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Executive summery 

Brands are increasingly being recognized as key organizational assets that serve as a source of long 

term competitive advantage. This emphasizes the importance of brand management, but the field 

is complex and new theoretical frameworks, concepts and ideas are constantly being developed. 

However, the most recent branding approaches defined by brand scholars are over a decade old 

and do not reflect the most recent trends in branding research. The increased focus on 

stakeholder involvement in brand co-creation is for instance not represented in the previously 

defined branding approaches, indicating a gap in the literature. Therefore, the aim of this thesis is 

to close this gap and conceptualize a new approach to brand management by conducting an 

analysis of the most recent branding literature. In addition to that, the purpose is also to identify 

implications of the newly defined approach for Novo Nordisk.  

The thesis is theoretical and solely based on recent literature related to the topic of stakeholder 

involvement in brand co-creation. After gathering and reading the literature, the theoretical 

analysis was categorized into five sections. These sections were based on who participates in 

brand co-creation, how brand co-creation happens, what is being co-created, where the brand co-

creation takes place, and finally why people participate in brand co-creation. In order to facilitate 

further understanding of each element of the approach, the five sections include a small case and 

a managerial discussion, along with a visual illustration of the main findings. The five sections were 

then discussed in relation to each other and based on the analysis of relevant literature a new 

theoretical branding approach was defined, termed the stakeholder approach to branding.  

The main characteristics of this new approach are that the brand is now regarded as being co-

created through social discourse, within a complex and dynamic network of stakeholders. The 

brand is viewed as a temporary social construction that is constantly changing and many different 

constructions of the brand can co-exist simultaneously. The value no longer lies in the brand but in 

the knowledge and wisdom that is co-created in the process. 

With the purpose of identifying the potential of the newly defined approach, the stakeholder 

approach was applied to the Novo Nordisk brand. The same five sections as identified in the 

literature analysis were discussed, but now in the context of Novo Nordisk’s specific situation. To 

gain some insights into Novo Nordisk’s current situation, a situational analysis was conducted 
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before the stakeholder approach was applied, where the company, its consumers, the context, the 

competition and the collaborations of Novo Nordisk were discussed. The main implication for 

Novo Nordisk’s brand management, was that based on the analysis of the case, it is not a realistic 

possibility to fully implement the stakeholder approach to the Novo Nordisk corporate brand. 

However, if the company wants to increase brand co-creation, the company’s brand management 

can still adapt some elements of the stakeholder approach to Novo Nordisk. Finally, some more 

general managerial implications for applying the stakeholder approach were discussed, along with 

suggestions for further research.   
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1. Introduction to the problem 

1.1. Explanation of the problem 

When it comes to building strong brands, there are many different ways to achieve that goal. The 

way a company chooses to manage its brand depends on which approach it chooses to apply. 

Several different ways of observing, understanding and explaining the reality of branding exist and 

various competing and overlapping approaches have been identified in the branding literature. 

Heding, Knudtzen & Bjerre (2009) have for instance identified seven different approaches to brand 

management, while Louro and Cunha (2001) have defined four branding paradigms (See the 

evolvement of brand management section, page 20). The main concern regarding these paradigms 

and approaches is that they are more than a decade old and for some companies they could be 

outdated. A lot has happened in the past decade and the development of the internet and social 

media has for instance made it possible for consumers to access a lot of information that was not 

previously available to them and this has empowered consumers.  

Within brand research, we see a change in how brand management is understood and there is an 

increased focus on the importance of all stakeholders, instead of only consumers. All the recent 

changes that we see in the branding literature, have yet to be reflected in a new encompassing 

brand management approach. As we see it, brand managers are not utilizing all branding 

opportunities by only applying the existing approaches to brand management. 

1.2. Reasons behind the selection of the problem 

Today branding is recognized as an important marketing activity and studies have shown that 

strong brands deliver greater returns to stockholders, while also reducing risk (Madden, Fehle, & 

Fournier, 2006). At the same time, companies today are working in a highly competitive business 

environment with global competition that makes it challenging for brands to create or keep a 

strong brand position (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The increased focus on branding does 

not only apply to companies and academics have also directed more attention towards branding 

over the last few years. Brand scholars are now starting to rethink the logic behind branding 

(Merz, He, & Vargo, 2009).  

During our masters studies we have been introduced to a lot of relevant theories that are being 

applied in this thesis, but the thesis was mainly inspired by two electives that we took in the third 
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semester: “New Frontiers in Branding: From static to dynamic approaches” and “Pharmaceutical 

Marketing”. In the “New Frontiers in Branding: From static to dynamic approaches” course, we 

were introduced to the most current developments within the field of brand management, while 

in the “Pharmaceutical Marketing” course we were presented with the unique challenges that 

pharmaceutical companies are facing today. We found it interesting to try and combine the key 

learnings from these two courses and explore if pharmaceutical companies could optimize their 

branding efforts by applying a newly defined approach to brand management.  

As mentioned above, this new way of approaching branding has not yet been defined in the 

literature, meaning that we have identified a gap in the current literature. With this master thesis, 

we want to close this gap by identifying the most recent trends in the literature on the topic of 

how brand management can be approached. The purpose of this is to come up with an 

encompassing framework that can help brand managers obtain a better overview and enable 

them to manage their brands in a way that optimizes the value creation for both the company and 

its stakeholders.  

1.3. The research question  

How can a new approach to brand management be conceptualized by conducting an analysis of 

the most recent brand literature and what implications does the new approach have for Novo 

Nordisk? 

1.4. Objectives 

 Conduct an analysis of relevant literature 

 Gather the main findings in a framework to create a better overview 

 Use illustrative cases to demonstrate how the theory can be applied in practice 

 Discuss implications for Novo Nordisk 

1.5. Problem owners 

All brand managers can potentially benefit from this thesis since we are exploring a new approach 

to brand management. Even though the findings of the literature analysis are only presented in a 

theoretical framework that is not being tested, it can provide brand managers with an overview of 

current trends and inspiration to think about their brand differently. This can potentially create 

value for the company but also for the company’s stakeholders.  
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We have chosen to work with Novo Nordisk as our main illustrative case, which is why Novo 

Nordisk, along with other pharmaceutical companies, could particularly benefit from the research 

conducted in this thesis. The focus of the thesis is on the pharmaceutical industry but it is 

important to emphasize that the relevance of this approach is not limited to a specific industry. 

Finally, academics researching the field of branding might also benefit from this master thesis and 

be inspired for future research projects. 

1.6. Limitations of the problem 

The main purpose of this thesis is to conceptualize and one of the main limitations is that the 

concepts are not being tested in practice using qualitative and quantitative methods. This also 

means that managerial implications are only being discussed and not defined. As stated in the 

research question, the aim is to conceptualize a new way of approaching brand management, 

which is why the analysis will be conducted mainly from the perspective of brand managers. This 

also means that only trends that are deemed relevant for brand management will be included in 

the conceptualization. Limitations related to the use of methodology are presented in the 

methodology section below (see page 15). 
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2. Research design 

In this section the research design that is presented visually in Figure 1 will be outlined briefly. 

 

Figure 1: Research design 

 

Throughout our studies in brand and communications management, we have been introduced to 

different ways of approaching brand management. We have continuously been presented with 

new trends and the course “New Frontiers in Branding: From static to dynamic approaches” 

especially inspired us to collect the different trends that are found in the literature, in order to 

come up with a new framework that can be used to approach brand management in the future.  

We realized early on that the conceptualization of a new brand management approach was a very 

comprehensive task and the restricted timeframe available to conduct the thesis, did not allow us 

to test the results in practice. That is why we decided to make this thesis a purely theoretical 
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thesis. In order to compare and contrast the different theories presented in the literature, we 

decided to divide the analysis into different sections. The findings of the sections are then 

illustrated with a short case and managerial implications are discussed. In the end of each section 

we summarize the main findings in a visual illustration. The main findings of all the sections are 

then discussed in relation to each other and an encompassing framework that includes all the 

main findings is presented. Next, Novo Nordisk is used as a case to demonstrate how the 

framework can be applied in practice, before we make a conclusion. In the end general managerial 

implications are being discussed and further research is suggested. In the methodology section 

below the different elements of the research design will be explained in further detail. 
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Theory of science 

This master thesis is conducted from a social constructionism perspective (Burr, 1995). The 

ontological assumption related to this perspective is that reality is not seen as objective and reality 

only exist when humans collectively determine that it exists. The reality is a construction of our 

knowledge about it (Fuglsang, Bitsch, & Rasborg, 2013). This means that in this thesis, the reality 

only exist because we as researchers have constructed it. The epistemological assumptions are 

that our knowledge about reality is a construction (Fuglsang et al., 2013). Our role as researchers 

is integrated and will influence the findings. 

The main part of this master thesis consists of an analysis of the existing literature in the field. The 

analysis will be conducted by interpreting the different theories presented in the literature in our 

own context. The context refers to our knowledgebase, i.e. all the knowledge that we have 

previously obtained will influence the way we interpret the findings and consequently affect the 

end result. This also means that we as researchers are not looking for a “reality”, but instead we 

are interpreting the reality (Fuglsang et al., 2013). The perspective is reflected both in our 

approach to answer the research question and in the basis of how we understand the concept of 

branding, which is why the perspective has a great impact on the results of the thesis. 

We are aware that there are many ways to manage a brand and we know that the result of this 

thesis will be a reflection of our own interpretations. We therefore acknowledge that if others 

would conduct a similar study they might not end up with the same results, but the results would 

however be equally useful. 

3.2. Selection of relevant literature 

Since we had already been introduced to a lot of relevant literature in previous courses, we used 

those articles as a starting point for our literature selection. We then expanded our search by 

looking into articles that were referenced in the initial articles. As previously mentioned, we were 

looking for trends in recent branding literature, but had some difficulties when searching in 

different library databases. Since we did not know exactly what we were looking for, the selection 

of key words to use in the search process caused some difficulties, which is why we decided to 

consult with previous lecturers who were able to guide us in the right direction.  
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When reading through the first articles we tried to create an overview of all the findings, but 

quickly discovered that it was extremely challenging to include all the findings, while still 

maintaining an understanding of how the findings were related to each other. We therefore 

sought inspiration in some of the key literature on the topic. Louro and Cunha (2001) explain what 

a brand management paradigm consists of in the following way: 

“Brand management paradigms constitute an organization's portfolio of implicit assumptions, 

collective beliefs, values and techniques concerning the why (the objectives and performance 

measures of brand management), the what (the concept of brands), the who (the organizational 

structure of brand management) and the how of branding (the variables of brand management).” 

(Louro & Cunha, 2001, p. 853) 

We were inspired by this way of delimitating the findings and decided to modify it slightly and 

ended up dividing our findings into five different sections: The “who” referring to who is creating 

the brand, the “how” referring to how the brand is created, the “what” referring to how the brand 

is defined and the “why” referring to the motivation behind the creation of the brand. In the 

process of all this, we discovered the need for a “where” section referring to where the brand is 

created, which is why an additional section was added to our findings. This categorization made 

the search for new literature much easier and enabled us to find more relevant literature related 

to the different sections. 

The main source of data used in this thesis was literature and one of the biggest limitations was 

that it was impossible to include all literature related to our chosen topic. There might be relevant 

literature out there that we might have overlooked, which naturally has implications for the 

validity of the thesis. Relevant literature that we might have overlooked could include literature 

published in other languages besides Danish, Icelandic and English, but it could also include topics 

that we did not capture in our search for literature. 

3.3. Literature analysis 

All the selected articles were scrutinized and the arguments and findings gathered in the process 

were as mentioned above divided into the five different sections: Who, how, what, where and 

why. To create a better overview, each article was coded with a different colour, this was done in 
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order to keep track of which arguments and findings belonged to which article (See example in 

appendix A, page 113).  

The literature analysis starts with an introduction of the evolvement of brand management over 

time, this is done to have a point of comparison and contrast for our findings. Next, a section 

about the theory and the methodology that is used in the selected articles is presented. Each of 

the main findings sections are divided further into subsections and within each of these 

subsections the main findings are illustrated with a case and managerial implications. Finally, all 

the findings from the different sections were gathered and discussed in relation to each other, 

with the purpose of eventually coming up with an illustrative framework of our findings. 

3.4. Interviews 

In one of the previous sections, concerns about the validity of the thesis were addressed briefly. In 

order to strengthen the validity of the findings in the literature analysis, interviews with two 

acknowledged researchers within the field of branding were conducted. The aforementioned 

researchers are Richard Gyrd-Jones and Sylvia von Wallpach, both of these researchers have 

published numerous peer reviewed articles within brand management and have specialized in the 

topic of branding in the context of multiple stakeholders. Furthermore, both of them are currently 

teaching brand management related courses at Copenhagen Business School. The two 

interviewees were chosen on the basis of their knowledge within the field and by their 

accessibility. 

The conducted interviews were semi-structured interviews, with the purpose of exploring the 

topic and allowing the interviewees to express their knowledge in their own words (Esterberg, 

2002). Due to our social constructionism perspective the role of the researchers was integrated in 

the interview process and meaning was co-created between the interviewer and the interviewee. 

The way the questions were asked influenced the way the interviewees responded and the 

researchers then interpreted the response. As mentioned, the purpose of these interviews was to 

strengthen the validity of the findings and to uncover topics that might have been overlooked in 

the literature selection process. 

Both of the interviews were conducted in early April 2016 and lasted around 30 minutes each. The 

interviews were conducted in Solbjerg Plads in the offices of the interviewees. This location was 
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partially chosen based on convenience for the interviewees, but also to conduct the interview in a 

place where the interviewee felt comfortable. Another advantage of this location was that it was 

quiet and undisturbed, which was important for the quality of the recordings. The interviews were 

opened with grand tour questions (Spradley, 1979) in order to introduce the topic and open up a 

discussion. All questions were open-ended in order to encourage discussion and leading questions 

were avoided (Esterberg, 2002). As it was a semi structured interview, floating prompts 

(McCracken, 1988) were used to clarify and elaborate the responses during the interview. The 

statements made in the interviews were not treated as sources, meaning that the arguments that 

the interviewees made were not based on published research and were merely qualified thoughts. 

Therefore, the interviews were not transcribed and referenced in the thesis. Instead, the 

interviews were used to guide the thesis in the right direction and to identify potential gaps in our 

own literature analysis. The arguments from the interviews that were deemed relevant to include 

in the thesis were then found and referenced from published research. 

3.5. Cases 

Small cases are used throughout the thesis to illustrate how the findings can be applied in practice. 

As it is also stated in the introduction to the problem, the new brand management approach will 

be applied in full to a company in the pharmaceutical industry, resulting in a much longer and 

comprehensive case discussion than the previous cases. The pharmaceutical industry is unique in 

the sense that marketing efforts are restricted and pharmaceutical companies are not allowed to 

communicate directly to the users of their product. The pharmaceutical industry is also unique in 

that the circumstances around the purchase are different than for normal consumer goods. In the 

pharmaceutical industry, the purchase and consumption of the product involves three different 

stakeholders, i.e. the buyer, the payer and the user (See more in the section: 9. Applying the 

stakeholder approach to Novo Nordisk, page 88). However, for most fast moving consumer goods 

the buyer, the payer and the user is the same person.  

In the course “Pharmaceutical Marketing” one of the topics was branding in the pharmaceutical 

industry. The lecture covering that topic was mainly focused on logos and product names, which in 

the eyes of two brand and communications management students seems like an inadequate way 

of approaching brand management. Furthermore, when seeking inspiration for the topic of our 

thesis, we had some informal discussions with a few of the external lecturers and when asked 
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about branding in the pharmaceutical industry, the general response was that due to strict 

regulations companies were not allowed to brand in the pharmaceutical industry.  

This motivated us to explore the possibility of pharmaceutical companies approaching brand 

management in a new way, while also identifying which implications this might have for the 

companies. The course “Pharmaceutical Marketing” was taught by external lecturers that were all 

practitioners in the industry. Kamilla Have, who is currently employed by Novo Nordisk as Vice 

President of Global Marketing, was partially responsible for the course and agreed early on to 

assist us with the thesis. Due to the contact with Kamilla Have and the online availability of 

potential case material, we choose Novo Nordisk as our primary case. 

3.6. Validity, Reliability and Generalizability 

As mentioned, the validity of our findings has been a concern and while we made an attempt to 

strengthen the validity by conducting expert interviews, the findings would have been 

strengthened even further if the theoretical branding approach had been tested. Unfortunately, 

the timeframe available for this thesis did not allow us to do that. 

We have chosen to approach this thesis from a social constructionism perspective, which means 

that the researcher has a big influence on the results. This also has implications for the reliability 

of the thesis. If other researchers conducted a similar study they might not come up with the same 

result, but the result would be equally relevant.  

Finally, this thesis is mainly theoretical, meaning that the main result of the thesis is a framework 

based solely on theory and the findings are therefore very general. The findings are relevant for 

brand managers in all industries, even though the degree of relevance might differ between 

industries. 
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4. The evolvement of brand management  

Brands are increasingly being recognized as key organizational assets that serve as a source of long 

term competitive advantage, which emphasizes the importance of brand management. However, 

brand management is a complex field, were new theoretical frameworks, concepts and ideas are 

constantly being developed and companies can apply and interpret these paradigms in very 

different ways. This results in overlapping and competing approaches, since companies have to 

validate and refine their chosen branding paradigms to best fit their needs. A company’s 

predominant branding paradigm can have an effect on its competitive advantage, since the chosen 

branding paradigm frames how the company understands brands and consequently affects its 

processes and the content of the branding strategy (de Chernatony & Dall'Olmo Riley, 1998; Louro 

& Cunha, 2001). There seems to be a general agreement that creating successful brands and 

managing them is essential for organizational success, but which branding approach is the most 

suitable to reach that goal is still up for debate (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008).  

Brand management approaches can be categorized in many ways, which results in various 

different frameworks within the field. As an example, Louro & Cunha (2001) define four brand 

management paradigms that are based on how central the brand strategy is to the overall 

corporate strategy and which role the consumers play in the branding process. Louro & Cunha 

(2001) claim that by using this framework, four ideal types of brand management approaches can 

be identified, i.e. the product, adaptive, projective and relational paradigms. First, the product 

paradigm represents an approach where the brand does not have a key role in the overall strategy 

and consumers are seen as passive recipients. On the other hand, the projective paradigm 

considers the brand strategy essential for the overall corporate strategy, but the consumer is still 

perceived as a passive recipient. When applying the third paradigm, i.e. the adaptive paradigm, 

the consumer has a much bigger role and is considered the primary co-creator of value, but the 

brand has a low strategic priority. Finally, the relational paradigm both considers the brand to be 

key to the overall strategy and assumes that the consumer is an active participant in the brand’s 

co-creation (Louro & Cunha, 2001).  

Heding, Kudtzen & Bjerre (2009) use completely different discriminators than Louro & Cunha 

(2001) to sort through existing branding approaches, resulting in a different framework. The 
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researchers identify seven brand management approaches that are exclusively based on research 

papers and categorize the research based on their focus in a chronological order. Merz, He & 

Vargo (2009) use a similar approach and identify four branding eras based on the fundamental 

ideas and propositions from each time period. The frameworks available within the brand 

management field of course differ based on which criteria are used to approach and analyze the 

literature. However, despite often having different starting points, the categorization of brand 

management approaches are often comparable to some extent. For instance, the first five 

approaches identified by Heding et al. (2009) are compatible with Louro & Cunha’s (2001) four 

brand paradigms explained above (Heding et al., 2009). The abovementioned categorization, i.e. 

Heding et al.’s (2009) seven branding approaches and Merz, He & Vargo’s  (2009) four branding 

eras, will be used to provide an overview of previous research and demonstrate how trends within 

the field have evolved since 1985’s and onwards. 

4.1. Brand management from 1985 and onwards  

Initially, brands were mainly used as visual identification to differentiate product and service 

offerings and were regarded as legal instruments companies had at their disposal. Since then, 

branding has evolved towards a more holistic approach to branding, where multiple dimensions 

related to the brand are taken into account (Heding et al., 2009; Louro & Cunha, 2001).  The 

source of further development of these new branding approaches and perspectives has often 

been the perceived weaknesses of the most recent branding approach. However, it is important to 

keep in mind that when new and presumably improved approaches have been introduced to the 

field, the previous approaches have not been ignored or deemed irrelevant but the approaches 

have rather been perceived to complement each other (Heding et al., 2009). 

As previously mentioned, branding paradigms have evolved significantly throughout the years and, 

according to Heding et al. (2009), two branding paradigms have been the main focus of brand 

research since 1985. The shift between these two paradigms progressed throughout the 1990s, 

where branding evolved from relatively static branding paradigms towards more dynamic views 

on brands. The key difference between static and dynamic views on brands is how the roles of the 

consumers and the marketers responsible for the brand are perceived to affect the brand value 

creation. The first paradigm has a positivist point of departure where companies apply a static 

branding approach. The brand is completely owned and controlled by the marketer and the 
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consumer is perceived as a passive recipient of the company’s branding efforts. When using the 

latter paradigm, called the interpretive paradigm, companies apply dynamic branding approaches 

to manage their brand. The focus is more on the active consumers’ roles in the brand co-creation 

and how their interaction with the company can be a source of brand value (Hanby, 1999; Heding 

et al., 2009).  

Researchers have further categorized the two paradigms discussed above into three time periods, 

describing the focus of brand research within each time period. These time periods have been 

termed company/sender focus (1985-92), human/receiver focus (1993-99) and finally the most 

recent period, the cultural/context focus (2000 and onwards). Within these timeframes, seven 

branding approaches have then been identified as the most relevant (see Figure 2), but the 

development from one approach to another is dynamic and approaches can co-exist within each 

paradigm. Each of the approaches represents a different way of understanding brands and entail 

the consumer perspectives and methods mainly associated with the particular approach (Heding 

et al., 2009).  

 

Figure 2: The evolvement of branding, based on information from Heding et al., 2009 

 

The first two brand approaches identified, termed the economic and identity approaches, have 

been categorized within the first time period (1985-92), where the main focus was on the 

company as the sender of all brand communication. Within the economic approach brand value is 
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created by managing the traditional marketing mix elements (the 4Ps) in the most effective way, 

with the purpose of affecting which brand consumers choose. On the other hand, the identity 

approach links the brand to the corporate identity and the brand has to be integrated internally on 

all levels. The company is perceived as the owner of the brand and the brand value creation is 

controlled and managed by the company (Heding et al., 2009). 

The next three approaches are categorized within the human/receiver period (1993-99), but these 

are labelled the consumer-based, personality and relational approaches. Within these approaches, 

the researchers have shifted their focus towards the receiver of branding efforts instead of the 

sender. First, the consumer-based approach, initiated by Kevin Keller in 1993, introduced a whole 

new way of brand management. When applying this approach, the brand is created in the minds 

of the consumers, who have strong associations with the brand that have been programmed by 

brand managers. The second approach associated with this time period, the personality approach, 

focuses on how people can endow brands with humanlike personality traits and then use these 

brand personalities for individual identity construction through symbolic value exchange (Heding 

et al., 2009). Finally, according to Heding et al. (2009), the rise of the relational approach 

represented the shift of paradigms that took place during the 1990’s, where the focus in brand 

management went from the positivist paradigm towards the interpretive paradigm. Within the 

relational approach, the brand is perceived as a viable relationship partner, where the brand and 

the consumer have a dyadic relationship and both contribute to the brand value creation (Heding 

et al., 2009).  

Environmental changes were the main driver behind the last two approaches covered by Heding 

et al. (2009), but technological and cultural developments have had a great impact on brand 

management. The aforementioned approaches belong to the most recent era in brand 

management literature (from 2000 and onwards), where the focus is on culture and context. 

These two approaches have been termed the community approach and the cultural approach. The 

community approach explains how brand value is created within so-called brand communities, 

where the brand is at the center of social interaction between consumers. Within this perspective, 

consumers can potentially take over the brand and steer it in a direction not intended by brand 

management. The emergence of the internet has especially had a great impact on the market 

place and made the formation of brand communities easier. Finally, the cultural approach covers 
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how companies can create iconic brands by strategically using cultural forces in society (Heding et 

al., 2009).  

4.2. The stakeholder-focus brand Era (2000 and Forward) 

Merz et al. (2009) identify a new branding era, termed the stakeholder-focus brand era, which is 

not addressed in Heding et al.’s (2009) categorization of the seven branding approaches. 

According to Merz et al.’s paper (2009), the stakeholder-focus brand era started in the early 

2000’s, when brand scholars 

“started to examine the collective and dynamic processes that underlie brand consumption within 

society” (Merz et al., 2009, p. 337).  

Within this stakeholder perspective to branding, the co-creation of brand value takes place within 

stakeholder-based ecosystems and the brand is seen as a continuous dynamic social process. This 

shift towards a stakeholder focus was driven by the literature about brand communities, which 

indicates a link between the community approach and this new stakeholder-focus brand era. The 

literature about brand communities suggests that: 

“brand-value is co-created through highly interactive and dynamic social processes between the 

firm and the members of a brand community” (Merz et al., 2009, p. 338).  

However, during the mid-2000’s scholars began arguing that consumers and brand community 

members weren’t the only ones creating brand value and that all stakeholders should also be 

taken into account (Merz et al., 2009). With the purpose of examining this claim further, research 

related to the stakeholder-focus brand era and its effect on brand management will be discussed 

in further detail below.  
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5. A stakeholder approach to branding 

Inspired by Merz et al.’s (2009) notion of an emerging stakeholder-focus brand era, the main topic 

of this thesis will be what we have chosen to term the stakeholder approach to branding. Brand 

scholars have not agreed on a particular term or definition for this approach yet, but since the turn 

of the century plenty of research has been published on the topic of brand co-creation and 

stakeholders. With the purpose of creating a general framework for the stakeholder approach to 

branding, literature on the topic was gathered and analysed in order to gain further insights. 

However, before going into further details about the analysis, the theories and methods used in 

the chosen literature will be briefly discussed. 

5.1. Theories  

In the literature chosen for the analysis below, researchers applied various theories and 

perspectives to study their chosen topic of stakeholder focus in branding. While some scholars 

used a particular theory to frame their entire research others merely used theory to briefly 

introduce the topic of their paper. Some of the theories included the negotiated brand (Gregory, 

2007), the complementary perspective (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013) and the organic view of the 

brand (Iglesias, Ind, & Alfaro, 2013). However, Merz, He and Vargo’s (2009) service dominant logic, 

where the authors argue that the development of branding parallels the evolving service 

dominant logic in marketing, was the most frequently used and referenced theory in the 

literature. The theories deemed most relevant will be covered in further detail in the analysis 

section below.  

5.2. Methods 

Some of the most exciting research within the field is purely conceptual, even though many of the 

researchers mentioned the lack of empirical research within the field (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013; Iglesias et al., 2013). It is interesting to see how many of the brand scholars researching this 

topic chose to write conceptual papers (Berthon, Pitt, & Campbell, 2009; Gregory, 2007; Hatch & 

Schultz, 2010; Hemetsberger & von Wallpach, 2013; Iglesias & Bonet, 2012; Jones, 2005; Merz et 

al., 2009; Quinton, 2013). Most of the other researchers largely based their papers on qualitative 

data such as different types of interviews (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Iglesias et al., 2013; 

Juntunen, 2012; Mäläskä, Saraniemi, & Tähtinen, 2011), ethnography (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001), 
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nethnography (Ind, Iglesias, & Schultz, 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013; von Wallpach, 

Hemetsberger, & Kornum, 2013) or workshops (Ind et al., 2013). In order to uncover the 

underlying reasons for certain behaviour, some researchers chose to combine multiple qualitative 

methods in their papers. None of the researchers based their papers solely on quantitative 

methods, which could indicate difficulties in measurement and quantification within the 

stakeholder approach, but this issue will be discussed further below. Of the literature covered in 

the analysis below, Füller, Shcroll & von Hippel (2013) were the only researchers who included 

quantitative data. They chose a mixed method approach to gather their data, meaning in this 

instance that they combined qualitative interviews with quantitative surveys. Finally, some of the 

research papers present their own frameworks based on previous literature within the field 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015), which is the same method as 

will be used in this thesis. Many of the papers also used illustrative cases and one of the 

companies that were repeatedly used to demonstrate was the toymaker LEGO (Hatch & Schultz, 

2010; von Wallpach et al., 2013).  
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6. Analysis 

The analysis part of this thesis is divided into five sections called who, how, what, where and why. 

All these sections refer to different aspects of the brand co-creational process and the who section 

explains what the literature says about “Who co-creates brands?” while the how section covers 

how brand co-creation takes place. The what sections discusses “What is being co-created?” 

whereas the where section tries to answer where the brand co-creation takes place. Finally, the 

why section looks into motivation and explains why people participate in brand co-creation. Due 

to the nature of brand co-creation, the sections are all interrelated and will therefore overlap in 

some instances. Also, some discussions might fit in more than one section but are only covered in 

the section deemed most relevant. In addition to the theoretical discussion, each subsection 

contains illustrative cases where the practical implications for each aspect of the brand co-creation 

process are demonstrated. Following each case, implications for brand management are discussed 

and main findings are presented, along with a suggested theoretical framework for each section.  
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6.1. Who  

When it comes to brand co-creation, much of the previous branding literature has mainly focused 

on the relationship between a company and its consumers, and how the interaction between 

these two parties affects the aforementioned brand co-creation. However, the most recent stream 

of brand literature has shifted the focus towards a more holistic approach that considers all 

stakeholders’ contribution to brand co-creation (see visual comparison in Figure 3). This means 

looking beyond the consumers and also acknowledging the value of other stakeholders (Gregory, 

2007; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Jones, 2005; von Wallpach et al., 2013). The following section will 

examine this further and discuss who creates the brand.   

 

 

Figure 3: Comparison of consumer orientation (top) and stakeholder orientation (bottom) 

 (Heding et al., 2009; Merz et al., 2009) 
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6.1.1. The company  

First of all, the company that manages the brand plays a key role in brand co-creation, which 

might seem like an obvious statement but the importance of the company’s efforts must be 

acknowledged. In order to maximize brand co-creation, the company in question needs to have 

co-creation as a part of their business model and internal processes. The literature suggests that 

there is a growing interest among companies to open up some of their channels to be able to 

engage with all of their stakeholders. If the company is not willing to relinquish some of the 

control by allowing more stakeholder involvement, the company will not be able to reap the 

benefits that can be obtained through brand co-creation. Internally, brand co-creation is not only 

the brand management’s responsibility, which is why a co-creational mindset must be 

implemented at all levels. A company’s employees are also of great importance in order to reach 

consistency across all external touch-points. They for instance interact with the consumers on 

behalf of the company and can subsequently help develop and implement a strategy where brand 

values are projected in every brand interface (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Iglesias et al., 2013; 

Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015).   

6.1.1.1. Case – Airbnb 

Airbnb is an example of a company that has a business model that relies on external stakeholders’ 

involvement. Airbnb is an online platform that matches those who have properties to rent with 

travellers that need a place to stay. Through Airbnb, local hosts can rent out their apartments for a 

small profit and travellers can find accommodations that are usually cheaper than other 

alternatives such as hotels. The relationship that Airbnb has with both the hosts and the travellers 

is built on trust and Airbnb can only facilitate the interaction between the two stakeholders, not 

control it. Despite the company’s worldwide success, the service holds some risks for all parties 

involved. There have been examples of hosts coming home to apartments that have been trashed 

or where valuables have been stolen. A few travellers have also experienced that the properties 

do not match the description, but one traveller was taken by surprise when the real home owners 

knocked on the door and had no knowledge about his apartment being rented out. As these 

examples indicate, there are a lot of things to consider when involving external stakeholders that 

have such a great impact on the brand’s success. Airbnb has tried to minimize the risk for all 
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parties involved by introducing features such as Host Guarantee, reviews and secure payment 

platforms (Folger, 2016). 

6.1.1.2. Managerial implications  

As indicated in the Airbnb example, companies participating in brand co-creation can easily lose 

control over their own brand. However, involving stakeholders in the core business is also a big 

part of the brand’s success, which is why companies have to weigh the risk against possible value-

creation (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). Companies have to come to terms with the fact that they are 

merely one of the participants in the co-creation of their own brands. What brand management 

can therefore do is to actively engage with all the stakeholders in their network and react to their 

input and concerns, and in the process become more involved in the brand’s co-creation 

(Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015). 

 

6.1.2. Brand communities  

Due to recent technological advancements and the rise of the internet, consumers now have more 

ways to engage in co-creational activities that might not have been previously possible (Gyrd-

Jones & Kornum, 2013; Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). This might be one of the reasons for the increase 

in literature related to brand communities, where the focus is often on online communities that 

emerge around a particular brand. However, brand communities do not necessarily have to be 

online and they can also thrive in offline environments (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Muniz and 

O’Guinn (2001) define a brand community as: 

 “a specialized, non-geographically bound community, based on a structured set of social 

relationships among admirers of a brand. It is specialized because at its center is a branded good 

or service.” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 424) 

The scholars also explain how these brands are social entities that are created by consumers in 

brand communities, as well as the company in charge of the brand (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). 

However, it is important to emphasize that brand communities are limited to the fans of a brand, 

regardless of whether they are considered owners or non-owners of the brand (Merz et al., 2009).  

Until recently, the literature related to brand communities has mainly been associated with the 

community approach discussed above. However, brand communities have been described as the 
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context for co-creation (Hatch & Schultz, 2010), which makes the discussion of brand communities 

especially relevant for this thesis. Also, more recent articles on the topic, look beyond the 

consumer and argue that brand communities and stakeholder groups actually bear some 

similarities (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). Hatch & Schultz (2010) e.g. look into Muniz & O’Guinn’s (2001) 

analysis of brand communities and the social relationships on which they are based and argue that 

stakeholder groups are able to bring the same aspects into the relationship with the company that 

owns the brand. This is also in line with Merz et al.’s (2009) discussion on how the stakeholder-

focus brand era emerged from brand community literature and shifted the focus of research 

towards a stakeholder perspective on brands.  

6.1.2.1. Case – LEGO’s LUGNET community 

A good example of a brand community that contributes to a brands co-creation is LUGNET, which 

is an: 

“international LEGO Users Group Network, global community of LEGO enthusiasts” (Lugnet - the 

international fan-created LEGO users group network.2013).  

For a long time, LEGO’s management underestimated the value of the input provided by adult fans 

of LEGO (AFOL´s) and did not fully realize the consequences of ignoring their opinions. The rise of 

the Internet changed the way AFOL’s communicated with LEGO, as well as each other, and the 

aforementioned LUGNET community was created by two AFOL’s with the purpose of developing 

and exchanging concepts related to LEGO brick building (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). As stated on their 

website: 

“LUGNET unites LEGO fans worldwide through forums, web pages, and services” (Lugnet - the 

international fan-created LEGO users group network.2013)  

LUGNET’s brand community members also organize offline events where LEGO fans get together 

and discuss their ideas and creations. LEGO’s management did not initiate the foundation of the 

LUGNET community, but by acknowledging their input and engaging in a dialogue with the 

community LEGO has a lot to gain. LEGO’s managers can for instance get insight into how their 

brand is doing and by being invited to events, LEGO’s managers can e.g. get new product ideas and 

gain knowledge about which features users prefer (Hatch & Schultz, 2010).  
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6.1.2.2. Managerial implications  

The LUGNET example above demonstrates the importance of being aware of who outside the 

marketing function is co-creating your brand, but one could imagine a different outcome if LEGO 

had ignored the LUGNET community and decided that the company was the sole creator and 

owner of their brand. In more general terms, brand managers must consider who outside the 

company’s marketing function is co-creating the brand. Once the co-creators have been identified, 

the next step for brand managers is to consider how they should open up and facilitate a dialogue 

with these groups, in order to maximize brand co-creation (Hatch & Schultz, 2010).  

6.1.3. Stakeholders  

According to Merz, He & Vargo  (2009), the most recent branding era suggests: 

 “that not only individual customers but also brand communities and other stakeholders (all 

stakeholders)” (Merz et al., 2009, p. 331)  

participate in the brand co-creation process. Stakeholders form dynamic networks, where brands 

are co-created through social interactions between the stakeholder groups (Merz et al., 2009). 

Stakeholders should therefore not be seen as targets of brand communication, but rather as 

partners who actively engage in the co-creational process (Juntunen, 2012). Other recent articles 

support this claim, but while some discuss all stakeholders, others try to split stakeholders groups 

into subcategories based on the effect they have on the brand co-creation.  

Brand relevant stakeholders include all internal and external individuals or groups that are 

interested in the brand (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). All 

depending on the brand and it nature, the brand relevant stakeholders refer to: 

 “brand managers as well as consumers, employees, investors, media, and many more” (von 

Wallpach et al., 2013, p. 2) 

Along similar lines, Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger (2008) focus on brand interest and identify brand 

interest group members as interrelated stakeholders participating in brand related discourse. 

These brand interest group members can have various roles depending on the nature of their 

interest, but their roles can range from brand devotees to brand antagonists (Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008). This is particularly interesting when compared to brand communities, since 
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brand communities are limited to brand admirers, while brand interest groups members can also 

include those who have negative associations with the brand. Gregory (2007) recognizes interest 

in a different way and includes it as a part of her stakeholder categorisation tool, the 

power/interest matrix. Within this matrix, stakeholder groups are categorized based on how much 

power they have to influence others and their level of interest in the brand. As one might assume, 

the more powerful and interested stakeholder groups can have a bigger impact on the company, 

which is why that group requires the most attention and effort from brand management (Gregory, 

2007).  

Mäläskä, Saraniemi & Tähtinen (2011) identified those stakeholders who directly participate in 

branding activities as part of the branding pool. This categorization is important for companies 

that want to distinguish between those stakeholders who directly participate in brand co-creation 

and those who might contribute indirectly and could therefore be less prominent. Other 

researchers make a slightly different distinction between stakeholders, based on whether they 

belong to a brand’s inner circle or periphery group (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008). Stakeholders that are a part of the inner circle have developed strong 

emotional relationships with the brand and the brand in question is highly relevant to them. 

Members of the inner circle and the periphery group behave and communicate in very different 

ways, due to different levels of interest and relevance. Members of the brand’s inner circle can 

become highly involved and play a major role on brand co-creation (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008). However, a company that wants to maximize brand co-creation must be open to input and 

feedback from all stakeholders and not only consider the opinion of those core stakeholders that 

favour the brand. Opposing stakeholders or stakeholders belonging to the periphery group can 

also be the source of valuable adjustments to the brand, and must therefore be acknowledged as 

well (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013). Gregory (2007) explains how periphery stakeholder groups can 

be of importance and how they can impact other more powerful and interested stakeholder 

groups: 

„Just because a stakeholding group appears not to have significant interest or power, does not 

mean that they are unimportant. It may be desirable to interact with and empower local 

community groups located in segment B because they in turn are connected to more interested 

and powerful stakeholders such as employees in segment D“ (Gregory, 2007, p. 65).  
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6.1.3.1 Case – LEGO’s collaboration with Shell  

Since the 1960’s LEGO and Shell have had a co-promotional contract, where LEGO promotes 

Shell’s logo on various products that are sold in toy stores and gas stations around the world. The 

companies’ most recent agreement is a $100.000.000 marketing contract from 2011, but in 2014 

LEGO announced that they would not be renewing their contract with Shell, and thereby 

terminating the 50 year long collaboration.  This announcement followed a video release from 

Greenpeace (GreenpeaceVideo, 2014), where the organization uses LEGO bricks and figures to 

demonstrate Shell’s oil spill in the Arctic. Greenpeace used the video to pressure LEGO to 

terminate the collaboration with Shell and over a million people signed a petition, pressuring the 

toymaker to stop using the Shell logo. Greenpeace’s video attracted over 7 million views and the 

issue received a lot of media attention, forcing LEGO to take action. After the announcement, 

LEGO’s CEO issued a statement saying that the toymaker should never have become a part of this 

dispute between Greenpeace and Shell and that Greenpeace should have had a direct discussion 

with Shell instead of involving the LEGO brand (Comment on greenpeace campaign and the LEGO® 

brand.2014; Lego ends shell partnership following greenpeace campaign.2014; Lego to drop shell 

contract but criticizes greenpeace.2014).   

6.1.3.2. Managerial implications 

Similar to the Airbnb example above, the LEGO case demonstrates how the relationships and 

interactions between different stakeholder groups can affect a brand and how easily brand 

management can lose control of their own brand. LEGO might not have considered Greenpeace as 

one of their core stakeholders, if they considered the organization as a stakeholder at all. 

However, being one of Shell’s stakeholders, Greenpeace saw an opportunity to influence Shell by 

using the company’s relationship with LEGO. This demonstrates how complex stakeholder 

networks can be and how big of an impact they can have on the brand.  

The previously mentioned shift from consumer centricity towards a stakeholder focus does not 

mean that consumers should be disregarded when it comes to brand co-creation. However, 

consumers are no longer the only focus of brand creation and should, just as brand communities, 

rather be seen as a part of a brand’s larger stakeholder network that co-creates the brand. Since 

brand management is no longer perceived to have full control of the brand creation, brand 

managers must also see themselves as merely a participant in this larger stakeholder network. This 
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means engaging with other stakeholders in the network and by doing so, the company actively 

participates in the co-creational process (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). 

6.1.4. Main findings 

Companies that want to maximize brand co-creation must be willing to relinquish some of the 

control they have over their own brand. When it comes to who creates a brand, consumers should 

no longer be considered the only focus of the company’s brand management and all stakeholders 

in a brand’s network should be taken into account. This means considering all internal and 

external stakeholders who are interested in the brand, including consumers and brand 

communities. Brand management should not only engage with those stakeholder groups that 

have a favourable attitude towards the brand and all stakeholders, including those who have a 

negative brand attitude, should be acknowledged. Brands can have various stakeholder groups in 

their network and different stakeholder groups might not have the same influence on the brand. 

To which extent a stakeholder group affects the brand depends on various factors such the 

stakeholder’s interest or power.    

Figure 4 provides an illustration of the aspects discussed in relation to who co-creates a brand. 

First, stakeholder groups are divided into core and periphery groups, depending on how much 

influence they have on a brand and its co-creation. Within these two groups, stakeholders can 

have a positive or negative attitude towards a brand, which is illustrated in the green and red dots 

respectively. Finally, the dotted arrows tie all these groups together and indicate how stakeholders 

can form an interrelated network where they interact with one another. This means that through 

these interactions, stakeholder groups within the network can have an impact on the brand 

regardless of categorization. Figure 4 therefore demonstrates who participates in a brand’s co-

creation and how stakeholder groups engage and influence each other.  
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Figure 4: Illustration of who co-creates brands 
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6.2. How 

In this section, it will be discussed how brands are created. As it is also discussed in the 

evolvement of brand management section (See page 20), traditional approaches like the economic 

approach and the identity approach perceive a brand to be solely created by the company (Heding 

et al., 2009). From these approaches, brand managers are in full control of creating their brand 

and consumers are merely seen as recipients. However, it has now been recognized that this is not 

the only way of approaching brand creation. In the following section the most recent trends 

related to how brands are created will be discussed. The trends are divided into three sections, i.e. 

co-creation of the brand, brand networks and brands as a dynamic process.  

6.2.1. Co-creation of the brand 

Approaches such as the personality approach and the relational approach (See the evolvement of 

brand management section, page 20) recognize that the brand is not only created by the 

company, but instead it is co-created between the company and the consumer (Heding et al., 

2009). This means that brand managers are still in charge of developing the strategic aim of the 

brand but the consumers are no longer seen as passive recipients. According to these approaches, 

the consumers’ perceptions about the brand has an influence on the brand creation. Consumers 

interpret what the company communicates and based on that, form their own perception of the 

brand, which is based on their own subjective experience with the brand (Iglesias et al., 2013). This 

is also why each consumer’s perception of the brand will be unique.  

Muniz and O’Guinn (2001) explain the co-creation of a brand in the following way: 

„Brands are undeniably and fundamentally social entities, created as much by consumers as by 

marketers in a complex and fascinating dance of social construction“ (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 

18). 

Brands are co-created via interactions between the company and the consumer. Consumers like to 

engage with the brand and want to be acknowledged by both the brand and their peers for the 

different contributions they make to the brand, such as ideas, interpretations, suggestions etc. 

(Quinton, 2013). In the literature, it has previously been argued that the most  effective co-

creation happens between the most capable individuals, but a study conducted by Iglesias & 

Bonet (2012) shows that creativity is a result of a collaboration between motivated and connected 
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people (Iglesias & Bonet, 2012). This argument is supported by Gyrd-Jones & Kornum (2013), who 

state that: 

“Value complementarity is the synergy created when a set of stakeholders collectively generates 

more value than the sum of the value each partner creates alone” (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013, p. 

1486). 

This means that the co-creation between stakeholders in a network is more creative than the 

creation by individuals alone or between few individuals. The reason for this is that different 

stakeholders possess complementary resources and capabilities that have potential to create 

synergy (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013). The more consumers a company utilizes in their brand co-

creation process, the more creative the outcome will be. Quinton (2013) furthermore argues that 

co-creation by consumers will continue to grow, due to the fact that companies and consumers 

are becoming more familiarized with digital media.  

When brands are approached as being co-created, a company’s interfaces become extremely 

important (Iglesias et al., 2013). The consumer’s perception of the brand will be influenced by all 

the different touch-points that exist between the consumer and the company: 

“The co-creation of brand value primarily occurs in the conversational space between the 

organisation and individual consumer” (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 677). (For more on conversational 

space see 60). 

The brand therefore needs to be visible and consistent in all the different touch-points. These 

touch-points include all the times the consumers interact with the brand, for instance when they 

interact with an employee, visit the webpage or simply consume the product. Iglesias & Bonet 

(2012) furthermore argue that brands are co-created, interpreted and negotiated within a 

network of stakeholders. They have come up with a model that illustrates how this co-creation 

occurs (See Figure 5).  
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Figure 5: The Co-creation and interpretation of brand meaning (Iglesias & Bonet, 2012) 

Figure 5 illustrates how brands are co-created via continuous interpretation of the brand through 

different touch-points between the company and the consumer. Most importantly, this model also 

brings in a new element, the external stakeholders. 

In the traditional branding literature about co-creation, the focus is mainly on co-creation 

between the company and the consumer. As mentioned in the “Who” section above, the current 

trend in the branding literature is the involvement of all stakeholders when it comes to brand co-

creation, not only the consumers (Iglesias et al., 2013; Merz et al., 2009). In marketing, the power 

of word of mouth has long been acknowledged and if a brand is recommended by another 

consumer it is usually perceived to be more credible than the marketing initiatives coming directly 

from the company (Lovelock Christopher & Christopher, 2011). This indicates that consumers 

influence each other’s perception of a brand, which means that the touch-points, where brands 

are created, do not only occur between company and consumer. Consumers can interact through 

touch-points that are only indirectly related to the brand and not necessarily initiated by the 

company. The brand is no longer co-created in a dyadic relationship between the organization and 

all the individual stakeholders, but rather co-created amongst all the different stakeholders (Jones, 

2005). The term external stakeholders covers more than just fellow consumers and also includes 

other stakeholders such as distributers, business partners, shareholders, suppliers and media 

(Iglesias et al., 2013), as previously discussed in the “Who” section (See page 28). 
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6.2.1.1. Case - Nike 

The case of Nike will be used to illustrate the main findings of this section, which are that brands 

are co-created between all stakeholders. Nike is an American company that produces sportswear 

and sports equipment. Traditionally, Nike’s business model was based on outsourcing the 

production to small local factories in for instance Pakistan, but by doing so the company was able 

to spend more money on aggressive marketing efforts. In the beginning of the nineties, activist 

began to focus on the working conditions in these small factories. Reports showed that Nike was 

outsourcing their production to factories that offered very poor working conditions, less than 

minimum wage and even employed children under the age of 18 (Nisen, 2013).  

This scandal harmed the brand tremendously and Nike became associated with child labour in the 

minds of the consumers, which lead to decreased sales. Nike did not use child labour or have poor 

working conditions for their own employees, but by outsourcing parts of the business the 

company collaborated with stakeholders that did. This case illustrates how a company’s suppliers 

also can affect and participate in the co-creation of a brand. Furthermore, this would probably 

never have been harmful for the brand if consumers had not been made aware of these poor 

working conditions, but the consumers became aware of the issue through the media. The media 

is an example of yet another stakeholder that had a big impact on the brand by participating in the 

brand co-creation (Nisen, 2013).  

This case illustrates how the brand is co-created by the interaction between multiple different 

stakeholders. Touch-points where the company is not directly involved can have huge impact on 

the brand. As a final note, it is important to emphasize that even though this case only illustrates 

the negative impact the stakeholders can have on a brand, the stakeholders can also have a 

positive impact on the brand co-creation. 

6.2.1.2. Managerial implications  

Throughout this section, it has been argued that the brand is co-created between multiple 

stakeholders through multiple different touch-points. As stated above, it is important that brand 

managers make sure that the brand is consistent in all of these touch-points, since otherwise the 

brand is in risk of being diluted. If a consumer has a bad experience in one touch-point, it will 

influence the co-creation of the brand in the network. 
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When a brand is perceived to be co-created in a dyadic relationship between the company and all 

the stakeholders, the company still has some control of the brand since it is still a participant in 

the brand’s co-creation. However, as illustrated in the case above, the brand is also co-created 

between other stakeholders than the company e.g. media and consumers. In this case, the 

company has no control over how the brand is being co-created, in that they have no direct 

involvement in these touch-points. These touch-points can therefore not be managed by the 

brand manager, but it is still important to be aware of these touch-points since brand 

management can still influence this co-creation indirectly. The main role of brand managers is to 

facilitate brand engagement platforms, which enable stakeholders to co-create the brand. It is 

important that these platforms are created to support co-creation and this requires that the 

company is willing to open up and provide access into the company. Unfortunately, this 

transparency also poses a risk for the company, in that stakeholders such as e.g. competitors also 

enjoy a greater access to the company (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). 

6.2.2. Networks 

It has already been discussed in the who section (see page 28) how stakeholders are interrelated 

in different networks. Many of the same theories will be used as a basis for discussion in this 

section but the angel will be different. The theories will not be used to define who is co-creating 

the brand, but rather how these theories contribute to the co-creation of the brand.  

Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) conducted a widely acknowledged study about how consumers form 

brand communities. People generally tend to gather around a certain topic as for instance an 

interest, a disease or a brand. In their study, communities that are admirers of a brand are 

examined. Consumers in these communities develop an emotional bond to each other and see the 

brand as a way of developing and maintaining their social identity, by exchanging thoughts and 

ideas while developing knowledge (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). In their article from 2001, the authors 

identify three essential markers of community, these were consciousness of kind, rituals and 

traditions, and moral responsibility (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). All of these markers have significant 

influence on how the co-creation within a brand community takes place and they will all be 

explained in the following.  
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The first marker, consciousness of kind, covers the connection the members feel towards each 

other. Because they are all admirers of the same brand, they feel very familiar with each other 

even though they have not necessarily met each other in person. There is a sense of closeness 

because they have the brand in common and it is a feeling of “us against the others”, the others 

being those outside the community. This marker helps the consumers feel safe when they for 

instance share ideas and interpretations of a brand. The rituals and traditions represent the 

process of how meaning is created within the community and are used to maintain the culture of 

the community. Rituals like sharing brand stories and experiences help reinforcing the 

consciousness of kind between the members and are also a part of how brands are being co-

created. The last marker, or moral responsibility, is both towards the brand and towards other 

members of the community. An example of this could be assisting other members of the 

community, with information on how to use the brand. This could for instance be 

recommendations of new products or assistance on how to utilize all the different features of a 

product (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). Even though it might not be intentionally, consumers in brand 

communities can be a very important part of the brand co-creation. Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) only 

considers the interaction between the stakeholders that are admirers of a certain brand, but as 

previously argued, consumers are not the only stakeholder that influence the brand co-creation. 

According to Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger (2008), brands are co-created through social 

interactions between all stakeholders that have an interest in the brand. These groups of 

stakeholders are called brand interest groups. The researchers argue that brands are co-created 

through social discourse between the members of a brand interest group on different platforms. 

The co-creation of the brand occurs when members of the brand interest group communicate 

their opinion, expectations, evaluations, usage etc. (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The 

members can enter and leave the discourse whenever they want and they can also take on 

different roles such as e.g. consumer, employee, supplier, distributor etc. The level of involvement 

from the stakeholders varies from fanatics to simple observers and the level of emotional 

involvement determines the degree to which the individuals participate in the social discourse. 

The members that are dedicated on an emotional level may form an inner circle, the inner circle 

very much relates to what Muniz & O’Guinn (2001) defines as a brand community.  
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Brand interest groups differ from brand communities in that they do not only consider the inner 

circle of a brand, but also the peripheral group. The peripheral group can consist of both 

organizations and individuals like for instance journalists, celebrities, employees or even members 

of a competing brand interest group. Even though the inner circle has a lot of influence on the co-

creation of a brand, some of the stakeholders in the peripheral group also have an impact 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008), as argued in the case about LEGO’s collaboration with Shell 

(see page 34).  

As mentioned, the co-creation between stakeholders happens via social discourse. The social 

discourse in the brand interest group includes all kinds of interactions and all forms of discourse 

that influences the brand, even if it is unintentionally. The discourse can take many forms and can 

both be direct and indirect, but it also includes nonverbal discourse (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008). In a study done by Vallaster & von Wallpach (2013) the researchers identify three different 

major discourse strategies that stakeholder use when co-creating a brand: Defender, offender and 

neutrals. As the name implies, brand defenders defend the intended brand and distance 

themselves from those stakeholders that are trying to convey the brand in another way than what 

was originally intended. Brand defenders are deeply involved with the brand and will stay loyal to 

the brand, even in hard times. On the other hand, brand offenders distance themselves from the 

originally intended brand and are generally very negative and actively show their disapproval 

when they engage in social discourse. They often display very antagonist behaviour on the 

platforms. Finally, the brand neutrals engage in brand related discourse, but do not develop an 

emotional relationship with the brand and their actions are neither negative nor positive (Vallaster 

& von Wallpach, 2013). These three strategies are the ways stakeholders maintain their brand 

related interests and get support from other stakeholders. 

Mäläskä, Saraniemi, & Tähtinen (2011) introduce the concept of a branding pool. They propose a 

model that illustrates how all the different stakeholders co-create a brand and stakeholders are 

then divided into direct and indirect participants. The branding pool consists of the direct 

participators, but as brand interest groups, the branding pool can consist of different kinds of 

stakeholders and is very dynamic. Stakeholders can exit and enter the branding pool continuously. 

The study furthermore contributes, by defining the main ways in which a branding pool 

contributes to brand co-creation. The branding pool differs from a brand community in that it 
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does not only include admirers of a brand, but also all other stakeholders that do not intentionally 

influence the brand. A branding pools does however bear some similarities with brand interest 

groups, since it is divided into a core and a periphery group. The strength of this concept is that it 

helps brand managers identify the stakeholders that influence the brand directly and thereby have 

a greater role in the brand co-creation. 

In the literature, we have found numerous ways of characterizing the networks in which brands 

are co-created. A few of them have been presented above and in the following some of the main 

features of these networks will be summarized. What most of the recent literature has in common 

is that all stakeholders have influence on the co-creation of a brand, but not all of the touch-points 

where the brand is created are equally important for the brand co-creation. It therefore makes 

sense to divide the touch-points and the stakeholders involved in these touch-points, based on the 

degree of relevance. This can for instance be done by identifying a brand community (Muniz & 

O’Guinn, 2001), an inner circle (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008) or a branding pool (Mäläskä 

et al., 2011).  

To determine which of the links in the network have the greatest impact on a brand is a very 

challenging task and there is no generic way of doing this, especially since it may vary between 

brands and time which stakeholders have the greatest influence (See section on dynamic process, 

page 46). Most of the researchers agree that the way the brand is actually co-created between 

stakeholders is through social interaction or social discourse. Examples of communication 

activities that are included in the social discourse are engagement, social networking, knowledge 

sharing, dialogue etc. (Hatch & Schultz, 2010).  

6.2.2.1. Case - Apache 

To illustrate how big an influence networks can have on the co-creation of a brand, the case of 

Apache was chosen. Apache is a software community, but the unique thing about the brand is that 

it is 100% user created and was created as a side effect of normal community functioning (Füller et 

al., 2013). The users of the software are also the producers and the software is co-created in a 

community and made available for free online. One of the most important features of this 

software is that it is created to fit the user’s needs and this is possible because they are the ones 

developing the software themselves. The community consist of a huge network of users that can 
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easily share knowledge about new products. The aim of the community was never to create a 

strong brand, it just happened as a side effect. This case is a very extreme example, but it 

illustrates how powerful the co-creation between stakeholders in different networks can be. 

6.2.2.2. Managerial implications 

In this section, it has been argued that a brand is co-created in a network consisting of multiple 

stakeholders. It is interesting to examine which managerial implications this will have for brand 

managers. The fact that brands are no longer created through a dyadic relationship between 

consumers and the company possess a huge challenge for brand managers. The brand is now 

perceived to be co-created in all the different touch-points existing between the stakeholders in a 

network. A lot of these touch-points do not include direct contact with the brand, which is why the 

brand has no control over these touch-points. The role of the company in brand co-creation has 

therefore been reduced to be a participant in brand co-creation, subject to the same terms as all 

other stakeholders. This loss of control means that the role of brand managers needs to change 

completely.  

Brand managers should try and map their brand’s network in order to identify the most important 

touch-points where the brand is co-created. This should be done so the brand is present and can 

participate in the brand co-creation in the most important touch-points. Even though we have 

argued that the brand is co-created between all stakeholders it does not mean that all interactions 

are equally important. Depending on the brand, it may still be the touch-point between the 

company and the consumer that is the most important when it comes to co-creating the brand. 

Nonetheless, it is important to consider all touch-points to make sure not that nothing is being 

overlooked. 

Cova & Pace (2006) argue that consumer networks are getting more and more empowered when 

it comes to brand creation. This means that stakeholders today increasingly are creating and 

developing the brand content themselves, without necessarily taken the brand created by the 

company into consideration. In their article from 2006, the researchers discuss the concept of 

consumers “hijacking” the brand. An example of this is for instance the Star Wars enthusiasts that 

record their own versions of the movies and share them with other enthusiasts. By doing so, they 

are hijacking the brand and creating their own content that is not necessarily in line with the 
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strategic aim of the Star Wars brand. Instead of fighting these enthusiasts, Star Wars’ brand 

managers enable them by providing sounds and effects that the enthusiasts can use in their own 

movies. This example illustrates the new role that brand managers should take on, i.e. the role of 

facilitators of co-creation. Brand managers just need to be careful not to only focus on the 

stakeholders within a brand community, since they might be missing out by excluding other 

stakeholders (Merz et al., 2009).  

6.2.3. Dynamic process 

So far, we have argued that brands are co-created in a network including multiple stakeholders. In 

this section, we will argue that the co-creation of a brand furthermore is a highly dynamic process. 

The networks in which brands are co-created are continuously changing. Stakeholders are only a 

part of a brand’s network as long as they engage with others in the network but some 

stakeholders will leave the network at some point and other new stakeholders will join instead. 

Furthermore the interaction between the different stakeholders within the network also varies 

and new interactions occur continuously. Because the brand is co-created within these dynamic 

networks the brand is not stable either (Merz et al., 2009).  

The co-creation of the brand is a temporary social process that does not necessarily fit with the 

strategic aim of the brand managers (Iglesias et al., 2013). Iglesias & Bonet (2012) furthermore 

argue that the process of co-creation brings the stakeholders closer together and that the co-

creation creates value for all stakeholders. The brand co-creation is driven by stakeholders’ own 

interests and goals, and it is argued that stakeholders participate in brand co-creation to declare 

their own interests. In this way, platforms can become a continuous struggle where different 

stakeholders compete to co-create and shape the brand via social discourse. They do this in order 

to pursue their personal interests, but also to enrol other stakeholders (von Wallpach et al., 2013). 

Merz et al. (2009) also support the claim that co-creation of a brand is a result of stakeholder-

based negotiations within stakeholder based ecosystems.  

According to Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger (2008):  

“By acknowledging the various roles of diverse stakeholders in co-constructing brand meaning and 

co-producing brand manifestations, the development of brands is portrayed as a complex, 
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contextual, and interactive process within a social system of interrelated, yet diverse actors who 

themselves may become part of the brand” (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008, p. 11).  

The network is constantly changing and some of the stakeholders in the network might never 

interact, but all of them still contribute to the co-creation of the brand through social discourse.  

Online platforms have made it possible for the stakeholders to be in charge of deciding who they 

want to interact with and what knowledge they want to share (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) 

In an article written by Hemetsberger & von Wallpach (2013) the authors discuss among other 

things the action nets theory and the way this theory contributes to the understanding of brands 

as social processes. Action net theory focuses on the connection between actions and not the 

actors themselves, but this theory draws attention to the activity of connecting actions. The 

authors argue that by using narratives rather than their sources, we will be better equipped to 

understand new brand phenomena (Hemetsberger & von Wallpach, 2013). This means that the 

focus should be on the process of co-creating the brand, instead of the previous focus on the 

sources of brand co-creation. 

6.2.3.1. Case - Facebook 

The case of Facebook will be used to illustrate the main points discussed in this section, i.e. that 

brand co-creation is a process and the brand is in constant change. Facebook is an online social 

networking service and a platform for social interaction. When Facebook was first developed it 

was only developed to be used by Harvard college student. It quickly escalated into being used by 

other colleges, then high schools and in the end everyone. As the number of users increased the 

value for users increased accordingly, but the brand did not change to the same extent. It was 

when companies started to utilize the brand for marketing purposes that the brand changed from 

only being a social network service to also being a marketing tool for companies that wanted to 

promote their brand. This shift was originally initiated by companies, but Facebook chose to 

accommodate this need and today it is even possible for companies to buy advertising through 

Facebook. The case illustrates how a brand is not stable and how the co-creation between 

stakeholders develops and changes the brand over time (A brief history of facebook.2007). 
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6.2.3.2. Managerial implications 

The fact that the brand is seen as a dynamic process has huge managerial implications because it 

requires that the brand managers continuously develop as well. The focus should no longer be on 

maintaining the brand, but instead on the development of the brand. If brand managers view the 

brand as being dynamic it becomes extremely difficult to manage, which is also the reason why 

brand managers are not likely to be fond of this approach. Furthermore, it becomes extremely 

difficult to measure and it is difficult for management to evaluate something that cannot be 

measured. Most companies would like to see the results of the money invested. 

When working with this approach, companies need to recognize that it is the process of co-

creation that is important, rather than objectifying the creativity. Co-creation of the brand 

requires a trusting environment where stakeholders can share knowledge, experiment with new 

ideas and develop new concepts together (Iglesias & Bonet, 2012). Furthermore, the brand co-

creation is a negotiation process in a spiral of interactions between the company and the internal 

and external stakeholders, and the company needs to be responsive to their stakeholders’ inputs 

(Iglesias et al., 2013), as Facebook did by accommodating the companies’ need for using Facebook 

as a marketing tool. It is important for brand managers to focus on the process of stakeholders 

contributing to the brand co-creation, instead of focusing on the output (Merz et al., 2009).  

6.2.4. Main findings 

It has long been recognized that brands are co-created between consumers and companies (Muniz 

& O’Guinn, 2001). However, in the most recent literature it is argued that the relationship 

between consumers and companies are no longer dyadic (Jones, 2005). The brand is now co-

created between all stakeholders via interpretation and social discourse. Stakeholders can take on 

different roles in the co-creation process and they interact with each other via complex networks. 

It is furthermore argued that brand co-creation is a highly dynamic process that is constantly 

changing and the brand should therefore no longer be seen as something static. 
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Figure 6: Illustration of how brands are co-created 

In Figure 4 in the Who section (see page 28), it is illustrated how the different stakeholders 

interact in a network. As argued above, these networks are important to the co-creation of the 

brand, but since that has already been illustrated in the who section, and for the sake of simplicity, 

we have decided to zoom in and explain the co-creation process from one single stakeholder’s 

point of view in the context of the network. Figure 6 illustrates this by visually presenting how a 

brand is co-created. The central purple arrow illustrates the process of developing the brand from 

one particular stakeholder’s point of view, for instance a consumer. The green arrows pointing 

towards the central arrow illustrate the input that this particular stakeholder acquires from the 

company, in form of e.g. using the product, interacting with employees, through ads and visiting 

the webpage. The green arrows also illustrate the input from other stakeholders, such as 

suppliers, the media, distributors and other consumers.  
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The blue arrows that point away from the central arrow illustrate the output that this particular 

stakeholder produces. Output to the company could for instance be in the form of a product 

review or complaints. Whereas output to other stakeholders could consist of interaction with 

other stakeholders on different platforms e.g. sharing and commenting on something that has 

been written about the brand in the media. These inputs and outputs happen continuously, which 

is why the brand co-creation is argued to be a dynamic process.  
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6.3. What 

In the previous sections the word brand has been used but not defined and in this section it will 

therefore be discussed “What” a brand actually is. Most marketing textbooks today use the same 

definition of what a brand is and that is the definition made by the American Market Association: 

“ A name, term, sign, symbol, or design, or a combination of them, intended to identify goods or 

services of one seller or group of sellers to differentiate them from those of competitors”(Kotler & 

Keller, 2012, p. 140). 

The differentiation that the brand offers can for instance be functional and tangible related to the 

performance of the brand, but it can also be intangible, symbolic or emotional, related to the 

meaning of the brand (Kotler & Keller, 2012). The way a brand is defined depends on how it is 

approached. The brand can be defined from the sender’s/the company’s point of view or it can be 

defined from the receiver’s/consumer’s point of view. The sender’s point of view will be discussed 

in the following. 

6.3.1. Sender 

There are two ways of approaching a brand from the sender’s point of view, i.e. the market 

orientation and the brand orientation (Urde, 2013). The market orientation is an outside-in 

approach, where market research is used to identify a need in the market, or a “blue ocean”, and 

then the brand offering is adjusted to fulfil that unmet need. This is also the traditional way of 

approaching marketing. Brand orientation on the other hand, is an inside-out approach where the 

brand looks internally at who they are, what they are good at, where they want to be in the future 

and then base the brand offering on that. The company should find a way of balancing these two 

approaches (Urde, 2013).  

Furthermore, there are different levels on which you can define a brand; on a product level and on 

a corporate level. A corporate brand refers to the branding of a whole organisation, whereas the 

product brand refers specifically to the offering. Urde (2013) explains the difference between the 

two as the different ways brands are referred to. Corporate brands are often referred to as “we” 

or “they” whereas product brands are referred to as “it”. A corporate brand can possess many 

different product brands, as for instance the corporate brand Unilever that owns several product 

brands such as e.g. Dove, Axe, Biotex and Knorr (Se vores brands.2016).  
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Most companies use the term brand identity to define what a brand actually is. A brand’s identity 

reflects what is unique about the brand and what value it conveys, meaning that it is the essence 

of the brand (Heding et al., 2009). Different models exit to help a company create a consistent 

brand identity and one of them is for instance the identity prism (Kapferer, 2012). Urde (2013) 

argues that most of the existing brand identity models are mainly suitable for product brands,  

which is why he has developed a model appropriate for corporate brands termed “The corporate 

brand identity matrix” (Urde, 2013). Common for these identity models is that they consist of a 

core that is the essence of the company and this core is then reflected in different ways externally 

and internally. The essence of the brand identity is related to the value of the brand and to be 

successful it is not enough for brands to differentiate from other similar brands. The brand needs 

to generate more value than other brands can, but this added value is also called brand equity 

(Kotler & Keller, 2012).  

All aspects of the brand are included in the brand identity and it is important to emphasize that 

the identity is not only reflected in for instance brand symbols or logos, but also in the reputation 

and behaviour of the company (Heding et al., 2009). The main reason why brands want to define 

their brand identity, is to align the company in order to communicate a consistent message in all 

the different touch-points that exists between the brand and its stakeholders. If the message 

communicated to stakeholders is not consistent, the brand is in risk of brand dilution. If a brand 

becomes diluted, the stakeholders may question the integrity of the brand and this might make 

the brand less trustworthy from the external stakeholders’ point of view. So far, it has only been 

discussed how brands are defined from the sender’s point of view. In the following, the brand will 

be discussed from the receiver’s point of view. 

6.3.2. Receiver  

From a cognitive perspective, the purpose of branding is to create unique and relevant cognitive 

representations of the brand in the mind of the stakeholders, also referred to as brand knowledge. 

Brand knowledge is everything the stakeholders know about a brand (Berthon et al., 2009). Brand 

knowledge is created in all the different touch-points that exist between the stakeholders and the 

brand, but this also includes touch-points that are not initiated by the company. Knowledge about 

the brand can be represented in four different ways: Declarative knowledge, episodic knowledge, 

sensory knowledge and procedural knowledge (Berthon et al., 2009). 
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Declarative knowledge is what the consumers actually know about the brand. It can be divided 

into two elements, i.e. brand awareness and brand image. Brand awareness is related to whether 

consumers recall or recognize the brand, whereas brand image is related to the consumers brand 

perception or the association consumers have when they encounter the brand (Keller, 1993). 

Brand image also relates to the way consumers perceive the brand identity that the company has 

defined (Heding et al., 2009). Episodic knowledge is related to the personal experience that 

consumers have previously had with the brand. Sensory knowledge is related to the senses and 

includes all the knowledge consumers possess about a brand through their senses (von Wallpach 

& Kreuzer, 2013). For instance, the sound of a Coke being opened and poured into a glass of ice as 

most consumers recognize from TV commercials. Procedural knowledge is related to how the 

brand is used, for instance knowing how to use an IPhone, but people that have never learned this 

skill can experience difficulties with using an IPhone. The different types of knowledge are not 

dependent of each other and it is for instance possible to know how to use a certain brand 

(procedural knowledge), without being able to recall the specific brand. It is also possible to 

recognize a sound of a brand, without knowing how the product is used. 

The theory about mutual knowledge (Berthon et al., 2009) suggests that in order for 

communication to be efficient, the sender and the recipient of the communication need to have a 

mutual knowledge base, otherwise the communication will not be received as intended.  The 

challenge for the brand managers is to try and align the company knowledge base with the 

stakeholders’ knowledge base about the brand (Berthon et al., 2009). Brand managers can try to 

align the knowledge bases through different marketing efforts, but this is a challenge in that all 

consumers are unique and have different knowledge bases. 

6.3.3. An integrated framework 

In the previous section it has been discussed how the senders and the receivers define the brand 

differently. Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger (2008) propose a radically different way of defining a 

brand. They no longer define the brand from the receiver’s or the sender’s point of view, but 

instead Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) have come up with an integrative concept of 

branding (see Figure 7).  
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Figure 7: An integrative concept of brands (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008) 

In this framework, brands are defined as “social constructions” that are co-created between three 

different elements, i.e. brand interest groups, brand manifestations and brand meaning 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The model explains what a brand is and how it is created by 

considering the relationship between these three elements. In the following the different 

elements of the model will be explained further: 

Brand interest groups refer to all stakeholders that have an interest in the brand (see section who 

page 28 and section how page 37). Through the interaction between all the different stakeholders, 

manifestations and meaning can be created. Stakeholders can for instance share their personal 

experience with a brand on a brand platform and that might influence others to do the same. In 

this exchange of knowledge between stakeholders meaning about the brand is co-created. 

Brand meaning refers to the stakeholders’ interpretation of what the brand is: 

“brand meaning can be defined as a dynamic collective system of knowledge and evaluations 

continually emerging from social discourse among the members of a brand interest group” 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008, p. 9) 
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Brand related stimulus is first evaluated by the individual stakeholders and if it is deemed socially 

relevant they will engage in social discourse with others stakeholders and together they will form 

socially shared meaning (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). Brand meaning can both be context 

dependent or context independent, for instance the brand independent elements of Apple could 

be design and innovation, whereas the context dependent elements could be feeling superior 

when using an Apple product in public. Brand meaning is constantly co-created and highly 

dynamic, but individuals can hold several different meanings about a brand:  

“So, meanings are mental constructs and not properties of things, even if they seem otherwise. This 

also implies that we can give many different meanings to the same object and that different people 

can give different meanings to the same object or brand.” (Iglesias & Bonet, 2012, p. 256). 

Brand meaning can be manifested in brand manifestations: 

“Brand manifestations are tangible and intangible objectifications of the meaning of a brand… 

Brand manifestations allow individuals and groups to sensually experience the meaning of a 

brand” (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008, p. 10). 

Brand manifestations do not only include the product itself, but also organizations, people, events, 

behaviour etc. What is considered to be a brand manifestation is determined by the members of 

the brand interest group. Manifestations are like all other communication interpreted and 

negotiated by all the stakeholders to form brand meaning (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). 

All the elements of this integrated model are interrelated and interaction happens via social 

discourse. Brand interest groups can for instance co-create brand meaning via social interaction 

but the brand meaning can also attract new members to the brand interest group. Brand meaning 

can furthermore be objectified into brand manifestations. It is important to emphasize that in this 

sense, the co-creation of the brand is a process that is constantly changing. 

In previous sections, it was argued that the brand is co-created between the different 

stakeholders, which is very much in line with brands being defined as social constructions. Even 

though this way of defining brands is found the most relevant for the stakeholder approach, the 

traditional ways of defining a brand are still relevant. In order for stakeholders to socially construct 

a brand they need to have a foundation of knowledge about the brand. For the company this 
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foundation is the brand identity and for the stakeholders it is the individual perception of the 

brand or the brand knowledge. 

So far, this section has discussed the way brands are defined but the brand is not the only thing 

that is being co-created between stakeholders. Value in terms of knowledge and innovations are 

also being co-created. The knowledge contributes with symbolic or emotional value related to for 

instance the creation of identity, whereas innovation contributes with functional value like for 

instance tangible improvement of a product. These elements are important in that they can 

benefit all the stakeholders and the value that is co-created is also what motivates all the 

stakeholders to engage in the brand co-creation process. This will be discussed further in the why 

section (See page 68). 

6.3.3.1. Case - Crocs 

Crocs will be used as a case to demonstrate the main findings of the what section. Crocs identifies 

themselves as the world leader in innovative casual footwear for men, women and children. Crocs 

are available in more than 90 countries and has sold more than 300 million pairs of shoes 

worldwide (About crocs.2013). On the web page it is furthermore stated that:  

“Crocs celebrates the fun of being a little different and encourages fans to “Find Your Fun” in every 

colorful pair of shoes“ (About crocs.2013). 

Based on this information from the Crocs webpage, innovation, comfort and fun is assumed to be 

some of the key elements in the brand identity that is communicated to the stakeholders. As 

argued above, the brand is not only defined from the sender’s point of view and from a 

stakeholder approach to brand management the brand is a social construction that is co-created 

between all stakeholders. This means that other stakeholders also participate in the co-creation of 

the brand and multiple brand meanings co-exists. Some stakeholders dislike the Crocs brand due 

to the design of the shoes and have even created their own platforms, where they take on the 

discourse strategy as brand offenders (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). When they interact with 

other stakeholders and co-create brand meaning (Anti-crocs association.2008; I hate crocs dot 

com.2011) one of the platforms has even stated that they are:  
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„Dedicated to the elimination of Crocs and those who think that their excuses for wearing them are 

viable“ (I hate crocs dot com.2011) 

The brand that is co-created between stakeholders on this page is far from the brand identity that 

the company is trying to convey. At the same time, the European Crocs Facebook page has almost 

4 million likes (Crocs europe.2002), indicating that a lot of stakeholders actually like the brand. 

This case clearly illustrates that very different social constructions of the brand can co-exist and 

that brand managers are not always in control of the brand that is co-created between the brand’s 

stakeholders.  

6.3.3.2. Managerial implications 

The main implication for brand managers is that they no longer have full control over how their 

own brand is defined. Because the brand is now defined as a social construction that is co-created 

between stakeholder, meaning and manifestations, the role of brand managers is reduced to only 

being a participant in the definition of the brand. It might even be argued that brand managers are 

no longer the owner of the brand. The stakeholders now have the power to modify the definition 

of the brand in a different direction than what the company originally intended and this might 

even force managers to rethink their ideal brand identity (Iglesias et al., 2013). In the case of 

Crocs, a group of stakeholders are co-creating brand meaning that is very different from what the 

company is trying to convey, but valuable insights in terms of knowledge might actually come from 

participating in the co-creation of this very different brand meaning. What the stakeholder are 

trying to express is a dislike of the design of the shoes and it seems like Crocs has taken this 

critique into consideration in their new product line, where the design of the shoes is very 

different (Crocs europe.2002).   

The role of the brand managers is no longer to “manipulate” the passive consumers to perceive 

the brand in a desired way, but even though brand managers are no longer in full control over the 

brand they still possess control over some aspects of the brand. Figure 8 illustrates the degree of 

that control brand managers have of different brand elements. 
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Figure 8: Level of managerial control over brand meaning (Iglesias & Bonet, 2012). 

In order to obtain some control of the brand identity that is created in for instance brand 

communities, it is necessary that a brand representative is present and contributes to the social 

construction of the brand. As a brand manager, it is important to engage as much as possible on 

the most important brand co-creation platforms where the brand is mainly being defined. In order 

to do so, the brand managers should map the network in which the brand is being defined and 

identify the most important interactions where the brand is socially co-created. 

It is important to emphasize that even though brand managers are no longer in full control of their 

brand, it is still crucial that they create a brand identity. The traditional ways of communicating the 

brand identity might also still be relevant to some extent, but brand managers just needs to take 

into consideration that they are no longer in full control of the brand and if they want to have as 

much control over the brand identity as possible they need to be consistent in all brand touch-

points and be present where the brand is being co-created. 

6.3.4. Main findings 

In this section, we have discussed how brands were previously defined from a company 

perspective and/or from a consumer/stakeholder perspective. It has also been argued that brands 

should not only be defined by the brand identity or by the consumer perception. One of the most 

recent trends in the branding literature is to approach brands as being co-created between all 

stakeholders. This is why it makes sense to define the brand as “social constructions” that exists 

between all stakeholders and it is created through interpretation of social discourse between the 

stakeholders, brand meaning and brand manifestations. A model has been constructed to 

illustrate what a brand is (see Figure 9).  
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Figure 9: Brand co-creation 

All the blue lines in the model illustrate the social constructions of the brand. The brand is created 

in a network of interaction and a lot of different brand meanings can co-exist at the same time. 

The red dot illustrates the company and the brand meaning that is communicated from the 

company is based on the company’s brand identity. As the model illustrates, the company engages 

and participates in brand co-creation with many stakeholder, who can also participate in the 

creation of brand manifestations illustrated as a green dot. This means that brand manifestations 

can be created with or without the company’s participation. All other stakeholders are illustrated 

as a black dot. We have chosen the term other stakeholders, as they refer to more than just 

consumers (see section who page 28). The stakeholders will base their co-creation of the brand on 

the brand knowledge they possess. Notice that the company is only indirectly involved in some of 

the social constructions, but this is where the company no longer has control of the co-creation of 

the brand.  

Finally, it should be emphasized that these social constructions are in constant change in that the 

network is very dynamic and interactions between the actors shift continuously and new actors 

might enter the network and thereby the co-creation of the brand.  
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6.4. Where  

In order to fully understand a brand‘s co-creational process, it is important for brand management 

to realize where the co-creation takes place. This is especially important if a company wants to 

maximize brand co-creation, by recognizing where their brand is being co-created companies can 

monitor and facilitate brand co-creation to reach that goal. Therefore, the next section will discuss 

where brand co-creation takes place and which implications that has for brand management.  

6.4.1. Online platforms 

Digitalization has changed the way consumers communicate with each other and how they 

interact with brands, both online and offline. This shift means that brand management needs to 

rethink how their brand should be managed and which co-creational platforms should be 

considered (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Quinton, 2013). New social media has extended the 

opportunities stakeholders have to participate in brand co-creation and enables people to connect 

globally and to communicate more easily. Online platforms increase the transparency by providing 

almost unrestricted access, but by doing so the risk for the company consequently increases. 

However, some of the upsides are increased interrelatedness between stakeholders in the brand’s 

network and online platforms can also attract stakeholders that might not otherwise have been 

interested in a particular brand (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). 

These online platforms supporting and facilitating stakeholder interactions could for instance 

include: 

 “company websites, brand community websites, anti-brand web sites, online forums, or weblogs” 

(Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013, p. 1507).  

Within the aforementioned platforms, stakeholders can express their opinions freely and share 

brand experiences and associations with other stakeholders, resulting in brand co-creation 

(Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Furthermore, online platforms are in most instances less costly 

for companies and can provide a greater reach than offline platforms (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013).  
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6.4.1.1. Case – Online basketball message boards 

Message boards can be considered as one of the online platforms that companies and its 

stakeholders have at their disposal when it comes to brand co-creation. Füller, Jawecki & 

Mühlbacher (2007) chose to study the joint development activities of five such message boards 

over the period of six months. The five message boards identified by the researchers were 

Niketalk, Basketballboards, Solecollector, Kickz101 and Kicksology, but as the names might 

indicate the focus of these online communities was on basketball footwear. Members of these 

communities included basketball players, students and employees of sport goods stores to name a 

few, but the message boards served as platforms for members with different backgrounds to 

gather around a common interest. Membership and participation was not limited to regions or 

countries and members from all over the world would contribute. Members also used the 

platform to plan offline activities related to their common basketball interest. Some members of 

these communities used the message boards as a platform to express themselves, while others 

silently observed.  

“Members frequently share their experiences, thoughts, and opinions in detailed shoe reviews 

including detailed judgments of specific features e.g., cushioning and comfort. These product 

discussions do not only support others in their purchase decisions, but are also starting points for 

new innovative product ideas” (Füller et al., 2007, p 64) 

Members would participate in friendly design competitions and provide feedback on each other’s 

designs, which led to some members being discovered and recruited by brands such as Nike. 

Another member posted in the Niketalk on behalf of Reebok and asked for feedback on how the 

company could improve their basketball equipment, resulting in a lively discussion (Füller et al., 

2007).  

6.4.1.2. Managerial implications  

The basketball community examples demonstrate how value can be created using online 

platforms, such as message boards. It is also clear that those companies who take advantage of 

the co-creation and innovation happening within these platforms can benefit e.g. by reducing 

research and development cost. By integrating online platforms into company processes, valuable 

contributions, such as knowledge and assistance, could be converted into increased value for the 



Page 62 of 113 

 

company in question. This could e.g. be done by actively inviting members to contribute through 

postings and by providing the necessary platforms to facilitate community members’ participation 

(Füller et al., 2007).  

6.4.2. Co-creation platforms  

Iglesias, Ind, & Alfaro (2013) claim that brands are primarily co-created in a so-called 

conversational spaces (see Figure 10), where the company and the consumer  

“interact through interfaces and frontline employees” (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 677).  

Each consumer has a unique experience with the brand in question, which can lead to differences 

in individual perceptions of the brand depending on the consumer. Therefore, the conversational 

space is considered the starting point for further brand co-creation in a larger context (Iglesias et 

al., 2013).  

 

 

Figure 10: The conversational space (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 677) 

 

Within the conversational space, which is: 

 “fluid and subject to constant negotiation” (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 678) 

both planned and unplanned brand interactions take place. These interactions can be absorbed 

and then shared with other stakeholders by the company, as well as the individual consumer (see 

Figure 11). Within the company, the experience could for instance be shared across departments 

with those employees who are willing and able to make use of this knowledge. On the other hand, 
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consumers might want to share their brand experience with other consumers, stakeholder groups 

or communities that might not necessarily be within the scope of the company (Iglesias et al., 

2013).  

 

Figure 11: The organic view of the brand (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 678) 

The previously mentioned brand interfaces (see Figure 11), where the interaction between the 

company and the consumers takes place,  

“include all the many non-human interfaces through which consumers interact with a brand and 

which are essential for potentially building brand value – including the product, packaging, visual 

identity and points of sale” (Iglesias et al., 2013, p. 678).  

How consumers perceive the brand largely depends on these brand interfaces since they make the 

brand promise more tangible, which is why the company needs to have consistent brand 

management across all interfaces. As mentioned in the who section, frontline employees can play 

a major role in reaching that consistency (Iglesias et al., 2013). 
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Looking beyond Iglesias et al.’s (2013) notion of brand interfaces, Ramaswamy & Ozcan (2015) 

discuss a similar concept which they refer to as brand engagement platforms. They define brand 

engagement platforms as: 

 “ any physical/digital interaction assemblage of persons (entailing other consumers, company 

employees, partners, and other stakeholders), artifacts (including data), interfaces, and processes, 

whose design intensifies agencial engagement” (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015, p. 4).  

Agencial engagement refers to the creation of brand value, consequently making brand 

engagement platforms the mechanism which brands are co-created through. According to 

Ramaswamy & Ozcan (2015), companies can purposefully design their brand engagement 

platforms and since they are central to the brand value co-creation the design and 

implementation is especially important.  

6.4.2.1. Case – Starbucks 

The Starbucks brand has multiple brand touch-points, both online and offline, where consumers 

and other stakeholders get the chance to interact with the brand, as well as each other. First, 

Starbucks has an online engagement platform called My Starbucks Idea (My starbucks idea.2013), 

where people can submit their own ideas and participate in the co-creation of the brand 

experience. Through the My Starbucks Idea platform, Starbucks’ brand management can have an 

on-going dialogue with the consumers and get insights into their experience with e.g. the service 

or the stores. Starbucks can also use the My Starbucks Idea page to get external input in regards to 

internally generated marketing efforts, such as new product launches. By using this platform, 

consumers and other stakeholders can see the company take action and provide real feedback, 

but this is all part of the co-creational experience (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015).  

One of Starbucks offline platforms is their physical store environment, where a part of the brand 

experience and co-creation takes place. Starbucks partially manages the brand experience through 

elements such as:  

“store location, interior design, lighting, music, product options, lower-height Mastrena espresso 

machines so baristas are visible by customers, and so on.” (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015, p. 6).  
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Starbuck’s brand management recognizes that the combination of these elements and how they 

are put together affects how people experience the brand, which is what people will share with 

each other. However, consumers and other stakeholders can still define their own context and 

accordingly have different personal experiences with the Starbucks brand (Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 

2015).  

Finally, Starbucks has a Shared Planet platform from 2008, where they focus on:  

“ethical sourcing, environmental stewardship, and community involvement” (Ramaswamy & 

Ozcan, 2015, p. 5).  

The Starbucks brand uses this platform to make a commitment regarding the way they do 

business and promises to only do business in ways that are good for people, as well as the planet. 

Through the interactive Shared Planet platform, Starbucks can engage directly with their 

stakeholders and in the process facilitate brand co-creation. The company for instance encourages 

people to provide feedback on their annual Global Responsibility reports, but people can also 

create their own custom reports with issues that matter to them and then share the reports with 

other people via online media. With the Shared Planet initiative, Starbucks is not only reaching out 

to its consumers but also engaging with other stakeholders that are a part of their value chain. On 

the supply side Starbucks has farmers and other partners, while inside the company has its 

employees. However, on the demand side the company has to consider stakeholders such as 

consumers and local neighbourhood communities, while bearing in mind the in store experience. 

The company should therefore consider the combination of all platforms where it interacts with 

stakeholders and how these platforms can be combined to maximizing brand co-creation across 

platforms (Starbucks shared planet.2016; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015).   

6.4.2.2. Managerial implications  

The Starbucks example provides a few real life examples of possible platforms or touch-points 

where brand co-creation can take place. The platforms discussed, are perhaps those platforms 

that the company still has some control over and can at least have some impact on. Nevertheless, 

brand managers must accept the fact that within this new business environment it is impossible to 

control every aspect of the brand. Instead, brand management should have a clear strategy about 

how the company can influence these platforms, without imposing the company’s view. The 
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company should rather have a sense of direction that is constantly being re-negotiated and 

adapted through interaction with and between all stakeholders. This could be done by providing 

the necessary tools and by guiding the discussion, while providing the relevant information for 

different stakeholders. Brand management should therefore try to implement processes and 

platforms that enable consumers and other stakeholders to share their opinions and ideas, instead 

of trying to reinforce control mechanisms that are unlikely to succeed. Due to this way of thinking, 

brand managers must adjust their leadership style accordingly and be more humble, open and 

participatory (Iglesias et al., 2013).  

6.4.3. Main findings 

Different terms have been used to describe where brand co-creation takes place, but terms such 

as brand interfaces, brand engagement platforms or brand touch-points could all be merged into 

the concept of brand co-creation platforms. Within these co-creation platforms, members of a 

brand’s stakeholder network interact and subsequently create synergy in the brand co-creational 

process. Stakeholders interact with each other in a network and due to the nature of these 

interactions the company in question is not necessarily involved, which means that the co-creation 

platforms can be outside the scope of the company. This leads to less control over their own brand 

creation, but brand management can still facilitate these interactions by designing their own co-

creation platforms where the company can at least monitor and possibly influence some of the 

stakeholders’ interactions. Online platforms are increasingly being used as co-creation platforms, 

but the shift from offline to online platforms has opened up new opportunities for both 

stakeholders and companies. This however, does not mean that offline co-creation platforms have 

become irrelevant, but rather that they are increasingly being supplemented by offline platforms. 

As a result of the numerous platforms relevant for each brand and the fact that the company is 

not always directly involved, it becomes difficult to quantify the brand creation that takes place 

within these co-creation platforms.  

Building on the same principle as Figure 4 (page 36) which illustrates who co-creates a brand, 

Figure 12 explains where this co-creation takes place. The figure is divided into four boxes based 

on whether the platform is online or offline and whether the co-creational interaction is between 

two stakeholder groups or the company and a stakeholder group. The grey area on the left 

represents the offline platforms, while the white area illustrates the online platforms. The circles 
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demonstrate the company and the stakeholders, in red and blue respectively, but the brand co-

creation platforms are where these groups intersect. The arrows between the platforms illustrate 

how the company (or stakeholder) can interact with some stakeholders through offline platforms, 

while only interacting on online platforms with others. At the same time the company might 

engage with the same stakeholder group on both online and offline platforms. The arrows also 

serve as a reminder that stakeholders form a network, where stakeholders interact with each 

other and create synergy. The illustration in Figure 12 could be used as a guideline by brand 

management to map a brand’s co-creation platforms, making monitoring and engagement easier.  

 

 

Figure 12: Illustration of where 
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6.5. Why  

In this section the reason why brands matter to the different stakeholders will be discussed, along 

with the question of what motivates the company and its stakeholders to engage in the co-

creation of a brand. The section will be divided into three main sections of company, consumers 

and other stakeholders.  

6.5.1. Company 

One of the reasons why brands are important for companies is that they make it easier to identify 

the company/product, while also making it easier to handle and trace a product. The brand 

furthermore enables the company to protect the brand elements legally and for instance the 

brand symbol is protected if it is a registered trademark. Other examples could be jingles that are 

protected by copyrights or the product and its features that could be protected by patents (Kotler 

& Keller, 2012). This ensures that competing brands are not able to benefit from a company’s 

investments in e.g. product development or various marketing efforts.  

Another reason why brands are important for companies is due to the value that a brand adds to a 

product or a company, this value is often referred to as brand equity (Kotler & Keller, 2012). As 

discussed in previous sections, seen from the stakeholder approach a brand is perceived as a social 

construction that is co-created between all stakeholders. The main reason why it is important for 

companies to participate in this co-creation, is to benefit from the value that is created in terms of 

knowledge, as explained in the what section (See page 51). The knowledge that is co-created can 

for instance be related to the stakeholders’ needs and perceptions of the brand, but it can also 

relate to development of new ideas and product innovations. The case of Apache (See page 44) 

clearly shows how idea generation that happens in the process of co-creation can be turned into 

product development, that at the same time satisfy the needs of the stakeholders.   

The company furthermore benefits indirectly from the value that is created for other stakeholders. 

For example if consumers believe that a certain brand generates more value than other competing 

brands, consumers will be more willing to participate in the co-creation and are also prepared to 

pay a premium price for the brand. The value that the co-creation process creates for consumers 

can thereby have impact on the profitability of the company and the market share.  
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 6.5.2. Consumers 

Over the years, a lot of research has been conducted on the topic of consumer purchasing 

decisions, with the focus on the reasons behind those decisions. In this section, we argue that the 

factors that motivate consumers to buy a certain brand are the same as the ones that motivate 

them to participate in the co-creation of a brand, and these factors will be discussed in relation to 

the stakeholder approach in the following.  

Østergaard & Jantzen (2000) have defined four different perspectives of consumer behaviour. 

These perspectives will be used to explain why consumers are willing to participate in brand co-

creation, these perspectives are buyer behaviour, consumer behaviour, consumer research and 

consumption studies. From a buyer behaviour perspective, the consumer acts based on instincts 

and brands are only consumed to fulfil a basic need. For instance, if the consumer is hungry they 

will buy food. From this perspective the brand is irrelevant for the consumer and the consumer 

has no interest in being a part of the co-creation process. 

From a consumer behaviour perspective, the consumer does not only make decisions based on 

instinct and the mind is also included in the decision making process. The consumer will evaluate 

the choices available and make an informed decision regarding which brand to purchase. 

However, this is not as straight forward as it sounds. Today, consumers are often faced with a 

huge amount of different choices when making buying decisions. Even when buying milk in a 

supermarket consumers are sometimes faced with ten or more kinds of milk to choose from. With 

all these options follows risk for the consumer and how does the consumer ensure that he or she 

is choosing the right one? Studies have shown that the more choices a consumer is faced with, the 

more unhappy he or she will eventually become with the purchase ( TEDTalks - how to make 

choosing easier. 2012). The consumer that goes to the store and just buys the first sofa he sees 

(buyer behaviour), will be more satisfied with the decision than the consumer that goes to 

multiple stores and evaluates all of the choices before making a decision (consumer behaviour). 

This means that there is a lot of risk related to making a buying decision for consumers. The risk 

increases for big purchases like houses and cars, but is less for smaller purchases as consumer 

goods, although still present. The brand matters to consumers in that it can help them reduce this 

risk. The knowledge about the brand obtained through participation in co-creation of the brand, 

helps the consumer to develop trust in the brand and thereby value for the consumer. When a 
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consumer buys a brand they trust, the risk of the making the wrong purchasing decision is 

reduced.  

The consumer research perspective builds on top of the consumer behaviour perspective by 

incorporating feelings and emotions as well. From this perspective, the consumer is constantly 

trying to create meaning with their consumption and use engagement with the brand to develop 

their own identity:  

“…brands deliver functional, emotional, and self-expressive benefits to consumers and create the 

possibility for a relationship. In other words, brands are useful and give consumers a positive 

feeling, while helping to define an individual sense of self”. (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008, p. 

8).  

This also relates to the concept of extended self (Belk, 1988). The extended self means that the 

products a consumer chooses become a part of the consumer’s identity and brands are also used 

to help the consumer be perceived by others in a desired way. We have a tendency to make our 

possessions become a part of ourselves: 

“A key to understanding what possessions mean is recognizing that knowingly or unknowingly, 

intentionally or unintentionally, we regard our possessions as parts of ourselves.” (Belk, 1988, p. 1) 

From this perspective the consumer is no longer driven by a need, but instead they are driven by 

desire which is why the buying decision they make is not always rational. The more the consumers 

interact with the brand the more value it creates for the consumers in relation to the creation of 

their self-identity. Furthermore, the participation in co-creation can also have an influence on 

future product innovations. This will benefit the consumer in that they then get a product that 

fulfils their needs more accurately. 

The consumption studies perspective is the last perspective and from this perspective consumers 

are no longer seen as individuals, but rather as a part of a consumption culture. From this 

perspective it is still the feelings and emotions that drive the engagement with the brand, but it is 

the sense of belonging to a certain culture that is the rationale for participating in the co-creation 

of a certain brand. Brands are consumed and co-created in order to belong to a certain group of 

people which is why the concept of reference groups becomes very important from this 
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perspective. Reference groups can refer to both the group that the consumer wishes to be 

associated with, as well as the group they wish to differentiate themselves from (Eric, 2005). 

“Members construe themselves as ‘belonging’ to a brand because this membership is functional for 

the development and maintenance of their social identity” (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001, p. 9)  

Consumers engage with brands to share experiences, express beliefs, socialize and express their 

creativity (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). From this perspective the more the consumers 

participates and engages with the product, the more value it creates for that consumer. 

6.5.3. Other stakeholders 

From a financial perspective, the shareholders are the most important stakeholder group (Madden 

et al., 2006), where the focus is on creating value for the company’s shareholders. From a 

marketing perspective, the focus has traditionally been on creating value for the consumers. In a 

study conducted by Madden et al. (2006) they find that strong brands are outperforming the 

overall market significantly in terms of monthly returns and they do so with less risk involved 

(Madden et al., 2006). This study illustrates how a focus on the brand in the end will benefit all the 

stakeholders as well. 

Keller (1993) argues that strong brands have a “differential effect on some outcome”, compared 

to similar offerings without a brand name. This differential effect may have an influence on all 

stakeholders (Keller, 1993). For employees, a strong brand can signal an interesting and 

trustworthy place to work and it can reduce the risk when choosing a place to work. Strong brands 

can furthermore serve as resources for building an attractive professional identity and support 

sense making in employees professional everyday life. This differential effect might also influence 

the employees’ willingness to relocate or their salary demands. The differential effect can also 

have an effect on the collaboration with suppliers. More suppliers may be competing to 

collaborate with a company that has a strong brand, which means that the company can obtain 

better services and/or lower prices. The motivation for suppliers to cooperate with a strong brand 

can, like for employees, be the reduced risk involved and the collaboration can also have an 

influence on the suppliers own brand. The differential effect can also be seen in other 

stakeholders like the media. The media might be more open to collaborations with strong brands 

and the company might obtain influence on what is being communicated about it in the media. 
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For the media the participation in the co-creation of strong brands can attract more viewers or 

readers, which is a desirable result for the media. 

6.5.3.1. Case - Apple 

The case of Apple will be used to illustrate the main findings of the why section. Apple is ranked to 

be the strongest global brand on the Interbrand ranking 2015 (Interbrand releases 2015 best 

global brands report.). Apple has invested heavily to obtain this position as a strong brand and 

Apple’s current brand value is estimated at USD $170.276 billion (Interbrand releases 2015 best 

global brands report.2015).  

When consumers choose to participate in the co-creation of an Apple product brand, they are 

motivated by the value that the co-creation can provide. The value can for instance be related to 

trust and consequently reduced risk involved in the purchasing decision. As mentioned above, the 

value can also be related to the way the interaction with the brand contributes to the creation of 

the consumer’s self-identity or social identity. The consumer might think that Apple is an 

innovative brand with exclusive design and if the consumers want to be perceived like this by 

others, interaction with an Apple product brand can help them reflect this in their own identity. 

Finally, the interaction with the brand can also help the consumer become a part of a culture. If for 

instance the consumer perceives people that possess Apple products as being successful the 

consumer can use the interaction with the Apple product brands to become a part of that culture 

and be perceived in the same way. It is important to emphasize that it is not only monetary 

investments in a brand that results in value for consumers, engagement and interaction with the 

brand also creates value. If for instance the consumer is a part of an Apple community, the 

interaction within the community can strengthen the feeling of belonging even further. The fact 

that an Apple product creates value for the consumers in the form of reduced risk in the 

purchasing decision and in the creation of identity, means that they have a high level of brand 

equity. This also means that Apple can charge a premium price for their product which will 

increase profitability of the company.    

The brand can also be a part of the identity creation for employees. In many cultures the 

workplace is a big part of a person’s identity and that is why companies that have a strong brand 

like Apple are an attractive place to work. This also means that Apple is in the position to choose 
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the best employees. This means, that if you for instance have Apple on your resume, you can 

strengthen your career profile and signal that you possess great skills and competencies to future 

employers. In the case of Apple the fact that you have Apple on your resume could for instance 

signal that you are an innovative person. The same goes for e.g. suppliers, and the fact that Apple 

has used them as a supplier will provide them with recognition from other companies. 

6.5.3.2. Managerial implications 

It has been acknowledged for a long time that it is important for brand managers to recognize the 

advantages for the company in building a strong brand and that it is related to the creation of 

brand equity. The stakeholder approach to brand management takes the value creation to a new 

level. The value now lies in the co-creation of the brand between all stakeholders. This means that 

if companies want to capture the value that is being co-created, they first and foremost need to 

participate in the co-creation. Secondly, brand managers need to understand why other 

stakeholders chose to participate in the co-creation and what value the co-creation provides for 

the stakeholders. Finally, brand managers need to be open to the process of co-creation and find a 

way to capture the value that is co-created in the process. 

6.5.4. Main findings 

The main reason why brands matter to stakeholders and why they engage in the brand co-

creation process, is the value that the process creates for all stakeholders and the company. Figure 

13 “Why stakeholders engage with brands” illustrates the main findings from this section. 

 

Figure 13: Why stakeholders engage with brands 

 

Company The Brand Stakeholders 

Value 

Engagement Value 

Engagement 
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If a company invests its time and money in building a strong brand, studies have shown that it can 

create value for the company in several ways by for instance protecting the brand, reducing risk, 

aligning the organisation, gaining market share and increasing returns (Madden et al., 2006). The 

same goes for all the stakeholders. Consumers invest money and time by engaging with the brand 

and the more they engage, the more value the brand can potentially create for them. For other 

stakeholders like employees, the value that comes from the engagement with the brand is e.g. an 

improved career profile. The nature of the value is different, depending on the stakeholder but it 

is the value that motivates the stakeholders to participate in the co-creation of the brand. The 

brand should be seen as a hub for value creation. The investments that companies put into the 

brand, creates value for the stakeholders and the value that the brand creates for the 

stakeholders then  translates into brand supportive behaviour and ultimately value in the form of 

brand equity for the company. 
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7. General discussion 

In the previous sections we have discussed the newest trends in the branding literature. In order 

to create a better overview of the different theories, we divided the analysis into five sub sections: 

Who, how, what, where and why. In this section, all the trends identified in the branding literature 

will be covered in general terms and the different components from the analysis will be discussed 

in relation to each other. In order to answer our research question all the findings are in the end 

conceptualized in a comprehensive framework that illustrates how brands can be approached in 

the future. 

The technological development of the internet and social media platforms has enabled 

stakeholders to interact with each other more conveniently. Stakeholders have always been able 

to interact offline at for instance events, but it required more effort to participate and some 

stakeholders never had a chance to participate. Now most stakeholders have easy access to online 

platforms and because it takes a lot less effort to interact with other stakeholders they are much 

more likely to do so. The development of social media has furthermore enabled likeminded brand 

stakeholders to gather in networks (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Today, unlimited amounts of 

information is available online and it is impossible for consumers to navigate in this jungle of 

knowledge, which is why consumers rely more and more on the social networks to form their 

perception of the brand (Muniz & O’Guinn, 2001). 

With the increase in stakeholder interactions, follows a need for a new way of approaching brand 

management that includes all stakeholders. Previously defined approaches focus mainly on the 

interaction between the company and the consumer and do not take other stakeholders into 

account. In practice, we clearly see how other stakeholders also can have a huge impact on the co-

creation of a brand. Examples of this can for instance be seen in the Nike- case (see page 40) and 

the LEGO collaboration with Shell case (see page 34).  

The fact that brands are co-created has already been addressed in previously defined approaches 

but again, only the co-creation between companies and consumers is addressed in the currently 

defined brand perspectives (Heding et al., 2009). In this thesis, we argue that the co-creation 

happens through interactions between all stakeholders, but naturally not all of these interactions 

are equally important and some co-creations have a bigger impact on the brand than others 
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(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). Research tells us that word of mouth can impact a brand 

(Kotler & Keller, 2012), but traditional word of mouth did not spread fast compared to how word 

of mouth can spread on social media today. Today each stakeholder can reach thousands, even 

millions, of people with their message, this is the result of social media that has made sharing easy 

and convenient. Suddenly interactions between stakeholders that were previously harmless, can 

have huge impact on a brand overnight. 

The co-creation of the brand happens continuously between all stakeholders and it happens via 

social discourse. The social discourse can for instance be in the form of sharing opinions, 

discussions and developing ideas. Communication does not only include spoken words or writing, 

and communication can also happen for instance through the creation of manifestations 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The different discourse strategies that the stakeholders can 

take on, are offender, defender or neural (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). In the analysis we have 

identified that it is insufficient to only define the brand from a consumer perspective or a company 

perspective. From the stakeholder approach the brand is argued to be co-created between all 

stakeholders and the brand is defined as a social construction between the stakeholders. All 

stakeholders continuously interpret all the different brand related input from other stakeholders 

and co-create social constructions. This also means that there is no single definition of the brand 

and a lot of social constructions and brand meanings co-exist simultaneously. The meaning of the 

brand can therefore be very different from stakeholder to stakeholder (see Crocs case page 56). 

Furthermore, the social construction of the brand is very dynamic in that the networks of 

stakeholders that the brand is co-created in are in constant change. From other approaches the 

brand is seen as rather stable and something that can be defined, but the dynamics of the brand 

from the stakeholder approach make it impossible to come up with a single definition of the 

brand. The focus should therefore not be on the definition of the brand itself, but rather on the 

process of how the brand is co-created (Hemetsberger & von Wallpach, 2013; Merz et al., 2009). 

This is an aspect of the stakeholder approach that is very different from previously defined 

approaches, in that the brand is no longer seen as central. From the perspective of the stakeholder 

approach, the role of the stakeholders and the process of co-creation are more important than the 

brand itself.  
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To sum up, the main characteristics of the stakeholder approach are that the brand is now 

regarded as being co-created through social discourse, within a complex and dynamic network of 

stakeholders. The brand is viewed as a temporary social construction that is constantly changing 

and many different constructions of the brand can co-exist simultaneously. The value no longer 

lies in the brand but in the knowledge and wisdom that is co-created in the process. 

  

 

Figure 14: An integrated framework of the stakeholder approach 

Figure 14 illustrates an integrated framework of the main findings of this thesis. Brand 

management is the centre of the model in that the aim of the thesis is to conceptualize a new 

brand management approach. The five components from our analysis illustrate the aspects that 

need to be considered when managing a brand from the stakeholder approach. The models 
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illustrating the findings of each component have been integrated into this model. The arrows 

illustrate that all the components are dynamic and that the main focus should be on the process. 

It is important to emphasize that this framework mainly is created to provide an overview of the 

stakeholder approach for brand management. It is merely based on theory and it has not been 

tested in practice. The components should be seen as a checklist for what elements brand 

managers needs to consider. 

In the why section we discuss why brands matter for the different stakeholders and find that it is 

mainly due to the value that the brand creates for the different stakeholders involved. Also, it is 

important in this section to argue why this new approach is relevant for brand managers to apply. 

The main arguments for applying the stakeholder approach that are identified in this thesis, are 

the level of control or influence on the brand and the value it creates for all stakeholders. The co-

creation of the brand between stakeholders will happen regardless of whether the company 

chooses to participate in the interaction or not. If the company chooses to approach the brand 

management from a stakeholder perspective the company will at least be able to capture some of 

the value that is co-created in the interaction between the stakeholders (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013). Furthermore they will, if they participate, have the possibility of stimulating the interaction 

and in that way have some influence on the co-creation process.  

In the following section we apply the framework on a single case in order to illustrate the main 

findings from the analysis. The stakeholder approach is relevant to apply for all industries, even 

though it might be more relevant for some industries compared to others. The case of Novo 

Nordisk has been selected even though it is not the most obvious choice. As it is also stated in the 

Novo Nordisk case section (see page 79), this industry is very unique in many ways and we found it 

interesting, as well as challenging, to apply the stakeholder paradigm in and industry that operates 

in a restricted market.  
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8. Case - Novo Nordisk 

In order to gain some insights into Novo Nordisk’s current situation a situational analysis will be 

conducted. The situational analysis will consist of the 5C’s, i.e. company, consumer, context, 

competition and collaborator sections. In the process, some important elements of the 

pharmaceutical industry will be explained, which is especially relevant since the industry is 

relatively complex due to laws and regulations. The focus will be on Novo Nordisk as a corporate 

brand, but when specifics are necessary for the analysis the focus areas will be on Denmark and 

the company’s main therapeutic area, diabetes.  

8.1. Company  

Novo Nordisk is a global health care company that focuses on diabetes care and is one of the 

leading insulin producers in the world. In addition to diabetes, the company has four other 

product areas which are haemophilia, growth hormone therapy, obesity and hormone 

replacement therapy. Novo Nordisk has headquarters in Denmark, but additionally the company 

has affiliates and offices in 75 countries and production facilities in eight. The company has around 

41.000 employees worldwide, with the majority located in Denmark (approximately 42% of all 

employees). Out of Novo Nordisk‘s workforce almost 40% work within the international sales and 

marketing function (About novo nordisk.2016; Facts and figures.2016). Through the ownership of 

Novo A/S, Novo Nordisk is a part of the Novo Nordisk Foundation (see Figure 15), which is a non-

profit institution that serves the purpose of providing a stable basis for the company‘s operations, 

while making contributions to progress in areas such as science, humanitarian matters and social 

concerns. Novo A/S was established to manage Novo Nordisk Foundation’s funds and to actively 

invest in other companies, such as Novo Nordisk A/S and Novozymes A/S (Ownership.2016).  
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Figure 15: Ownership model (Ownership.2016) 

 

Long product development cycles and patent expirations are a big challenge for companies in the 

pharmaceutical industry. Therefore, pharmaceutical companies like Novo Nordisk need to 

continuously add new products to their R&D pipeline, in order to ensure future profits when 

current products go off-patent. Within all of their therapeutic areas, Novo Nordisk currently has 19 

projects in the R&D pipeline, but these projects are in different phases of the approval process. 

Out of the company’s product areas, diabetes has the most projects in the pipeline, or 11 in total 

divided into different phases. This is in line with the company’s main focus in diabetes care, which 

accounts for 79% of the total sales. However, Novo Nordisk only has three products at the last 

stage, i.e. at the “Filed” stage, where products are in the process of undergoing regulatory reviews 

(R and D pipeline.2016; Novo nordisk annual report 2015.2016).  

Novo Nordisk‘s corporate strategy (see Figure 16) is made up of three main parts, i.e. strategic 

focus areas, core capabilities and finally the purpose. Belonging to the company‘s strategic focus 

areas are Novo Nordisk‘s four therapeutic areas. Within diabetes and growth disorders, Novo 

Nordisk wants to expand leadership, while the focus within the haemophilia category is to pursue 

leadership. Finally, the company wants to establish a presence in the obesity category. Another 

key part of Novo Nordisk’s corporate strategy is the development of five core capabilities listed in 

the middle of Figure 16, but these capabilities have been developed and refined over the course of 
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several years. These elements lead to the so-called Novo Nordisk Way which is a value based 

management system with the purpose of “driving change to defeat diabetes and other chronic 

conditions” (Novo nordisk annual report 2015.2016, p. 16). 

 

 

Figure 16: Novo Nordisk’s strategy (Novo nordisk annual report 2015.2016, p. 16)  

In the challenging business environment in which pharmaceutical companies operate, one of Novo 

Nordisk’s main challenges is to obtain market access for new products. Especially in Europe, Novo 

Nordisk has experienced increased pressure on prices, as well as reimbursement restrictions, 

when launching new products. There have even been examples of the company being forced to 

discontinue new products in certain countries due to negative outcomes of price negotiations. 

Novo Nordisk’s main concern is that if the company accepts a lower price level for new products, 

the company’s ability to fund research and development decreases accordingly. The main 

challenge for Novo Nordisk is therefore to find a common ground with payers and producers when 

it comes to determining the value of their products (Novo nordisk annual report 2015.2016).  

8.2. Consumers  

Due to restrictions in the Danish market and the complexity of the pharmaceutical industry in 

general, consumers can be divided into three categories of end-users/patients, buyers and payers. 

Patients are becoming more informed and increasingly want to be involved in the prescribing 

decision, but in Denmark pharmaceutical companies are not allowed to focus their marketing 

efforts directly towards patients if their product needs a prescription. Companies such as Novo 
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Nordisk can therefore not promote their products to those who will eventually be using it, which 

makes the business environment more challenging than in many other non-restricted industries 

(Pharma 2020: Challenging business models which path will you take?; Danish Medicines Agency, 

2016). As previously mentioned, Novo Nordisk’s main therapeutic area is diabetes care and in 

Denmark there are just over 320.000 people diagnosed with diabetes. Each day 79 new cases of 

diabetes emerge in Denmark and forecasts indicate that by the year 2025, 600.000 Danes will have 

diabetes (Klausen, 2014). These numbers indicate how big Novo Nordisk’s potential consumer 

group within the diabetes care sector could be and how it might develop in the next few years. 

Nevertheless, as previously stated the patients are not the only consumers group pharmaceutical 

companies have to consider. 

The buyers can also make or break a prescription medicine’s success, since they are the consumer 

group that recommends and prescribes the medicine to patients. Getting healthcare professionals 

on-board during the early stages of medicine development and trials can also help the 

pharmaceutical company establish credibility among other healthcare professionals further down 

the line. Belonging to the buyer category are for instance physicians, hospitals and pharmacies, 

but these groups can all provide the company with valuable insights into the wants and of needs 

of diabetes patients (Kristensen, 2015).  

Finally, payers can be categorized as one of the most important consumer groups that 

pharmaceutical companies, such as Novo Nordisk, need to take into consideration. This group can 

in particular affect the brand’s success when it comes to market access, since payers in some 

instances decide whether a particular medicine will be reimbursed or not. Belonging to the payer 

group are e.g. governments, insurance companies and sometimes patients. In Denmark, the 

Danish Medicine Agency (Sundhedsstyrelsen) reviews reimbursement applications and approves 

conditional or unconditional reimbursements (Generelle tilskud til medicin.2013). The private 

health insurance sector in Denmark is rapidly growing, but Health Insurance “Denmark” 

(Sygeforsikringen “danmark”) is the biggest private health insurance company in Denmark with 

approximately 2.3 million members (Kristensen, 2015).  
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8.3. Context 

A company’s environment can significantly affect its performance, which is why a PESTLE analysis 

will be used to clarify Novo Nordisk’s situation. The environmental factors examined in the PESTLE 

analysis are political, economic, social, technological, legal and environmental. The elements 

discussed in the PESTLE table below are mainly trends and forecasts for the future of the global 

pharmaceutical industry, providing implications for Novo Nordisk’s upcoming challenges and 

opportunities.  

Political Economic 

 

- Many governments are beginning to focus 

on prevention rather than treatment 

(Pharma 2020: Marketing the future – 

which path will you take?2008) 

- The regulators are becoming more risk-

averse (Pharma 2020: Marketing the future 

– which path will you take?2008) 

- The main decision makers in the Danish 

pharmaceutical industry are the Ministry of 

Health, the Danish Health Authority, the 

Danish Parliament and the aforementioned 

Danish Medicines Agency (Kristensen, 2015) 

- In 2015 the Danish parliament approved a 

new bill, where patients with chronic 

diseases will automatically be reimbursed. 

This means that patients will maximum pay 

3.830 DKK within the reimbursement period 

(Hagemeister, 2015).  

 

 

- Denmark has a universal health care system 

that is finance with general tax revenues 

(Kaiser, Méndez, Rønde & Ullrich, 2013).  

- Patients are increasingly sharing the cost of 

their medicine and picking up a bigger share 

of the bill (Pharma 2020: Challenging 

business models which path will you take?). 

- Pay for performance is on the rise and many 

pharmaceutical are looking into this option 

to better cope with generic competition 

(Pharma 2020: Challenging business models 

which path will you take?; Hagemeister, 

2015).  

 

Social Technological 

 

- With the rise of the internet, patients are 

becoming more informed and more 

demanding (From vision to decision – 

Pharma 2020.2012). 

- Patients want to be included in the 

prescribing decision (From vision to decision 

– Pharma 2020.2012). 

 

- Technological advancements, such as the 

emergence of the internet, have made it 

possible for people to communicate in 

different ways (Pharma 2020: Marketing 

the future – which path will you take?2008) 

- Extensive outcome data can be retrieved 

through tools such as electronic medical 
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- “More than 30% of the population won’t 

get enough physical exercise; more than 

20% will be overweight or obese; and more 

than 13% will be 60 or older. These are all 

factors that increase the risk of developing 

heart disease, diabetes and cancer” (From 

vision to decision – Pharma 2020.2012, p.5).  

- Over the past decade, the pharmaceutical 

industry’s reputation has declined rapidly 

(Pharma 2020: Challenging business models 

which path will you take?2009).  

 

records, e-prescribing and remote 

monitoring (Pharma 2020: Challenging 

business models which path will you take?). 

- This data can provide valuable insights, for 

instance which medicines are particularly 

safe, effective or cost-efficient. This 

information could then be included in 

treatment protocols (Pharma 2020: 

Challenging business models which path will 

you take?). 

- These tools also make it possible to revise 

medicine prices and adjust them upwards 

and downwards based on performance over 

time (Pharma 2020: Challenging business 

models which path will you take?). 

 

Legal  Environmental 

 

- In Denmark, general reimbursements go 

through the Danish Medicines Agency 

(Generelle tilskud til medicin.2013). 

- Denmark has special guidelines for 

advertising medical products, which 

pharmaceutical companies must 

consider (Danish Medicines Agency, 

2016).   

- Contrary to the US, Danish laws prohibit 

pharmaceutical companies to market 

products that require a prescription 

directly towards patients. This law forces 

pharmaceutical companies, such as Novo 

Nordisk, to adjust their business models 

accordingly (Danish Medicine Agency, 

2016). 

 

 

- Pharmaceutical companies operate under 

strict environmental control. Increased 

focus on environmental impact (Pharma 

2020: Supplying the future – which path will 

you take?2011). 

- Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is on 

the rise and many companies have 

implemented CSR into their strategy 

(Droppert & Bennett, 2015).  
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8.4. Competitors 

In the insulin market, Novo Nordisk’s main competitors are Eli Lilly and Sanofi, but these are also 

the Novo Nordisk’s main competitors worldwide. In some countries there are local competitors 

and the company also faces some competition from producers of bio similar medicines. However, 

these competitors have yet to gain significant market share and have still not had a major impact 

on the business (Many markets - one model.2013).   

Due to the high cost of developing a new medicine, the entry barriers to the pharmaceutical 

industry are very high. Once a medicine has been approved, the cost of producing additional units 

becomes relatively low and companies can obtain economies of scale, which makes it even harder 

for new pharmaceutical companies to enter the market. Within individual therapeutic areas the 

switching cost for patients can be very high, since other similar products might have more severe 

side-effects or less efficacy. However, when the medicine in question goes off patent the switching 

cost for patients is reduced to next to nothing. This is caused by generics entering the markets, but 

generics are pharmaceuticals that are chemically identical to the branded medicine and usually 

sold at a much lower price (Pharma 2020: Supplying the future - which path will you take?2011).  

8.5. Collaborators 

Novo Nordisk has several collaborators who have different roles in the business. Due to the 

company’s global presence, Novo Nordisk is increasingly using suppliers from countries where 

international laws might not be properly enforced. Novo Nordisk therefore has to be aware of the 

potential risks and challenges they face if their suppliers’ social, ethical and environmental 

performance is not adequate. In order to minimize the risk, Novo Nordisk has a screening process 

for new suppliers, where the minimum requirements are listed. These requirements consider 

business ethics, labour practices, environmental protection, employee health and safety, but these 

standards are required for the suppliers’ own operations, as well as their sub-suppliers 

(Responsible sourcing.2016).  

Before Novo Nordisk’s insulin reaches the diabetic patients, the medicine goes through multiple 

channels, but these channels can vary between countries. In Denmark, all medicine going to the 

hospital sector is distributed through AMGROS (see Figure 17). On the other hand, the medicine 
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going to the pharmacies and retail stores (only non-prescription medicine) is distributed through 

two wholesalers, before being sold to the patients (Kristensen, 2015).   

 

Figure 17: Medicine flow (Kristensen, 2015) 

Novo Nordisk also encourages people to partner up with the company in order to secure efficient 

pipeline development. Novo Nordisk mainly promotes two types of partnerships, i.e. patient 

partnering and academic partnering. R&D patient partnering mainly focuses on patient 

organisations, where Novo Nordisk can get insights from individuals and families living with 

different diseases. Through the patient partnering program, Novo Nordisk makes it possible for 

patient organisations and their own R&D experts to collaborate across areas (R and D patient 

partnering.2016). One of the patient organizations that Novo Nordisk sponsors is the Danish 

diabetes association (Diabetesforeningen) which, as the name implies, supports diabetes patients 

and their families (Jackson, 2013; Stig, 2015). Novo Nordisk’s other partnerships, the academic 

partnering, provides an important collaboration platform for the company in order to reach their 

goal of developing solutions for chronic illnesses (R and D academic partnering and innovation 

sourcing.2016).  
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Novo Nordisk also sponsors several activities, which primarily have a focus within the company’s 

four therapeutic areas. Most of the sponsorship activities put emphasis on diabetes, with the 

purpose of raising awareness, health-promotion and diabetes prevention. These activities include 

walks and marathons, camps and local sport events, but Novo Nordisk for instance has a global all-

diabetes professional cycling team. In Denmark, Novo Nordisk promotes a healthy lifestyle 

through specific projects related to diabetes, where they mainly target children and young people 

(Sponsorships.2016; Team novo nordisk.2016).  
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9. Applying the stakeholder approach to Novo Nordisk  

The previously defined stakeholder approach to branding will now be applied to the Novo Nordisk 

brand in order to identify the potential for brand management when using this approach. The 

same five sections as identified in the analysis section above will be discussed, i.e. who, how, 

what, where and why. By applying the stakeholder approach to a practical case, potential gaps and 

adjustments to the conceptualization of the stakeholder approach above can be identified. The 

case can also provide implications in terms of whether or not the approach is relevant for Novo 

Nordisk’s brand management, or potentially other pharmaceutical companies operating within a 

similar business environment.   

9.1. Who 

Starting with the who part of the approach and considering who is involved in co-creating the 

Novo Nordisk brand, Figure 18 presents a possible stakeholder map for the company based on the 

information presented in the situational analysis above. The stakeholder map includes the 

elements discussed in Figure 4 (see page 36) where stakeholders are categorized based on their 

influence and whether they are expected to have a positive (green) or negative (red) attitude 

towards Novo Nordisk. As an example, “The media” and “Friends and families of patients” are 

market as both red and green, since some members of these groups might have a favourable 

attitude towards Novo Nordisk, while others might not. Within the stakeholder approach, 

stakeholders interact in dynamic networks that are constantly changing. Therefore, Figure 18 

could represent Novo Nordisk’s stakeholder map at a certain point in time, but the stakeholders 

included in the map and their position in the network are in constant flux.   
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Figure 18: Novo Nordisk's stakeholder network 

The dotted arrows in Figure 18 represent how Novo Nordisk’s stakeholders are expected to 

interact and influence each other, as well as the brand, within the network. Stakeholders are then 

further categorized as belonging to the core or the periphery group based on the extent to which 

they are expected to have an influence on the Novo Nordisk brand. When determining how much 

influence each stakeholder has on the brand, factors such as power over the brand are taken into 

consideration and evaluated. For instance, the Danish Medicines Agency can have a big influence 

on the success of Novo Nordisk based on the reimbursement decisions they make. On the other 

hand, one might not necessarily perceive the media to have a direct influence on Novo Nordisk, 

which is why it has been categorized as belonging to the periphery group. However, the media 

might have a direct influence on some of the core stakeholders, such as patients or investors, 

which is why it must be acknowledged. The media might then also have an influence on patients’ 

families, who then have a direct influence on patients, demonstrating the complexity of 
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stakeholder networks and the interactions within these networks. Finally, the stakeholder map 

might be different and possibly more extensive if it were based on internal data or insights from 

Novo Nordisk’s brand management.  

One of the most important arrows in Novo Nordisk’s stakeholder network is actually one that is 

non-existent. Due to Danish laws and regulations pharmaceutical companies are not allowed to 

communicating directly with patients, which is why there is no direct arrow between Novo Nordisk 

and diabetic patient in the stakeholder map. The only way the company can reach these patients 

is through other stakeholders in the network and health care professionals are especially 

important in this context.  

9.2. How 

Looking into how brands are co-created and building on Novo Nordisk’s stakeholder map above 

(see Figure 18), one stakeholder group, i.e. diabetes patients, will be used for illustrative purposes. 

Looking at how the Novo Nordisk brand is co-created from an individual stakeholder’s perspective 

should make it easier to then understand the bigger picture and how it is all interrelated.  

A diabetes patient (for context, see the green “Diabetic patients” dot in Figure 18) will have an 

individual brand perception based on his or her experience with Novo Nordisk. Even though Novo 

Nordisk is not allowed to focus their communication directly towards patients, diabetes patients 

can still come in contact with the brand through several brand touch-points and interactions with 

other patients and stakeholders. As shown at the top of Figure 19, the co-creational input 

provided by Novo Nordisk in the relationship with patients e.g. includes their products (the 

insulin), as well as online and offline co-creational platforms. The bottom of Figure 19 then 

represents input from other stakeholders in the brand’s network and these stakeholder groups are 

also presented in the stakeholder map above (Figure 18). The input from both parties is illustrated 

as green arrows, but the blue arrows represent the output of the diabetic patient and what he or 

she brings to the process. This could for instance be a complaint to the company regarding the 

usability of Novo Nordisk’s products (arrows up) or a contribution to a discussion about the Novo 

Nordisk brand on an online discussion forum (arrows down).   
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Figure 19: How the Novo Nordisk brand is co-created - an individual perspective. 

To conclude, Novo Nordisk’s stakeholders interact with each other through social discourse and 

share their own brand perceptions with each other. In the process, each stakeholder gains input 

and provides output in a continuous process, where the Novo Nordisk brand is co-created. How 

the Novo Nordisk brand is co-created is therefore through the sum of all the processes in Novo 

Nordisk’s network, which are constantly changing.  

9.3. What  

The network illustrated in Figure 20 represents what is being co-created, i.e. the Novo Nordisk 

corporate brand, and the elements involved in that co-creation. As previously explained, the red 

dot represents Novo Nordisk as a company, while the black dots represent the company’s 

stakeholders (see Figure 18 for overview of who these stakeholders are). Within the network 

brand manifestations are also included, but they are then connected to Novo Nordisk and its 

stakeholders in different ways, carrying different meaning depending on the recipient. The blue 

lines connecting all the dots indicate what is being co-created between each connection, in other 
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words they represent parts of the Novo Nordisk brand. For further clarification, a few examples 

will be provided below.  

 

Figure 20: Novo Nordisk's brand creation 

One of the green manifestation dots could for instance be a Novo Nordisk sponsored event and 

the meaning of the blue line connecting the two would depend on the objective set by the 

company and how it is being executed. An example of such an event could be one of Novo 

Nordisk’s Patient Partnering events, where R&D employees from Novo Nordisk interact with 

patient organizations that represent diabetic patients and their families. The objective for such an 

event could for instance be to co-create new knowledge related to new innovations based on 

patients’ wants and needs. If executed successfully, the blue line between Novo Nordisk (red dot) 

and the event (green dot) would therefore represent knowledge creation. The blue line between 

the patient organization (black dot) and the event (green dot) could then represent increased 

brand value. Participation in these events might make patients feel more involved and as 

previously mentioned, being more engaged creates more value for the engaged person. 

Another example could be the interaction between Novo Nordisk and two different stakeholder 

groups, e.g. doctors and diabetic patients. One could imagine that the input from Novo Nordisk to 

the co-creation with these two stakeholder groups (green arrows in Figure 19) would be similar, 
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consequently resulting in similar brand creation. However, that is not the case since these two 

stakeholder groups have different networks behind them, which affects the brand co-creation 

with the company (and other stakeholders) regardless of the input. A doctor could e.g. have a 

negative image of Novo Nordisk based on bad media coverage, while a diabetic patient might have 

a favourable attitude towards the brand based on a very convincing recommendation from a close 

friend. According to the stakeholder approach, these previous interactions and the brand 

knowledge obtained through those brand experiences, affect the brand co-creation that happens 

when stakeholders then interact with the company or other stakeholders in the network.  

Finally, some of the stakeholders do not have a direct connection with Novo Nordisk but still have 

influence on what is being co-created through interactions with other stakeholders in the network. 

The blue lines between stakeholders excluding the company represent the brand co-creation that 

the company has the least control over, since it’s not directly involved. This could for instance be 

the aforementioned influence of the media on doctors’ brand knowledge or friends and families 

influencing patients.  

9.4. Where 

As suggested in the where section above (see page  60), Figure 21 presents a mapping of Novo 

Nordisk’s online and offline co-creation platforms. Within these platforms, the brand is co-created 

through the interaction of the company and its stakeholders. Below the red line, the platforms 

that Novo Nordisk has some control over are presented, with arrows connecting the platforms as a 

reminder that the company can interact with the same stakeholder group through more than one 

platform. As an example, Novo Nordisk might first interact with potential employees through their 

LinkedIn page and later interact with the same people at a recruiting event. Another example 

could be a diabetic patient that goes to the doctor’s office and is then recommended to 

participate in a clinical trial where he or she interacts with Novo Nordisk’s employees. What 

happens within these co-creation platforms when stakeholders interact was explained in detail in 

the previous how section above (see page 90).  
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Figure 21: Novo Nordisk's co-creation platforms 

9.5. Why  

In the case of the pharmaceutical industry, patients are motivated by a different kind of need 

when choosing a brand than for instance in the FMCG industry, where choosing a particular brand 

has less risk involved. A person might buy a Coca Cola simply because she is thirsty or to define an 

individual sense of self (“I’m the type of person that drinks Coca Cola”). On the other hand a 

diabetic patient needs to take action to improve his health and the risks associated with his choice 

are therefore much greater than for the soda buyer. In these kinds of situations, brands can be of 

great importance and facilitate the decision making.  

Novo Nordisk and its stakeholders participate, or invest, in the brand co-creation because of the 

value they get back (see Figure 22). What this value is depends on the stakeholder in question, 

meaning that the motivation to participate in brand co-creation varies between participants in the 

network. Which value participation in the Novo Nordisk brand co-creation delivers for the 

company, as well as for consumers and other stakeholders will be covered below.  
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Figure 22: The importance of the Novo Nordisk brand 

9.5.1. Value and engagement for Novo Nordisk  

For Novo Nordisk as a company, their corporate brand is important for various reasons. First of all, 

the brand is important for legal reasons and makes it possible for Novo Nordisk to patent their 

products, which is necessary due to the fierce competition and high R&D costs. Also, having the 

Novo Nordisk brand associated with their products, adds a certain value to the products due to 

brand perceptions in the minds of consumers. Novo Nordisk is for instance one of the leading 

insulin producers in the world, signalling a certain quality and trustworthiness towards the 

stakeholders. The Novo Nordisk brand can also be used to align the company’s strategy internally 

and ensure that all business units are aligned, but this is especially important when applying the 

stakeholder perspective.   

Applying the stakeholder approach, Novo Nordisk’s main investment in the brand’s co-creation 

would be increased transparency and access to the company, along with all the more obvious 

brand manifestations. In return, the value Novo Nordisk would gain is more knowledge about the 

wants and needs of their stakeholder network, possibly resulting in increased brand value.  

9.5.2. Value and engagement for patients, buyers and payers 

Even though the user (i.e. patients), might not have as much control over which brand is chosen in 

the pharmaceutical industry as in other industries, patients are increasingly becoming more 

informed and want to be a part of the prescribing decision. Being a known brand with favourable 

associations among diabetic patients, might eventually lead to diabetic patients specifically asking 

for the Novo Nordisk brand. In the instance of patients, the motivation to participate in brand co-

creation could be increased brand value and making a difference, by voicing concerns and 

providing ideas for improvements (their investment).  
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In terms of buyers, such as doctors, brands have a similar role and can e.g. indicate quality and 

trustworthiness. Doctors might for instance be more likely to prescribe a medicine from a brand 

that they know and have had a positive experience with in the past, over a new medicine from a 

brand that they are not familiar with. Health care professionals are of great importance for 

pharmaceutical brand such as Novo Nordisk and their recommendations influence both payers 

and patients. Their investment is therefore in the form of recommendations, but in return doctors 

expect to get the best care for their patients at the lowest cost possible.  

Finally, payers want value for money and will reimburse the medicine that provides the best care 

for the least amount of money. Established brands, such as Novo Nordisk, who have had previous 

success might be able to offer lower prices due to economies of scale, making it hard for new 

brands to outbid them. In the case of payers, the investment might therefore be more literal than 

in the case of patients and buyers, i.e. in the form of money. In return they get the most value for 

their money in the form of proper care for diabetic patients. However, even though this indicates 

that the Novo Nordisk brand is not of great importance in this relationship, payers are just people 

and are affected by the brand like everybody else.  

9.5.3. Value and engagement for other stakeholders  

Finally, being a strong brand also has its benefits, when considering other stakeholders. Just as for 

the other participants in the brand co-creation, the Novo Nordisk brand provides a shortcut in the 

decision-making process and reduces the risk of their decision. It should e.g. be easier to attract 

suppliers that fulfil Novo Nordisk’s requirements and investors that are willing to invest in the 

company. Also, strong brands can often attract more talented employees that are willing to work 

for the company. Therefore, the investment seen from the stakeholders’ point of view could for 

instance be in the form of business relationships, funding or knowledge, but in return the possible 

value created through the brand co-creation could be the association with a trustworthy company, 

the return on investment or a professional identity.  

9.6. Managerial Implications  

Applying the stakeholder approach to Novo Nordisk’s situation has various implications for brand 

management. First of all, some of the brand’s stakeholders are co-creating the brand without 

much involvement from Novo Nordisk, making it difficult for Novo Nordisk to influence or control 
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their own brand creation. On a related note, what stood out when mapping Novo Nordisk’s co-

creation platforms, was how difficult it was to identify platforms where these stakeholders 

interact with each other that were not initiated by the company. This poses a challenge for Novo 

Nordisk’s brand management, since it seems like an unrealistic task to be able to be aware, map 

and monitor all possible co-creation platforms related to their brand. Finally, being transparent 

and providing stakeholders with full access to the company, poses a very high risk for a company 

such as Novo Nordisk. This is due to the aforementioned competition in the pharmaceutical 

industry and high R&D cost, but this makes it difficult for Novo Nordisk to fully disclose everything 

about their business if they want to maintain a competitive advantage. The company’s brand 

management therefore has to evaluate whether the benefits of full disclosure outweigh the 

potential risks.  

In addition to all this, Novo Nordisk’s brand management faces one big dilemma when applying 

the stakeholder approach. The approach could make it possible for the company to obtain more 

access to their patients, but brand management would have to decide whether they should try to 

reach these patients through other stakeholders in the network and if so, how that should be 

executed. As mentioned, pharmaceutical companies selling prescription medicine in Denmark are 

prohibited from trying to influence patients directly, so if Novo Nordisk would try to influence 

them indirectly instead, the decision would raise some serious ethical concerns. The company 

therefore has to evaluate whether that would be a feasible option, especially due to the 

pharmaceutical industry’s poor reputation. Furthermore, it cannot be said with certainty that the 

brand would gain much from influencing diabetes patients, since even though patients can 

influence the prescribing decision, they are not the only ones involved in the decision. Another 

possibility for Novo Nordisk’s brand management, and perhaps a more feasible one, would be to 

make health care professionals the centre of their branding efforts, instead of patients. Doctors 

are for instance the ones prescribing the company’s medicine and are therefore one of the most 

influential stakeholders in Novo Nordisk’s network, along with the payers.  

9.7. Discussion  

The theoretical discussion about the stakeholder approach above is general and not specific to an 

industry. Combining the stakeholder approach with the pharmaceutical industry might not be the 

most obvious pairing due to the heavily regulated market and applying the approach to less 
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restricted market might have been a more natural first step. However, the complexity of the 

industry was what sparked our interest and we wanted to investigate if this new approach to 

branding might be a good fit for companies operating in restricted business environments, such as 

the pharmaceutical industry. Therefore, the question remains, is this newly defined approach 

relevant for pharmaceutical brands such as Novo Nordisk? 

Pharmaceutical companies usually specialize in one or more therapeutic area and can 

manufacture both prescription and/or non-prescription medicine. The discussion throughout this 

thesis has been focused on prescription medicine, but as a result of the numerous disease areas 

within prescription medicine it is difficult to generalize the relevance of the stakeholder approach 

onto all brands within the area of prescription medicine. For instance, the brand might not carry 

the same weight for prescription painkillers and cancer medication, since the severity of the 

disease is likely to affect the whole process and decision making. The brand might be of more 

importance when the risk related to the disease is higher, but that could be a topic for further 

research.  

Focusing on the Novo Nordisk corporate brand, there are many things to consider when 

determining whether the stakeholder approach is the most suitable branding approach. It seems 

that the company’s brand management is already including some of the aspects of the stakeholder 

approach in their branding efforts with good results. For instance, the company already 

incorporates a lot of stakeholder involvement in their branding efforts, perhaps as much as 

possible without providing too much access, these stakeholder interactions were covered in detail 

in the case above. After reviewing the case and the information available for the analysis, we 

conclude that Novo Nordisk might already be applying a similar approach to the stakeholder 

approach, to some extent. However, this approach might not necessarily be a choice, but rather 

an adaptation to the challenging business environment in which the company has operated since 

its foundation. This means that due to laws and regulations, traditional brand management 

approaches would limit Novo Nordisk’s success since the main focus of those approaches is on the 

end-user, i.e. the patient, resulting in a brand management approach adapted to the company’s 

situation. The company might however, not consider these interactions part of their branding 

strategy but rather as a part of the overall strategy, since it involves interactions with all 

stakeholders. To clarify, the company interacts with stakeholders through many different 
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departments, meaning that the brand co-creation does not solely go through the branding 

function. Therefore, the company and its employees might consider the interactions with 

stakeholders as a way to create monetary value, negotiate, gain insights and knowledge, but not 

realize that in the process they are co-creating the brand.  

It could be argued that the stakeholder approach is relevant for Novo Nordisk’s brand 

management to some extent, but applying the newly defined approach in full does not seem like a 

realistic option for Novo Nordisk at the moment. First and foremost, laws and regulations in 

Denmark restrain the company’s brand management from fully taking advantage of the benefits of 

the stakeholder approach since one of the most important stakeholders, i.e. patients, are for the 

most part out of the company’s reach. Secondly, the transparency and full access to the company 

described in the stakeholder approach is not a feasible option for pharmaceutical companies such 

as Novo Nordisk, as discussed in the case above. Finally, and possibly most importantly, by fully 

embracing the stakeholder approach, the company’s branding efforts could be perceived as trying 

to influence the patients directly, regardless of whether that was the goal or not. This would raise 

some ethical concerns that could severely damage to the brand. This could possibly be executed in 

a more favourable way, where e.g. health care professionals were the focus of the company’s 

branding efforts using the stakeholder approach, but it seems that that is already part of Novo 

Nordisk’s strategy.  

When discussing theory, it is easy to distinguish between branding approaches and categorize 

them based on different elements. In practice however the shift from the one approach to 

another is more vague, which is one of the reasons why some companies choose to combine more 

than one branding approach, based on what each company’s individual situation. Bearing this in 

mind, we presume that Novo Nordisk is currently applying a branding approach that is a 

combination of the stakeholder approach and Louro & Cunha’s (2001) relational paradigm. This 

assumption is solely based on the analysis of Novo Nordisk’s branding efforts above and not a 

representation of Novo Nordisk’s real life branding strategy. As touched upon in evolvement of 

brand management section (see page 20), when applying the relational paradigm the brand 

strategy has a central role in the overall corporate strategy and the consumer is an active 

participant in the branding process. In the branding approach applied by Novo Nordisk, the 

consumer aspect of the relational paradigm should be replaced by stakeholders as the active 



Page 100 of 113 

 

participants in the branding process. It seems that by combining two branding approaches, Novo 

Nordisk is already using those elements of the stakeholder approach that they can, based on laws 

and the company’s situation. It could therefore very well be that Novo Nordisk’s brand 

management has already found a balance between the branding approaches that are the most 

effective for their particular situation as it is today.  
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10. Conclusion 

In this thesis, we have through analysis of the most recent literature conceptualized a new 

approach to brand management, also referred to as the stakeholder approach. The main 

components of the stakeholder approach are summarized in a comprehensive framework in 

Figure 14 (see page 77). 

Based on the analysis of the Novo Nordisk case, the main conclusion is that a full implementation 

of the stakeholder approach is not realistic for a pharmaceutical company such as Novo Nordisk. 

However, we recommend that Novo Nordisk implements an adapted version of the stakeholder 

approach, but further research needs to be conducted in order to adapt the approach in an 

optimal way.   
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11. General managerial implications and future research 

In this section some general managerial implications for the stakeholder approach will be 

discussed and ideas for further research will be suggested. The section is divided into three parts: 

Implementation of the stakeholder approach, a stakeholder approach to brand management and 

why to choose a stakeholder approach. 

11.1. Implementation of the stakeholder approach 

The stakeholder approach is a very different way of approaching brand management, compared to 

previously defined approaches (See the section about the evolvement of brand management, 

page 20). As previously mentioned, one of the main limitations to this approach is that it is only 

defined theoretically in this thesis and it has not been tested yet. I would be a very challenging 

task for big established companies to implement this approach before more research has been 

conducted. This is due to the fact that this approach requires a very different way of thinking and a 

completely different set up of the organization. For well established companies, it will be a huge 

challenge to make the necessary changes to the structure of the organization that is required in 

order to manage the brand from the stakeholder approach. First of all, considerations need to be 

made about what level the company should work with this approach. This means that the 

company has to determine whether the approach should be the basis of the company’s 

philosophy and strategy or if it should only a part of the marketing department (Louro & Cunha, 

2001). For established companies it is assumed that it is an extremely comprehensive project to 

change the setup of the entire organization and it naturally involves a lot of cost and risks. This is 

why we would recommend established companies to adapt to this approach incrementally. 

Furthermore, most companies that are not currently working with this approach to brand 

management do not have the resources and capabilities internally to support this approach. This is 

why it might make sense to outsource to begin with, until the company has developed the 

resources and capabilities necessary to accommodate this approach. When they are in place, the 

company can establish a department internally and expand from there.  

For a lot of companies it will also make sense to mix different approaches to brand management. 

For some companies it might make sense to divide the marketing department into for instance a 

relationship management department and a traditional marketing department. For new start-up 
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companies, it will be easier to apply the stakeholder approach from the beginning, since they can 

form the organization to fit with this approach from the beginning.  

So far, we have discussed the challenges related to setting up the organization, but in the 

following we will discuss what the set up should be. One of the core elements of this approach is 

co-creation. As argued throughout the thesis, the brand is co-created through interaction between 

all stakeholders, including the company. The company needs to lower the barriers in order for this 

interaction to take place and the company needs to engage in the co-creation on the same level as 

all other stakeholders, but this requires transparency, openness and dialogue (Iglesias & Bonet, 

2012). If stakeholders are not allowed to interact with the company, the company cannot benefit 

from the non-existent interactions. Many companies are assumingly reluctant to do so, since low 

barriers equal increased risk.  

In this thesis, some of these implementation issues were addressed in the Novo Nordisk case but 

are not being studied in practice. It would be interesting to conduct a practical study of how the 

stakeholder approach can be implemented in practice. A study like this could help uncover 

practical challenges related to applying the approach that we might have overlooked in this thesis, 

due to the theoretical approach. For instance issues like how much a company is willing to open 

up and how the risk involved could be addressed.  

Furthermore the focus in this thesis has mainly been on the external stakeholders and it would be 

interesting to look at the company internally as well. How does a company make sure that the 

value that is co-created between the stakeholders is being captured internally in the organization? 

How can the company benefit from the co-creation that takes place internally in the company?  

There are also a lot of ethical concerns that needs to be addressed. For instance, how does the 

company avoid the situation where the stakeholders feel exploited by the company?  

In the thesis we have argued that this approach can be applied in all industries, but that some 

industries might be more relevant than other. It would be interesting to research further which 

indicators determine if the industry is relevant or not. It might be that the relevance cannot be 

defined by industry as assumed in this thesis, but rather that the relevance is dependent on the 

individual company and how it is currently being managed.  
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11.2. A stakeholder approach to brand management 

The managerial implications for brand management based on the stakeholder approach have been 

discussed continuously throughout the thesis. In this section the managerial implications will be 

summarized and further research will be suggested.  

As previously mentioned, the role of brand managers has changed over the last few years and they 

are no longer seen as the creators of the brand. Brand managers do not have full control over their 

brand (Iglesias et al., 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) and some brand scholars even argue 

that they are no longer the owner of the brand (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). In this thesis 

we argue that stakeholders today even have the power to modify the brand in a different direction 

compared to the strategic aim of the company and this might even force brand managers to 

rethink the brand (Iglesias et al., 2013). Naturally this loss of control changes the role of the brand 

managers substantially.  

From this approach, the roles of brand managers are mainly related to three different tasks:  

 To map and monitor the network in which the co-creation takes place 

 To facilitate co-creation  

 To manage and engage in the process of co-creation  

In this thesis we have argued that all stakeholders are co-creating the brand (Gregory, 2007; Hatch 

& Schultz, 2010; Merz et al., 2009), which is why it is crucial for companies to map the 

stakeholders and get a better overview of who their stakeholders actually are. These networks are 

huge and complex, which is why it makes sense to divide the stakeholders according to relevance 

(See Figure 4, page 36). The stakeholder map is also a useful tool to make sure that important 

stakeholders are not being overlooked and to identify brand co-creation platforms. It is important 

that the company participates in the co-creation on all the brand touch-points that are deemed 

most relevant. It is also important to emphasize the stakeholder interactions are highly dynamic 

(Mäläskä et al., 2011; Merz et al., 2009), which is why the development of the interactions should 

be monitored continuously. If the stakeholder map reveals a lack of a co-creation platforms it 

makes sense for the company to create and design a brand co-creation platform. The platform has 

to have a trusting environment that enables stakeholders to feel comfortable enough to share 
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their ideas and engage in interaction. It is crucial that the brand managers avoid the temptation to 

try and control the platform (Ind et al., 2013). A lot of companies already have platforms but the 

way they are managed is extremely important. The purpose of the platform is co-creation and it 

should not merely be seen as a communication channel imposing the companies view on the 

stakeholders (Quinton, 2013).  

Brand managers should encourage stakeholders to voluntarily participate in the co-creation of the 

brand, but it is also crucial that they participate themselves. Companies should participate in the 

co-creation process by listening and being open to new ideas, trying to understand the 

stakeholders and furthermore provide relevant feedback to the stakeholders. In doing so they also 

need to recognize that the stakeholders are co-creators of the brand.  The value should be build 

bottom up instead of top down as traditional approaches to brand management (Merz et al., 

2009).  

It is important that brand managers do not focus on the outcome or try to objectify the creativity, 

but instead the value lies in the process (Quinton, 2013). The co-creation process is a spiral of 

interaction between all stakeholders, including the company, and it is crucial that the company is 

responsive to the input from the stakeholders (Gregory, 2007). 

The most important thing brand managers have to remember is consistency. If a company starts 

to engage with its stakeholders through a particular platform, as illustrated in the LEGO’s LUGNET 

community case (see page 31), the company’s brand management needs to commit to that 

engagement. It is not enough to only be available during normal office hours, because that might 

not be the time where the co-creation takes place and a lot can happen outside normal office 

hours. Furthermore, the company needs to commit in the long run as well and not only for a short 

period of time.  

It is clearly no easy task to manage a brand from the stakeholder approach, which is also why 

some brand managers might be hesitant to apply this new approach. Further research needs to be 

conducted related to the issue of actually managing the brand from this approach. It would for 

instance be interesting to study further how dynamic these networks actually are in practice. In 

this thesis it is also emphasized that the value lies in the process and not in the outcome, but if the 

process is dynamic and constantly changing, how can the value of the process then be captured?  
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Furthermore, how can the process be managed? These are all questions that would be very 

interesting to research further. 

11.3. Why choose a stakeholder approach?  

As discussed throughout this thesis, the main argument for why companies should apply the 

stakeholder approach to brand management is the benefit it will provide for all stakeholders in 

terms of value and knowledge creation (Jones, 2005; Juntunen, 2012; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 2015). One of the main challenges of applying this 

approach is that the benefit can be extremely difficult to assess. As previously stated, the value 

lies in the co-creation process, not in the output. How can a company measure and evaluate a 

dynamic process? 

The effects of traditional marketing efforts are normally evaluated on the basis of different 

outcomes, based on some predefined KPI’s such as the change in brand awareness before and 

after a marketing campaign. This way, the outcome of the campaign can be measured and 

evaluated. However, the objective of the stakeholder approach is not to project the predefined 

brand identity onto stakeholders, but rather to facilitate co-creation of the brand. The company 

could for instance try and measure interactions between stakeholders, but what would the point 

of that be? Further studies needs to be conducted in order to identify some indicators of co-

creation that can be measured by a company. Researchers also need to examine, how the value 

and knowledge that is co-created can be translated into operative measures of brand equity 

(Jones, 2005).  

Finally, the reason for why a company should apply the stakeholder approach, is that the co-

creation between all stakeholders happens no matter if the company participates in the co-

creation or not. However, if a company chooses to ignore the co-creation that takes place 

between its stakeholders, the company will have less control over their own brand and will not be 

able to capture or benefit from the value and knowledge that is being co-created.  
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13. Appendices 
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