoring the feedback 

received from the mirroring process leads to 

internally focused and self-contained 

identity dynamics (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). 

The opposite, organizational hyper-adoption, is giving stakeholders too much power so that the 

cultural heritage in the organization is ignored or abandoned. If image replaces the culture, the core 

of the organization becomes slowly inaccessible (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). 

2.2.3 Critics of VCI and the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model 

Cornelissen, Christensen, and Kinuthia (2012) is criticizing alignment models of the corporate brand 

for their objectivist assumption of consistency within the communication process, and also for the 

type of communicational reasoning the model is based on. Furthermore, these models are criticized 

for assuming only one-way-communication whereas only the company communicates out to its 

stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Giving a corporation strategic advice on its position in the 

market based on the VCI Alignment Model is criticized as the model assumes that if a company invest 

well enough in their external communication, stakeholders will automatically understand and 

perceive the organization in the same way as the company itself (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  

 

Cornelissen et al. (2012) also argue that there are some weaknesses and limits with regards to identity 

models. It is argued that this is a circularity in reasoning, and that identity is in these premises defined 

Figure 8 - Sub-dynamics of the Organizational Identity Dynamics 
Model and their potential dysfunctions (Hatch & Schultz, 2002, p. 

1006) 
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as both framed contents of persuasive communication and also as cognitive systems of meaning, and 

furthermore that these two are linked. In other words, the problem with the VCI Alignment Model 

and the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model is that it simplifies the process of communication, 

where all processes of making meaning of something is predetermined. Additionally, it is claimed 

that these types of models assume that the receivers of the messages sent by the company are just 

passive targets, and not independent human beings (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  

 

The presented frameworks will be used in order to answer the research question of this paper which 

will be presented below. Additionally, the researchers will also investigate to what extent these 

frameworks fully can evaluate how an (mis)alignment might affect a corporate brand or if there is a 

need for removing or adding some aspects. 
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3 Problem Formulation 
3.1 Problem background 
Traditionally, banks have had the monopoly on customer’s transaction data, which the new 

regulatives imposed by the EU now abolish. Additionally, regulations are allowing for a more 

globalized banking market in Norway, allowing new entrants to take place, rendering the market and 

contributing to increased competition. With increased competition comes a need for differentiation 

and a strong corporate brand, in order to gain the customers’ interest (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). In the 

current Internet age, a more differentiated and distinctive brand image and corporate identity in the 

financial services sector have been called for, in order to create positive preferences for a company’s 

product and services among stakeholders (O’loughlin & Szmigin, 2007). Hence, a strong corporate 

brand is of importance for a company’s position in changing markets (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

 

Sparebank 1 is one of the largest banks in Norway, and the bank is embracing the opportunities in 

which the new regulatives and the digitized market allows for and has proven a high innovation level. 

The employees of the banks argue to be the best in the market in regard to being digital, modern and 

innovative solutions. The researchers found this very interesting and started the research based on 

this. However, throughout the interviews it became evident to the researchers that the “point of 

tension” was not lying within the bank’s ability to be apt with these changes, but how the employees 

believed this ability is something which is not well-known by the public. Thus, the direction for the 

thesis was changed to be more in terms of how strong the corporate brand seemed to be and how this 

affects the bank’s position in the emerging market. Moreover, how the bank is perceived by 

stakeholders. Therefore, the researchers started conducting research in terms of different perspectives 

of the bank trying to obtain a deeper understanding of the bank in relation to its vision, culture, and 

image. 
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Throughout this thesis, the researchers would like to uncover some of the ambiguity around 

Sparebank 1’s corporate brand, and how a (mis)alignment in terms of vision, culture, and image could 

be of importance in regard to the bank’s position in the market. This leads to the following research 

question: 

 

How can misalignments between various types of images affect Sparebank 1’s position in the 

market? 

 

In order to answer this question, the researchers need to investigate various types of images. However, 

for the purpose of this thesis, this will be limited to internal and external images being employees and 

stakeholders of Sparebank 1. Moreover, if this is affecting the corporate brand and the bank’s position 

in the market. To clarify, stakeholders with regards to Sparebank 1 is in this paper limited to 

customers and the public in general. As relations and roles between internal and external stakeholders 

are becoming more intertwined, as employees are both shareholders and customers of their 

organizational brand, the researchers see it as valuable for the paper to distinguish employees from 

the stakeholders (Schultz & Chernatony, 2002). The internal perspective of the bank is based on 

employees and members of the organization’s perceptions and meanings and is not considered as 

stakeholders as this might cause confusion. By position in the market, it is referred to how attractive 

the bank is to stakeholders. This leads to the following sub-questions in order to answer the research 

question: 

 

1. How are the employees of Sparebank 1 viewing the organization? 

2. How are the stakeholders in the Norwegian banking market viewing Sparebank 1? 

3. Is there a misalignment between how stakeholders and employees of Sparebank 1 

perceive the company? 

4. Where is the misalignment between the perspectives? 

5. How are these misalignments affecting the corporate brand and the bank’s position in 

the market? 

  

The main motivation behind this study is to understand how Sparebank 1’s corporate brand is seen 

by the public, as this is the most important strategic asset a company can hold in changing markets 
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(Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Further, the researchers aim at investigating how the internal perception of 

the bank is aligned with the external image, and how this affects the overall corporate brand. This is 

important as Sparebank 1 is operating in a changing market with new entrants and increased 

competition, and hence needs to differentiate from competitors in order to create preferences for their 

product and services. Additionally, the researchers aim at shedding light on whether an alignment 

between a company’s vision, culture, and image are the only aspects that are of importance when 

evaluating the success of a corporate brand. Moreover, for simplifying purposes, the researchers will 

use the terms “strong corporate brand” and “successful corporate brand” interchangeably as these 

terms are seen as equally descriptive.  

 

3.2 Purpose of the thesis 

The purpose of this thesis is to provide Sparebank 1 with strategic advice on its position in the market, 

and an evaluation of the corporate brand. Considering the major changes happening in the financial 

market this thesis aims at providing advice on how to continue to be a strong actor in the market. 

Furthermore, the researchers aim at investigating the (mis)alignment between Sparebank 1’s internal 

and external image through the VCI Alignment Model in order to give theoretically grounded advice. 

Knowing who you are as an organization, and further, knowing how your stakeholders perceive you 

is the first step towards a successful corporate brand. Hence, the researchers will look into how the 

organization’s image is constructed, and to what extent the organizational identity is a result of 

stakeholders’ image and the internal culture in the bank.   
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3.3 Structure of the thesis 
This section will outline the structure of the thesis. This paper will start out with an introduction to 

the dynamics in the Norwegian financial market, and a description of the case company, Sparebank 

1. Secondly, the theoretical frameworks that represent a point of departure for this thesis are outlined. 

Thirdly, the research question is presented, as well as the purpose of the thesis. Next, the chosen 

research approach will be presented, 

including an explanation of why the 

different methods are chosen. This will 

be followed by a section outlining how 

the primary data is gathered and 

processed. Following this, the findings 

will be presented and analyzed through 

the chosen frameworks in order to 

answer the research question. Then, a 

discussion of the researchers’ 

theoretical contribution, followed by 

both managerial implications as well as 

implications for Sparebank 1 

specifically. Next, the limitations and 

recommendations for further research 

will be presented. Lastly, a conclusion 

on the thesis will be presented 

concluding on the case study as well as 

why this paper is seen as giving.  

Figure 9 - Structure of the Thesis (Researchers’' Own Creation, 2019) 
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4 

Research Approach 
The following chapter will describe the chosen research approach in terms of the philosophy of 

science, the logic of reasoning, research design, research strategy as well as how the theoretical 

framework is used to analyze the data gathered. This is done to properly establish the researchers’ 

assumptions on knowledge and as a point of departure for the thesis. Furthermore, this allows the 

researchers to develop a proper tactic in order to answer the research question  

4.1 Research Philosophy 
The term research philosophy refers to a system of assumptions and beliefs about the development of 

knowledge. In order to answer the research question, there will be taken certain assumptions by the 

researchers, with regards to human knowledge (epistemology), the nature of reality (ontological), and 

the extent to whether the researchers’ own values influence the research (axiological). These 

assumptions shape how the researchers understand the research question, the methods used and the 

interpretation of the findings. Therefore, in order to define the philosophical stance of this paper, the 

three assumptions need to be clarified (Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016).  

 

The ontological assumptions taken by the researchers are that it exists multiple meanings and 

interpretations of reality. Meaning, that in order to answer the research question, the researchers have 

to acknowledge that the different respondents perceive and interpret the world differently, hence there 

is not one true reality. Furthermore, the world is seen as socially constructed. In other words, the 

actors in the world make up the world.  It is assumed that the respondents’ perception and their 

understanding of the changing market in addition to market research is legitimate knowledge in order 

to answer the given research question, hence referred to the epistemology of the paper. With regards 

to the researchers’ own values, the axiology assumptions, it is confirmed that the researchers’ own 

interpretations are of value to the research as this is research is complex (Saunders et al., 2016).  
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When answering the research question, the researchers will make use of the philosophical stance of 

interpretivism. Interpretivism is developed as a critique to positivism from a subjective perspective. 

This philosophy of science is based on the assumption that humans are different from physical 

phenomena as humans can create meanings (Saunders et al., 2016). In order to get an in-depth 

understanding of Sparebank 1 and the bank’s corporate brand, it is assumed that the employees’ 

perceptions, as well as stakeholders’ perceptions, of the market and Sparebank 1 can help answer the 

research question. Interpretivists focus highly on how people’s backgrounds, cultures, and 

experiences can change their meanings and how they see their social world, and this also implicates 

that people can have completely different views on the same situation (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

The purpose of the research is to create new and richer understandings of the corporate brand of 

Sparebank 1 in a changing financial market. Further, how Sparebank 1 assembles these changes 

internally in terms of identity dynamics. The thesis will try to reach an understanding of how the 

bank, and its strengths and weaknesses, are perceived by employees. To get a deeper understanding 

of whether there is a misalignment in the perspectives, an investigation surrounding the stakeholders’ 

perception of the bank is seen as necessary. It is valuable to see whether the organization as a whole 

is aligned in terms of how the employees perceive the bank and how they believe the bank is perceived 

by the public. An overall analysis of the interviews through the theoretical frameworks, looking for 

different perceptions and meanings concerning the subject, among both employees and the public, 

will give insight on the bank’s position in the market in terms of attractiveness. However, this is not 

something which can be researched and given one correct answer to, as it is truly about how the social 

world of the organization and the market is perceived and socially constructed.  
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4.2 Logic of Reasoning 

 
Figure 10 - Logic of Reasoning (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

With regards to theory developing and the research in general, this thesis will take an abductive 

approach. As the researchers are emphasizing perceptions and interpretations, this approach allows 

for a more in-depth understanding of the given research, rather than just a description (Saunders et 

al., 2016). The researchers started out with an interest with regards to the new imposed regulatives 

and digitalization in the financial market.  After having an explorative interview with Sparebank 1 

the researchers started investigating how the bank is positioned and shaped to meet the emerging 

market. Furthermore, during the semi-structured interviews, another interesting aspect was brought 

to the researchers’ attention. The researchers discovered that there might be a misalignment between 

how the company’s employees perceive Sparebank 1 and the public image of the bank. Thus, further 

investigation of this topic was seen as necessary and interesting. A survey followed by semi-

structured in-depth interviews with stakeholders were conducted. This midway between deduction 

and induction allows the researchers to start out with an observation of something surprising which 

leads to possible theories explaining this, and then use it to test and see if it is correct (Saunders et 

al., 2016).  

4.3 Research Design  
The purpose of a research design is to create a framework that shows what the research will contain 

(Malhotra, Birks & Wills, 2017). A research design makes a clear outline of how data will be 

gathered, what type of data will be gathered, and also how the data should be processed. Having a 

proper research design will help the researchers conduct the research as efficiently and effectively as 
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possible (Malhotra et al., 2017). The next sections will outline the research design for this paper, 

starting out by presenting the chosen method, followed by the purpose of research.  

4.3.1 Research Method 

The researchers are looking into Sparebank 1 and the bank’s corporate brand, in order to gain an 

understanding of how the bank is positioned in the market in terms of attractiveness. Therefore, the 

researchers see a need for obtaining an understanding of both how the employees perceive the 

organization, but also how the stakeholders perceive the bank and if there is a misalignment between 

these perceptions. In order to investigate this possible misalignment, after conducting the in-depth 

interviews with employees of Sparebank 1, a public survey was created and sent out to Norwegians 

in the researchers’ network. This survey was also followed up by in-depth interviews with four 

stakeholders in order to give more depth to the results of the survey. This means that the method 

chosen to answer the presented research question: “How can misalignments between various types of 

images affect Sparebank 1’s position in the market?”, was a sequential multi-phase research design. 

This allowed the researchers to start out with one method and continue with another one in order to 

explore or elaborate on the findings of the first method (Saunders et al., 2016). By choosing this way 

of research, the researchers opened to find crucial factors for Sparebank 1’s position in the market.  

 
Figure 11 - Research Method (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

4.3.2 Purpose of Research design 

This research combines more than one purpose for its design as it consists of a mix between 

exploratory, explanatory and evaluative purposes (Saunders et al., 2016). First of all, as there is little 

secondary data in regards to Sparebank 1 and how the organization is working towards the changing 

market, the research within the organization will be mostly exploratory. As the intention was to 
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understand mechanisms and underlying tensions in regard to the changes in the financial market, and 

how the actors in the market perceive, interpret and adapt to the market, this type of study was seen 

as beneficial. The exploratory approach also offers higher flexibility in regards to allowing the 

researchers to gather information consecutively which lets the research constantly develop (Malhotra 

et al., 2017). The aim of this thesis is to gain an understanding rather than measuring certain specific 

variables and therefore the exploratory approach will be emphasized through the interviews with the 

employees of Sparebank 1.  

 

However, when conducting a survey investigating whether Sparebank 1’s vision and culture are 

aligned with the external image, as this was the interpretation received from the internal interviews, 

the research was evaluative as it evaluated something which was found in the initial interviews. The 

later interviews were brought in as a part of the thesis to give more depth to the survey as it allowed 

for a deeper understanding and explanation of why the people perceive Sparebank 1 the way they do, 

and thus this research was 

explanatory. Also, as the 

aim of the paper is, to 

some extent, evaluate the 

success of Sparebank 1’s 

corporate brand and how 

Sparebank 1 can be a 

strong competitor in the 

market, the research is said 

to be evaluative.  

 
4.4 Research Strategy 
This section will present the chosen research strategy for the thesis. A research strategy is defined as 

a plan for how to move forward to answer a research question (Saunders et al., 2016; Yin 2014). As 

this thesis is looking into a topic of a real-life setting, in regards of Sparebank 1’s corporate brand, a 

case study research was seen as the best suited research strategy. Using a case study research gave 

the researchers an opportunity to generate insights from an in-depth and intense study, and put it into 

a real-life context, which again offers valuable descriptions and development of theory (Saunders et 

Figure 12 - Purpose of Research Design (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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al., 2016). Furthermore, it is argued that this is the best possible solution for such a case, as there are 

limited scale and scope available, in terms of time and pages, to express the findings. The scientific 

value of this approach is ambiguous because of the shortcomings related to the production of 

generalized findings. However, the primary source of knowledge production in the case study is of 

value as it can provide interesting findings even though they cannot be generalized (Yin, 2014). In 

order for the reader to fully understand the research strategy developed for this thesis, an overview of 

how the theoretical frameworks are used in order to answer the research question is presented in the 

following section.  

4.5 Theoretical Framework Design 

This section will showcase why and how the theoretical frameworks are used in order to answer the 

research question. The introduced frameworks will help the researchers understand Sparebank 1’s 

strengths and weaknesses as seen by the employees, and if the stakeholders’ perception of the bank 

is aligned with the employees’ perception. Additionally, the theoretical frameworks aim at laying the 

foundation for understanding the consequences of having a misalignment between the internal and 

external perceptions of Sparebank 1, 

and also how this affects the bank’s 

position in the market. In order to gain 

such an understanding, it is necessary 

to investigate both the internal 

perceptions of the company as well as 

the external perception, being the 

stakeholders’ view (Dess, 2008).  

 

 

First, as a way to draw a picture of the 

believed strengths and weaknesses of 

Sparebank 1, the SWOT-framework 

is used to present the internal 

perception of the company in 

Findings I.  However, as the external 

sections of the SWOT is used to 
Figure 13 - Theoretical Framework (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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identify opportunities and threats in the external environment which are outside the bank’s control, 

the researchers see the employees responding to this as not giving as it only allows for explanations 

in regard to the market and not the bank itself. Thus, these sections are excluded from the findings. 

Furthermore, for the purpose of this thesis, the SW(OT)-Framework is used as a visualization tool in 

order to shed light on how the employees of Sparebank 1 perceive the bank, and more specifically 

what they perceive to be the bank’s strengths and weaknesses, or strongest and weakest strategic 

assets. This is seen as giving as it makes it easier for the researchers to sort out some specific aspects 

from a relatively large sample of data collected from the internal interviews. It will also help visualize 

the perceptions of the employees in a way that makes it easier for the reader to understand. 

Additionally, as this section is only used to answer if there is a misalignment, and not contribute to 

answering where the misalignment is or how it affects Sparebank 1’s position in the market, the 

researchers believe the attributes of strength and weaknesses to be adequately indicating a 

(mis)alignment. In other words, the framework is used as a way to present the results from the internal 

interviews.  

 

However, according to Burke (2015), one will only validate one’s true strategic assets by asking 

customers about how they view your company. Therefore, the SW(OT) will be followed with a 

presentation of the results from the survey and the external interviews. This section will help the 

researchers understand to what extent the employees’ perception of Sparebank 1 is aligned with the 

stakeholders’ perception. Presenting the results this way is straightforward, but the researchers see it 

as valuable for this thesis as it presents an overview of both external and internal perceptions. The 

external results are not presented directly in a SW(OT) as the purpose of this perception is to 

understand the perception and not necessarily strengths or weaknesses. It is believed that the external 

view does not have any strong opinions about the strengths or weaknesses of the bank and answering 

this for the stakeholders would be closer to guessing than actual impressions and perceptions. 

 

Following the SW(OT), the researchers will use the VCI Alignment Model to analyze further on the 

possible misalignment. This analysis is conducted through the model of VCI as the researchers aim 

at understanding the coherence between the vision, culture, and image of Sparebank 1, and between 

which factors a (mis)alignment might be. Furthermore, how this is affecting the company’s corporate 

brand and position in the market.  However, this model is criticized for assuming only one-way-

communication whereas only the company communicates out to its stakeholders, and for assuming 
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that if a company invest well enough in external communication, stakeholders will automatically 

understand the given message in the same way as the company (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  Hence, the 

Organizational Identity Dynamics Model is used, as this model emphasizes the importance of an 

interrelation on communication in a two-way dimension (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). In figure 13, the 

researchers have visualized the process of how the theoretical frameworks are used in the specific 

sections in order to answer the research question, and an explanation of the associated purposes and 

goals for these sections. 

4.6 Limitations of chosen Research Approach 

By making use of interpretivism one can explain causal mechanisms in a specific case, and how 

particular variables interact (Lin, 1998). However, it is argued that when taking this type of 

philosophical stance, one cannot know how widespread the existence of similar cases could be (Lin, 

1998).  This is also confirmed by Mack (2010) saying that “it abandons the scientific procedures of 

verification and therefore results cannot be generalized to other situations” (Mack, 2010, p.8). Thus, 

the researchers cannot conclude on whether the outcome of this thesis is applicable to other 

companies. However, the purpose of this case study is to give Sparebank 1 strategic advice based on 

how successful the bank’s corporate brand is and to shed light on (mis)alignments in perceptions. 

Thus, the philosophical stance of interpretivism is seen as fit, as it allows for the usage of perceptions.  

 

For this paper, an abductive reasoning approach was applied, and thus, the paper accepted the 

temporality of truth. Henceforth, the findings and conclusions should only be viewed at this point of 

time, since further developments in research, as well as changes with regard to the investigated 

organization, would require a reassessment of the research question (Glassman & Kang, 2010). In 

terms of choosing an abductive approach, the researchers are aware that the results of this thesis could 

have been different by using a different logic of reasoning. By using abduction instead of induction 

or deduction, the researchers are allowed to have iterations between observations and theory, instead 

of either having one hypothesis or choosing a specific area. This allowed the researchers to discover 

and analyze a new subject and arriving at a “point of tension” which was very different from the 

starting point of the thesis. However, the researchers acknowledge that if a different logic of reasoning 

had been used, the interviews would have helped the researchers to answer the questions proposed by 

Hatch and Schultz (2008) to understand an (mis)alignment, more directly. Instead, the researchers 
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used the interpretations received from other questions and thus, the results could have been different 

than when asked directly.  

 

Additionally, as with any research strategy, there are some challenges to be aware of, such as how to 

ensure high quality throughout the entire process of the research. To ensure and investigate the quality 

of the project, the following four attributes will be tested; construct validity, external validity, internal 

validity and reliability (Yin, 2014).  

 

One critique of the case study approach is that it often fails to develop a sufficient operational set of 

measures and that subjective judgments are used to collect the data, referring to the Construct validity 

(Yin, 2014). This research consists of both secondary and primary sources.  Documentations and 

articles published by the EU and consultancy firms on new regulatives and the changes in the financial 

market are used in addition to in-depth interviews and a conducted survey. The interviews allowed 

for an in-depth understanding of the subject, and the interview guides (Appendix A-C) secured 

coherent research.  It is therefore argued that this is equal to having multiple sources of evidence, 

hence strengthening the construct validity of the paper. Additionally, by having a clear research 

approach in which outlines the research design and the philosophy of science clearly, the researchers 

believe this gives the reader a clear chain of evidence. Meaning that a potential reader of the thesis 

should be able to trace back from the conclusion to the research question and understand the entire 

process of the research (Yin, 2014). 

 

A second challenge for the paper is to ensure external validity, which can be addressed by using the 

tactics of having a research question settled early according to Yin (2014). Yin further argues that the 

research question should be set during the research design phase of the paper as help for developing 

proper theory (Yin, 2014). For this paper, the research question was suggested during the creation of 

the research design and even though changes have occurred, the essence of it has remained, and the 

researchers’ goal of examining how Sparebank 1 is perceived both internally and externally, and how 

it affects their position in the market, is still standing. Hence, it is argued to have fulfilled the need 

for external validity.  

 

Another challenge is having internal validity, and Yin (2014) suggests pattern matching, explanation 

building, addressing rival explanations and using logic models to maximize the internal validity (Yin, 
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2014). Pattern matching is seen as helpful at various levels. First and foremost, it helps the readers 

retrace the thought process of the researchers and to better understand how and why one arrived at 

the presented conclusions (Sinkovics, 2018). The researchers codified the data with regards to the 

chosen theoretical frameworks, hence matching theoretical patterns with observed patterns. This was 

done in order to explain the underlying mechanism of the success of the corporate brand and how 

this, in turn, affects the bank’s position in the market. Every part of the analysis aims at describing 

how, or why, of the given dynamics, and hence the paper is argued to have explanation building. Yin 

(2014) argues that the better case studies are the ones in which the explanations reflect some 

theoretically significant propositions. As the findings in this thesis are based on theoretical statements 

and explaining variables based on this, the thesis is argued to have internal validity. However, due to 

the time limit for this thesis, it was not possible to see if the events are occurring over time and create 

a logic model and thus, this is suggested for future research.  

 

The last challenge seen in regard to case studies is how to ensure high reliability (Yin, 2014). The 

objective is to be sure that, if a later researcher follows the same procedures as described by an earlier 

researcher, and conducts the same case study again, the later investigator should arrive at the same 

findings and conclusions. The goal of reliability is to minimize the biases and errors of the study (Yin, 

2014). Qualitative researches can make it hard to secure the reliability, as the conducted research is 

concentrated on a small selection. Additionally, the in-depth interviews are based on open questions, 

and if another selection of respondents is interviewed, it is not given that one arrives at the same 

results. It is also important to keep in mind that those who are interviewed do not necessarily represent 

the same opinions and attitudes as all other employees in Sparebank 1. The same applies to the 

interviews of stakeholders as they do not necessarily represent the opinions of all stakeholders. 

However, the chosen internal respondents are seen as fit for the thesis as they represent different 

departments and thus, most likely view the company from different angles. This also applies for the 

external stakeholder interviews, as well as being strengthened by the survey. An overview of the 

chosen objects and why they are found suitable for the paper is found in section 5.1 and 5.2. 

Additionally, in-depth interviews can ensure reliability, as you go deeper into each interview object 

which makes it is easier to weed out sources of errors, such as misunderstandings. An interview guide 

also ensures that one gets an open dialogue around the topic, and no leading questions. This generates 

honest and reliable answers referring to a good case study protocol according to Yin (2014). 
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All interviews were recorded and were later used for transcription, which is attached in the appendices 

divided into different codes (Appendix G-N). This can be seen as the case study database, and 

according to Yin (2014), this gives the paper better reliability. Furthermore, the recordings made it 

easier to be observant during the actual interview, as one could focus on the respondent. Not recording 

would mean that the researchers would have to take notes along the way, and too much focus on 

write-down could have made the researchers less focused on the respondent's answers and important 

details could have been lost. During the interviews, both researchers were present. The fact that the 

interviews were conducted with both researchers present, recorded, and that the researchers got the 

opportunity to listen to them afterward and discuss what were said, made the probability of 

misinterpretation small. After the interviews, the transcribed interview was sent to the informant 

allowing the respondent to read through the entire interview and rectify any possible 

misinterpretations of their response. This also made it possible to contact the informants after the 

interviews, if we were unsure of the significance of what was said. Based on this, it is argued that this 

study consists of high reliability. 
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5 Data Collection 
The data collection is a process of collecting 

information from all relevant sources in 

order to answer the research question, and it 

can be divided into secondary and primary 

methods of data collection (Dudovskiy, 

2016). For the purpose of this thesis, both 

secondary and primary data are used, but 

the largest part of data will be collected 

from primary sources. In general, primary 

data are gathered in two different aspects. 

One aspect is in regards to the internal 

perception in Sparebank 1, whilst the 

second aspect is gathered as a step towards 

understanding the external view of the 

organization. For the following sections, the 

interviews with employees will be referred to as “internal interviews”, whilst the interviews with the 

stakeholders will be referred to as “external interviews”. In figure 14, a visual layout of how the 

primary data is collected is shown. All of the interviews were conducted in Norwegian as the 

respondents were Norwegians and/or living in Norway. Speaking in one's native language makes one 

feel more at ease, which again will lead the participant to be more likely to share (Malhotra et al., 

2017). However, after transcribing the interviews, they were all translated into English for 

simplification, elaborated on in section 5.6. The coded version of the interviews can be found in 

Appendix G-N. Moreover, the full version of the transcribed interviews on both the external and 

internal interviews can be provided if seen necessary.  

Figure 14 - Process of Data Collection (Researchers' Own Creation, 
2019) 
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5.1 Internal Interviews  
In order to understand the underlying internal mechanisms in Sparebank 1 as well as the employees’ 

perception of the bank, the researchers have conducted seven semi-structured, in-depth interviews. 

This type of interview is suitable when the researchers are looking to obtain a deeper understanding 

of the respondents’ personal opinions, experiences or perceptions (Malhotra et al., 2017). The goal of 

the interviews is to get to know the bank from the inside out and thus, the researchers chose to conduct 

in-depth interviews. The choice of respondents was made in correlation with the aspiration of getting 

insights into this large and complex organization, and the respondents will be presented in the next 

section.  

 

Furthermore, as the purpose of these interviews was to try and understand how the employees 

perceive the bank and how this might affect the company’s position in the financial market in Norway, 

the interviews were semi-structured with open-ended questions in order to obtain as much information 

as possible. In-depth interviews also give the researchers an opportunity to steer the conversation, 

and it gave the respondents more time to provide complementary answers and opinions (Malhotra, 

2017). Since the interviews were held with one respondent at a time, it was easier to get personal and 

honest opinions since the potential factor of group pressure is eliminated (Malhotra et al., 2017). In-

depth interviews are rarely based on predefined questions because one sees the importance of a free 

flow in the conversation, where reflection around the theme is central (Saunders et al., 2016). 

Therefore, these types of interviews are often based on an interview guide. Prior to the in-depth 

interviews, an interview guide (Appendix A) with questions related to the chosen themes, was 

developed. The interview guide was designed to ensure that the interviews continued to be relevant 

to the given topic, and as a point of departure for interesting follow-up-questions. 

 

The interview guide was made on the basis of the first initial, exploratory interview as well as market 

research done by the researchers. As the researchers started to see a possible point of tension 

throughout the process of interviewing, and also as the knowledge around the subject emerged during 

the first interviews, the follow-up questions for the later interviews were more related to the actual 

subject of study and thus, these interviews could possibly be said to give more valuable insights than 

the first ones. However, due to limited time and resources, the researchers could not go back and 

interview the first respondents over again and thus, the first interviews will still be included in the 

analysis. That being said, the researchers are aware of this obstacle and will put more emphasis on 
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the latter ones. Also, as the interviews will be coded and analyzed through a codebook, letting the 

researchers sort out the relevant parts in the interviews and leave out the rest, this potential problem 

is seen as minimized. Also, even though the parts linked to the point of tension possibly will be 

smaller for the first interviews, it will together with the other interviews contribute to a total 

perception of the bank.  

 

In addition to the interviews changing slightly throughout the process, the researchers have identified 

other challenges that will be covered in this paragraph. Even though there are some challenges with 

regards to the method for this paper, the researchers believe that if they are aware of these challenges 

and work to minimize them, the data collected will be valid and can be used to analyze Sparebank 

1’s corporate brand and attractiveness in the market. One risk with semi-structured interviews is that 

the participants might be influenced by the interviewer and his/her actions (Denscombe 2014). Also, 

some participants tend to take the “good-participant” role when being interviewed, meaning that they 

will answer what they think the researchers would like them to (Weber & Cook, 1972). This is fueled 

by a fear of ruining the research by not responding in the “correct” way (Weber & Cook, 1972). 

However, the researchers tried to mitigate these challenges by starting the interviews with 

encouraging the participants to speak freely and honestly and, as mentioned earlier, by informing of 

total anonymity and make them feel comfortable and safe.  

5.1.1 Structure of the interviews  

As the Sparebank 1 alliance consists of banks spread all over Norway, the employees are also spread 

all over the country. Hence, due to restrictions with regard to time and resources, five of the seven 

interviews were conducted over Skype, each lasting for about one hour. As the Skype-interviews 

allowed the respondents to choose an environment in which they felt safe and comfortable, it is not 

seen as a necessarily negative factor (Saunders et al., 2016). Furthermore, as several of the 

respondents used Skype for business the researchers made the assumption that they were familiar 

with the concept and thus did not feel uncomfortable about using Skype. Henceforth, it is argued that 

the advantage of interviewing employees from different locations and different banks, outweighed 

the disadvantage of using Skype.  

 

As a preparation for the interviews the researchers, as mentioned above, created an interview guide 

to ensure covering all the subjects set out to be investigated (Appendix A). All of the respondents 
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were unfamiliar to the researchers, thus a brief introduction of the researchers and the project followed 

up by some small talk was seen as necessary in order to create credibility and trust. Additionally, the 

respondents were informed about being entitled to cancel the interview if they wanted to. This was 

followed by the interviewer going through the guide and starting out with general questions about the 

bank which was followed by change management, perceptions of the market, and strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities and threats for the bank. In the following section, the respondents for the 

internal interviews will be presented. 

5.1.2 Respondents 

Through the Head of Banking as a Service, the researchers were given possible participants for the 

internal interviews, being people representing different banks and departments of the organization. 

By approaching the respondents through one of the employees in the bank, the researchers reached a 

larger part of the organization. However, one challenge related to reaching the respondents through 

an employee of the organization was the possibility of the respondents being colored or biased by the 

Head of Banking as a Service. Additionally, that they wanted to give answers which they felt could 

benefit this person, or which this person wanted them to give. This was, as with respondents taking 

the “good-participant-role”, mitigated by the technique of probing and encouraging the respondents 

to speak as honestly as possible and not saying what they thought the Head of the Banking as a Service 

would like them to say.  

 

As the researchers contacted possible participants, some of them never responded and thus the total 

number of respondents ended up being lower than initially expected. For the aim of this paper, the 

researchers see the advantage of having participants from different parts of the organization superior 

to having a large number of participants, and thus did not spent more time looking for additional 

participants within the same departments. This is due to the researchers’ aim of obtaining an 

understanding of underlying mechanisms within the organization as a whole, as well as perceptions 

of the market and competitive advantages. Also, as the researchers saw a need for investigating 

whether the perceptions internally were correlated with the external view of the organization, 

interviewing stakeholders in the Norwegian financial market was prioritized over conducting even 

more interviews internally in Sparebank1.  
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Seven in-depth interviews with employees in Sparebank 1 were conducted. The respondents will be 

presented in a random order in a table below, covering how many years each employee has worked 

in the company, whether the person has a managerial position and if they are employed in the Bank 

Corporation or in a local bank. However, as some of the respondents are employed in the bank but 

have an active role they will be “checked off” in both boxes. As a way to ensure anonymity for the 

respondents, names and detailed information is left out. The respondents will be referred to as 

Employee 1(E1), E2, E3, etc. for simplifying purposes. 

 

Figure 15 - Respondents Internal Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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5.2 External Interviews  

5.2.1 Structure of the interviews 

For the external interviews, the researchers conducted interviews with both non-customers and 

customers in order to get different views on the public’s perception of the bank. The respondents were 

interviewed in person, with each interview lasting for approximately 15 minutes.  Interviewing in 

terms of a physical meeting allowed for a deeper connection and understanding between the 

respondent and the interviewers (Malhotra, 2017). Additionally, this can generate safer circumstances 

and an incentive to speak freely (Malhotra, 2017). These interviews were used to give an in-depth 

understanding of the results from the survey and consisted of shorter interviews and a smaller sample 

than the sample of the internal interviews.  

 

As for the internal interviews, an interview guide was made as a part of the preparation for the 

interview. The researchers created one interview guide for the stakeholders being customers of 

Sparebank 1 and one for those who are not customers. These can be seen in Appendix B and C. These 

guides followed the same steps as the internal interviews in the introductory part. Ensuring full 

anonymity, asking for permission to record and by giving a brief introduction of the interviewers and 

the thesis. Also here, the interview guide was set out as a point of departure, but as some of the 

questions were open-ended several other questions appeared throughout the interviews. The 

interviews were set out to give depth to why, or why not, the interviewee was a customer of Sparebank 

1 and what he or she valued or did not value about the bank. Lastly, how they perceive the bank. 

5.2.2 Respondents  

For the external interviews, the researchers’ reached out to contacts in order to find respondents. The 

purpose was to interview persons who were familiar with Sparebank 1, in order to understand how 

they see them. The researchers chose to interview people in their own network, but not persons being 

a part of their daily lives. By interviewing persons not being a part of the researchers’ daily life, it is 

believed that these participants are not biased towards Sparebank 1 and this thesis. Furthermore, as 

the interviews are meant as a way of giving depth to the survey, the researchers found it to be adequate 

to conduct four interviews. The respondents will be presented below in a table with a short 

introduction to them and their relation to Sparebank 1. The respondents for the external interviews 
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will be referred to as Stakeholder 1(S1), S2, S3 and S4 for simplifying purposes. In order to ensure 

anonymity, there will not be displayed or given any personal information about the respondents.  

 

 
Figure 16 - Respondents External Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

5.3 Interviewer 
In order to ensure comparability between the interviews, the researchers held all the interviews 

together. The researchers created a clear plan of how to go through with the interviews in order to 

ensure more aligned interviews and also to avoid confusion between the researchers and respondents 

during the interviews. This gave one of the researchers the opportunity to concentrate on making sure 

all aspects were covered and could add on questions along the way, while the other was allowed to 

fully focus on asking questions and listening. According to Saunders et al., (2016) this is important 

in order to fully understand the respondent’s experience and view of the world. Furthermore, the 
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researchers were equally experienced with interviews which were making it reasonable to conduct 

them as a team.  

 

The impression the interviewer give to the respondent can have a large impact on the interview and 

the willingness to share (Saunders et al., 2016). In order to ensure a good first impression, the 

researchers’ dressed in the same dress code as the participants and their colleagues. This was also 

emphasized for the interviews conducted over Skype, even though the researchers knew there was a 

smaller chance of this being equally beneficial. In advance of the interviews, the researchers provided 

the respondents with an overview of the different subjects to be covered as well as informing about 

the aim of the interview (Appendix D). This is argued to prevent the respondents from having anxiety 

of sharing information (Saunders et al., 2016).  

5.4 Ethical Dilemmas 
As researchers one ethical responsibility to the respondents to safeguard their privacy through the 

processing of personal data. According to §18 of the Privacy Act, October 1, 2015, anyone who 

requests it has the right to know how their personal information is taken care of. We adhered to this 

section by giving the informants access to our results after the interviews. After the interviews, the 

researchers sent them an email. In this way, each informant was assured that their responses were 

kept anonymous, and each one approved how we presented them in our assignment. 

5.5 Stakeholder Survey 
The objective of this paper is to get an understanding of whether Sparebank 1’s internal perception is 

correlated with the external image, and in order to do this, it is necessary to investigate how the people 

in the market perceive the company. As the market is all people that live in Norway, the target 

population is 5,3 Million potential respondents. Hence, to reach out to a larger sample, the researchers 

decided to use a stakeholder survey to get a brief understanding of how Sparebank 1 is perceived in 

the market. As the researchers are interested in figuring out what image people have of the bank, only 

people who have heard of the bank will be allowed to respond to the survey, and hence the target 

population is minimized to some extent. This is ensured by asking if they are familiar with Sparebank 

1 in the first question, and the answer determines if they are allowed to answer the rest of the 

questionnaire. This means that even though 251 people responded to the survey in total, only 229 

responses taken into consideration, as these are the ones saying that they are familiar with the bank.  
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The survey will be a structured questionnaire, meaning that the prepared questions will be asked in a 

predefined order (Malhotra et al., 2017). Also, the survey will make use of a mix of fixed-response 

questions and open-response questions. The fixed-response questions will ensure the data needed is 

adequately collected, whilst the open-response questions will function as a controlling factor if the 

respondent does not find the structured questionnaire sufficient. The survey will also be self-

administered, meaning that it will be conducted on the internet by the participants themselves which 

are an advantage when the questions are structured (Saunders et al., 2016). As the questionnaire 

consists of basic questions, the researchers found it reasonable to conduct the survey in English, even 

though this is not the native language of the respondents. 

 

Furthermore, the questionnaire is created as an 

online survey in order to reach a larger sample. The 

researchers used a service called Qualtrics which is 

provided through the researchers’ bachelor institute 

and gives the option of creating different kinds of 

questions, which was needed for the paper. 

Additionally, the platform enabled easy handling of 

the data input and gathering of the data, compared 

to physically conducted surveys. The survey has 

been distributed to the researchers’ own network, 

through social media, as well as in larger groups 

whereas the researchers themselves are not 

members. This was done with the purpose of trying 

to reach a larger sample and not only people known 

by the researchers. One of the challenges by having 

an online, self-administered, survey is that one 

might risk that the respondents might 

misunderstand. However, the researchers tried to 

mitigate this by making the questions very 

straightforward, simple and followed by detailed 

instructions.  

Figure 17 - Survey Process (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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Figure 17 shows an outline of the conducted survey. Additionally, the questions with associated 

answers can be seen in Appendix E.   

5.6 Data Codification 
This section will outline how the collected data have been processed and analyzed. Data Codification 

is a generic way of analyzing qualitative data (Saunders et al., 2016). The essence of this technique 

is to search for themes or patterns that occur within several datasets, such as sets of interviews 

(Saunders et al., 2016). It is known as a systematic, and objective, way of organizing data as it 

provides an orderly and logical way of analyzing chunks of data being gathered in a research project. 

Coding means to label different units of data in a specific code to symbolize the meaning (Saunders 

et al., 2016). This is done in order to make the pieces of data which the researchers take interest in, 

available for further analysis. Using this technique allowed the researchers to sort out the important 

parts of the interviews in regards to theory and the research question. When having conducted seven 

internal interviews, whereas each lasted from forty-five minutes to one-and-a-half-hour, and four 

external interviews lasting for about fifteen minutes, the amounts of data ended up being quite heavy. 

Thus, using the tool of coding helped sort out the most important parts.  

 

However, before the work of coding could start, the researchers needed to get familiar with the 

datasets and transferred the interviews into raw-data. This was done by transcribing the interviews, 

as this created familiarity with the content of the interviews (Saunders et al., 2016). Without this 

familiarity, it would also be harder to engage fully in the following analytical process (Saunders et 

al., 2016). This familiarity was helpful for the researchers’ next step in the process; coding. According 

to Mayrin (2014), having defined transcription rules defined by the objective of the analysis can help 

eliminate the potential risk of losing information. The transcription was conducted by following the 

clean read or smooth verbatim transcript protocol which means that the transcription is done word 

by word, but utterances such as “ugh”, “eh” etc., were removed (Mayrin, 2014). This was done to 

ensure that all data which was seen as giving to the paper was brought along, thus utterances were 

excluded from the transcripts. Also, short cut articulation and dialects were translated into the 

standard Norwegian language to make the interviews more comparable. Lastly, the transcript was 

translated into English in order to fully compare and make use of them in the thesis.  
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After finishing the transcripts, the next step in the process of analyzing the data was to categorize the 

data, including developing categories (codes) and attach the data to these categories. The development 

of codes can stem from either your data or your theoretical framework and provides an emergent 

structure that is relevant for the purpose of the research (Saunders et al., 2016). As a part of the process 

of coding, a codebook was created to contain all the different codes and examples. Both codes and 

codebooks were developed through an iterative process as it may cause the researchers to go back 

and review definitions as new knowledge and information are obtained (DeCuir-Gunby, Marshall & 

McCulloch, 2011). Throughout the coding, some codes will emerge to indicate linkages between, and 

interpretation of the data (Saunders et al., 2016).  

 

The raw data was coded using a Computer Aided Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) for 

the analysis, namely the NVivoTM program provided by Copenhagen Business School. As the 

researchers are familiar with this program, it was seen as the most suitable CAQDAS program for 

this project. Saunders et al. (2016) argue that using this type of program forces you to do your analysis 

properly, hence increasing both transparency and methodological rigor.  NVivo™ was used to attach 

relevant chunks of data to the given categories or codes. As the process of coding and analyzing data 

continues as one searches for key themes and patterns in the data, it led to some revised categories 

and codes (Saunders et al., 2016). However, throughout the process of coding, the researchers 

discovered a need for combining some of the codes in order to create a clearer overview for the 

readers. Additionally, some of the codes have been sorted in first-, second- and third-order codes. All 

codes can be seen in Appendix G-N. Additionally, the process of coding is explained below for both 

internal and external interviews followed by the presentation and explanation of the final set of codes.  
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5.6.1 Codes 

5.6.1.1 Internal interviews 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

First, the researchers started out with the codes shown in the figure above, called the first-order codes. 

However, throughout the process, it became clear that there was a need for second-order, and 

sometimes third-order codes. Additionally, it became clear that the code of “Image” needed to be 

changed to “Believed Image” as the employees can not answer to how the stakeholders perceive them, 

only how they believe they are perceived. Also, as some of the initial codes were discovered as 

second-order codes, these were combined into one code. The process of the codes for the internal 

interviews are presented in figure 19.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In order for the researchers to fully be aligned in the process of coding, a codebook was created, 

containing descriptions of the codes. This codebook is shown in figure 20.  

Figure 18 - Initial Codes Internal Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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Figure 19 - Precess of Codes Internal Interviews (Researchers Own Creation, 2019) 
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Figure 20 - Codebook Internal Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 



47 
 
 

5.6.1.2 External interviews 

For the external interviews, the researchers started out 

with two first-order codes. As with the internal 

interviews, second- and third-order codes were 

discovered and added.  Also, some codes were changed 

during the process as well. “Image” was also changed to 

“Sparebank 1” with having “image” as second-order 

code, in order to make it more understandable. The full 

set of codes is shown in figure 22 below.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Also, for the external interviews, a codebook was created in order for the researchers to be fully 

aligned with how to code the interviews (Figure 23).  

 

 
 

Figure 21 - Initial Codes External Interviews 
(Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

Figure 22 - Process of Coding External Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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5.7 Limitations of Data Collection 

In terms of how the data used for this thesis has been collected, the researchers acknowledge some 

limitations. By interviewing only seven out of 7,500 employees the researchers are aware that the 

sample is small, and that having a bigger sample, may have resulted in different results. However, as 

the respondents were representative of different departments and banks within the organization, and 

Figure 23 - Codebook External Interviews (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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the purpose was to obtain an interpretation of the culture and not necessarily the full truth, the 

researchers believe this sample to be representative for the thesis. This is also elaborated more upon 

in section 10 of limitations and further research. Also, in terms of demographic differences among 

the respondents, the researchers acknowledge that this has received less focus than other aspects.  The 

researchers are aware that this could be influencing the research and the final results but chose to 

rather prioritize getting an overall impression of the perspectives.  

 

The researchers also see that there is a limitation by conducting interviews in Norwegian and 

translating the transcribed interviews. This could lead to things sounding “differently” when changing 

language and being misunderstood. Nevertheless, as both researchers are fluent in Norwegian and as 

the interviews were transcribed manually, this limitation is believed to be mitigated as the researchers 

have not translated it word by word, but rather in terms of sentences and meanings. In regard to 

coding, the researchers did this manually and thus, there is a risk of something being left out or being 

misinterpreted through the process. However, the researchers have tried to minimize the limitation 

by reading through the interviews several times and also checking each other’s work. 
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6 Findings I  
The following chapter will take its point of departure in presenting the findings from the internal 

perspective through the SW(OT) framework. This will give the foundation for addressing the 

perceived strengths and weaknesses of Sparebank 1 by employees, trying to obtain an understanding 

of what the employees perceive to be the bank’s strongest assets, which can also be seen as a 

competitive advantage. Henceforth, as a true competitive advantage is only validated when asking 

customers about how they view your company (Burke, 2015), a presentation of the findings from the 

external perspective will be provided in the next section of this chapter. This chapter aims at 

addressing if there is a misalignment between the employees of Sparebank 1 and stakeholders’ 

perception of the bank. 

6.1 Internal Results Presented in SW(OT) 

The following section will present the findings derived from the interviews with the employees of 

Sparebank. This section will give an indication of strategic assets, and possible competitive 

advantages, of Sparebank 1 seen by the employees. Hence, it is aiming at providing the reader with a 

straightforward overview of how the organizational members see themselves, which is corresponding 

to an internal image (Alvesson, 2000). This will be done using the framework of SW(OT), as this is 

believed to be a basic and easy-understandable visualization tool.  

6.1.1 Strengths 

When analyzing the interviews in regards of obtaining an understanding of what the employees’ 

picture as the bank’s strengths, there were some aspects which were repeatedly mentioned throughout 

the interviews; the bank’s innovativeness, trustworthiness, the digital solutions, the brand, and 

business model about being both relational and digital. Strengths are according to Morrison (2016) 
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seen as positive attributes of the given company, which makes them attractive for the customers in 

the market.  

 

Innovative and modern  

Some of the respondents indicated that they believe a large strength of the bank is its innovativeness 

and how modern the bank is. Respondent E4 mentions investments in innovative companies; “Take 

Boost AI that you have probably heard of, which we own 17% of and which was started up as a result 

of a case we did in SR-bank. (...) They have just opened office in London and LA. It was a technology 

that we believed in” (Appendix J). This shows that they believe in new technology and are very 

interested in it. Respondent E5 believes the organizational structure is a part of how modern the bank 

is; “But we are a very modern company, working in cross-functional teams. Meaning, the business 

side, the market side, the developers - everyone is working in a team together. So, we have 19 cross-

functional teams, each of which is really a Fintech-company” (Appendix J).  

 

Several of the respondents believe that one of the largest strengths which the bank possesses is the 

ability to be early on delivering new solutions. Respondent E1 mentions how the alliance provides 

the strength of giving the banks the ability to try out things in advance of other banks; “Using that 

alliance as an advantage, we made our own APIs, we also said; okay, can we then show accounts 

from another Sparebank 1 bank?. Then we tried it out in advance, we could make the entire 

onboarding solution before that time” (Appendix J). Respondent E4 confirms this by saying “two 

years ago you could actually get your Sparebank 1 SMN bank account, for an example, into the 

mobile bank even if you were an SR-Bank customer” (Appendix J). According to respondent E5, the 

employees believe that the bank is several years ahead of the competitors, which will cause the 

competitors to spend a lot of energy on catching up to them. Respondent E2 further emphasizes on 

this by saying that they do not need “to rig technology orders or projects, etc., they can deliver on 

changes” (Appendix J) indicating that they can change things very fast and always be up-to-date on 

their projects and services. This is mentioned as a strength because it means that the bank always will 

have the most modern solutions and instead of waiting for the customer to request something, and 

become impatient when waiting, they will have it served to them before that point.  

 

Trustworthiness 

Another factor repeatedly mentioned as a perceived strength for the bank is the trustworthiness among 
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customers. According to respondent E7, the bank believes itself to be “extremely safe” for their 

customers, which is further confirmed by respondent E1 who says that “the biggest asset is our 

trustworthiness, that one might not want to hand out lots of information to companies such as Google 

and Facebook” (Appendix J). The respondent believes this gives an advantage over these companies, 

and further elaborates that “these players have had some scandals about this and are unable to handle 

just what we are so good at” (Appendix J). Respondent E5 believes that banks alongside with 

authorities, in general, have gained a lot of trust in the Norwegian market, which will give them an 

advantage in comparison to the new players trying to enter the market; “SoMe is at the bottom of the 

trust scale when it comes to financial services here in Norway” (Appendix J). Trust is mentioned as 

a strength by respondent E3 as well, by saying from a customer-perspective “price is one thing, but 

I trust this bank, and I can talk to someone if there are any uncertainties” (Appendix J) and indicates 

by this that the employees believe that trust is a more important factor than price for many of their 

customers.  

 

Digital Solutions 

Throughout the interviews, the digital solutions provided by the bank were mentioned as a perceived 

strength several times. When E4 is asked about what he believes to be the bank’s largest strength the 

respondent answers; “I think that is our digital platform” (Appendix J). Respondent E5 elaborates 

on this by saying that they believe to be well rigged technologically and that the bank has “a digital 

platform that is very dynamic and we have a development dynamic that is agile” (Appendix J). 

Respondent E7 says “at least we should not be the bank that is associated with having the most 

difficult solutions for the customers and I think that is a valid idea whether one is young or not” 

(Appendix J), meaning that the respondent further believes that the digital solutions are very good 

and that it is an advantage in all age-groups.  

 

Especially the mobile bank was mentioned to be one of the best products the bank is offering. 

According to E5, “We have Norway’s coolest mobile bank, it scores 4.6 in Appstore” (Appendix J). 

The respondent further elaborates; “you can go in to see what some of the famous apps you normally 

use and see what they score. I think Facebook is in somewhere around a score on 2, and Snapchat 

maybe a bit on top of the 3’s, and the mobile bank for Sparebank 1 at 4.6. So, we are very proud of 

it” (Appendix J).  Respondent E4 confirms this by saying that the mobile bank is “voted as the best 

mobile bank in Norway” (Appendix J). As a part of the strength of having this mobile bank, 
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Respondent E7 argues that “Getting into our customer flow, where we have 20 million logins in the 

mobile bank alone every month, is a traffic flow that others who are entering the market can only 

dream of” (Appendix J) which explains how valuable the employees believe the mobile bank to be. 

This is also confirmed by respondent E5 who says that “Our customers are 33 times a month in 

average on the mobile bank, it can compete with anyone, and it is eight times as often as Vipps.” 

(Appendix J). 

 

Brand 

Another attribute mentioned by the respondents is the strength of having a well-known brand. 

Respondent E6 explains this with “We have very many values both financially and in the market with 

being a super brand.” (Appendix J). Respondent E4 confirms this by saying “I think our brand is 

very strong and so I think that we are quite early on the digital and have some of the smartest 

solutions, such as our mobile bank” (Appendix J). Respondent E7 elaborates on how the employees 

are aware of the possible confusion by being fourteen different banks using the same brand but says 

that “there is something about the strength in a larger brand, and this is a well-known problem” 

(Appendix J). The respondent further elaborates on this by saying “The strength of this is that one 

has a much greater market power than compared to if one stood alone” (Appendix J).   

 

Relational and Digital 

One of the strengths which were brought up continuously throughout the interviews is how the bank 

is combining local affiliations with providing high-quality digital solutions. E4 puts it quite simply 

by saying “having a very good set of services digitally, but also having the opportunity for the 

customers to meet us” (Appendix J). This is elaborated more on by respondent E2; “(...) the first 

aspect I think is an advantage is that we still have a branch structure that gives us physical contact 

with the customer which is a unique position to have, and give the emotional connection to the 

customer” (Appendix J). Respondent E6 and E1, confirms this by saying “we have the strength of 

banking cooperation, we have a huge development organization. It’s a strength. So, I think we have 

a relationship element that not everyone else has, we are local, we give back to the community” and 

“I think our strength is that we are "close" and "skilled". (...) We have a very good development 

environment here in Oslo which we believe supports that vision very much” (Appendix J). It is further 

emphasized that this is an advantage compared to the banks that are choosing to only focus on the 

digital. Henceforth, Respondent E1 says “We are a financial house, we are a complete range of 
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services that the other banks do not have. So, we have both insurance and debt collection cases. We 

have services for everything possible, which is one of our advantages” (Appendix J). 

 
Furthermore, E6 believes that Sparebank 1 is differentiated from the other banks, and when being 

asked about if it is easy to copy what the bank is doing the respondent says; “No, I don’t think so and 

that is why we should be so raw about the local presence and the relations bank and our social 

promise cannot be copied. The whole Sparebank 1 model is that one is for the society and one cannot 

copy that” (Appendix J). Respondent E7 also believes that spending money on understanding the 

customer groups, provides the bank with advantages; “we spend a lot of money on positioning 

ourselves in relation to the customer groups and we know a little about how the customer groups that 

are positive to our brand look like, and who they are” (Appendix J).  

6.1.2 Weaknesses 

As for the section regarding strengths, some aspects regarding weaknesses were mentioned repeatedly 

throughout the interviews, and these will be presented in this section. According to Morrison (2016), 

weaknesses are referred to as negative attributes of the company, indicating room for improvements. 

The repeatedly mentioned factors are the organizational structure and how the brand possibly can be 

confusing, internal communication and the speed. Marketing is also viewed as a potential weakness 

by the employees.  

 

Organizational Structure 

Several of the respondents mention how the organizational structure causes some challenges in regard 

to brand, internal communication, and speed. Said by E6; “it makes it a bit complex and advanced 

because the model itself is very complex. So, getting a cooperation even though we were not 

competitors would also be difficult, making it even more difficult that we are "frenemies".” (Appendix 

K). Respondent E1 says that “Those who work in Sparebank 1 must have worked here for a while 

before one realizes that one is actually 14 different banks” (Appendix K). Furthermore, the 

respondent emphasizes that there are some limitations to the cooperation as there are factors that 

cannot be cooperated on, such as price, due to legal reasons (Appendix K). The respondent further 

explains that one of the challenges is to “get developers sitting in Oslo to have the same type of 

customer understanding and business understanding as those who work in a bank. It’s a pretty big 

distance” (Appendix K). This is confirmed by respondent E3 saying that there is a “great distance” 
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having the Bank Cooperation taking care of the digital, whilst the banks themselves take care of the 

physical, and it should be a higher interaction between the two (Appendix K).  

 

Brand 

According to E6, there is a possibility of the brand being somewhat confusing; “I also think that the 

customers have a picture that we might be a bank and that they can expect help in Northern Norway 

even though they are customers in Sparebank 1 Østlandet” (Appendix K). This is confirmed by 

Respondent E3; “Externally, I think we have some challenges in getting customers to understand 

what the concept is” (Appendix K). The respondent gives an example; “we have heard examples of 

people who have been customers in Sparebank 1 Nord-Norge moving to Trondheim and entering 

another Sparebank 1 branch. And then we find that we cannot help them, because we do not have 

access to any systems” (Appendix K). This shows how this is a potential weakness for the 

organization, as it may lead customers to switch to a different bank ensuring that sufficient help is 

provided. Additionally, E4 believes that the problem is not being 14 individual banks, but; “I don’t 

know if it’s a big problem that we are 14 individual banks, but what is a big problem is that we are 

not differentiated enough” (Appendix K).  

 

Speed 

Another factor which is perceived as a weakness by the employees is the speed. As E2 says; “if Apple 

decides to launch biometrics login, it is something we must be ready to answer on since the customers 

will expect this to be something that will work on our app. And we have no way of knowing in advance 

what they intend to develop” indicating that being able to respond fast, having high speed, is of 

importance for the bank (Appendix K).  Respondent E4 says that there is a lot of bureaucracy when 

making decisions and “there are so many people who are talking and coordinating, and you have to 

make three mandates and discuss it at to two boards and then you have to write a decision” (Appendix 

K). Further, the respondent emphasizes that it “simply takes too long to do everything in the Bank 

Cooperation” (Appendix K). E1 also mentions this as a potential weakness, justifying it by saying 

that “things take a lot longer, than if you had just been one company and not 14 individual banks” 

(Appendix K).  Additionally, E2 says; “we are a bit behind on what I said earlier, regarding the 

mindset on how to look at product development and how this should change, because it is like I said 

that the horizon will become shorter because things will happen so much faster” (Appendix K). This 
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indicates that the employee believes that in order to obtain higher speed, the mindset of the employees 

would have to change.  

 

Internal Communication 

Another factor which is perceived as a weakness by the employees, having room for improvement, is 

internal communication. Respondent E4 says; “It happens all the time that someone in the alliance 

spend a lot of time and resources on a thing, and then it seems that the others are doing the same. So 

in many cases we should have talked a little more to each other” (Appendix K). E1 also explains how 

this can be a problem, that the banks start to develop things themselves instead of discussing it with 

other banks or the Bank Cooperation; “What often happens is that a bank does so, and when they do 

they only think for themselves, and thinks that now they will sell the solution to the other banks” 

(Appendix K). The respondent further explains the consequences of this; “It also comes to the 

banking cooperation, we also have to fix all the things that they have made wrong to make it work for 

all the banks. So, then it becomes insanely much more expensive than what it needs to be” (Appendix 

K).  

 

External Communication 

The employees of Sparebank 1 see the external communication in terms of marketing as a weakness 

as this is not highly focused on and may be more “hidden” compared to other large competitors. This 

is said by respondent E1 in regard to one of their competitors, DNB; “They spent more money on 

marketing than they used to make Vipps. And we don’t. The bit of marketing we are not as good at” 

(Appendix K). E3 also mentions this as a weakness of the organization; “Externally, I think we have 

been too poor to communicate how good solutions we have and how good a concept we have (...) We 

are not on the biggest marketing budgets” (Appendix K). Additionally, the respondent says; “We 

have some challenges in relation to this super-fire that we are talking about, we are 14 independent 

savings banks, but we operate under the common red ball” (Appendix K). Also, respondent E6 sees 

a potential for the bank’s external communication; “We could probably have done much more 

digitally that could benefit us commercially” (Appendix K).   

6.1.3 Summary 

As a sum-up for the SW(OT) and the internal perspective, a brief explanation of the main findings 

will be given in this section and are also illustrated in the figure below. The strengths are what the 
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employees perceive as their strongest strategic assets, and as a competitive advantage in the market, 

whilst the weaknesses are negative attributes having room for improvement (Morrison, 2016). These 

points are what the employees of Sparebank 1 believe to be the bank’s strengths and weaknesses, and 

are answering subquestion number 1; How are the employees of Sparebank 1 viewing the 

organization?: 

 

 
Figure 24 - Internal Results Presented in SW(OT) (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

However, as stated by Burke (2015), one cannot determine the competitive advantages or strong 

assets, as such, without asking customers. Hence, a result of the conducted survey combined with the 

results from the external interviews is presented in the following section, allowing for the researchers 

to obtain an understanding of how the bank is perceived by stakeholders. At the end of this chapter, 

a comparison of the two perspectives will be conducted as a sub-conclusion of the results. This is 

interesting as it will help give an answer to whether the external and the internal perceptions of 

Sparebank 1 are (mis)aligned.  

6.2 Results from Stakeholder Data 

This section will showcase the results from the survey, as well as the external interviews. The full 

results from the survey can be found in Appendix E, whilst the coded version of the external 

interviews can be found in Appendix M and N. 
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81% of the respondents in the survey answered that they are not customers of Sparebank 1, whereas 

67% indicated that the reason was that they were happy with the bank they already have, 23% replied 

that they know very little about Sparebank 1, and the last respondents replied that they were either 

unhappy, did not have any Sparebank 1 banks nearby, or that they felt the bank seemed boring and 

not very attractive (Appendix E). From this, 32%, said that they were customers of DNB, Norway’s 

largest bank (Appendix E). This correlates quite well with the interviews as both S3 and S4 explain 

how they are not customers of Sparebank 1 simply because they were given a bank by their parents 

when they were younger. Additionally, both S3 and S4 named DNB as their most often used banks.  

 

The 19% who answered that they were customers of the bank, was asked: “why?”. Here, 18% said 

they are customers because their parents are, 16.3% said that they liked the bank’s terms on loans, 

4.7% said they liked Sparebank 1’s digital solutions, 7% said it was the one closest to where they 

lived and 5% said that they knew someone who is working in the bank. However, the largest 

percentage, 49%, chose to fill in their own responses and most of the people wrote that they had their 

insurance there or because of their cooperation with the Norwegian Confederation of Trade Unions 

(LO) (Appendix E). For the interviews, S1 explains being a customer in Sparebank 1 because it was 

one out of two options in the area where the respondent grew up and then could choose in-between, 

whilst S2 says Sparebank 1 was the closest one.   

 

Additionally, the respondents in the survey were asked; “Who do you consider to be Sparebank 1’s 

main competitors?”. Almost 96% chose one of the other Norwegian banks that were listed, whereas 

almost half of these chose DNB, whilst 3% chose one of the “Tech” companies which were listed. S4 

also emphasized how DNB, as a competitor of Sparebank 1, was very visible and “out there” 

compared to Sparebank 1 which the respondent was not very familiar with (Appendix M). This was 

also mentioned by S3 saying that Sparebank 1 is not the “top-of-mind” bank in Norway. Indicating 

that the brand itself is not particularly good and well communicated (Appendix M). S4 also states that 

in order for the respondent to become a customer of Sparebank 1 “I must first get an actual impression 

of them, because I do not feel that I have that now” (Appendix M). 

 

Furthermore, the respondents in the survey were asked; “Did you know that Sparebank 1 consist of 

14 individual, competing banks?”. 83% replied that they did not know this, whereas 126 respondents 

answered that they felt this was confusing.  Additionally, these respondents could fill in their thoughts 
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about this, in an open-ended question where they could write in their own words. For this, the 

researchers received a lot of different responses, such as “I thought it was different local offices 

belonging to one bank with the same terms” and “If they are 14 different banks, why are they all 

branding as Sparebank 1?” (Appendix E). These responses refer to the largest amount of responses, 

indicating that the stakeholders find the structure confusing. However, some of the respondents could 

also see the benefits of the structure; “In one way yes, but at the same time no. I would think that they 

worked together trying to reach the same goals, but competing internally could also be a good way 

of ensuring high achievements” (Appendix E). For the interviews, respondent S2 says; “it took quite 

some time before I found out” and “I think there are many who think that Sparebank 1 is one big 

bank” (Appendix M). Additionally, S3 says; “I have often seen that there are different departments, 

and that they are often called "Sparebank 1 xxx", but I never thought that they were competing against 

each other. I just thought there were different branches, in the same way that it is for DNB, for 

example” (Appendix M). The respondent also finds it weird that as a customer of one of the 

Sparebank 1 banks, you cannot receive help from all the other Sparebank 1 banks and finds the whole 

brand quite “confusing” (Appendix M). Additionally, S2 explains; “Only Sparebank 1 is branded on 

my bank card and not SR-Bank” which the respondent further emphasizes that can be very confusing 

if one does not know about the structure (Appendix M).  

  

Furthermore, S2 believes “that this is something people think is frustrating if they do not know it and, 

for example, go through an Oslo office, then it is exactly the same as going searching for help in a 

random DNB office, they cannot help you”. (Appendix M). Further, the respondent says; “You see 

the logo on the wall and think that this is my bank, but then they cannot help you” (Appendix M). The 

respondent also thinks that these kinds of incidents “would probably have formed a slightly negative 

image of Sparebank 1 and then I would probably go to a totally different bank instead” (Appendix 

M). S1 says that the respondent would have thought that one could get help in a different Sparebank 

1 bank, and that “it’s very surprising if I can’t” (Appendix M). When S3 is asked about this, the 

respondent answers; “you think that is completely automatic. For otherwise you would have to switch 

banks if you move to another city and that is very weird” (Appendix M). These responses indicate 

that most of the respondents for both the survey and the interviews find the structure confusing, and/or 

have trouble understanding it. 

 



60 
 
 

Furthermore, when the respondents were asked about their impression of Sparebank 1, S4 says “I 

don’t know that much about them, and I don’t think my friends do either, they could be better at 

marketing themselves” (Appendix M). S1 believes Sparebank 1 not be very good at communicating 

and marketing, and states that “I can’t see that they have done that in any way” (Appendix M). S1 

also perceive the bank as “boring” and as “a sad old bank” and explains how the respondent find 

Sparebank 1 to be “a lot less modern” than competitors such as DNB and Nordea (Appendix M).  

This is also consistent with S2, as the respondent describes the bank as being “very old-fashioned” 

and think that the bank will have problems keeping up-to-date digitally and technically now that 

people are getting more digitized (Appendix M). S3 says that “I see them as a boring bank for 

grandparents” and that the respondent believe Sparebank 1 to be “less innovative and technology 

driven than other banks” and (Appendix M). S3 also emphasizes “Maybe it is a good thing for older 

customers that they are a traditional bank, as this might make the customers feel safe” (Appendix 

M). Furthermore, Respondent S1 states that Sparebank 1 is perceived to be a completely ordinary 

bank and that the bank work “perfectly well” (Appendix M) as the respondent has not had any 

problems with it. The respondent also stresses that “I also find them quite traditional” and “I do not 

see it as a risk in any way being customer there” indicating that the bank is perceived as safe 

(Appendix M). 

 

For the survey, the respondents were asked about their impression of Sparebank 1. 56% said they 

perceived the bank as boring, 19% said they perceived it as a local bank, 10% saw them as a 

contributor to the local environment, 11% saw them as modern whilst 4% believed them to be digital 

and innovative (Appendix E). The result of this question is shown in Appendix E. Lastly, the 

respondents of the survey were asked what they see as important for them as a bank customer. The 

resultsfor this question is shown below in figure 27.  
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Figure 25 - "What is Important to You as a Bank Customer?" (Appendix E) 

 

This correlates highly with the findings in the interviews. To S1 it is important that banks are “modern 

and forward-looking” and furthermore the respondent states that “I think this might be very important 

for banks in the future, and to be innovative” (Appendix N). However, the respondent also adds that 

“I do not find the bank especially modern” about Sparebank 1 (Appendix M). Additionally, S1 says; 

“For me, it is important with safety and trust. This is because I do not know very much about banking 

services and then I want to be sure that my advisor will do the best for me and that I will not be 

fooled” (Appendix N). S3 supports this, as it is important to have the option of personal contact when 

taking on the first mortgage for an example (Appendix N). S3 also says that “a modern and innovative 

bank is quite important for me because I want things to be easy for me” (Appendix N). In regards to 

giving back to the local community, S1 explains that “this is not really something I consider very 

important to me as a bank customer. It is not essential for the customer relationship at all” (Appendix 

N). S2 adds that giving back to the local community is “nice to hear, but it’s not something I wanted 

to base a customer relationship on. Good for them, but it doesn’t have much to say for my customer 

relationship” (Appendix N). These responses give an indication of stakeholders valuing modernity 

and innovativeness, and additionally that they do not value local affiliation very highly.  
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In total, to answer sub-question number 2; “How are the stakeholders in the Norwegian banking 

market viewing Sparebank 1?” it seems like stakeholders appreciate modern and innovative banks, 

trust, and good prices and lending terms. Additionally, the stakeholders perceive Sparebank 1 to be 

the opposite of this, by seeing the bank as “boring bank for grandparents” and as a local and traditional 

bank. Furthermore, most of the respondents seem to be confused over the organizational structure of 

the bank and struggle to understand how it is functioning.  

6.3 Sub-Conclusion Findings I 

The research question of the thesis is; “How can misalignments between various types of images affect 

Sparebank 1’s position in the market?”. However, to answer the research question some sub-

questions need to be answered. This section will sum-up the results from the internal and external 

perspectives on Sparebank 1 in order to answer three of the sub-questions 1. “How are the employees 

of Sparebank 1 viewing the organization?”, 2. “How are the stakeholders in the Norwegian banking 

market viewing Sparebank 1?”, and 3. “Is there a misalignment between how stakeholders and 

employees of Sparebank 1 perceive the company?”. 

 

From the internal perspective, stated by E1 “our trustworthiness is our biggest asset” (Appendix J). 

From the external perspective, S3 is saying; “Maybe it is a good thing for older customers that they 

are a traditional bank, as this might make the customers feel safe” (Appendix M). Additionally, 

whilst the external analysis shows that the bank is perceived as local, the employees argue that one 

of the bank’s strengths is to be local, while at the same time being modern. This is inflicting with the 

stakeholders’ perception of the bank being “boring”. Moreover, the employees see the bank’s digital 

solutions and innovativeness as a strength implicating the modernity of the bank, which is 

contradicting to S3 saying “I see them as less innovative and less technology driven than other banks” 

(Appendix M). Furthermore, whilst the external perspective sees a less innovative and modern bank, 

the employees argue that they believe the bank to be exactly this, and also that this is perceived as 

one of the strongest strategic assets of the bank.  

 
Furthermore, the findings in section I indicates that employees and stakeholders seem to agree that 

the bank’s external communication has room for improvements. S1 cannot remember seeing 

marketing from Sparebank 1 in “any way” and S3 says “I remember at least no advertising or 

anything in relation to marketing that I have seen from Sparebank 1” (Appendix M). Respondent E3 
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confirms this belief by saying the bank has “been too poor to communicate how good solutions we 

have and how good a concept we have” (Appendix K). Additionally, how Sparebank 1’s brand can 

be seen as confusing is mentioned several times externally. S3 says; “That is quite confusing” and 

S2 explains how it was hard to understand that it is 14 different and independent banks as it “took 

quite some time before I found out” (Appendix M). Moreover, the employees also mention how this 

can be confusing, explained by E1; “Those who work in Sparebank 1 must have worked here for a 

while before one realizes that one is actually 14 different banks” (Appendix K). However, most of 

the employees seem to believe that there are merely advantages of being 14 banks using one brand, 

than disadvantages. This is explained by E6; “We have very many values both financially and in the 

market with being a super brand” and by E7; “there is something about the strength in a larger 

brand” (Appendix J). Thus, as with modernity and innovativeness, it seems like the perspectives are 

somewhat misaligned in regard to the brand of Sparebank 1. 

 
Figure 26 - Sub-Conclusion Findings I (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

 

Subsequently, answering sub-question 1 regarding how the employees perceive Sparebank 1: the 

bank is seen as trustworthy, having a larger brand and great digital solutions. Furthermore, the 

employees perceive the bank as innovative and modern, and also relational and digital. This is, to a 

large extent, contradicting with stakeholders perceiving the bank as trustworthy, “boring”, but also 

saying that the brand is confusing. Moreover, that the bank is seen as not innovative and modern, and 
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traditional and safe. Consequently, as also seen in Figure 27, Findings “I”, indicates that there exists 

a misalignment between the internal and external images in a facile way, as the perceived strengths 

of the organization are actually seen as the company’s weaknesses by stakeholders. Accordingly, this 

answers the third sub-question of; “Is there a misalignment between how stakeholders and employees 

of Sparebank 1 perceive the company?”. However, this section is not capable of answering where the 

misalignment is, and how the misalignment is affecting Sparebank 1’s position in the market. Thus, 

this will be analyzed through the framework of the VCI Alignment Model and the Organizational 

Identity Dynamics Model.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



65 
 
 

 

7 Findings II 
As the findings in section “I” indicates a misalignment between how Sparebank 1 is perceived by 

employees and stakeholders, the researchers find it interesting to see if this misalignment could be 

harmful in such a manner, where this misalignment is located, and also if there are other factors to 

consider. Further, it will be analyzed how the misalignments might be influencing the bank’s 

corporate brand and thus, its position in the market. According to Hatch and Schultz (2008), the most 

important strategic asset a company can hold in changing markets is a strong corporate brand. 

Moreover, a prerequisite for a successful corporate brand is having alignment between the company’s 

vision, culture, and image. Findings in regards to this will help to answer the research question: “How 

can misalignments between various types of images affect Sparebank 1’s position in the market?”. 

These findings will give an indication of whether Sparebank 1 is in possession of this asset, and 

possible explanations on what might be weakening the corporate brand. Lastly, the Organizational 

Identity Dynamics model is used to understand the underlying mechanism of a successful corporate 

brand.  

7.1 Findings Through the Framework of VCI 

The conducted SW(OT)-analysis indicated that the strengths of Sparebank 1 are being modern, 

innovative and digital, but in the presentation of external results, these exact aspects are what the 

stakeholders see as the bank’s drawbacks. Based on this there seems to be a misalignment between 

how the employees and the stakeholders perceive the bank and thus, further investigation of 

Sparebank 1’s strategic asset, in terms of the corporate brand, is aimed at through the VCI Alignment 

Model. It is argued that alignment between a company’s VCI is strengthening the corporate brand 

and consequently strengthening the given company’s position in the market (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 
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In this section the findings with regards to a possible Vision-Culture gap is presented, then the Image-

Culture and lastly, the Vision-Image. 

7.1.1 Vision - Culture 

The Vision-Culture gap occurs when the employees do not support the strategic direction of the 

company. The first step in this analysis is therefore to address the strategic vision of Sparebank 1.  

According to Hatch and Schultz (2008), a company’s strategic vision is defined as what the top 

management in that company wishes to accomplish in the future.  

 

7.1.1.1 Sparebank 1’s Vision 

The communicated strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is to “help its customers with their everyday 

economy” (Sparebank 1, 2019). Furthermore, part of their vision is the values of being “Close” and 

“Skilled”. As this is stated as the overall vision through the bank’s website, it is argued to be what 

the top management wants to accomplish in the future (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  

 

From the internal interviews, respondent E5 states that “From the very beginning, our vision has been 

"close" and "skilled” (Appendix G), correlating with the communicated values which is a part of the 

bank’s vision on the company’s website. E5 also states that Sparebank 1 “wants to combine the digital 

with the physical” (Appendix G). This respondent also stresses that “our internal vision of 

digitization is that we are fighting for a simpler everyday economy for our customers, where we are 

to create good digital solutions for most people” (Appendix G), correlating to the communicated 

vision by the bank. This is also emphasized by respondent E2 who states that the mantra of Sparebank 

1 is to simplify the everyday economy for most people (Appendix G). Additionally, respondent E6 

also addresses this as the vision of Sparebank 1: “we have a relatively clear strategy that we should 

be the number one for our customers, employees, and owners. So that is on top of our strategy” 

(Appendix G).  

 

Additionally, it is argued that what the company wants to be known for is a part of their strategic 

vision (Hatch and Schultz, 2008, p. 68). Respondent E1 explains how Sparebank 1 now wants to be 

both digital and physical. Furthermore, the respondent is arguing that being “Close” is not necessarily 

only a physical attribute anymore as; “we get a different kind of closeness that one has not had 

before” and further how the bank wants to combine the aspects; “we have the local bank affiliation 
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on one side that have the face-to-face dimension, and we have control over the digital surfaces, we 

get a little of both” (Appendix G). E7 explains how the bank wants to be close to customers and 

follow them through all phases; “that is the goal - to be a bank through all phases of life” (Appendix 

G). Respondent E4 explains how the bank adjusts the values; “it is something that one might take up 

once a year, in order to possibly adjust them in relation to the strategy and the things and trends that 

are important in the market” (Appendix G). Furthermore, the respondent states that they want to be 

more of a relational bank “rather than being a regular infrastructure and product bank” (Appendix 

G). Based on this it is argued that the overall strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is to be “Close” and 

“Skilled”. Moreover, to be both relational and digital, delivering the best solutions for customers and 

making their everyday lives easier.  

 

In order to shed light on the Vision-Culture gap, Hatch and Schultz (2008, p. 13) have suggested 

answering three questions to indicate whether there is an alignment or misalignment in the given 

company; 1. “Are your vision and culture adequately differentiated from those of your competitors?”, 

2. “Does your company’s vision inspire all its subcultures?”, and 3. “Does your company practice 

the values it promotes?”. 

 

7.1.1.2 Differentiation Between Sparebank 1’s Vision and Culture from Competitors  

In order to indicate whether the strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is aligned with the company’s culture, 

the first question to answer is whether the “vision and culture are adequate differentiated from those 

of your competitors?” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p 13). The vision of Sparebank 1, as mentioned above, 

to help their customers with their everyday economy (Sparebank 1, 2019). Market research done by 

the researchers as well as the conducted stakeholder survey has addressed DNB and Nordea as 

Sparebank 1’s main competitors. The associated visions of DNB and Nordea are “Creating value 

through the art of serving the customer” and “To be the most trusted financial partner” (DNB, 2019; 

Nordea, 2019). Based on this, it is argued that the vision of Sparebank 1 in itself is not adequately 

different from those of the competitors.  

 

7.1.1.3 Does the Vision Inspire all of its Subcultures 

The second question to look into in order to investigate a gap or alignment between the vision and 

culture of Sparebank 1 is; “does your company's vision inspire all of its subcultures?” (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008, p. 13). Respondent E1 states that the values of being “Close” and “Skilled” “are the 
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values I have been raised on” (Appendix G). Further, that “one really wants to get even closer to 

Sparebank 1’s values (...) much is about human behavior, what trigger, what are smart solutions” 

(Appendix G). This may indicate that the communicated strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is inspiring 

to E1, especially as it is stated that the respondent wants the company to engage even more in the 

values. Respondent E2 says that “the mantra of Sparebank 1 is to simplify the everyday economy of 

most people” (Appendix G) and that this is embedded in everything that the respondent does in terms 

of Sparebank 1. Hence, it is argued that this respondent is inspired by the company’s strategic vision. 

Nevertheless, E2 states that “I try to work on people loosen up a little bit and be a bit more forward-

looking” (Appendix H), indicating that not all parts of the culture in Sparebank 1 are inspired by 

Sparebank 1 being forward-looking in terms of being modern. Furthermore, the respondent states that 

“We want to be at the forefront, but not necessarily have all the solutions” (Appendix G). 

 

Respondent E3 emphasis that they try to create a shift from being a “local bank with digital services 

and solutions to being a digital bank with a local and relative signature” (Appendix G). It is also 

stated by E5 that in terms of digital and technical solutions, Sparebank 1 is ahead of its competitors 

(Appendix H). Based on this, it is argued that respondent E3 is inspired by the strategic vision. Thus, 

the respondent also states that “internally, it is probably that we say that we are going to be a digital 

bank, and then we are a little stuck in it” (Appendix H). Consequently, this may indicate that the 

employees, in general, are inspired by the vision of becoming more digital, but that there are some 

obstacles on how to do it. Respondent E4 stress that they work systematically towards the values of 

being “Close” and “Skilled”; “We work systematically towards these, but it is not something we take 

up very often” (Appendix G). On the one hand, working systematically towards the values can 

indicate that the values are inspiring to the employees. On the other hand, the fact that they are not 

mentioned that often may indicate that they are not embedded adequately in the culture. Moreover, 

E4 thinks that Sparebank 1’s brand “is very strong and so I think that we are quite early on the digital 

and have some of the smartest solutions, such as our mobile bank” (Appendix H). The latter may 

indicate that the respondent is inspired by being both relational and digital which is part of the overall 

vision of Sparebank 1. E4 also explains that the internal communication should be better among the 

14 banks, as it is hard to know if all banks have the same vision. Contrary, according to Respondent 

E5, this is not the case, as the banks always cooperate and communicate with each other (Appendix 

H). Hence, it can be questioned whether all the different subcultures of Sparebank 1 is not inspired 
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by the strategic vision, as one might not know to what extent the different subcultures have their own 

internal visions.  

 

Respondent E5 states that “it is extremely important for us to have that digital position, so we work a 

lot with it and we have been working for it a long time. And here Sparebank 1 has a head start, as we 

were early out with our solutions in the market…” (Appendix H). Based on this it is argued that the 

respondent sees the value of the strategic vision for the company, and hence, that it is inspiring the 

respondent. Additionally, E5 also stresses that “We want to combine the digital with the physical, 

close relations. So our internal vision of digitization is that we are fighting for a simpler everyday 

economy for our customers, where we are to create good solutions for most people” (Appendix G), 

indicating a somewhat inspiring vision. Respondent E6 is now engaged in the shift to being both 

relational and digital and states that this is very exciting. Additionally, respondent E6 “strongly 

believe that we are in a world where one wants to have a close relationship with his bank” (Appendix 

H). It is also emphasized by the respondent that even though they are competing banks “it has been 

a very good culture to share and want to do things together” (Appendix H). Based on the three latter 

statements, it is argued that the respondent is inspired by the vision. On the other hand, E6 also 

stresses the importance of “acknowledging that we are not going to be able to innovate and create 

the best values for our customer ourselves” and that “being active out in the Fintech environment” is 

important (Appendix G). Based on this it seems that the respondent does not have faith in Sparebank 

1 fulfilling their strategic vision on their own.  

 

Lastly, respondent E6 emphasizes that Sparebank 1 “should be faithful to our strategy simply because 

the large international companies cannot deliver, the proximity is simply. Being faithful to being the 

relationship bank and also innovating with that in mind” (Appendix H). Hence, it can be concluded 

that E6 finds the strategic direction of the company inspiring, and especially the part of being 

relational and “Close”. Respondent E7 states that “So even if the bank is digitized, I believe in the 

space of the Norwegian savings bank model, the local affiliation” (Appendix G). Furthermore, that 

“being close to the customer is about having good local knowledge, knowing what is moving in their 

market area and making sure to play on the team with residents, customers as well as businesses and 

business in the local community” (Appendix G). Hence, the respondent is argued to be inspired by 

the strategic vision of Sparebank 1. Consequently, it is argued that Sparebank 1’s vision inspires the 

different subcultures and employees in the company.  
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7.1.1.4 Practice of Promoted Values 

Lastly, Hatch and Schultz (2008) state that one should ask to what extent “your company practice the 

values it promotes?” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p 68). Respondent E1 says; “much is about 

understanding human behavior, what triggers, what are smart solutions” indicating that Sparebank 

1 does a lot in terms of understanding customers and their behavior (Appendix G).  Respondent E2 

states that everything they do is to “simplify the everyday economy of most people” (Appendix G). 

The respondent further explains; “From our perspective, we have worked with a mobile bank where 

we have extremely close dialogue with our customers and we believe we have developed a tool that 

will be very good for managing the economy”, indicating high level of focus on making the everyday 

economy for the customers easier (Appendix G). In regards to being close, respondent E3 says that 

they will “return 90 Millions of our profits back to the local business, sport and culture” (Appendix 

G). Based on this it is argued that Sparebank 1 practice the values it promotes, which is indicating an 

alignment between Sparebank 1’s vision and culture.  

 

Respondent E4 says “I think that we are quite early on the digital and have some of the smartest 

solutions, such as our mobile bank. Which is contributing to making life easier for our customers” 

(Appendix G). Additionally, the respondent addresses the fact that they “have the expertise, we 

employ very highly educated people, a lot of technology” indicating that they have what it takes to be 

“Skilled” (Appendix G). Consequently, shedding light on the fact that Sparebank 1 as a company 

actually practices its values. Moreover, E4 also expresses how the bank is being both relational and 

digital by “having a very good set of services digitally, but also having the opportunity for the 

customers to meet us” (Appendix H). E6 states that “what we primarily work with today is how we 

can use technology and digital solutions to enable our advisors to give better advice to customers” 

(Appendix G). Further, respondent E5 emphasis that the company has “19 cross-functional teams, 

each of which is really a Fintech-company”, further explaining how these teams are working on 

delivering the best they can in terms of technology, innovation and digitalization (Appendix H). 

Moreover, the respondent emphasizes how the bank is cannibalizing itself, as they are now owners 

of Vipps, in order to bring the best solutions to customers (Appendix H). Based on this, it can be 

argued that there is an alignment between Sparebank 1’s vision and culture. 
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Respondent E6 states that “we are not very good at innovation today I have to admit” (Appendix H). 

On the one hand, this can be seen as a prerequisite for delivering the best for the customers in terms 

of digital solutions, and hence a way of saying that the values of Sparebank 1 are not well practiced 

in the company. On the other hand, the respondent also says; “but then I personally work a lot against 

the management in increasing the ambitions of innovation” (Appendix H). E6 also addresses the fact 

that innovation and product development are aimed at being developed closer to the customers: 

“Move innovation closer to customers, deliver customer-oriented innovation” (Appendix H). This 

can be seen as a way to embed the values of Sparebank 1 in the corporation, as this makes the new 

solutions and products more customized, hence seen as “Close”. Respondent E7 stresses that 

“Sparebank 1 have always been founded in enriching and providing open opportunities for their 

customers in their local environment” (Appendix H). The respondents explains how, for example, 

the bank located in the middle of the country have very close relations to the farmers there, the banks 

on the west coast of Norway have this relation to the fishers, and their goal and ambitions are to 

support the local community, hence a close and a relational bank (Appendix H). Based on this it is 

argued that Sparebank 1 is practicing the values it promotes. Even though the 14 individual banks 

also may practice other values as well, the values and vision of the overall strategy seem to be 

promoted by the employees.  

 

7.1.1.5 Sub-Conclusion on Vision-Culture 

Overall the vision and culture of 

Sparebank 1 is argued to be adequately 

aligned. Figure 28 shows an overview of 

the three questions presented by Hatch and 

Schultz (2008) with answers.  

Consequently, it is argued that the 

employees of Sparebank 1 support the 

strategic direction of the company.  

 

 

 

 

 Figure 27 - Vision-Culture Gap of Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 
2019) 
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7.1.2 Image - Culture 

As for vision and culture, there can also be a gap between culture and image. Hatch and Schultz 

(2008) argue that there is a gap between image and culture if the stakeholders’ expectations to the 

company collide with the brand execution. In order to understand if there is a gap, three questions 

should be answered; 1. “What images do stakeholder associate with your company?”, 2. “In what 

ways do your employees and stakeholders interact?” and 3. “Do your employees care about what 

customers think about the company?” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p.13). Hence, the following parts of 

this section aim at answering the questions in order to indicate to what extent there is a gap between 

the culture and image in Sparebank 1. The first step in order to shed light on the findings, with regards 

to the (mis)alignment between Sparebank 1’s image and culture, is to address the culture. Thus, the 

culture of Sparebank 1 is presented in the first part of this section followed by an analysis of the three 

proposed questions by Hatch and Schultz (2008). 

 

7.1.2.1 Sparebank 1’s Culture  

Culture is defined as the common knowledge and beliefs by the employees (Hatch and Schultz 2008). 

The employees in Sparebank 1 explain that they look at themselves as a “Fintech”. E5 says; “they 

see us as a Fintech-company and we also look at ourselves as a Fintech-company” and “both 

internally and externally I speak of the banking-cooperation of Sparebank 1 as Norway’s largest 

Fintech-company” (Appendix H). This is confirmed by respondent E2 who believes that the bank is 

“the largest fintech house in Norway” (Appendix H). Furthermore, respondent E4 says the level of 

innovativeness is “very high”, and E7 answers “definitely” when asked if the respondent sees the 

company as modern and innovative. Respondent E5 also mentions this, and stress that Sparebank 1 

is a “modern company, working in cross-functional teams” (Appendix H). 

  

Another aspect that seems to be a part of the employees’ beliefs of the bank is that it is a “relational 

bank” with local affiliations. These aspects of the culture are also emphasized as the bank’s strength 

by respondent E6; “It must be this relational bank concept.  We are the ones who are best at saying 

it, but also doing it (Appendix H). Further, the respondent explains; We have a relational element 

that not everyone else has, we are local, we give back to the community” (Appendix J). This is 

confirmed by E3; “(...)we will still be local, and we believe in the relational. We believe in the 
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physical meeting and people. It’s a bit about being smart in that meeting with people and digitally” 

(Appendix H).  E7 also agrees on this, saying “the Sparebank 1 banks have always been close to their 

customers” (Appendix H). Furthermore, the respondent says; “When we work on being close and 

skilled, it is about delivering solutions for our customers locally” (Appendix H), indicating that the 

bank’s values are highly related to the local society and to giving back. E7 further argues that “So 

even if the bank is digitized, I believe in the space of the Norwegian savings bank model, the local 

affiliation” (Appendix H). Hence, explaining that the organization works on continuing to be close 

and skilled, which is the bank’s values.  

 

The employees also emphasize that they want to combine the relational aspect of the bank with the 

digital. This is explained by respondent E4; “We often talk about how we can manage to combine the 

physical and digital world in a good way. (...) we try to get it by, of course, having a very good set of 

services digitally, but also having the opportunity for the customers to meet us” (Appendix H). E5 

confirms this by explaining “our internal vision of digitization is that we are fighting for a simpler 

everyday economy for our customers, where we are to create good solutions for most people” 

(Appendix G). This also relates to the belief of focusing on the customer, their lives and everyday 

economy, explained by Respondent E2; “The mantra of Sparebank 1 is to simplify the everyday 

economy of most people, and everything we do is in relation to this” (Appendix G).  

  

The impression of the culture in Sparebank 1 is that they perceive themselves as a “Fin Tech”, a 

relational bank where the customers can contact them if needed and as a provider of modern and 

innovative solutions (Appendix H). However, in order to understand if the image and culture is 

aligned, the questions proposed by Hatch and Schultz (2008) will be answered in the following 

sections. 

 

7.1.2.2 Images Stakeholders Associate with your Company 

The first question is “What images do stakeholders associate with your company?” (Hatch and 

Schultz, 2008, p. 13). Internally, several of the employees mention that they believe that the brand 

can be confusing, and respondent E1 says “externally, I think we have some challenges in getting 

customers to understand what the concept is”. Respondent E4 also mentions this and explains how 

even employees sometimes spend some time understanding the structure, and thus; “that is why we 

are working on this identity project where we will try to explain that we are not Sparebank 1, but that 
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we are SR-bank” (Appendix K). However, E6 sees that this can be a challenge, but perceives it as 

more an advantage financially; “We have very many values both financially and in the market with 

being a super-brand” (Appendix K).  

 

Looking at this from an external perspective, 191 out of 229 people answered that they did not know 

that Sparebank 1 consisted of 14 different banks and 156 of these replied that they felt this was 

confusing (Appendix E). When being asked about why this is confusing, one of the respondents of 

the survey writes; “I was a customer of Sparebank 1 BV, but when I moved to Bergen, I had to open 

an account in Sparebank 1 SR for my deposit. Think they should be able to talk to each other” and 

another respondent says; “It is hard to get any information from the different banks as they do not 

have any information internally, I spent a lot of time figuring out which bank I had my account 

in”(Appendix E). In the external interviews, three out of four respondents say that they were not 

aware of this, and S3 says “that is quite confusing”, whilst S2 says; “I learned it in recent times, but 

it took quite some time before I found out” (Appendix M).  

  

Another aspect frequently mentioned when asked about how the employees believe Sparebank 1 is 

perceived by its stakeholders, is “safe”. Respondent E7 says; “We are not so cool, but we are 

extremely safe” (Appendix I) which is confirmed by E1; “(…) we are probably not the hip and trendy 

bank, we are more the safe and secure” (Appendix I). Respondent E7 also states that “I think the 

customer group probably think that we are a decent bank grouping and a good place to be a customer 

and then people want stable conditions” (Appendix I).  E3 also thinks people believe the bank to be 

trustworthy and safe, and that this is helping them differentiate, stating from a customer perspective 

that; “I trust this bank, I can talk to someone if there are any uncertainties. And there I think we 

differentiate ourselves then” (Appendix J). Externally, S2, being a customer in SR-bank, perceives 

the bank as “traditionally, I would probably have said, and maybe safe, but not innovative and 

creative” (Appendix M). This is somewhat conflicting with Respondent E4’s statement; “There are 

several people who have told me that they think it is very nice to be a customer in SR-bank or 

Sparebank 1 because they think we deliver good digital solutions” (Appendix I). However, E7 argues 

that “one can say that there is a "mismatch" between what customers think of us and what we think 

about ourselves. But we who work here know what we are, in a technology perspective. But our 

customers do not see this, and there is no reason why they should see it” (Appendix I).   
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Further, E7 argues that having customers who do not know how modern and innovative the bank is, 

allows the bank to develop solutions without having the pressure from the market (Appendix J). 

Conversely, Respondent S1 perceive Sparebank 1 “as less innovative and less technology driven than 

other banks” (Appendix M) and also saying that “it is really a bit important to me that a bank is a 

bit modern and forward-looking” (Appendix N). This perception is shared by S3 who says; “I see 

them as very boring, and a modern and innovative bank is quite important to me (...) I see them as a 

boring bank for grandparents” (Appendix M). Additionally, in the survey, only 10 out of 229 (4%) 

chose the option of “digital and innovative” when implying their impression of Sparebank 1, whilst 

56% and 19%, respectively, pressed the option of “boring” and “local”. Additionally, 24 people 

perceived them to be “modern” (Appendix E). Thus, the answer to the first question seems to be that 

whilst the employees perceive the bank as a modern, innovative and digital company, calling 

themselves a “Fin Tech”, they acknowledge the idea of this not being the image held by the 

stakeholders. Consequently, the answer to the question; “What images do stakeholders associate with 

your company?” is that the stakeholders seem to perceive the bank as “safe” and “boring”, but do not 

seem to think of the bank as a “modern” or “innovative”.  

 

7.1.2.3 Interaction between Stakeholders and Sparebank 1  

The second question which Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue to be answered, is; “In what ways do 

your employees and stakeholders interact?” (p. 13).  

 

Respondent E1 says that “the bit of marketing we are not very good at” (Appendix K), and E5 states 

that they could be better at talking to their customers, but also emphasize the feedback in the digital 

solutions; “We can be better at talking to the customers as well, I would say we have nearly 100,000 

verbal feedback on the solutions and we have an app store rating of 4.6” (Appendix K). Respondent 

E2 explains how the feedback in the digital solutions works; “(...) everything we set up in the mobile 

bank we get feedback on. We have a method where we roll out a very small thing first (...). We come 

up with something cool we want to do, we try to think what is the least we can do" (Appendix K). 

This is indicating that the company is very interested in the feedback received, and the opinions of 

the stakeholders, in regard to the digital solutions. Further, the respondent says; “We do not deliver 

the whole package but roll out the smallest we can do and make sure to get feedback from the 

customer. (...) If the customers give more negative feedback and we see that this is something they do 

not want, then we will remove it very fast” (Appendix K).  



76 
 
 

 

Respondent E5 also emphasizes how they divide the customer group into segments and only tries out 

solutions for one of the segments and then “analyze how this segment behaves in relation to the other 

400,000 customers who do not get this solution. We get thumbs up, thumbs down, increases or reduces 

traffic. If it increases traffic and we get thumbs up then we run this solution in all three segments” 

(Appendix K). This is seen as one way customers can communicate with the bank. Moreover, E4 also 

mentions that “you can communicate with chatbots” (Appendix K). The way of communicating from 

the banks to the customers is very “traditional”, according to Respondent E1; “We also use SoMe to 

tell about our excellence. So we are probably very traditional there” (Appendix K). E3 confirms this 

by stating that; “What we do is that we are very traditional, we have our offices that work with 

recruitment or customers either through events, or through knowing someone and traditional advice” 

(Appendix K). Respondent E2 also mentions “we have these websites which is the dimension we have 

to communicate to the customer” (Appendix K). Respondent E5 also believes in opening up the 

surfaces for non-customers as it allows the bank to communicate in new ways as they can “tell you 

that I have a good offer for you on pension insurance in Sparebank 1, I can tell you about a cool 

credit card, I can tell you about good insurance products and that you can draw these in mobile bank 

even if you are a customer in DNB” (Appendix K). By doing this, E5 “don't think customers will 

switch banks until, for example, we say; We see that you have credit cards and your pension insurance 

here, but not the home loan - but if you had combined this here then we might give you a better total 

package” (Appendix K).   

 

As mentioned earlier, some of the employees believe the way of communicating externally has room 

for improvements, and respondent E6 says; “we could probably have done much more digitally that 

could benefit us commercially” (Appendix K). This is supported by respondent E1 saying that “the 

bit of marketing we are not very good at” and respondent E3 saying “We are not on the biggest 

marketing budgets” (Appendix K). E3 further emphasizes how the bank “have been too poor to 

communicate how good solutions we have and how good a concept we have” (Appendix K). 

 

Based on the above analysis it is concluded that the bank and its stakeholders interact through digital 

platforms in terms of customer feedback, and when customers are visiting the local affiliations. 

Moreover, that the communication between employees of Sparebank 1 and stakeholders’ has room 

for improvements. Hence, answering the second question shedding light on the Image-Culture gap, 
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suggested by Hatch and Schultz (2008); “In what ways do your employees and stakeholders 

interact?”. The impression received from the internal interviews is that the employees see a potential 

for talking more to the customers as well as a need for executing a marketing strategy. However, the 

impression is also that they believe in the contact and feedback received when releasing their digital 

solutions in order to ensure the customers satisfactory products and services. While it may seem like 

the main focus for the bank is to get feedback on their solutions, as well as be a bank with local 

proximity allowing customers to “stop by” if they need help, the employees also see a lot of potential 

for the external communication.  

 

7.1.2.4 Importance of Customer’s Perception of Sparebank 1 

The third question which Hatch and Schultz believe should be answered in order to understand if the 

image and culture is aligned, is “Do your employees care about what customers think about the 

company?” (2008, p.13).  

 

The impression received from the interviews with the employees is that the customers and especially 

their opinions from, and feedback in, their digital solutions is of major importance for Sparebank 1. 

The developers of these solutions are aware that sometimes the customers do not know if they want 

a new solution or not, and thus, according to Respondent E2; “(...) we try to have as small changes 

as possible, and rather have them more frequent and quick, because then we bring the customer on 

small steps and get to see if it works out and if the customer is satisfied” (Appendix L). This is also 

confirmed by E5 explaining how the bank divides its customer group into different segments; “If it 

increases traffic and we get the thumbs up then we run this solution in all three segments, that is, the 

entire customer base” (Appendix K), allowing for one of the segments to try a solution to see if they 

like it before they run the solutions in all customer segments. Respondent E2 also confirms; “If the 

customers give more negative feedback and we see that this is something they do not want, then we 

will remove it very fast” (Appendix K). According to E7, the bank has largely managed to stay ahead 

of customer needs by not having customers expecting very “fancy” solutions from them. The 

respondent explains it like this; “This means that we can develop the fancy solutions without having 

any pressure on us, since our customers are not the ones who first demand these fancy, new-fashioned 

cases, but when they get them they are very satisfied” (Appendix I). Based on this it can be argued 

that employees of Sparebank 1 care about what the customers think of the company. 
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Based on the findings above it seems like the employees care to some extent about what customers 

think of the company. In other words, the impression is that employees of Sparebank 1 are concerned 

about how the stakeholders perceive them, but more specifically how the stakeholders feel about their 

products and services. Consequently, answering the third question suggested by Hatch and Schultz 

(2008); “Do your employees care about what customers think about the company?”.   

 

7.1.2.5 Sub-Conclusion on Image-Culture 

Overall, looking at the image and 

culture of Sparebank 1 using the three 

questions suggested by Hatch and 

Schultz (2008), there are indications that 

there can be a misalignment between the 

image held by the stakeholders and the 

perception held by the employees, 

called the culture in this section. This is 

visualized in model 29. Whilst two of 

the respondents in the external 

interviews, as well as a representative 

sample in the survey, seem to perceive 

the bank as “boring” and “safe”, the 

bank itself seem to perceive itself as a 

“Fintech” being modern, innovative and 

having good digital solutions as well as 

being a relational bank. The gap is 

presented in figure 30 below. 

Figure 28 - Culture-Image Gap of Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 
2019) 
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To some extent, the employees seem to be aware of this misalignment, but argue that they use this to 

their advantage as they get to spend time and roll out new digital products without having the pressure 

of the customer waiting for it. Based on this it can be discussed whether such a misalignment can be 

used as an advantage or not. However, as the researchers can see from the external perception, 

stakeholders seem to want a modern and innovative bank. However, at the same time, the stakeholders 

say that they are not interested in Sparebank 1 as the impression is that the bank is boring and not 

innovative. Hence, it can be questioned whether this misalignment might be causing more trouble 

than the organization is aware of.  

 

The researchers perceive Sparebank 1’s way of communicating as mostly one-way communication 

through receiving feedback on digital solutions. Thus, the external communication to not be very 

good. This could be part of the reason why Sparebank 1 has not been able to communicate their 

culture to the public. Moreover, communication, in general, could be the cause of the misalignment 

between Sparebank 1’s culture and image. Both the employees of Sparebank 1, as well as stakeholders 

believe that the communication and marketing of the bank have room for improvement. There are 

indications that the employees to some extent care about what the stakeholders think about them, but 

mostly how they value the bank’s products and services and not so much the image of the bank itself. 

On the basis of this, the researchers argue that there is a gap between the image and culture of the 

bank. For the following section, the last gap in the VCI Model is analyzed, namely the Vision-Image 

gap. 

Figure 29 - Culture-Image Gap (Researchers' Own Creation) 
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7.1.3 Vision - Image 

According to Hatch & Schultz (2008), the Vision-Image gap exists when stakeholders mistrust 

management or its aspirations and opens up when outsiders’ image conflicts with management's 

strategic vision. In other words, without an alignment between vision and image, there is no guarantee 

that executing a strategic vision can contribute to organizational success (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

This section will first present the strategic vision of Sparebank 1, addressed in section 7.1.1. The 

overall strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is argued to be “Close” and “Skilled”. Moreover, to be both a 

relational and digital bank, delivering the best solutions for their customers and hence, making their 

everyday lives easier. Moreover, in order to investigate to what extent there is a gap between the two 

aspects, vision and image, Hatch and Schultz (2008, p. 13) has suggested three questions to consider; 

1. “Who are your stakeholders?” 2. “Do you know what your stakeholders want from your 

company?”, 3. “Are your vision and values attractive to and supported by your stakeholders?”.  

 

7.1.3.1 Stakeholders of Sparebank 1 

In order to indicate whether the strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is aligned with stakeholders’ image, 

the first question to answer is “who are the stakeholders of Sparebank 1”. According to Sparebank 

1’s sustainability report from 2017, the stakeholders are customers, employees, owners, authority, 

and society in general (Sparebank 1, 2017). Consequently, it is evident that Sparebank 1 knows who 

the stakeholders are. However, with regards to this paper, as stated earlier, stakeholders are argued to 

be customers and society in general.  

 

7.1.3.2 What Stakeholders want from Sparebank 1 

The second question that needs to be shed light on in order to look into the (mis)alignment between 

Sparebank 1’s vision and image, is to what extent Sparebank 1 “knows what stakeholders want from 

their company?” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 13). In order to answer this question, one has to address 

what stakeholders say that they want, and then what the employees of Sparebank 1 think that the 

stakeholders want, before answering to what extent the bank knows what stakeholders want from the 

company.  

 

Figure 31 below illustrates the result of the conducted survey, and what the 229 stakeholders of 

Sparebank 1 see as important for them as a bank customer. As the figure indicates, being a modern 

and innovative bank as well as having digital solutions, such as a mobile- and online bank, are 



81 
 
 

evidently the most important aspects. Moreover, the third most important feature for the stakeholders 

of the bank seems to be good prices, followed by safety and the possibility of personal contact. The 

stakeholders seem to not value the feature of local affiliations.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From the company’s point of view, respondent E1 states that from a customer perspective the bank 

should just be simple and work and that a bank “being too simple for a customer is never negative” 

(Appendix L). This correlates to the fact that S3 “..want things to be easy..”  and S4 who states that 

“it is important that there is a nice and clear overview, so that one can easily find the services that 

one should use” (Appendix N). S3 also explains that the most important thing is that the digital 

features work and that the bank is present when needed; “For an example with just having a chat, 

and it sort of follows the part about customer service. That I can send them a chat if there is something 

that does not work” (Appendix N). Respondent S2 also emphasizes that digital solutions should work. 

Hence, it can be argued that Sparebank 1 knows that having simple and easy-to-use products and 

services are what stakeholders want. Consequently, indicating an alignment between the company’s 

vision and image (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

 

Several of the internal respondents in the company’ stress that customers would want a bank that is 

both good at being digital and at the same time relational. Respondent E1 explains that “there is a 

kind of balance between keeping someone in your hand saying that this is just fine, and explaining 

Figure 30 - "What is Important to you as a Bank Customer?" (Appendix E) 



82 
 
 

what you are going through” (Appendix L). Customers want things to go fast, but they also have a 

relational need that needs to be covered. Additionally, respondent E3 states that “Millenniums or the 

new users of the bank, they have slightly different expectations” and that traditions may not be that 

important anymore (Appendix L). That being said, E3 also stresses that “all the insights we have so 

far tell us that when it comes to the big life events that move together, buy housing, buy a car, the 

conversation with the bank plays an important role” (Appendix L). Moreover, the respondent thinks 

that “the slightly older customer base probably has the same expectation for the bank” as they have 

always had (Appendix L). Respondent E5 says that “it is in the big moments of life when you are 

going to have your first loan, when planning your retirement life, and through the most important 

insurance policies, it turns out that the customer still wants someone to talk to” (Appendix L).  

 

Looking into the results from the survey as seen in figure 31, it is evident that the stakeholders also 

find this important to some extent (Appendix E).  Furthermore, this is also stated by S1 who “want a 

bank where I can also talk to an advisor, and not just over the internet” (Appendix N). Hence it can 

be argued that the employees and the stakeholders have the same opinion on what is important. 

Contrary, S3 thinks that having customer service available is of importance and that whether it is a 

chatbot or a person is of less importance. From the survey, 25 out of 229 respondents state that safety 

is important and 19 states that the possibility of personal contact is of importance. Around 75 

respondent states that both digital solutions and a modern and innovative bank is important (Appendix 

E). Based on this it is argued that a personal and relational bank is of less importance and that digital 

solutions are seen as more valuable for stakeholders. This might indicate a misalignment, as it seems 

like Sparebank 1 is overrating the importance of being a relational bank. 

 

The organizational members of Sparebank 1 seem to think that customers would value trust over 

price. E3 believes customers emphasis a closer relation to the bank and trust, more than price; “Price 

is one thing, but I trust this bank, I can talk to someone if there are any uncertainties. And there I 

think we differentiate ourselves then” (Appendix J). Respondent E2 explains that “it is money we are 

talking about so one should be confident about the services before you will consider to start using 

them, and thus I believe that the trust dimension is going to be important” (Appendix L). Contrary, 

stakeholders seem to value price more than the company thinks. From the survey, it can be seen that, 

even though it is quite similar, more people find price important than safety (Appendix E). S1 explains 

that “it is important with safety and trust, and that I have good conditions for me as a young person” 
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in terms of interest rates and prices (Appendix N). Based on this, it seems that trust and safety are of 

some importance for stakeholders, consequently indicating that Sparebank 1 knows to some extent 

what stakeholders want. 

 

That being said, as mentioned earlier, it seems that the employees of Sparebank 1 have the impression 

of trust and safety coming at the expense of price and conditions for stakeholders. As previously 

stated, price and conditions are of more importance to stakeholders than trust and safety (Appendix 

E). This is also confirmed by S4 who stresses that “it is important that they have favorable conditions” 

(Appendix N) and S2 who states that “it is probably only the conditions that determine where to take 

out a mortgage” (Appendix N). Even though the company is to some extent right about customers 

wanting trust and safety, this attribute does not come at the expense of good prices and conditions. 

Hence, it is argued that Sparebank 1 seems to have the wrong impression of what customers want. 

 

According to respondent E7 customers are very concerned about social responsibility and stresses 

that this is something that Sparebank 1 is really good at. The respondent believes that the new 

generation “represents and will support such actors as us who actually support these values who 

makes it possible to, for example, play violin in Norway” (Appendix H). This is referring to the value 

of giving back to society and being “Close”. From a stakeholder point of view, S1 explains that a 

bank who gives back to the local community “is not really something I consider very important to me 

as a bank customer. It is not essential for the customer relationship at all” (Appendix M). This is also 

confirmed by S2 who explains that social responsibility is not if importance for him when choosing 

a bank; “It’s nice to hear, but it’s not something I wanted to base a customer relationship on. Good 

for them, but it doesn’t have much to say for my customer relationship” (Appendix M). S3 does to 

some extent find it important with a local aspect, stating that giving back to the local community is 

“definitely” important (Appendix M).  The tendencies of stakeholders not finding the feature of being 

local important can also be seen from the survey (Appendix E). Based on this it can be argued that 

employees of Sparebank 1 seem to think that customers want a bank who is local and gives back to 

the local community, while this is not the case. Consequently, indicating a misalignment between 

what employees of Sparebank 1 think that customers want and what they actually want. 

 

Based on the external interviews it can be seen that the stakeholders want an innovative and modern 

bank which is also confirmed by the survey whereas 33% of the respondents chose this as the most 
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important aspect for them as a bank customer. S1 stresses that “it is really important to me that a 

bank is a bit modern and forward-looking” and “think this might be very important for banks in the 

future, and to be innovative” (Appendix N). This is also confirmed by S3 saying that; “a modern and 

innovative bank is quite important to me because I want things to be easy for me” (Appendix N) 

indicating that modern banks are perceived to provide the best solutions. Additionally, S4 explains 

that “chat services I think are a very nice feature to have” and sees the importance of being digital 

(Appendix N). Based on the internal interviews it is not the impression that this is something which 

the employees of Sparebank 1 think that the stakeholders want. It is stated by respondent E7 that “the 

customer group probably think that we are a decent bank grouping and a good place to be a customer 

and then people want stable conditions” (Appendix L). As the survey sheds light on, this is true to 

some extent (Appendix E). But in terms of the in-depth interviews with stakeholders, it can be seen 

that what they want is an innovative and modern, forward-looking bank. Hence, it is argued that 

Sparebank 1 does not know what stakeholders want, as none of the employees mention the aspect of 

being modern and innovative. 

 

Contradictory to the other respondents, S2 is “more concerned about the core product of the bank, 

that is, loans they issue”, rather than the bank being innovative and modern (Appendix N). 

Additionally, the respondent states that as long as the bank “gives me what I expect I don’t need 

anything more” (Appendix N). With regards S2 indicating that the respondent wants traditional 

banking services, it can be argued that Sparebank 1 knows what stakeholders want, and also that, 

even though innovation and being modern has not been mentioned specifically, that the company is 

thinking of this in terms of customer expectations. This can be confirmed by respondent E6 who 

believes that “the customers are becoming more and more demanding on customer experiences and 

user experiences in general, so regardless of it I think there are more and more requirements for 

digital solutions that they must be top notch” (Appendix L). Lastly, Respondent E4 explains that the 

new generations will have a new approach to banking in terms of digitalization. However, respondent 

E5 states that only 15-20% of the customers would want a digital-bank only (Appendix L). In 

conclusion, the employees of Sparebank 1 seem to know that stakeholders will expect more in terms 

of digitalization, but not that they actually want a modern, innovative and forward-looking bank.  

 

Another important expectation that stakeholders have to Sparebank 1, is that if one is a customer in 

one of the Sparebank 1 banks, they expect help, guidance, and service to be delivered from all banks. 
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S3 says “you think that is completely automatic. For otherwise you would have to switch banks if you 

move to another city and that is very weird” (Appendix M). S2 explains that “I might also think that 

this is something people think is frustrating if they do not know it and, for example, go through an 

Oslo office, then it is exactly the same as going searching for help in a random DNB office, they 

cannot help you” (Appendix M). Furthermore, S2 elaborates that “you see the logo on the wall and 

think that this is my bank, but then they cannot help you” (Appendix M). This is also mentioned by 

the respondents of the survey when replying to what they think about Sparebank 1 being 14 different 

banks; “I'm a customer in SpareBank1 BV but had to get a new account in Sparebank 1 SR when I 

needed an account for my deposit in Bergen. It should be possible for them to talk to each other” and 

“I spent some time figuring out which bank I had, because they did not share information internally 

in Sparebank 1” (Appendix E). The employees, on the other hand, do not seem to know that this is 

something in which stakeholders expect. Respondent E6 explains that “I never really thought about 

it, but it may well be confusing and negative in some contexts” (Appendix K). Additionally, 

respondent E4 states that “I don’t think it’s a big problem that customers are confused about the 14 

different banks, to be honest” (Appendix I). This can be seen as if the employees do not completely 

know what stakeholders expect from their company.  

 

Based on the analysis above it can be concluded that the employees know that stakeholders want 

simple and easy-to-use products, that they want both a relational and digital bank in some parts of 

life. The employees of Sparebank 1 seem to have the impression of stakeholders valuing trust and 

safety, on the expense of price, which is not the case. Additionally, the employees of Sparebank 1 

think that customers want a bank who is local and gives back to the local community, while evidently, 

this is not something in which the stakeholders find important. Stakeholders also seem to expect an 

innovative, modern and forward-looking bank, and this is not something that Sparebank 1 think 

customers want. Lastly, it is argued that stakeholders would expect the same help, service, and 

guidance from every Sparebank 1 bank, but the employees do not seem to be aware of this. Overall, 

it is argued that Sparebank 1’s employees do not adequately know what stakeholders want from the 

bank. Consequently, indicating a misalignment between the vision and image of the bank.  

 

7.1.3.3 Attractive and Supported Vision and Values 

Lastly, one has to ask whether the “vision and values are attractive to and supported by their 

stakeholders?” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 13). The overall strategic vision of Sparebank 1 is already 
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addressed in the previous sections and is “help its customer with their everyday economy”, through 

delivering the best solutions for customers while being both relational and digital. Moreover, the 

values with regards to the strategic vision are to be “Close” and “Skilled”.  

 

It can be seen as common sense that customers are always wanting things to be easier, and this is also 

supported by the in-depth interviews with stakeholders. This part of the vision is also strongly related 

to the value of being “Skilled”. S3 states that “I want things to be easy for me” (Appendix N). 

Additionally, respondent S4 explains how digital features in terms of mobile and online banks should 

be easy to use. Hence, both respondents support the vision of Sparebank 1. Moreover, the researchers’ 

overall understanding is that stakeholders also want an easier everyday life in terms of banking. 

Furthermore, stakeholders want good solutions in terms of digital applications and online-banking, 

and how this is highly valued by customers can be seen in the results from the survey in Figure 27. 

As elaborated above, the in-depth interviews also indicate that stakeholders are supporting this and 

find it to be of importance for them as a bank customer. As previously addressed, it seems that 

stakeholders also support the vision of being both relational and digital. As seen from both the survey 

and the external interviews, stakeholders value someone to talk to and someone who can give advice 

in certain parts of life. Lastly, the “Close” part of the vision and values, seems to be less important in 

terms of the local community and how the bank is supporting this, but as addressed above important 

in terms of being a relational bank and “close” in that way. 

 

7.1.3.4 Sub-Conclusion on Vision-Image 

This section will provide a sub-conclusion on the possible gap between Sparebank 1’s vision and 

image. Overall, it can be argued that Sparebank 1’s stakeholders support the vision and values and 

that it these are attractive. That being said, it can be questioned whether stakeholders are aware of the 

vision and the values of the bank. Based on the conducted interviews with stakeholders and the 

survey, it can be argued that stakeholders’ image of Sparebank 1 is rather different from the 

communicated strategic vision. However, it can be questioned how much it matters that stakeholders 

find the vision of Sparebank 1 attractive if they are not aware of it. According to Hatch and Schultz 

(2008), there is no guarantee that executing a strategic vision will contribute to organizational success 

if the vision and stakeholders’ image is not aligned. 

 



87 
 
 

Based on the three questions proposed by Hatch and Schultz (2008), it is argued that the vision of 

Sparebank 1 and the stakeholders’ image is not fully aligned. However, stakeholders do not seem to 

mistrust the management of Sparebank 1, the analysis rather indicates that the stakeholders are not 

aware of the executed values and visions of the bank.  Nevertheless, Sparebank 1 seems to know who 

their stakeholders are. Moreover, it is argued that they do not fully know what stakeholders expect 

from the company. Lastly, while stakeholders seem to support a strategic vision of such that 

Sparebank 1 is executing, the actual 

stakeholder image of the bank seems to be 

contradictory to what Sparebank 1 actually 

promotes and stands for.  Hence, it is argued 

that only looking into the three proposed 

questions is not adequate in order to analyze 

the Vision-Image gap of Sparebank 1. Thus, 

the researchers will compare the strategic 

vision with the stakeholders’ image in the 

order to gain an understanding of how 

aligned the two aspects are in term of 

Sparebank 1. 
 

According to the survey, most respondents 

seem to perceive Sparebank 1 as a boring 

bank, while also indicating that they want a modern and innovative bank (Appendix E). Additionally, 

S1 also perceive the bank as a “boring old bank” (Appendix M), comparing the bank to other banks 

“such as Nordea and DNB, I feel that Sparebank 1 is much less modern” (Appendix M). S3 sees the 

bank as a “boring bank for grandparents”, further emphasizing how “a modern and innovative bank 

is quite important to me because I want things to be easy for me” (Appendix N).  Moreover, S2 sees 

the bank as traditionally and safe but “not innovative and creative” (Appendix M). Based on this it 

can be argued that stakeholders perceive the bank as a less innovative and modern bank, hence not 

making their everyday life easier through modern solutions. As the “Vision-Image gap opens when 

outsiders’ images conflict with management’s strategic vision” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 99), it is 

argued that there is a misalignment to some extent, between the strategic vision and stakeholders’ 

image of Sparebank 1. 

Figure 31 - Vision-Image Gap of Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own 
Creation, 2019) 
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However, if actually looking into what a vision-image gap is, it can be questioned to what extent the 

three suggested questions to indicate a (mis)alignment is adequately in order to investigate this gap. 

As the “Vision-Image gap opens when outsiders’ images conflict with management’s strategic vision” 

(Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p. 99), it can be questioned to what extent the three suggested questions are 

shedding light on this in a good way, as none of the questions are taking into consideration what 

stakeholders expect from a bank as a customer, in general. However, as the vision does not implicate 

any agreements, or disagreement, with the stakeholder image, it is hard to tell how much of an effect 

this misalignment has for Sparebank 1. Based on this it is argued that Sparebank 1 should ask 

stakeholders what they expect from banks in general. Stakeholders of Sparebank 1 seeing the bank as 

boring would not expect the bank to be innovative, modern and digital, and would probably not want 

it to be so either. However, this does not mean that this is not what they want, or need, as a customer 

of any bank. Furthermore, it seems that in the case of Sparebank 1, stakeholders are expecting less 

from the bank in terms of innovation due to the fact that they see them not being that at all.  

 

Hence, question number two in the Vision-Image gap; “do the company know what stakeholders want 

from their company? is argued to not adequately shedding light on a possible misalignment. Not 

taking into account stakeholders’ expectations to banks, in general, would mean that when the bank 

is investigating the vision-image gap, it could give a misleading picture of being aligned. 

Consequently, giving the wrong impression to the bank and thus, causing the bank not to address and 

mitigate a possible misalignment. For the following section, a summary of the findings from the VCI 

Alignment Model will be provided. 

Figure 32 - Vision-Image Gap (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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7.1.4 Overall (mis)alignment VCI 

Based on the conducted analysis with regards to (mis)alignments between the vision, culture, and 

image of Sparebank 1, it is concluded that there is an alignment between the Vision-Culture aspect 

of the company, and further, a misalignment between the Image-Culture and Vision-Image. Hence, 

answering sub-question 4; Where is the misalignment between the perspectives?. According to Hatch 

and Schultz (2008), this may imply that the company in question, here being Sparebank 1, does not 

deliver on its promises for stakeholders and this may influence the corporate reputation negatively. 

Moreover, as there is a misalignment between some of the aspects in the VCI of Sparebank 1, it can 

be argued that the corporate brand is not 

successful. Having aligned the aspects 

of vision, culture, and image are seen as 

a prerequisite for a successful corporate 

brand. Nevertheless, as there is an 

alignment between the vision and 

culture in the bank, this can be seen as 

a somewhat strong organizational 

behavior (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  

 

 

Furthermore, it can be argued that the 

corporate brand of Sparebank 1 is not as 

successful as it would be if all aspects 

between the VCI were fully aligned. 

That being said, an alignment of a company’s VCI is only to a large extent the basis of a strong 

corporate brand. This means that Sparebank 1 can be in possession of a strong corporate brand even 

though the VCI is not fully aligned. However, as stated in findings “I”, stakeholders seem to have a 

rather negative impression of the bank, using terms such as “boring”, “confusing brand”, and “not 

innovative and modern” (Appendix M). Based on this one can argue that the corporate brand of 

Sparebank 1 does not give the impression of being successful. As stressed by Hatch and Schultz 

(2008), a corporate brand is one of the most important strategic assets a company can hold. Hence, it 

is argued that Sparebank 1 should invest in further alignment in order to gain competitive advantages, 

in terms of a strong corporate brand.  In order to understand the VCI dynamics of Sparebank 1, 

Figure 33 - VCI (mis)alignment of Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 
2019) 
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findings with regards to the identity dynamics will be presented and elaborated on in the following 

section.  

7.2 The Organizational Identity Dynamics Model 

As emphasized in the previous section, Sparebank 1’s vision and image seem to be misaligned in 

terms of stakeholders not being familiar with the bank’s vision and values. According to Hatch and 

Schultz (2008), it is important to know who you are as an organization, and further be aware of how 

stakeholders see you. Moreover, this is in fact seen as the first step towards a successful corporate 

brand. As the analysis above indicates that Sparebank 1 might not be aware of the image stakeholders 

actually holds of the company, it will be interesting to go in-depth in the identity conversation to 

further shed light on this. Lastly, the identity dynamics conversation might destroy the coherence 

between image and culture in an organization, and directly influence the corporate brand (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008). 

 

In order to fully understand the identity dynamics of Sparebank 1, it is necessary to look at the 

relationship between the “we” and the “us” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). As previously stated, the 

employees of Sparebank 1 see the organization as modern, digital and innovative. Additionally, as a 

relational bank. This seems to be the collective understanding of the organization internally and is 

therefore argued to be a part of the “we” and describes “who we are” for Sparebank 1, hence seen as 

the company’s culture (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). Moreover, this is also a part of the identity according 

to Gioia et al. (2000). With regards to what Sparebank 1 believe others think of them, respondent E1 

states that “we are probably not the hip trendy bank, we are more the safe and secure and more like 

for everybody” (Appendix I). Contradictory, Respondent E4 stress that stakeholders see them as a 

bank with good digital solutions (Appendix I). Additionally, that being 14 individual and competing 

banks is not something that stakeholders would find confusing. Respondent E5 explains how others 

“would probably see us as a fintech company” (Appendix I). Moreover, E5 emphasizes that 

Sparebank 1 is the best and that this is also something that their customers think; Also, we are not in 

doubt, even though we are a little modest, we have much better solutions than DNB. We do not base 

this on the fact that we think we are excellent ourselves, but we base it on what our customers say” 

(Appendix I). These statements refer to how the organization thinks that the public sees them, the 

“us” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Correlating to the inner image in Sparebank 1 (Alvesson, 2000). 
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Figure 34 - Identity Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 

However, as there seems to be a misalignment between how Sparebank 1 think stakeholders see them 

(the us), and the image stakeholders actually have of the bank, it can be argued that the mirroring 

process in which “Stakeholder images provide a mirror in which the organization sees itself reflected 

in the eyes of others” has to some extent failed. Consequently, destroying the coherence between 

image and the organizational culture (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). Based on this it can be questioned 

whether the mirroring process is what is causing the Image-Culture gap and hence, weakening the 

corporate brand of Sparebank 1. 

 

The identity of Sparebank 1 is argued to be an interrelation between the culture in the bank, and how 

the employees believe others see the bank. According to Hatch and Schultz (2002), companies try to 

communicate their identity to the public in order to gain a positive preference for their company 

among stakeholders. However, as stakeholders do not see Sparebank 1 as modern, digital and 

innovative, it can be argued that the identity of the company has not been adequately communicated. 

The communicated identity can also be seen as the internal image, in terms of what Sparebank 1 

wants stakeholders to see, and also in the sense that this is what the employees of Sparebank 1 relate 

to their company (Alvesson, 2000). It can, therefore, be questioned if Sparebank 1 actually wants 

stakeholders to see them as innovative, modern and digital. Moreover, as this is something in which 

stakeholders seem to appreciate, and is a part of the new movement in the market, it can be argued to 

be decisive for Sparebank 1 to communicate their identity to the public in order to create positive 

preferences for the bank’s products and services (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). According to Gioia et al 
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(2000), managing the corporate image is important in changing markets. Consequently, the bank 

needs to brand itself in the right manner in order to differentiate and create preferences for their 

services and products (Knox & Brickerton, 2003).  

 

As stakeholders’ images is a product of information processing carried out by Sparebank 1 or the 

employees in the organization, it can be argued that Sparebank 1 has not been doing this in a correct 

manner. It is addressed that the actual identity and culture of Sparebank 1 would be attractive to 

stakeholders, as stakeholders express the importance of an innovative and modern bank. In order to 

obtain a stronger position in the market and create preferences for its products and services, the culture 

and identity should be promoted more frequently (Alvesson, 2000). Moreover, knowing the 

stakeholder image of your company is an important aspect of the identity dynamics conversation. 

Based on this, it can be questioned whether there is an identity problem in the organization, calling 

for a focus on the corporate image (Alvesson, 2000). This is also corresponding to a call for fabricated 

images in order for stakeholders to obtain the same image of the bank, as the organizational members 

hold (Alvesson, 2000). 

 

It can be questioned whether the culture of Sparebank 1 has changed due to changes in the market in 

terms of digitalization, and that the organizational identity has not always been as modern, innovative, 

digital and relational. Furthermore, that this change in culture and identity in the bank is not seen by 

the public. According to Gioia et al. (2000), it is argued that the main strategy of an organization in 

changing markets, should be to change the organization in order to keep the same identity. However, 

others argue that the main strategy should be to maintain the identity despite the changes in the market 

(Gioia et al., 2000). Based on this it could be interesting to investigate whether the bank has initiated 

any changes in their organizational culture lately, and this will be suggested for future research. Gioia 

et al. (2000) argue that acknowledging the interrelationships among identity and image allows for the 

recognition that it is the very fluidity of identity that helps organizations adapting to changes. If the 

bank has initiated a cultural or identity change lately, it can be questioned whether this might be the 

reason why stakeholders see them as boring and not innovative. Cultural and identity changes might 

take time for stakeholders to see. Hence, it can be expected that stakeholders will see the true identity 

of the bank in the future. 

 

According to the conducted analysis on stakeholders’ image in the VCI findings above, the public 
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seems to perceive Sparebank 1 as a “boring bank for grandparents” (Appendix M), not delivering 

modern and innovative solutions. According to Berg (1998), this is seen as the image, as it is purely 

the way the public perceives the organization. This also correlates to what Alvesson (2000) refers to 

as the outer image as this is how others see the organization. Consequently, these types of differences 

between inner and outer image might cause some confusion (Alvesson, 2000). For example, not 

considering what the outsiders think of the organization and what the organization thinks of itself 

might result in Sparebank 1 working in a direction without having the support of stakeholders. 

Additionally, as it seems like customers prefer modern and forward-looking banks, and this is what 

Sparebank 1 identify it as, it is argued to be a communication problem of the organizational identity. 

 

Based on the organizational culture and how the company believes that others see them, it can be 

argued that the organizational identity is a product of these two (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

Consequently, Sparebank 1 seems to not take the actual stakeholder image into account in the process 

of the organizational identity. The more sensitive a corporation is towards the subtlety of opinions 

and attitudes among the target group, the stronger are the reasons for paying attention to image 

(Alvesson, 2000). Consequently, as opinions and attitudes are seen as even more important in 

changing markets in order to create preferences for the company's products or services, it can be 

argued that Sparebank 1 needs to pay more attention to its actual stakeholder image. 

 

Looking at figure 35 it seems that Sparebank 1 only takes organizational culture, and how they believe 

stakeholders think of them, into account in their organizational identity. Moreover, using how they 

believe stakeholders think of them when describing themselves can be seen as an attempt to create a 

balanced organizational identity dynamic. However, it is argued that the actual stakeholder image is 

what companies should be influenced by. Thus, it can be argued that the identity conversation, and 

the interrelation between the company’s culture and image, is to some extent dysfunctional, and not 

seen as a healthy organizational identity. Additionally, it can be argued that the organizational identity 

of the bank, only is constructed by its culture, hence based on what Hatch and Schultz (2008) call 

organizational narcissism. Henceforth, it can be questioned whether this organizational narcissism in 

Sparebank 1 is a result of the organization being unwilling, or unable, to respond to the stakeholders’ 

image.   

 

As stated by the employees in Sparebank 1, it seems clear that customers are satisfied with the bank’s 
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digital solutions and that Sparebank 1 focus on development in terms of solutions they believe is 

wanted by the customers. This can also be seen as organizational hyper-adaption, as the bank seems 

to base its solutions purely on what customers are saying that they want. In other words, and as stated 

above, they are not ignoring feedback from customers. Moreover, it can be argued that Sparebank 1 

is not unwilling, but rather unable, to respond to the actual external image. As stated by Hatch and 

Schultz (2008) “To keep the brand alive, you must go to where it lives - deep within your stakeholders’ 

relationship with the company” (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p.81). Consequently, Sparebank 1’s 

corporate brand is argued to be weak and thus causing the bank to have a weakened position in the 

changing banking market which is the point of tension in this paper. Hence, answering sub-question 

5; How are these misalignments affecting the corporate brand and how is this again affecting the 

bank’s position in the market? 

As 

stated by Alvesson (2000), it is also important to consider the fact that images might be more or less 

true(false) or (in)accurate. As stakeholders of Sparebank 1 see the bank as a boring bank, this might 

result in young people not wanting to be customer of Sparebank 1. Consequently, destroying the 

advantage of a gain in market share and a weakened position in the market (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). 

This is seen as a negative consequence as this will make the bank less attractive in the market and 

might cause the bank to suffer the loss of customers which is needed in order for the bank to survive. 

Additionally, the public has the perception of Sparebank 1 being one large organization, and not 14 

individual, competing banks. This might be problematic for the alliance as customers and 

stakeholders might hold expectations in terms of help, service, and guidance to all the banks even 

Figure  SEQ Figure \* ARABIC 22 - Identity II Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation) 

Figure 35 - Identity Dynamics of Sparebank 1 (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 



95 
 
 

though they are not actually the same bank. Too large differences between reality and image might 

be problematic for a corporation according to Alvesson (2000). This is because a false or inaccurate 

image might create some expectations for Sparebank 1, in terms of its employees or stakeholders 

which they might not be able to adequately satisfy. When customers have the belief that they can get 

the same help in all the banks, which is not the case, this can lead to Sparebank 1 not being able to 

fulfill the expectations held by stakeholders.  

7.2.1 Sub-Conclusion Organizational Identity Dynamics 

Looking into the organizational identity model in regard to Sparebank 1 there is a difference between 

the “us” being “what we believe others think about us” and the actual stakeholder image. The model 

itself suggests looking into how the company believes it is perceived by others (Hatch & Schultz, 

2008). Based on the findings with regards to the identity dynamics of Sparebank 1, the researchers 

suggest that in order to not have a dysfunctional identity the company should try to obtain an 

understanding of what the actual stakeholders’ image is. Hence, presenting a new form of 

organizational “us”, not only considering what the company believes others think of them but the 

actual stakeholder image. Only looking into the “us” which can be a self-constructed image biased 

by the internal perceptions, one can end up working with something which is not true at all. Moreover, 

it can be questioned to what extent a narcissistic organizational identity might be weakening 

Sparebank 1’s position in the market. A narcissistic identity may result in Sparebank 1 only seeing 

the positive side of the organization, and further, indicating no need for improvements.  

 

Thus, by evaluating a corporate brand as it is arguably done today (Hatch & Schultz, 2008), one might 

risk to not fully understand how the stakeholders actually perceive the bank and thus, not have a 

complete understanding. This is seen as a possible misleading factor when looking into the case of 

Sparebank 1 where the employees believe the stakeholders see them as safe and traditional, whilst 

the actual stakeholder image is “boring”. How can Sparebank 1 work to adapt the “we” to the “us” if 

they have the wrong “us” in order to obtain a successful corporate brand, which arguably will give 

the bank a stronger position in the market? This indicates possibly working towards the “wrong” 

goals, and thus, not reaching a strong corporate brand, or a strong position in the market. It can, in 

turn, be questioned whether it is the failed mirroring process or the failed identity dynamics that are 

causing the misalignments in the VCI of Sparebank 1. Additionally, the researchers find it interesting 
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to see how such a misalignment might affect the bank’s position in the market and thus, an analysis 

of this will be provided in the following section.  

7.3 Corporate Branding as a Strategic Asset 
The findings in the previous sections indicate a gap between the Vision-Image and the Image-Culture 

of Sparebank 1. Additionally, the Organizational Identity Model indicated the identity dynamic in the 

bank to be somewhat dysfunctional as the believed “us” is not correlating to the actual stakeholder 

image. Hence, that Sparebank 1 arguably has a narcissistic organizational Identity. However, in order 

to understand if this affects Sparebank 1’s position in the market, an analysis of the importance of a 

strong corporate brand will follow.  

 

Corporate branding is seen as a way for a company to create preferences for its products and services 

(Schultz et al., 2005). This indicates that if the corporate brand is strong, the company’s products and 

services should be of preference to the stakeholders. However, for the case of Sparebank 1 it does not 

seem like the bank’s products or services are of preference to the stakeholders. S2 says; “The fact 

that I know SR-bank, and have for a long time, is of less importance if they can’t deliver on interest 

and other conditions” (Appendix M). Also, S1 explains how the respondent would rather go to 

another bank if a choice becomes necessary, because it feels safer and the respondent is more satisfied 

with that bank. This indicates that Sparebank 1’s products and services are not of preference to S1. 

Additionally, the results in the survey whereas 23% of the non-customers respond that they know 

little about what the bank has to offer when asked why they are not a customer of Sparebank 1. This 

also indicates that there are few preferences for Sparebank 1’s products and services (Appendix E). 

68% of this group also said that they are very happy with the bank they already have, indicating that 

these banks have managed to create preferences for their products and services, whilst Sparebank 1 

might not have. Having created such preferences might provide a company with an opportunity to 

generate a significant future income stream (Schultz & Chernatony, 2002). In other words, it helps 

the bank to survive as a competitor in the market. 

 

Gray & Balmer (1998) argue that a firm’s survival largely depends on the company’s ability to 

develop and maintain a considerable image and a good reputation. Moreover, Shee & Abratt (1989) 

state that a favorable corporate brand presents the prerequisite for operational security and public 

trust. In regard to this, it seems like Sparebank 1 has managed its corporate brand as they are perceived 
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as safe and traditional by S2, and also as safe by S4. Hence, it can be argued that the corporate brand 

of Sparebank 1 is successful to some extent. However, it is stated by several of the employees that 

most banks and financial services in Norway are perceived as safe today and thus, the perception of 

Sparebank 1 might be quite similar to the perception of other Norwegian banks. Consequently, not 

creating any specific preferences for Sparebank 1, and is not seen as differentiating Sparebank 1 from 

its competitors and is thus not a competitive advantage. 

 

In markets with new sources of involvements and changing customers’ expectations, a strong 

corporate brand provides the corporation with the opportunity to develop and express its 

distinctiveness through the relationship with its stakeholders (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Moreover, the 

banking market is becoming more and more digitized which according to Schultz and Chernatony 

(2002) calls for a need for a co-created brand, taking stakeholders’ image into account. According to 

the findings with regard to the identity dynamics of Sparebank 1, it is argued that the actual 

stakeholder image is not embedded in the identity conversation. However, for the case of Sparebank 

1, it seems like stakeholders’ perception is seen as important, but only to some extent. As respondent 

E2 emphasizes, the feedback received from the users in the digital solutions are very important as it 

helps determine how to further develop the solutions (Appendix K). However, this communication 

seems to be one-way and only in terms of digital solutions. Respondent S3 states that Sparebank 1 

probably should communicate better as the respondent has barely seen this bank (Appendix M). It is 

also mentioned by several of the employees stating that external communication could be better 

(Appendix K). Strong corporate brands are also known to reduce cost as it can exploit economies of 

scale in advertising and marketing, and also make customers feel more attracted to the company as 

they may feel that they are part of a community (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). Therefore, it seems like the 

co-created corporate brand is not very present and thus, weakens the bank’s positions in the market 

and makes the bank less attractive as customers do not feel like a part of a community.  

 

Another aspect with corporate brands is that a successful one provides a company with the 

opportunity to generate a significant future income stream, and companies with strong corporate 

brands can have market values that are more than twice their book value (Schultz and Chernatony, 

2002). As Sparebank 1’s corporate brand seems to be less successful, it indicates that this might cause 

the future income stream to not increase, and in worst case deficit. This shows how important it is to 

have a successful corporate brand in order to be a successful business, and thus, obtain a strong market 
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position. Moreover, in order to fulfill the strategic vision, helping customers with their everyday 

economy, Sparebank 1 needs to secure a steady income stream.   

 

Also in later literature, Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue how a corporate brand is one of the most 

important strategic assets a company can hold, especially in a globalizing world with emerging 

markets, as it can help companies gain advantages over competitors. However, as mentioned by 

respondent E1, when Sparebank 1 made some advertisements in order to shed light on some of the 

bank’s new and modern services, it ended up making stakeholders connect the commercial to DNB, 

one of the bank’s competitors (Appendix L). This shows how the corporate brand might not be very 

successful, as the image held by the stakeholders cause them to rather connect advertisements with a 

modern aspect to someone else. This also underlines how a specific image of something might cause 

the person holding it to be colored by it, and thus it is important to acknowledge that the stakeholders’ 

expectations of a company might be influenced by their image of this particular company. 

Consequently, the researchers believe that the stakeholders’ expectations should be taken into 

consideration when evaluating the success of a corporate brand.  

7.4 Sub-conclusion on overall findings 
This section will sum up the findings in section “II” and aims by this to provide an in-depth 

understanding of the misalignment found in section “I” of the findings. Moreover, it aims at 

answering how such a misalignment might affect the corporate brand of Sparebank 1, and thus, its 

position in the market. Hence, answering the research question; “How can misalignments between 

various types of images affect Sparebank 1’s position in the market?” 

 

Findings in section “I” indicated that what employees perceive as Sparebank 1’s strengths are contrary 

seen as Sparebank 1’s weaknesses by stakeholders. By shedding light on these perceptions, this 

section answered sub-question 1 and 2, respectively “How are the employees of Sparebank 1 viewing 

the organization?” and “How are the stakeholders in the Norwegian banking market viewing 

Sparebank 1?”. Hence, indicating a misalignment between the images of Sparebank 1 and answering 

sub-question 3: “Is there a misalignment between how stakeholders and employees of Sparebank 1 

perceive the company?”. The VCI framework was applied by the researchers in order to understand 

the stakeholders’ image of Sparebank 1, and further, to understand if stakeholders were able to see 

the addressed strengths of the bank, and how it would affect the company if they did not. 
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Consequently, it was used to shed light on the corporate brand of Sparebank 1. The findings in section 

“II” showed a misalignment between two out of three possible gaps, namely the Image-Culture and 

Vision-Image part of the bank, thus answering sub-question 4: “Where is the misalignment between 

the perspectives?”. It was also discovered a possible cause for the misalignment by shedding light on 

how Sparebank 1 should communicate the culture and identity to a larger extent, and also to take 

actual stakeholders’ expectations into account and not just what the believed image, in the identity 

dynamics.  

 

Moreover, findings “II” indicated that the misalignments are weakening the company’s position in 

the market as such misalignments indicate an underperforming corporate brand, implying that 

Sparebank 1 does not deliver on its promises for stakeholders. Hence, this answers sub-question 5: 

“How are these misalignments affecting the corporate brand and the bank’s position in the market?”. 

Additionally, an underperforming brand may influence corporate reputation negatively (Hatch & 

Schultz, 2008). The findings also show that the corporate brand of Sparebank 1 is not successful as 

stakeholders do not have preferences for the bank’s services or products, over other banks. Rather the 

opposite, as stakeholders seem to choose other banks as they are seen as more “innovative”, “modern” 

having better conditions, and not as “boring”. This confirms the VCI Alignment Model by Hatch and 

Schultz (2008), as Sparebank 1 have misalignments in Image-Culture and Vision-Image which seem 

to be part of the cause why the bank has a less successful corporate brand. The brand seems to be less 

attractive to stakeholders, and thus the bank’s position in the market is weakened. 

 

However, in addition to answering the given research question, the findings shed light on other 

aspects that need to be considered when evaluating a company’s corporate brand, and how this is 

affecting the given company’s position in the market. This aspect is stakeholders’ market 

expectations. Whilst Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue that the corporate brand is strong if the VCI 

alignments are fulfilled and if the organizational identity dynamic is healthy, the findings of this thesis 

indicate that this is not enough to determine the strength of a corporate brand. Moreover, the findings 

also indicate that a corporate brand is not necessarily successful if the company’s products and 

services are uninteresting to stakeholders. As a result of the findings, the researchers want to go one 

step further and suggest adding the factor of stakeholders’ perception of the specific market, and more 

precisely what expectations the stakeholders have to players in this particular market. Moreover, in 

order to have a healthy identity, it is suggested, based on the findings, that Sparebank 1 should 
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consider the factor of stakeholders’ actual perception of the bank. Hence, the corporate brand of 

Sparebank 1 has been evaluated based on the presented model below. 

One of the main discoveries in 

the findings is how the core 

competencies perceived by 

employees as the greatest 

strength of Sparebank 1, is 

exactly what stakeholders see as 

the bank’s largest weaknesses. 

Additionally, based on the 

interviews, this seems to be the 

reason why stakeholders choose 

to be customers at other banks 

in Norway, such as DNB and 

Nordea. The strength of being 

modern, innovative and digital 

is strongly embedded in 

everything the organizational 

members of the bank think of themselves. Moreover, as the culture is such a large part of the 

organizational identity, and as Sparebank 1 is argued to have a somewhat narcissistic organizational 

identity, it can be questioned how it is possible that stakeholders do not see these strengths. It seems 

like the exact factors, which employees perceive to be a strength for the organization, are what 

stakeholders perceive as weaknesses. It can be questioned how such a large organization as Sparebank 

1 has managed to not communicate its strength to the public. In terms of Sparebank 1, the findings in 

section “I” and “II” show that unknown strengths are weakening the bank’s corporate brand, and thus 

its position in the market. This is because the addressed strengths of the bank are exactly what 

stakeholders want. From stakeholders’ perspective, as they want a modern, innovative and digital 

bank, they will naturally want to establish a customer relationship with a bank they believe is precisely 

this. As Sparebank 1 is seen as a boring bank, and neither as modern nor digital, having unknown 

strengths can be seen as weakening for the bank's corporate brand, and thus its position in the market.  

 

Figure 36 - VCI & Identity Dynamics & Stakeholders' Market Expectations 
(Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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8 Discussion 
As seen in the findings, it might not be sufficient to only look into the three factors of the VCI in 

order to evaluate the strength or success of a corporate brand. Moreover, as a company’s identity 

conversation is directly influencing the coherence between the company’s culture and image it is 

suggested that one should consider the actual stakeholder image, and not just the suggested “us” by 

Hatch and Schultz (2008). In this section, the researchers will discuss suggestions for additional 

aspects to be considered for an evaluation of a corporate brand. First, the section will discuss the 

initial model and why an addition is seen necessary, and also how this can contribute to the existing 

theory. Lastly, a suggestion for a new and refined model is presented. This model is believed to be of 

value when investigating the success of a company's corporate brand and the brand’s attractiveness 

and position in the market.  

 8.1 Corporate Brand Evaluation 
Scholars have conducted research on how 

misalignments between a company’s VCI, 

and a dysfunctional organizational identity, 

can be harmful to a corporate brand, and thus 

be part of explaining a weakened position in 

the market for the company holding the 

particular corporate brand. The basic 

principle of the VCI Alignment Model 

created by Hatch and Schultz (2008) shown 

in figure 38, is that the greater the coherence Figure 37 - VCI Alignment Model (Hatch & Schultz, 2008, p.11) 
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of vision, culture, and image is, the stronger the organization and corporate brand. Furthermore, gaps 

between VCI in an organization are argued to indicate an underperforming corporate brand. If the 

VCI is aligned, it builds strategic assets in terms of a strong corporate reputation and organizational 

behavior (Hatch & Schultz, 2008). However, Burke (2015) argues that one cannot determine one’s 

strategic assets before talking to stakeholders. As a corporate brand is seen as one of the strongest 

strategic assets to have, the stakeholders and their market expectations should also be taken into 

consideration when determining the strength of a corporate brand. Thus, it can be argued that an 

external perspective should be included. Additionally, the findings in this paper argue that this model 

should be modified and that a new aspect regarding stakeholders’ market expectations should be 

added. Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue to obtain an understanding of how a company believed it is 

perceived and what expectations the stakeholders hold to the company, but it is not said that the bank 

should look into what is expected by the entire market, and one’s competitors. Based on the findings 

of this paper, it is argued to be important to understand stakeholders’ market expectations in order to 

evaluate a company’s corporate brand. 

  

Hatch and Schultz (2008) have already shed light on how a corporate brand can be somewhat 

successful even though the VCI is not fully aligned. They have presented an example on Bang & 

Olufsen and the company's main strength being their technical understanding of electrical products 

(Hatch and Schultz, 2008). This was also deeply embedded in the company’s culture and identity. 

Even though this was seen as the strength of the company by its employees, customers thought the 

company’s strength was a clean and modern design, and the preference for the product was based on 

this, rather than on the technical understanding. Consequently, customers choose Bang & Olufsen’s 

products based on something else than what the company itself believed to be its strongest strategic 

asset. The products were still attractive for the customers but on different grounds than what the 

company believed. Moreover, the example of Bang & Olufsen shows that even though the company’s 

culture and vision were not aligned with stakeholders’ image, the company still had a strong corporate 

brand and thus, a strong position in the market. Hatch and Schultz (2008) argue that one way to 

replicate a misalignment in VCI is to look into stakeholders’ expectations of the focal corporate band. 

In other words, for this example, the customers received what they expected from the company: a 
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clean and modern design. Even though this aspect differentiated from the culture and the believed 

strengths of the company, the corporate brand is seen as successful as it is attractive.  

  

Several scholars have written about how one’s perception of a product or service can color the 

expectations held to it. Stakeholders’ expectations are pretrial beliefs about a particular product which 

serve as reference points for how product performance is judged (Olson and Dover 1979). 

Furthermore, according to Parasurman, Zeithaml and Berry (1988), expectations are seen as needs or 

wants of customers, and what they believe a service provider should offer, rather than would offer 

(Parasuraman, Zeithaml, and Berry 1988). Woodruff, Cadotte, and Jenkins (1983) also added that 

customers rely on standards that reflect what the actual brand should provide to meet expectations, 

but that these are constrained by the performance customers believe is possible based on experiences. 

Due to this, it might look like an expectation of something can be colored by the image of it. For the 

case of this paper, the findings show that stakeholders’ image might color the expectations they have 

to the company, as stakeholders do not believe that the company can provide them with what they 

wanted. Furthermore, the beliefs about the company caused the bank to have a less successful 

corporate brand and a weakened position in the market. Henceforth, by looking at the expectations 

related to all players in the market, instead of to a particular brand or company, it allows for a 

consideration of real needs and wants from the stakeholders. Additionally, these overall expectations 

show better what the stakeholders actually want and need, and what a company should offer in order 

to reach a successful brand and a strong market position. For the case of Bang & Olufsen, it seems 

like the customers wanted a clean and modern design and this was what they believed the company 

could provide for them, and thus, the image was coherent with the presumed expectations and the 

corporate brand was seen as successful. 

  

The findings of this thesis show that the stakeholders need to believe that a company can cover their 

expectations, in order for the brand to be attractive. In this specific case study, several stakeholders 

said that they wanted a modern and innovative bank and that they believed this particular bank to not 

be modern and innovative, and thus not attractive. Henceforth, it is argued that having attributes that 

are attractive and correlating with the stakeholders’ expectations is strengthening the company’s 

position in the market. Moreover, that a misalignment between a company’s image and stakeholders’ 
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expectations can result in negative preferences for a company and thus, a weakened position in the 

market. As seen from the example of Bang & Olufsen and the findings of this paper, it seems evident 

that one aspect should be added to the VCI Alignment Model: Stakeholders’ market expectations. 

  

Furthermore, as discovered in the findings: in order to fully understand if a corporate brand is 

successful and if a company is well-positioned in the market, it is necessary to evaluate to what extent 

the company’s services and products are correlated with stakeholders’ market expectations. As a 

result, the researchers have proposed a new and refined model on how to evaluate the success of a 

corporate brand. Consequently, introducing the Vision, Culture, Image, and Stakeholders’ Market 

Expectations (VCIME) Alignment Model, which will be further explained in the section below.  

8.2 VCIME Alignment Model 
The findings in this paper propose to expand the model of the VCI Alignment with stakeholders’ 

market expectations in order to fully evaluate a corporate brand. The modified and refined version of 

the framework is proposed in figure 39 below. 

 

  

The findings show that the main issue for 

the successfulness of the bank’s 

corporate brand is having the company’s 

VCI aligned with stakeholders’ market 

expectations.  Stakeholders believed that 

their wants and needs could not be 

covered by using the services and 

products of the bank. Hence, in order to 

evaluate a company’s corporate brand 

this model which includes stakeholders 

market expectation, is seen as a better fit. 

Furthermore, this is believed to be a valid 

model for other companies intending to 
Figure 38 - VCIME (Researchers' Own Creation, 2019) 
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evaluate the success of their corporate brand, and who would like to understand how this can be done 

and where the problem is situated. According to Pine, Peppers, and Rogers (1995), being able to 

understand the needs and wants of customers will provide a company with an “immense” competitive 

advantage. Additionally, they argue that a company that wants to give the customers exactly what 

they want should try to see the world through the customers’ lenses (Pine, et al., 1995). However, for 

this case study stakeholders are defined as customers in the market, as expectations to the entire 

market should be taken into consideration when evaluating a corporate brand. This indicates that the 

definition of customers is integrated in the researchers use of the term “stakeholders”. Therefore, the 

model is believed to give the company valuable information as it will help the company obtain an 

understanding of stakeholders needs and wants. Consequently, strengthening the competitive 

advantage of having a successful corporate brand  

  

In other words, it is of high importance for a corporation to be aware of what stakeholders want and 

need and try to see the market from a stakeholder perspective in order to gain an advantage over 

competitors. This change of perspective will allow the company to understand if it actually is meeting 

these expectations and if the company’s brand is attractive to stakeholders. Meeting these 

expectations and satisfying the customers’ need are important elements in an organization’s efforts 

to keep its customers and also to gain competitive advantage (Fornell and Wernerfelt, 1987; 

Parasuraman et al., 1988; Afthinos, Y., Theodorakis, N.D. and Nassis, P., 2005). This evaluation of 

the attractiveness and ability to keep customers is also seen as a contribution to the corporate brand. 

Thus, companies should align their internal vision, culture, and image in order to make stakeholders 

understand that the company actually can provide the preferred services and products.  

  

Also, by having a model that is looking into all relevant aspects, it is more likely that the company 

will end up having a stronger corporate brand. Such a model is valuable as it considers stakeholders’ 

expectations, which according to Burke (2015) is important in order to determine a company’s 

competitive advantages. Having the competitive advantage of a strong corporate brand enables a 

company to create positive preferences for its products and services, hence allowing the company to 

generate a steady future income stream (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  
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Managerial Implications 
In addition to this paper contributing to theory, it will also give some implications for a managerial 

perspective in relation to the evaluation and improvement of a company’s corporate brand. These 

implications will be presented in this section. As stressed by Hatch and Schultz (2008), a corporate 

brand is one of the most important strategic assets a company can hold. Hence, it is argued that a 

company should invest in aligning its VCI in order to reach this competitive advantage, in terms of a 

strong corporate brand. However, as seen from the findings of this paper, the management is also 

advised to investigate in what the stakeholders’ general market expectations are, and how the 

company can work in order to create a VCI which is aligned with these expectations. Hence, investing 

in aligning the VCIME of the firm. Furthermore, the management should try to obtain an 

understanding of how the company actually is perceived by the public, and not only how the company 

believes it is perceived. This understanding will help the process of creating an image that is aligned 

with the stakeholders’ market expectations. Consequently, the management should use the knowledge 

gained from evaluating the corporate brand to try and communicate an image that is aligned with both 

the internal aspects of vision and culture, but also with stakeholders’ market expectations.  

 

For Sparebank 1, the findings implicate that the bank’s digital solutions are perceived internally as a 

large strength and as a part of showing how modern and innovative the bank is. However, digital 

solutions in terms of a mobile- and online bank is something that all Norwegian banks now have, or 

are expected to have, and hence, this feature cannot be seen as being forward-looking, innovative and 

modern in itself. Thus, for this specific case, it can be argued that in order for Sparebank 1 to be 

perceived as modern, innovative, and digital the bank has to communicate its culture to a greater 

extent to make the bank more attractive. Particularly, as it seems evident from the findings that the 

aspects of being modern, innovative and digital are exactly what stakeholders find attractive, and 

expect from actors in the financial market.  
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Additionally, the findings indicate mainly one-way communication for Sparebank 1 being feedback 

from customers through the digital platform, and not so much communication from the bank to its 

stakeholders. Thus, this can be part of why the image is not aligned with the culture and vision of the 

bank as communicating how modern, innovative and digital the bank is, seems to be less emphasized. 

Cornelissen et al. (2012) argue that the communication should be thorough and that the company 

cannot assume that the message will be understood in the exact same way for stakeholders, as it is 

understood for its organizational members.  Based on the findings, it is evident that both employees, 

but especially stakeholders, see a need for a clearer communication and marketing strategy. Thus, the 

researchers are suggesting Sparebank 1 to communicate the culture of the bank more clearly. This 

will help the bank to show stakeholders the culture of the bank, which is also aligned with the 

stakeholders’ market expectations and thus, might make the bank more attractive. Moreover, 

communicating the identity of Sparebank 1 can lead to the stakeholders’ image of the bank to be more 

aligned with the organizational culture. As argued by Hatch & Schultz (2008), the stronger coherence 

between a company’s vision, culture, and image, the stronger the corporate brand. Consequently, 

giving the bank a greater market position. 

It can be questioned to what extent it is affecting Sparebank 1 that stakeholders seem to have a 

different image of the company than what the company holds of itself. Further, it can also be 

questioned how the stakeholder image of the bank could have been if the bank had been more aware 

of the actual stakeholder image. If the bank knew, then maybe organizational members would have 

spoken a bit more about the identity and culture of Sparebank 1, communicating it to the public, 

which could have resulted in a more functional and healthy identity dynamic. Moreover, if Sparebank 

1 knew that stakeholders have preferences to other banks because of the perception of Sparebank 1 

as “boring”, the bank might had done something in regards of the organizational identity which could 

result in a more functional mirroring process. In order to overcome the dysfunctional identity 

dynamics a rebalancing of the identity conversation in Sparebank 1 is seen as required. Additionally, 

it can be argued that Sparebank 1 and its stakeholders both need to listen to each other. For Sparebank 

1, listening to stakeholders could result in the bank obtaining an understanding of a need to 

communicate their culture and identity, and moreover an understanding of stakeholders’ wants. For 

stakeholders, listening to Sparebank 1 would make the stakeholders understand that there is an actor 

in the financial market who can provide products and services covering their expectations. Thus, it 

would give them the knowledge of Sparebank 1 as an attractive option fulfilling their needs and wants. 
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Henceforth, an increased focus on communication and marketing is of recommendation for the bank, 

and this could be beneficial for stakeholders as well. 

 

This specific case study shows the importance of an alignment between various types of images, 

alongside with stakeholders’ market expectations. From a managerial perspective, in general, a focus 

on understanding stakeholders’ expectations in the market and make sure that the company's strengths 

are seen by the public, is recommended. Otherwise, the company might suffer from stakeholders 

having negative perceptions of the company’s services and products, resulting in a weakened position 

in the market. This is especially important in changing markets with new entrants and increased 

competition (Hatch & Schultz, 2008).  
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10 Limitations and Further Research 
This section will present the limitations of this paper. Moreover, these limitations might serve as a 

starting point for future research. The suggested future research will be regarding the case of 

Sparebank 1 specifically but also for the Norwegian banking market in general. 

 

The case study includes data from only seven employees in Sparebank 1. Even though they represent 

different banks and departments of the alliance, they do not necessarily represent the organization as 

a whole. Additionally, the interviews with stakeholders also represent a small number of Sparebank 

1’s stakeholders, even though the interviews to a large extent are confirming the results from the 

conducted survey. The results and findings are therefore not expected to be applicable for all 

organizational members and stakeholders of the bank. In order to draw an extra validation of this 

paper, it could have been relevant to interview a greater sample, both internally and externally. 

Moreover, make an observation of both the internal and external image of Sparebank 1 over time, to 

see whether there are any patterns, or changes, in regard to images. Observing over a longer period 

of time may shed on light on dynamics with regards to stakeholders’ image of the bank and the 

changing financial market. Additionally, as mentioned earlier, performing a longitudinal study by 

observing, might give extra insight in terms of cultural and identity changes in the organization. 

According to Gioia et al. (2000), the main strategy of an organization in changing markets should be 

to change the organization in order to keep the same identity. However, Gioia et al. (2000) also state 

that others argue that the main strategy should be to maintain the identity. Based on this, it is suggested 

for future research to investigate whether the bank has initiated any changes in the organizational 

culture over time. 

 

Additionally, for future research, it is advocated to conduct an even greater in-depth analysis with 

regards to the overall culture and identity of the organization, as the alliance of Sparebank 1 consists 

of 14 individual banks. However, due to the time limit for this thesis being short, it was not possible 
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to conduct interviews that would be adequate in order to analyze gaps between the different banks in 

the alliance, and the bank was therefore seen as a whole in this paper. Furthermore, as the internal 

interviews were exploratory and the paper was still emerging, the premade questions from the VCI 

Alignment Model was not directly investigated. Hence, the findings might have given different, or 

more thorough results if the prepared interview guides had taken its point of departure in Hatch and 

Schultz (2008) proposed questions.  

 

For Sparebank 1 it is important to be aware of the fact that the survey does not distinguish between 

customers and non-customers for the larger part of the questions. If the survey had distinguished 

between these segments for all questions, this might have given other insights in terms of the segments 

having different perceptions. Nevertheless, it seems to be an overall agreement of how stakeholders 

perceive Sparebank 1. It is also important to be aware of the fact that the stakeholder survey and 

interviews are not considering how different generations might have different preferences. This is 

also something that could be interesting for future research, both for the case of Sparebank 1 but also 

for the Norwegian banking market in general. This could be an important issue for Sparebank 1 to 

consider as new generations are expecting more in terms of innovation, technology and customized 

products and services (Broadbent, 2018). Thus, the importance of personalized banking products and 

services is suggested for future research. For the Norwegian banking market, it could be interesting 

to look into stakeholders’ image of banks in general, to what extent it is banks in general who are 

perceived as “boring” and not just Sparebank 1. 

 

This paper only sheds light on Sparebank 1’s position in the market in terms of the bank’s strengths 

and weaknesses, and in relation to the corporate brand. As several features are affecting a company’s 

position in the market, it is seen as a limitation to this paper. Furthermore, the researchers know little 

about the current position of Sparebank 1 taking all aspects into consideration. Moreover, it is 

suggested for future research to investigate Sparebank 1’s market position in terms of other theories 

with regards to strategy, communication, branding, and organization. Additionally, the paper only 

uses factors of strengths and weaknesses for the SWOT analysis. As stated, the SW(OT) is only used 

as a way to visualize the basics in which the organization sees itself. It can, therefore, be questioned 

if an analysis of the whole SWOT framework would have given a more in-depth understanding of the 

market dynamics, and to Sparebank 1’s position in the market. Additionally, as the researchers chose 

to limit the stakeholders to being customers and public in the general, conducting research of 
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stakeholders’ perception taking all types of stakeholders into account is proposed for future research 

as this is could affect the results. However, the researchers chose to use the limited version as this 

still gave an indication of how customers, and possible future customers perceives the bank. Hence, 

obtaining an understanding to what extent the corporate brand is seen as attractive. 

 

Lastly, as this thesis has taken use of the philosophical stance interpretivism which only allows for 

concluding on a specific case, it would be interesting to test the VCIME in regard to other cases and 

companies. This is suggested for future research in order to see if the model can be generalized, and 

also if it can be used across both market and country borders. Hence, giving a clearer indication of 

whether taking stakeholders’ market expectations into consideration is valuable within all sectors and 

for all companies, or if it is only important for this specific case.  
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11 Conclusion 
What can be concluded based on the findings, is that the corporate brand of Sparebank 1 is not 

drawing on its full potential. Moreover, that the misalignment between stakeholders’ image and the 

internal perception of Sparebank 1’s image is weakening the bank’s position in the market. 

Particularly as the aspects mentioned as the bank’s strengths internally are exactly the aspects in 

which stakeholders perceive as the bank’s weaknesses, and additionally the reason for stakeholders 

having preferences for other banks. Such a misalignment is harmful to the bank as stakeholders are 

not aware of Sparebank 1 having these attractive attributes, and thus, do not have preferences for the 

bank.  This is indicating a weakened position in the market for Sparebank 1. Hence, answering the 

research question; “How can misalignments between various types of images affect Sparebank 1’s 

position in the market?”. The researchers believe that this work can contribute to the literature of the 

VCI Alignment Model, in terms of the refined model also considering stakeholders’ market 

expectations when evaluating the strength of the corporate brand. Also, taking the actual stakeholder 

image into account when looking into the “us” in the Organizational Identity Dynamics Model.  

 

Additionally, as society is changing in terms of globalization and digitization, the need for a strong 

corporate brand is increasing. As stakeholders now have more market power, the researchers believe 

it is even more important for companies in the financial sector to meet stakeholders’ expectations 

than ever before. Stakeholders’ market power, alongside with lower switching costs, is allowing 

stakeholders to change banks more often. Further, it is also believed that for the banks and other 

financial services in the financial market in Norway, it is not sufficient to be trustworthy. This is 

because public institutions and banks have already gained a larger amount of trust in Norway. The 

banks have already gained trust only by being a bank and thus, will need to differentiate themselves 

further in other ways. 
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The researchers believe that differentiating through a strong corporate brand can be beneficial. 

Moreover, communicate how they can create value for stakeholders, supporting the building of a 

corporate identity. It is argued to be the expressed identity and culture which influences the way 

others picture the organization, and thus affects the corporate image. The researchers thereby believe 

that communication and marketing become the link between culture and image. Additionally, 

ensuring that stakeholders are familiar with the culture and what to expect from the bank. This is 

believed to help customers of Sparebank 1 having realistic expectations to the bank, and thus the 

chances of reaching customer satisfaction are higher. Furthermore, the researchers also believe having 

satisfied customers and an attractive brand will help draw new customers which will lead the bank to 

further develop and possibly become the largest bank in Norway. Consequently, the researchers 

believe that by evaluating the corporate brand through the VCIME Alignment Model, and improve it 

according to the findings, this will provide companies with a stronger corporate brand, and thus help 

companies survive despite increased competition. In other words, this paper can be seen as giving for 

all companies needing to differentiate from competitors through a strong corporate brand.  
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Appendix A – Interview Guides Internal Interviews 

General Questions (Name), thanks for taking the time for an interview and for the willingness to share your 
experiences with us. As we told you before, we are writing our master thesis about the 
changes in the banking market in regards of digitalization and new regulatives. The aim is 
to provide a strategic advice on how to adapt to the changes in the banking market. If you 
do not want to answer any question or want to stop the interview for some reason, let us 
know. After we have analyzed the results of our study, we will send you a summary of our 
findings. Your name and the content of the interview will be fully confidential, both in our 
thesis but also internally in the organization.  
 
Before we start, we would like to ask to if we are allowed to record the interview 
electronically in order to ensure the maximum output of the study. Are you fine with 
recording the interview? 
  
● Name/Age 
● How long have you worked for Sparebank 1? 
● What department/team do you work in? What position do you have? 
● What is your background? (education/earlier positions) 

Sparebank 1  ● How do Sparebank 1 focus on values and its vision throughout the organization? And 
have they changed lately? 

● What are the future goals of Sparebank 1 ?  
● How do the different, independent banks cooperate?  

○ Are all the IT solutions that DA provides implemented equally fx? 
○ Are there any specific guidelines the independent banks need to follow as a 

part of their “membership” in the alliance? 
● Who do you see as Sparebank 1’s main competitors? 

○ Has this changed due to PSD2?  
■ if yes; how? 
■ if no; why do you think it has not changed? 

○ Has this changed due to digitalization? 
■ if yes; how? 

● How is digitalization perceived in Sparebank 1? 
● How is PSD2 perceived in Sparebank 1? 
● When did Sparebank 1 started talking about PSD2? 
● Where do you see Sparebank 1 in the future?  
● Does Sparebank 1 have a specific plan on how to deal with PSD2? 
● Who is in charge of adapting to PSD2? 
● Who is in charge of digitalization? 

○ Is it an own department or does every department and/or bank do it in the way 
they self see fit? 

● What do you see as a competitive advantage for Sparebank 1? 
○ How can SB1 differentiate in regards of their current competitors? 
○ How can SB1 differentiate in regards of possible future competitors being 

techfirms? 
● How does Sparebank 1 work with innovation? 
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Banking Market 
Norway 

● To your knowledge, is the banking market in Norway similar to banking markets in 
other countries? 

○ if yes, how? 
○ if no, why not? 

● Will PSD2 affect Norway more than other EU-countries? 
○ Why? 

● How do you see the Norwegian banking market changing during the next few years? 
● What is your opinion about PSD2?  
● What effects do you think PSD2 will have on the norwegian market, if any? 
● What do you think will be key competences to continue to be a strong competitor in 

the market? 

Expectations from 
Digitalization/PSD2 

● How do you see changes being necessary in the organization due to the digitalization 
and new regulations? 

● How will this affect the customers? How do you see customers react to this?  
● How will the bank prepare for this?  

Changes lately ● Has Sparebank 1 gone through any changes lately? 
○ If yes; What kind of changes? And how did the management inform you? 

● What changes can you see that has derived from the digitalization? 
○ If some; How have they affected Sparebank 1? 
○ If some; how were they implemented? 

● Do you think digitalization will continue to change how banks, and other firms, 
operate? 
·     

Change Management ● Does the management inform you on changes in the organization? 
○ Before, during or after? 

● Do you feel there is a controlled process when the bank is going through changes? 
○ Are all employees included? 

● Do you rely on the management for making good decisions in regards of change? 
·     

SWOT for the 
organization 

● What is the strength of Sparebanken 1 in your eyes, in the market? 
● What is the weakness of Sparebanken 1 in your eyes, in the market? 
● What is the opportunities for Sparebank 1 in your eyes, in the market? 
● What is the threats for Sparebank 1 in your eyes, in the market? 
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VRIN for the 
organization: 
 
 

● Now that everyone who provides financial services can access your customer 
information, how are you planning to keep the customer-base? 

● Do you see the services that Sparebank 1 provides as better than other banks or 
financial services? 

● Do you offer anything of particular importance in which the customers can’t find 
other places? 

● Do you think it is easy to copy the service and products that you provide? 
 
 

 
Appendix B – Interview Guide Customers 

General Questions (Name), thanks for taking the time for an interview and for the willingness to share your 
experiences with us. As we told you before, we are writing our master thesis about the 
changes in the banking market in regards of digitalization and new regulatives. The aim is 
to provide a strategic advice on how to adapt to the changes in the banking market. If you 
do not want to answer any question or want to stop the interview for some reason, let us 
know. After we have analyzed the results of our study, we will send you a summary of our 
findings. Your name and the content of the interview will be fully confidential, both in our 
thesis but also internally in the organization.  
 
Before we start, we would like to ask to if we are allowed to record the interview 
electronically in order to ensure the maximum output of the study. Are you fine with 
recording the interview? 
  
● Name/Age 
● As a bank customer, what are important aspects for you? 

○ Why?  
● Which SPAREBANK 1-bank are you a customer in? 
● How long have you been a customer of Sparebank 1? 
● Are you a customer in any other banks? 

○ Could you consider moving all of your accounts over there or vice versa? 
● Did you know that Sparebank 1 is a group of 14 individual and competing banks? 

○ If yes; have you ever experienced any issues around this? 
○ If no; What are your thoughts around this? 
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Sparebank 1  ● What is your overall impression of Sparebank 1? 
● How do you see Sparebank 1 compared to other Norwegian banks? 
● Why are you a customer of Sparebank 1? 
● What do you think of the products and services which are provided by Sparebank 1? 

○ Anyone in particular you are/are not satisfied with? 
● Do you think you will continue to be a customer in Sparebank 1?  

○ Why/Why not? 
● Have you ever experienced any defaults when being a customer in Sparebank 1? 

○ When and what? 
● Are you aware that Sparebank 1 is giving a lot of their income to sponsor the local 

community? 
○ Is this something you consider as a reason for continuing to be their customer? 

● Do you have a lot of friends or relatives who are customer in the bank? 
○ Why do you think they are/are not customers here? 

 
Appendix C – Interview Guide Non-Customers 

General Questions (Name), thanks for taking the time for an interview and for the willingness to share your 
experiences with us. As we told you before, we are writing our master thesis about the 
changes in the banking market in regards of digitalization and new regulatives. The aim is 
to provide a strategic advice on how to adapt to the changes in the banking market. If you 
do not want to answer any question or want to stop the interview for some reason, let us 
know. After we have analyzed the results of our study, we will send you a summary of our 
findings. Your name and the content of the interview will be fully confidential, both in our 
thesis but also internally in the organization.  
 
Before we start, we would like to ask to if we are allowed to record the interview 
electronically in order to ensure the maximum output of the study. Are you fine with 
recording the interview? 
  
● Name/Age 
● As a bank customer, what are important aspects for you? 

○ Why?  
● Is it important for you to have a bank that is situated nearby? 
● Which bank are you a customer in? 
● How long have you been a customer of this bank? 
● Are you happy with your bank? 
● Do you think you will continue to be a customer there? 
● Are you a customer in several banks? 

○ Could you consider moving all of your accounts to one? 
● Are you satisfied with the products and services provided by your bank? 

○ Anyone in particular you are/are not satisfied with? 
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Sparebank 1  ● What is your overall impression of Sparebank 1? 
● Could you consider to become a customer of Sparebank 1? 
● Are you aware that Sparebank 1 is giving a lot of their income to sponsor the local 

community? 
○ Is this something you consider as a reason for wanting to be their customer? 

● Did you know that Sparebank 1 is a group of 14 individual, cooperating banks? 
○ What are your thoughts around this? 

● How do you see Sparebank 1 compared to your bank? 
● Is there any particular reason for you not being a customer in Sparebank 1? 
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Appendix D - Email to internal respondents with an overview of interview 
topics 
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Appendix E – Survey 

Question 1: Are you familiar with Sparebank 1? 
 

 
Question 3: Are you a customer of Sparebank 1? 
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Question 4: Why are you a customer in Sparebank 1? 
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Question 4: If other, write here. 
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Question 5: Why are you not a customer of Sparebank 1? 
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Question 5: If other write here: 

 
 
Question 6: Which banks are you a customer in? If you are customer in several, then choose 
several options. 

 
Question 6: If others, write here: 

 
 



131 
 
 

 
 



132 
 
 

 



133 
 
 

 



134 
 
 

 
Question 7: Did you know that Sparebank 1 consists of 14 individual, competing banks? 
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Question 8: Is this something you think may be confusing? 
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Question 9: Why? 
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Question 10: How do you view Sparebank 1? 
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Question 11: Who do you consider to be Sparebank 1’s main competitors? 
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Question 11: If others write here: 
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Question 12: What is important for you as a bank customer? 
Question 12: If others write here: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Appendix F – Information from Sparebank 1 
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Appendix G – Internal Interviews Code: Vision 

First-
Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Vision Help 
Customers 
with their 
everyday 
economy 

“The mantra of Sparebank 1 is to simplify the everyday economy of most people, and everything we 
do is in relation to this” E2 
 
“We want to be at the forefront, but not necessarily have all the solutions and techspec etc, but 
explore new technology and how it can improve everyday life and the everyday economy and that is 
in some way our mantra” E2 
 
“From our perspective, we have worked with a mobile bank where we have extremely close 
dialogue with our customers and we believe we have developed a tool that will be very good for 
managing the economy” E2 
 
“it is important to be present in the great life events” E3 
 
“I think that we are quite early on the digital and have some of the smartest solutions, such as our 
mobile bank. Which is contributing to making the life easier for our customers” E4 
 
“We work systematically towards these, but it is not something we take up very often. But it is 
something that one might take up once a year, in order to possibly adjust them in relation to the 
strategy and the things and trends that are important in the market” E4 
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“We have a relatively clear strategy that we should be the number one for customers, employees and 
owners. So that is the top of our strategy” E6 
 
“What we primarily work with today is how we can use technology and digital solutions to enable 
our advisors to give better advice to customers” E6 
 
“that is the goal - to be a bank through all phases of life” E7 
 

Close and 
Skilled 

“So one really wants to get even closer to Sparebank 1’s values. Much is about understanding 
human behavior, what triggers, what are smart solutions, also implement it in such a setting that 
Sparebank 1 becomes even more” E1 
 
“These are the values I have been raised on and it is "close" and "skilled".” E1 
 
“we will return 90 million of our profits back to local business, sports, culture and that kind of 
thing” E3 
 
“We have the expertise, we employ very highly educated people, a lot of technology and a very 
digitized society so we have a lot of what it takes to succeed” E4 
 
“From the very beginning, our vision has been "close" and "skilled". So as a company, we have a 
slightly adjusted version of it, as Sparebank 1 after all is 14 banks and not one, in which cooperates 
closely” E5 
 
“We want to combine the digital with the physical, close relations. So, our internal vision of 
digitization is that we are fighting for a simpler everyday economy for our customers, where we are 
to create good solutions for most people” E5 
 
“The Sparebank 1 banks have always been close to their customers. The values that Sparebank 1 has 
created are related to the local society or have been flushed back to society in the form of 
investments in local infrastructure, in local talents and so on” E7 
 
“I believe in the space of the Sparebank 1 model, the local affiliation. And being close to the 
customer is about having good local knowledge, knowing what is moving in their market area and 
making sure to play on the team with residents, customers as well as businesses and business in the 
local community. When we work on being close and skilled, it is about delivering solutions for our 
customers locally. Whether it is for business or personal customers” E7 
 
“We look at a larger life phase race with the customers, where we want to get customers in when 
they are young and deliver good free services and be with the customers in the life stages towards 
housing. I do not know if you ever get customers on the entire journey of life, but that is the goal - to 
be a bank through all phases of life” E7 
 
“So even if the bank is digitized, I believe in the space of the Norwegian savings bank model, the 
local affiliation. And being close to the customer is about having good local knowledge, knowing 
what is moving in their market area and making sure to play on the team with residents, customers 
as well as businesses and business in the local community. When we work on being close and 
skilled, it is about delivering solutions for our customers locally” E7 
 
“we cannot be a bank that only wants to make money” E7 

Relational 
and Digital 

“This means that we get the opportunity to move very quickly and we get a different kind of 
closeness that one has not had before, but it is not the same as the physical, qualitative way of being 
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close. More a quantitative, immediate feedback. Since we have the local bank affiliation on one side 
that have the face-to-face dimension that we do not have, and we have control over the digital 
surfaces, we get a little both and we can learn from the banks” E1 
 
"We believe in the physical meeting and people. It's a bit about being smart in that meeting with 
people and digitally." E3 
 
“And we want to move a little further down that relational bit rather than being a regular 
infrastructure and product bank” E4 
 
“We often talk about how we can manage to combine the physical and digital world in a good way. 
After all, it is a difficult balancing act, so we try to get it by, of course, having a very good set of 
services digitally, but also having the opportunity for the customers to meet us” E4 
 
“acknowledging that we are not going to be able to innovate and create the best values for our 
customer ourselves, so being active out in the Fintech environment, finding companies that we 
believe in and who can be the new customer in the future so as to become partners with them” E6 
 

 
 
Appendix H – Internal Interviews Code: Culture 

First-
Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Culture «Fintech» “the largest fintech house in Norway” E2 
 
“So they see us as a Fintech-company and we also look at ourself as a Fintech-company” E5 
 
“But both internally and externally i speak of the banking-cooperation of Sparebank 1 as Norway’s 
largest Fintech-company. I only do that in order to tell what we actually are, there are no other 
Fintech-companies in Norway who have 600 full-time equivalents, who only work with digitization 
of banking services” E5 
 
“So we have 19 cross-functional teams, each of which is really a Fintech-company” E5 
 
“The second answer is the 19 cross-functional teams that are really on the lead - when you enter a 
player like Payer, Vipps in the early stages, Mcash - then it's often a team of 10-20 people with 
marketers, IT people, business developers etc” E5 
 
“Vipps is such a cannibalizing project, as they take traffic from us” E5 

Relational 
Bank 

“We also try to build a bank that, from being created in a local bank with digital services and 
solutions to being a digital bank with a local and relative signature” E3 
 
“we also say that we are now going to be a digital bank, we will still be local, and we believe in the 
relational” E3 
 

"We believe in the physical meeting and people. It's a bit about being smart in that meeting with 
people and digitally." E3 
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“After all, trust is a very important dimension. Many believe that bank is about money, but it is not. 
Bank is about trust between people” E4 
 
“I think we should be faithful to our strategy simply because the large international companies 
cannot deliver, the proximity is simply. Being faithful to being the relational bank and also 
innovating with that in mind” E6 
 
“It must be this relational bank concept. We are the ones who are best at saying it, but also doing it” 
E6 
 
“It is probably the combination of our good mobile bank and online banking, and our relationship 
with the customers that we are as close as we are” E6 
 
“that is why we should be so raw about the local presence and the relationship bank and our social 
promise cannot be copied. The whole Sparebank 1 model is that one is for the society and one 
cannot copy that” E6 
 
“The Sparebank 1 banks have always been close to their customers” E7 
 
“We look at a larger life phase race with the customers, where we want to get customers in when 
they are young and deliver good free services and be with the customers in the life stages towards 
housing. I do not know if you ever get customers on the entire journey of life, but that is the goal - 
to be a bank through all phases of life” E7 
 
“Sparebank 1 have always been founded in enriching and providing open opportunities for their 
customers in their local environment. This means that Sparebank 1 located in the middle of the 
country had a very close relationship with farmers and the professional group who needed 
equipment and tools to be able to carry on with their profession. In Western Norway it was fishing. 
The Sparebank 1 banks have always been close to their customers” E7 

Innovative 
and 
Modern 

“We have 160 developers working hardcore with technology in a very modern way” E2 
 
“I try to work on getting people to loosen up a little bit and be a bit more forward-looking so the 
fact that we consider ourselves a fintech-house I think can be a good mindset to have” E2 
 
“We want to be at the forefront, but not necessarily have all the solutions and techspec etc, but 
explore new technology” E2 
 
“Internally, it is probably that we say that we are going to be a digital bank, and then we are a little 
stuck in it” E3 
 
“How innovative are you and how much focus do you have on innovation?  
It’s very high” E4 
 
“I think our brand is very strong and so I think that we are quite early on the digital and have some 
of the smartest solutions, such as our mobile bank” E4 
 
“So it is extremely important for us to have that digital position, so we work a lot with it and we 
have been working for it a long time. And here Sparebank 1 has a head start, as we were early out 
with our solutions in the market” E5 
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“But we are a very very modern company, working in cross-functional teams. Meaning, the 
business side, the market side, the developers - everyone is working in a team together” E5 
 
“but then I personally work a lot against the management in increasing the ambitions of innovation. 
So it is very exciting, but we are not very good at innovation today I have to admit” E6 
 
“Move innovation closer to customers, deliver customer-oriented innovation” E6 
 
“our solutions and the digital solutions in particular belong more in an innovative and forward-
looking segment” E7 
 
“Do you see yourself as a modern and digital bank? 
Definitely” E7 
 

 
Appendix I – Internal Interviews Code: Believed Image 

First-
Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Believed 
Image 

Safe “And then we are probably not the hip and trendy bank, we are more the safe and secure and more 
like for everybody” E1 
 
“That being said, SoMe’s challenge is that if you look at market research based on trust and 
banking services - Norwegian banks have, and this is a special Norwegian phenomenon, which you 
will not find in the rest of Europe- is that customers trust and have confidence with their banks. In 
Norway, people tend to trust the public, the authorities and the banks” E5 
 
“We are not so cool, but we are extremely safe” E7  
 
“as a brand we position ourselves in the safe but comfortable and stable landscape and not the wild 
and innovative” E7 
 
“We believe that we have largely managed to stay ahead of customer needs. If customers seek 
security and stability, then they are often not looking for the most fancy solutions. This means that 
we can develop the fancy solutions without having any pressure on us, since our customers are not 
the ones who first demand these fancy, new-fashioned cases, but when they get them they are very 
satisfied” E7 
 
“It is not that easy to answer why they are customers at our bank, and I think there are many 
answers to that, but I think the customer group probably think that we are a decent bank grouping 
and a good place to be a customer and then people want stable conditions” E7 

Strong 
brand 

“I don’t think it’s a big problem that customers are confused about the 14 different bansk, to be 
honest” E4 
 
“Do you sometimes experience problems with customers thinking you are 1 bank and not 14 
independent banks? 
This I haven’t been to has been a problem. I have probably felt that this has been an advantage. But 
I also think that the customers have a picture that we might be a bank and that they can expect help 
in Northern Norway even though they are customers in Sparebank 1 Østlandet. I never really 
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thought about it, but it may well be confusing and negative in some contexts. We have very many 
values both financially and in the market with being a super brand” E6 

Fintech “they will probably see us as a Fintech-company as well. But the Fintech-companies, they do not 
see us as a Fintech-company” E5 
 
“So being a Sparebank 1 customer is something that you have with you all the time, in your pocket 
and with modern infrastructure and technology” E7 
 
“But one can say that there is a "mismatch" between what customers think of us and what we think 
about ourselves. But we who work here know what we are, in a technology perspective. But our 
customers do not see this, and there is no reason why they should see it” E7 

Great 
Digital 
Solutions 

“do not feel digitalization as such is a threat, because our products have been digital for the past 10-
20 years” E4 
 
“There are several people who have told me that they think it is very nice to be a customer in SR-
bank or Sparebank 1 because they think we deliver good digital solutions.” E4 
“Also, we are not in doubt, even though we are a little modest, we have much better solutions than 
DNB. We do not base this on the fact that we think we are excellent ourselves, but we base it on 
what our customers say” E5 
 
“We have Norway’s coolest mobile bank, it scores 4.6 in Appstore - you can go in to see what 
some of the famous apps you normally use and see what they score. I think Facebook is in 
somewhere around a score on two, and Snapchat maybe a bit on top of the three’s, and the mobile 
bank for Sparebank 1 at 4.6. So we are very proud of it” E5 
 
“We believe that most people who use our banking solutions in any case experience a simpler 
everyday life than many of our competitors technically do. We do not win on price, and there are 
probably many other things we also do not win on, but at least we should not be the bank that is 
associated with having the most difficult solutions for the customers and I think that is a valid idea 
whether one is young or not” E7 

 
Appendix J – Internal Interviews Code: Strengths 

First-
Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 
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Strengths Innovative and 
Modern “Using that alliance as an advantage, we made our own APIs, we also said "okay, can we 

then show accounts from another Sparebank1 bank? ". Then we tried it out in advance, we 
could make the entire onboarding solution before that time” E1 
“So we have that rig and the fact that we are rigged to respond to rapid changes and built 
the continuous feedback loop from the customers enables us to respond to changes very 
quickly and I believe that it is a key parameter in the future. We do not need to rig 
technology orders or projects etc. we can deliver on changes” E2 
“Within the Bank Cooperation, which is a digital house, one is very rigged for 
digitization” E2 
“Yes, in fact, two years ago you could actually get your Sparebank 1 SMN bank account, 
for example, into the mobile bank even if you were an SR-bank customer. Today, if one 
enters the online bank, one will also be able to load S’banken’s accounts” E4 
“How innovative are you and how much focus do you have on innovation? It’s very high” 
E4 
 “Take Boost AI that you have probably heard of, which we own 17% of and which was 
started up as a result of a case we did in SR-bank. Today, it is a company that sells for 
between NOK 6-700 million. They have just opened office in London and LA. It was a 
technology that we believed in and had nothing to do with the other banks and nothing 
with Sparebank 1 to do either” E4 
“Are you familiar with Spink? Yes. That’s a way we try to engage kids to get their first 
bank account and their first mobile bank with us” E4 
 “But we are a very modern company, working in cross-functional teams” E5 
 
“Sparebank 1 has a head start, as we were early out with our solutions in the market, we 
were very early with a proper mobile bank. In 2011 we were already the market leader and 
we have had that position all the time. So we’re pretty confident about it” E5 
 
 “our assessment is that competitors are 7-8 years behind us when it comes to 
infrastructure. They will catch up, but it will cost them a lot of energy” E5 
 
“So, I also think we have all the prerequisites to be able to do more digital innovation, we 
create new customer experiences and value digitally” E6 
 
“Do you see yourself as a modern and digital bank? Definitely” E7 
 
“We believe that we have largely managed to stay ahead of customer needs.” E7 
“This means that we can develop the fancy solutions without having any pressure on us, 
since our customers are not the ones who first demand these fancy, new-fashioned cases, 
but when they get them they are very satisfied” E7 

Trustworthiness “And then the biggest asset is our trustworthiness, that one might not want to hand out lots 
of information to google and Facebook. So it helps us that these players have had some 
scandals about this and are unable to handle just what we are so good at. That being said, 
the fact that banks together with the authorities in Norway have high trust and confidence 
among its customers, is a factor that Sparebank 1 cannot live on forever - but right now it 
helps us a little. SoMe is at the bottom of the trust scale when it comes to financial services 
here in Norway” E1 
 
“Price is one thing, but I trust this bank, I can talk to someone if there are any uncertainties. 
And there I think we differentiate ourselves then” E3 
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“we are extremely safe” E7 

Digital Solutions “we are rigged to deliver on speed and size. We have a mobile bank with 20 million logins 
per month, so our customers are inside the mobile bank every single day” E2 
 
“voted as the best mobile bank in Norway” E4 
 
 “do not feel digitalization as such is a threat, because our products have been digital for the 
past 10-20 years” E4 
 
“Yes, in fact, two years ago you could actually get your Sparebank 1 SMN bank account, 
for example, into the mobile bank even if you were an SR-bank customer. Today, if one 
enters the online bank, one will also be able to load S’banken’s accounts” E4 
 
“There are several people who have told me that they think it is very nice to be a customer 
in SR-bank or Sparebank 1 because they think we deliver good digital solutions. And this 
plays an important role, because Norway has now been voted the world’s most digital 
country, and it is clear that if you live in such a digital country then one must have good 
digital solutions” E4 
 
“What do you consider to be the greatest strength of Sparebank 1 in the Norwegian banking 
market?I think that is our digital platform” E4 
 
“the digital bank is the most important in relation to why one should choose the Sparebank 
1” E4 
 
“We have Norway’s coolest mobile bank, it scores 4.6 in Appstore - you can go in to see 
what some of the famous apps you normally use and see what they score. I think Facebook 
is in somewhere around a score on two, and Snapchat maybe a bit on top of the three’s, and 
the mobilebank for Sparebank 1 at 4.6. So we are very proud of it” E5 
 
“we have to make good solutions and we get totally amazing feedback on what we’re doing 
on the digital front” E5 
 
“Our customers are 33 times a month in average on the mobile bank, it can compete with 
anyone, and it is eight times as often as Vipps” E5 
 
“We have a digital platform that is very dynamic, we have a development dynamic that is 
agile” E5 
 
“but at least we should not be the bank that is associated with having the most difficult 
solutions for the customers and I think that is a valid idea whether one is young or not” E7 
 
“Getting into our customer flow, where we have 20 million logins in the mobile bank alone 
every month, is a traffic flow that others who are entering the market can only dream of” 
E7 

Brand “I think our brand is very strong and so I think that we are quite early on the digital and 
have some of the smartest solutions, such as our mobile bank” E4 
 
“I think Sparebank 1’s brand is a bit nicer. I identify more with it, and I think DNB is a bit 
old, boring and gray” E4 
 



156 
 
 

“I don’t think there are so many who go to another Sparebank 1-bank and experience not 
getting help, so I don’t think that it is a big problem” E4 
 
“I never really thought about it, but it may well be confusing and negative in some 
contexts. We have very many values both financially and in the market with being a super 
brand” E6 
 
“We have very many values both financially and in the market with being a super brand” 
E6 
 
“We had never had the opportunity to have the power that we have had without the 
alliance” E6 
 
 “But then there is something about the strength in a larger brand” E7 
 
“The strength of this is that one has a much greater market power than compared to if one 
stood alone” E7 
 

Relational and 
Digital 

“What do you think Sparebank 1’s competitive advantage is?I think it is that we are "close" 
and "skilled".” E1 
 
“We have a very good development environment here in oslo which we believe supports 
that vision very much.” E1  
 
“We are a financial house, we are a complete range of services that the other banks do not 
have. So we have both insurance and debt collection cases. We have services for everything 
possible, which is one of our advantages” E1 
 
“the first aspect I think is an advantage is that we still have a branch structure that gives us 
physical contact with the customer which is a unique position to have, and give the 
emotional connection to the customer” E2 
 
“In relation to the region and the muscle we have, I believe that the work we do locally is 
very good” E3 
 
“having a very good set of services digitally, but also having the opportunity for the 
customers to meet us” E4 
 
“It must be this relational bank concept. We are the ones who are best at saying it, but also 
doing it” E6 
 
“One is that we have the strength of banking cooperation, we have a huge development 
organization. It’s a strength. So I think we have a relational element that not everyone else 
has, we are local, we give back to the community. Many people want to use us just for that 
reason” E6 
 
“So if you look at the threat picture, it is partly risk-reducing that we have that relationship 
with our customers. So I also think we have all the prerequisites to be able to do more 
digital innovation, we create new customer experiences and value digitally” E6 
 
“It is probably the combination of our good mobile bank and online banking, and our 
relationship with the customers that we are as close as we are. We meet the customers’ 
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needs in a good way, but suddenly there is a proposal for value also we cannot solve it in 
our mobile bank.” E6 
 
“No, I don’t think so and that is why we should be so raw about the local presence and the 
relationship bank and our social promise cannot be copied. The whole Sparebank 1 model 
is that one is for the society and one cannot copy that.” E6 
 
“If we could choose then I think we would choose the physical and the relationship bank, 
but it does have a digital aspect as well. But we try to be extremely good at prioritizing and 
making innovation up to our strategy.” E6 
 
“but we spend a lot of money on positioning ourselves in relation to the customer groups 
and we know a little about how the customer groups that are positive to our brand look like, 
and who they are” E7 

 
Appendix K – Internal Interviews Code: Weaknesses 

First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Weaknesses Organizational 
Structure 

“But then it’s a lot like you have to involve a lot of people in the processes, so things 
take a lot longer, than if you had just been one company and not 14 individual banks” 
E1 
 
“It is more that if you want it to go faster, you might develop it yourself, than to take it 
jointly. What often happens is that a bank does so, and when they do they only think for 
themselves, and thinks that now they will sell the solution to the other banks. It also 
comes to the banking cooperation, we also have to fix all the things that they have made 
wrong to make it work for all the banks. So then it becomes insanely much more 
expensive than what it needed to be, sometimes” E1 
 
“One of the most difficult thing is to get developers sitting here in Oslo to have the same 
type of customer understanding and business understanding as those who work in a 
bank. It’s a pretty big distance.” E1 
 
“Those who work in Sparebank 1 must have worked here for a while before one realizes 
that one is actually 14 different banks. And these are things that one cannot cooperate 
on, price etc. Then you lose the license if you are engaged in price cooperation. So it is 
very important that we avoid. If there is a lot of such basic things then that can be 
incomprehensible from the outside, why can’t you show the right price. But this is 
because we are 14 independent banks that cannot cooperate on price, but we can have 
the same price. Making a solution for dealing with it is a little job then” E1 
 
“We see some challenges with such a model of ownership and such a development. I 
really know a lot about how to do it and how to do it, but so far it is online banking or 
mobile banking or digital solutions that meet the customers who are such a "one size fits 
all", and then it is about power and "time to market".” E3 
 
“In the new paradigm shift we see before, it was a bit like that the banking cooperation 
takes care of the digital also we take care of the physical also there has been very great 
distance between the two” E3 
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“So, of course, there are some challenges in relation to how we work together 
sometimes in relation to which agenda we want to achieve” E4 
 
“It is difficult to combine it that we will both cooperate and compete” E4 
 
“it makes it a bit complex and advanced for the model itself is very complex. So getting 
a cooperation even though we were not competitors would also be difficult, making it 
even more difficult that we are "frenemies".” E6 
 

Brand “Externally, I think we have some challenges in getting customers to understand what 
the concept is, we have heard examples of people who have been customers in 
Sparebank 1 Nord-Norge moving to Trondheim and entering another Sparebank 1 
branch. And then we find that we cannot help them, because we do not have access to 
any systems.” E1 
 
“Do you think it can be confusing for customers? Absolutely. I did the same mistake 
before I started working in SR-bank. I thought that it was Sparebank 1 and I thought it 
was the actual name of the bank. So that is why we are working on this identity project 
where we will try to explain that we are not Sparebank 1, but that we are SR-bank” E4 
 
“I don’t know if it’s a big problem that we are 14 individual banks, but what is a big 
problem is that we are not differentiated enough” E4 
 
“Do you sometimes experience problems with customers thinking you are 1 bank and 
not 14 independent banks? 
This I haven’t been to has been a problem. I have probably felt that this has been an 
advantage. But I also think that the customers have a picture that we might be a bank 
and that they can expect help in Northern Norway even though they are customers in 
Sparebank 1 Østlandet. I never really thought about it, but it may well be confusing and 
negative in some contexts. We have very many values both financially and in the market 
with being a super-brand” E6 
 
“We have challenges in that our customers do not realize that there are 14 different 
banks and that one cannot enter the bank office of one to withdraw money from the 
other even if it is the same logo hanging on the wall” E7 

Speed “But then it’s a lot like you have to involve a lot of people in the processes, so things 
take a lot longer, than if you had just been one company and not 14 individual banks” 
E1 
 
“It is more that if you want it to go faster, you might develop it yourself, than to take it 
jointly” E1 
 
“the cooperation uses quite long time to understand the needs, especially in the 
corporate market.” E1 
 
“Then we are a little bit back on what I said earlier, regarding the mindset on how to 
look at product development and development and how this should change, because it is 
like I said that the horizon will become shorter because things will happen so much 
faster” E2 
 
“for an example if Apple decides to launch biometrics login, it is something we must be 
ready to answer on since the customers will expect this to be something that will work 
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on our app. And we have no way of knowing in advance what they intend to develop” 
E2 
 
“It’s not the willingness to change which is a problem, it’s more speed, meaning the 
time-to-market, from getting an idea to get it out in the market and that’s where I see our 
problem being” E4 
 
“Because there are so many people who are talking and coordinating, and you have to 
make three mandates and discuss it at to two boards and then you have to write a 
decision. There is a lot of bureaucracy” E4 
 
“it simply takes too long to do everything in the banking cooperation” E4 
 
“I believe it to be a pace of change, so speed is something” E4 

Internal 
Communication 

“so I forgot to make changes to some agreements that apply to all the banks, but I started 
with a couple of banks and tried to get them to agree, then taking it out to the other 
banks. But it didn’t work” E1 
 
“This can be at the expense of time in that one wants to be the first mover, but then at 
least everyone is heard and everyone can be a player” E1 
 
“It is more that if you want it to go faster, you might develop it yourself, than to take it 
jointly. What often happens is that a bank does so, and when they do they only think for 
themselves, and thinks that now they will sell the solution to the other banks. It also 
comes to the banking cooperation, we also have to fix all the things that they have made 
wrong to make it work for all the banks. So then it becomes insanely much more 
expensive than what it needed to be, sometimes” E1 
 
“We do not talk to eachother internally between the 14 different banks, at least not at all 
times” E4 
 
“It happens all the time that someone in the alliance spend a lot of time and resources on 
a thing, and then it seems that the others are doing the same. So in many cases we 
should have talked a little more to each other” E4 
 

External 
Communication 

“We also use SoMe to tell about our excellence. So we are probably very traditional 
there, we have not entered into any partnership to gain access to new customer masses 
as such, but we are in dialogue to see if there is a possibility to start a partnership there 
in relation to the distribution of common services” E1 
 
“And we don’t. The bit of marketing we are not very good at” E1 
 
“How do you work to bring in new customers? 
We open up our surfaces and think commercially about it, and the fact that we let people 
into the store is an important dimension. And then we have these websites which is the 
dimension we have to communicate to the customer, but it is the surfaces outward” E2 
 
“I think that being close is not necessarily in the physical sense, but of course it has 
something to do with that as well. Take Facebook, for example, it brought you farther 
from those you had a lot of physical contact with before, but then it brought you much 
closer to those you had no contact with before. Being close is relative to what you had, 
etc” E2 
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“We also have our own digital communication, for everything we set up in the mobile 
bank we get feedback on. We have a method where we roll out a very small thing first, 
popularly called an MVP. Now that we come up with something cool we want to do, we 
try to think "what is the least we can do to find out if this works?" We do not deliver the 
whole package, but roll out the smallest we can do and make sure to get feedback from 
the customer” E2 
 
“Today, in the digital bank, we have 60,000 written feedbacks and 300,000 "thumbs up” 
or “thumbs down" and all solutions that we roll out to the customer give them an 
opportunity to give feedback and then we follow this for further development. If the 
customers give more negative feedback and we see that this is something they do not 
want, then we will remove it very fast.” E2 
 
“We also use SoMe to tell about our excellence. So we are probably very traditional 
there, we have not entered into any partnership to gain access to new customer masses 
as such, but we are in dialogue to see if there is a possibility to start a partnership there 
in relation to the distribution of common services” E3 
 
“And there I think we have a lot to do, how are we marketing ourselves, especially when 
customers move more and no longer have the regional connection” E3 
 
“Externally, I think we have been too poor to communicate how good solutions we have 
and how good a concept we have, and this visibility out where I think is a weakness. We 
are not on the biggest marketing budgets” E3 
 

"What we do is that we are very traditional, we have our offices that work with 
recruitment or customers either through events, or through knowing someone and 
traditional advice" E3  

 
“take chatbots for example, it is something that we in SR-bank developed and we were 
really promoting and invested a lot of money in it and then the other banks come on 
gradually” E4 
 
“you can communicate with chatbots and that kind of thing” E4 
 
“But having that surface allows me to tell you that I have a good offer for you on 
pension insurance in Sparebank 1, I can tell you about a cool credit card, I can tell you 
about good insurance products and that you can draw these in mobile bank even if you 
are a customer in DNB” E5 
 
“We can be better at talking to the customers as well, I would say we have nearly 
100,000 verbal feedback on the solutions and we have an app store rating of 4.6.” E5 
 
“they also divide the customer mass into three for example with 200,000 customers in 
each segment. They also come up with an idea "what if we do that", they run this on 
200,000 users and see and analyse how this segment behaves in relation to the 400,000 
who do not get this solution. We get thumbs up, thumbs down, increases traffic or 
reduction in traffic. If it increases trafic and we get the thumbs up then we run this 
solution in all three segments, that is, the entire customer base” E5 
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"It will happen, but I don't think customers will switch banks until, for example, we say; 
We see that you have credit cards and your pension insurance here, but not the home 
loan - but if you had combined this here then we might give you a better total package. " 
E5 
 
 
“We could probably have done much more digitally that could benefit us commercially” 
E6 
 
“Getting into our customer flow, where we have 20 million logins in the mobile bank 
alone every month, is a traffic flow that others who are entering the market can only 
dream of” E7 
 
“We use the marketing device to communicate in the channels where we believe we can 
find these, and that is something we do all the time, both on information and 
communication about solutions and adapted offers and so on” E7 
 
“but we spend a lot of money on positioning ourselves in relation to the customer 
groups. Then it is targeted and facilitated marketing” E7 

 
Appendix L – Internal Interviews Code: The Norwegian Banking Market 

First-
Order 
Codes 

Second-
Order Codes 

Verbatim 
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The 
Norwegian 
Banking 
Market 

Other banks 

 

“we see in Northern Norway that DNB pulled out completely of the market and shut down all 
their offices there, and then the customers fluctuated to Sparebank 1 which we earned a lot of 
money on” E1 
 
“Sparebank 1 can never compete with DNB on price, neither should we” E1 
 
“But the best commercials we have had are called “the boys in the bank” or something like that 
- where they say they have made a bank out of their mobile, and this is our mobile bank. But 
the customers did not remember that it was Sparebank 1, they remembered that it was DNB 
who had made that advertisement. So it is actually a bit boring that when we first spend money 
on it then they do not remember that it is us” E1 
 
“But DNB is very good at talking about things and spending a lot of money on it, but when you 
look at the actual solution it is very bad” E4 
 
 “It will probably change gradually, but I still believe that DNB and the other large banks that 
Sparebanken Vest will be sailing up as a major competitor because they have a very aggressive 
partnership strategy” E6 
 
“so in this way we are much closer to Eika than DNB in competition. And they have organized 
themselves in the same way, but they are slightly fewer banks than us, they also do not have 
the same centralized bit of development as we have. They do it a little differently, there is one 
who decides a little over the others” E1 
 
“Where do you think Sparebank 1 is in the development of opening up the bank? And in 
relation to future customers? 
I think we are a bit ahead of the comparable banks Eika and the independent banks and EVRY 
banks, in maturity and perhaps technology” E3 

Customers “In any case, it is my opinion that it is not so important with which bank, from a customer 
perspective - it should just work and be simple. And I think that is such a human madness” E1 
 
“After all, they just want it to be easy, and the things that the banks are concerned with that, the 
customers just think about arranging. The banks have control over this, who you are and what 
you are allowed to do as a customer. So I used that as an argument that it’s not the customers 
who are afraid, it is the banks” E1 
 
“No, being too simple for a customer is never negative. Banks are more afraid that it will be 
too easy than their customers are” E1 
 
“In what ways do you think customers expect more and do they become more impatient? 
Yes absolutely. Just being on the internet, every place that makes it easier for the customer is 
where they go. They will have such expectations, and I think that is a natural evolution” E1 
 
“One thing you see is that regarding your first mortgage, very many wants to talk to someone. 
But those who have already done this once before, think that this must go fast. So there is a 
kind of balance between keeping someone in your hand saying that this is just fine, and 
explaining what you are going through” E1 
 
“After all, trust is a very important dimension. Many believe that bank is about money, but it is 
not. Bank is about trust between people, that is, when someone comes in and wants a mortgage, 
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they do not want to do it digitally, but they want to see someone in the eyes and know that 
there are someone who have looked at their finances and seen that they will manage to handle 
their economy” E2 
 
“It is a tough lot that one should try to get to change habits, and it is money we are talking 
about so one should be confident about the services before you will consider to start using 
them, and thus I believe that the trust dimension is going to be important” E2 
 
“The customer has to deal with a completely new solution, and although it may actually be 
better for them, it will take some time for the customer to come to that realization and then one 
will face friction. It is also a bit of the reason why we have put ourselves on a trail where we 
try to have as small changes as possible, and rather have them more frequent and quick, 
because then we bring the customer on small steps and get to see it it works out and if the 
customer is satisfied, we will move to the next step” E2 
 
“If you take our customer base then we have a relatively stable customer base. We have been 
here for 200 years as said, and they are well pleased with us. But what we see is that 
Millenniums or the new users of the bank, they have slightly different expectations. And then it 
is not certain that 200 years of history means so much, it is not certain that there is a need to 
talk to someone. But all the insights we have so far tell us that when it comes to the big life 
events that move together, buy housing, buy a car, the conversation with the bank plays an 
important role” E3 
 
“The slightly older customer base probably has the same expectation for the bank” E3 

“One has to keep in mind that we are in a generation change and that someone has grown up 
without the internet and without a cell phone, while the generations to come are all grown up 
with the internet, mobile phone, snapchat, whatsapp and so on. So they have a completely 
different approach to it. " E4 

“Even though banks are becoming very digitized, it is in the big moments of life when you are 
going to have your first loan, when planning your retirement life, and through the most 
important insurance policies, it turns out that the customer still wants someone to talk to and 
this is our proximity dimension” E5 
 
“So for that part of the customers, and that’s probably 15-20% of the customers who will 
potentially prefer a clean digital bank. Also, that number is probably rising because it is a 
generation thing here” E5 
 
“the customers are becoming more and more demanding on customer experiences and user 
experiences in general, so regardless of it I think there are more and more requirements for 
digital solutions that they must be top notch, regardless of whether it is a bank or something 
else” E6 
 
“those customers who are seeking security are also concerned that our solutions, especially the 
digital ones should be good, stable and safe” E7 
 
«I believe the value of the choices that your generation represents and will support such actors 
as us who actually support these values and who make it possible to” E7 

 



164 
 
 

Appendix M – External Interviews Code: Sparebank 1 

First-Order 
Codes 

Secon
d-
Order 
Codes 

Third-
Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Sparebank 1 Image Boring “It’s probably a bit like a sad old bank really. Someone who has always existed. 
Boring” S1 
 
“and I find it quite boring” S1 
 
“And I see them as very boring” S3 
 
“A boring bank for grandparents” S3 

Not modern 
and 
innovative 

“Yes, such as Nordea and DNB, I feel that Sparebank 1 is much less modern” S1 
 
“I do not find the bank especially modern” S1 
 
“Traditional, I would probably have said, and maybe safe, but not innovative and 
creative” S2 
 
“In contrast to Sparebank 1 I would probably have said that DNB seems much more 
innovative and forward-looking and especially when it comes to appealing to the 
younger generation” S2 
 
“I would maybe say that they seem very old-fashioned, and I would assume that 
when people start being more and more digitized that they would have troubles 
keeping up with this trend” S2 
 
“I see them as less innovative and less technology driven than other banks” S3 

Confusing 
and weak 
Brand 

“I knew they were individual, but I didn’t know they were competing. And not that it 
was 14 banks, no” S1 
 
“I would say marketing, and communication to young people. I can’t see that they 
have done this in any way” S1 
 
“Would you as Sparebank 1 customer in SMN think that you could get the same 
help in Sparebank 1 Østlandet? 
Yes, I would certainly have thought that. And it’s very surprising if I can’t” S1 
 
“Did you know that Sparebank 1 is 14 individual, competing banks? 
I learned it in recent times, but it took quite some time before I found out” S2 
 
“I think there are many who think that Sparebank 1 is one big bank” S2 
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“And since those can’t help me without creating a brand-new customer relationship, I 
would probably have formed a slightly negative image of Sparebank 1 and then I 
would probably go to a totally different bank instead. At least if your first impression 
is “no, we can’t help you”. You see the logo on the wall and think that this is my 
bank, but then they cannot help you” S2 
 
“Only Sparebank 1 is branded on my bank card and not SR-Bank” S2 
 
“I might also think that this is something people think is frustrating if they do not 
know it and, for example, go through an Oslo office, then it is exactly the same as 
going searching for help in a random DNB office, they cannot help you” S2 
 
“I remember at least no advertising or anything in relation to marketing that I have 
seen from Sparebank 1” S3 
 
“I have often seen that there are different departments, and that they are often called 
"Sparebank 1 xxx", but I never thought that they were competing against each other. I 
just thought there were different branches, in the same way that it is for DNB, for 
example” S3 
 
“Do you think that if you are a customer in one of these you are entitled to 
receive help in one of the others? 
Yes, you think that is completely automatic. For otherwise you would have to switch 
banks if you move to another city and that is very weird” S3 
 
“And I did not know that the banks are competing and that as a customer I wouldn’t 
be able to get help in another Sparebank 1 bank. That is quite confusing” S3 
 
“they are not top-of-mind for me. So I think they should be better at speaking and 
communicating to the young” S3 
 
“it sounds a bit complicated, and it’s a little weird that you don’t know. If it is not 
common for all banks to be like that, but I guess it is not. So it sounds like there is a 
lot you need to get into. But it surprises me that they are competing against each 
other” S4 
 
“Maybe since I don’t know that much about them, and I don’t think my friends do 
either, they could be better at marketing themselves” S4 
 
“Could you consider becoming a customer in Sparebank 1? 
Then I must first get an actual impression of them, because I do not feel that I have 
that now” S4 

Expect
ations 

Safety “I do not see it as a risk in any way being customer there” S1 
Traditional 
banking 
services 

“They work perfectly well. It is probably a completely ordinary online bank and 
mobile bank, nothing special about it” S1 
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“I also find them quite traditional” S1 
 
“Do not really notice the difference between the two different online banks and my 
mobile banks from Sparebank 1 and Sparebanken S&F.” S1 
 
“It is probably where I want to distinguish them, I think Sparebank 1 may be more 
traditional and appeal more to an older generation” S2 
 
“I believe that they should become more digitized and also provide a clearer division 
between the banks in order to people not becoming confused like I was when logging 
into the online bank for the first time” S2 
 
“Maybe it is a good thing for older customers that they are a traditional bank, as this 
might make the customers feel safe” S3 

 
Appendix N – External Interviews Code: Stakeholders’ Expectations 

First-Order 
Codes 

Second-Order 
Codes 

Verbatim 

Stakeholders’ 
Expectations 

Good lending 
terms 

“The reason I have my home loan with Sparebank 1 is simply because I got better 
conditions there” S1 
 
“For me, it is important with safety and trust, and that I have good conditions for me as 
a young person” S1 
 
“It is probably only the conditions that determine where to take out a mortgage. The 
fact that I know SR-bank, and have for a long time, is of less importance if they can’t 
deliver on interest and other conditions” S2 
 
I am not so interested in the technological innovations such as online banking and 
mobile banking. So it doesn't have much to say as long as it gives me what I expect so I 
don't need anything more than that. "  
 
“I’m probably more concerned about the core product of the bank, that is, loans they 
issue” S2 
 
“I would probably only have changed the bank if they had better conditions, but that is 
probably also the only reason” S3 
 
“If you are going to take out a loan, will you check with several banks? 
Yes, I will” S3 

Modern and 
Innovative 

“it is really a bit important to me that a bank is a bit modern and forward-looking” S1 
 
“I think this might be very important for banks in the future, and to be innovative” S1 
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“a modern and innovative bank is quite important to me because I want things to be 
easy for me” S3 

Digital 
Solutions 

“a clear and easy-to-use website” S2 
 
“If you had been dissatisfied with DNB’s mobile bank, could you imagine using 
another bank’s mobile bank to check and have an account of your accounts in DNB? 
I could have done that” S3 
 
“For an example with just having a chat, and it sort of follows the part about customer 
service. That I can send them a chat if there is something that does not work” S3 
 
“I think more about digital, and also phone as well. And chat services I think are a very 
nice feature to have” S4 

Safety “Then I would probably have moved it to Sparebanken S&F. Because I feel safer about 
it and there is a more local connection to it” S1 
 
“For me, it is important with safety and trust. his is because I do not know very much 
about banking services and then I want to be sure that my advisor will do the best for 
me and that I will not be fooled. So I want a bank where I can also talk to an advisor, 
and not just over the internet” S1 
 
“In the future, if you are going to buy a home for example, do you want the bank to be 
there? 
Yes, then I’d probably have met someone physically since it’s a more important thing” 
S3 

 Local Affiliation “But this is not really something I consider very important to me as a bank customer. It 
is not essential for the customer relationship at all” S1 
 
“Did you know that Sparebank 1 returns its profits to the local community? And what 
do you think about it? 
No, I do not think so. It’s nice to hear, but it’s not something I wanted to base a 
customer relationship on. Good for them, but it doesn’t have much to say for my 
customer relationship” S2 

 


