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Alapeteri, Anna, The effects of using English as a business lingua franca on spoken
brand co-creation communication – a discursive approach. 
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Acta Univ. Oul. G 104, 2018
University of Oulu, P.O. Box 8000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland

Abstract

This study explores the phenomenon of brand co-creation from a communicative perspective. The
study investigates how Finnish SMEs operating in international B2B markets use English as a
business lingua franca (BELF) for brand communication. The purpose of the study is to contribute
to brand co-creation theory by illustrating how using BELF affects spoken brand co-creation
discourse and increase our understanding of brand co-creation communication by applying a
discursive approach.

The theoretical framework of the study is based on branding literature, BELF research,
discourse theory and social constructionism. The study introduces an analytical framework for
exploring BELF in spoken brand co-creation communication through the discourse dimensions of
verbal language use, the communication of brand meanings and face-to-face social interaction
among stakeholders. The empirical data was collected by implementing a business
communication simulation designed for the study. It was used to analyse how internal
stakeholders use verbal BELF to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face social interaction.
A discursive approach was also applied in the analysis.

In the study, three spoken brand co-creation discourses were identified: informative, credible
and emotional discourse. This study shows that brand co-creation is a phenomenon intertwined
with language. When the language of business communication is BELF, it can both enable and
impede brand co-creation communication. Efficient and informative communication is often
regarded as essential in business communication but from brand communication perspective
informative communication may not be sufficient to create an interesting and a memorable brand.
The study also shows that spoken brand co-creation communication with BELF requires versatile
language and communication competence; especially emotional brand discourse may require
more versatile BELF competence than previously has been acknowledged.

From a managerial viewpoint, it is important to understand that internal stakeholders are
continuously communicating about the brand to external stakeholders with spoken language.
Thus, the brand is visible in the daily operations through language, although not necessarily as
intended by the management.

Keywords: brand co-creation, brand meaning, Business English communication,
business-to-business relationships, discourse analysis, English as a lingua franca, small
and medium sized enterprises





Alapeteri, Anna, Englanti lingua francana brändin yhteisluomisessa – diskursiivinen
tutkimus. 
Oulun yliopisto, Oulun yliopiston kauppakorkeakoulu, Markkinoinnin, johtamisen ja
kansainvälisen liiketoiminnan yksikkö
Acta Univ. Oul. G 104, 2018
Oulun yliopisto, PL 8000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto

Tiivistelmä

Tässä väitöskirjassa tutkitaan brändin yhteisluomista yritysviestinnän näkökulmasta. Tutkimuk-
sessa selvitetään, miten suomalaiset yritystenvälisillä markkinoilla (B2B) toimivat pk-yritykset
käyttävät liike-englantia lingua francana (BELF) suullisessa yhteisluomisviestinnässään. Tutki-
muksen tarkoituksena on lisätä ymmärrystä kielen ja viestinnän roolista brändin yhteisluomises-
sa ja kuvata, miten BELF vaikuttaa puhuttuun brändin yhteisluomisviestintään diskursiivisesta
näkökulmasta.

Tutkimus nojaa brändikirjallisuuden lisäksi BELF-tutkimukseen, diskurssiteoriaan ja sosiaa-
liseen konstruktionismiin. Tutkimus esittää brändin suullisen yhteisluomisviestinnän kolmiulot-
teisena ilmiönä, jota voidaan tarkastella sanallisen kielenkäytön, brändimerkitysten viestimisen
ja kasvokkain tapahtuvan, sidosryhmien välisen vuorovaikutuksen avulla. Työn empiirinen
aineisto kerättiin tutkimusta varten kehitetyn liikeviestintäsimulaation avulla, ja sen avulla ana-
lysoitiin, miten yrityksen sisäiset sidosryhmät käyttävät BELFiä viestimään brändimerkityksiä
yrityksistään ja niiden tuotteista sosiaalisessa vuorovaikutuksessa.

Tutkimuksessa hahmoteltiin kolme suullista brändin yhteisluomisdiskurssia: informatiivinen
diskurssi, uskottavuusdiskurssi ja tunneperäinen diskurssi. Tutkimus osoittaa, että brändin
yhteisluomisviestintä on kieleen kietoutunut ilmiö. Kun liikeviestinnän kielenä on BELF, vieras-
kielinen viestintä voi sekä mahdollistaa että vaikeuttaa brändin yhteisluomisviestintää. Tehokas
ja faktaperäinen viestintä on usein tärkeää liikeviestinnässä, mutta brändäyksen näkökulmasta
informatiivisesti painottunut viestintä voi olla riittämätöntä, jotta se herättäisi mielenkiintoa
brändiä kohtaan tai loisi muistettavan brändin. Tutkimus osoittaa myös, että osallistuminen brän-
din yhteisluomisviestintään käyttämällä BELFiä edellyttää monipuolista kieli- ja viestintätaitoa.
Erityisesti tunteita herättävä brändäysviestintä voi vaatia laajempaa kieli- ja viestintäosaamista
kuin aiemmin on ajateltu.

Liikkeenjohdon kannalta on tärkeää ymmärtää, että yrityksen henkilöstö viestii brändistä jat-
kuvasti jokapäiväisessä vuorovaikutuksessa eri sidosryhmien kanssa. Näin ollen brändi välittyy
sidosryhmille kielen kautta, mutta ei kuitenkaan välttämättä sellaisena kuin yrityksen johto on
tarkoittanut.

Asiasanat: brändäys, diskurssintutkimus, lingua franca, pienet ja keskisuuret yritykset,
yhteisluominen, yritysmarkkinointi, yritysviestintä
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1 Introduction 

This first chapter introduces the background of the research to the reader, justifies 

the need for the study, presents the key concepts of the study, introduces the 

methodology behind the study, positions the research on a theoretical map, and 

explains the structure of the thesis. 

1.1 Background  

Branding is considered one of the cornerstones in contemporary marketing, 

continuing to fascinate marketing scholars and practitioners alike. It is regarded as 

an essential element of marketing strategy, which can provide competitive 

advantage especially in increasingly competitive markets (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 

2007; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004) and enable an organisation to be successful 

over an extended period of time (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007; Lynch & De 

Chernatony, 2004). Brands are often regarded as the most important intangible 

assets of companies, offering financial value and growth (Brodie, Glynn, & Little, 

2006; Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Kotler & Keller, 2012). A brand can be understood 

as a promise of value to satisfy particular customer needs and wants (Merz, He, & 

Vargo, 2009; Vargo & Lusch, 2004), which can facilitate and direct the 

relationships between the company, its employees and customers (Brodie et al., 

2006). By conveying a feeling of familiarity and trust (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007), 

a brand can reduce perceived purchase risk and uncertainty (Backhaus, Steiner, & 

Lügger, 2011) and thus increase the customer’s confidence in and satisfaction with 

the purchase (Low & Blois, 2002). 

Considering the numerous benefits branding and brands seem to offer, it is no 

wonder that branding has become “an important management priority for all types 

of organizations” (Keller & Lehmann, 2006, p. 754). Indeed, branding literature 

and practice often view branding from a managerial perspective, considering 

branding as a company-centric function (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). This 

function revolves around a process of communicating a brand identity dictated by 

the company, which should result in a consistent brand image congruent with the 

desired identity (Kotler & Keller, 2012). However, this reasoning fails to consider 

that no business is an island, even in terms of branding. In fact, several studies show 

that the company is not the only actor that affects its brand and branding and 

acknowledge the active role of multiple stakeholders in co-creating brands 
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(Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Brodie et al., 2006; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; 

Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Mäläskä, Saraniemi, & Tähtinen, 2011).  

Brand co-creation, a new branding paradigm, has risen to challenge the 

limitations arising from the predominantly managerial and company-centric 

orientation in branding. The emergence of brand co-creation is connected with a 

broader marketing paradigm shift, which questions the previously dominant, 

economics-based thinking and has led marketing researchers to direct their 

attention to intangible resources, the co-creation of value and relationships (Vargo 

& Lusch, 2004). Brand co-creation has caused marketing scholars to reconsider the 

logic of brands and branding and shift the focus from the company to the large 

network of stakeholders in which companies operate (Merz et al., 2009). Instead of 

viewing branding as company-centric function, brand co-creation scholars perceive 

branding as a continuous process between the firm and stakeholders, through which 

brands are dynamically constructed in social interaction (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; 

Merz et al., 2009). Accordingly, all stakeholders, internal and external, form 

network relationships with brands and interact socially with other stakeholders co-

creating brand value (Merz et al., 2009). 

In addition to the co-creation of brand value, brand co-creation can also refer 

to the co-construction of brand meanings in stakeholder interaction, which is an 

emerging research area within brand co-creation discussion. The roots of this 

approach are in social constructionism, and it views brands as continuous, dynamic 

and social processes and products of meaning construction (Ballantyne & Aitken, 

2007; Cornelissen, Lars Thøger Christensen, & Kinuthia, 2012; Gregory, 2007; 

Merz et al., 2009; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). According to social constructionism, 

all stakeholders who communicate, for example, brand-related opinions and 

experiences in social interaction participate in co-constructing brand meanings, in 

other words, engage in brand-related discourse (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher 

& Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). The co-construction of 

brand meanings occurs through a dynamic process of negotiation and dialogue 

between stakeholders (Gregory, 2007). Accordingly, brand meaning co-creation is 

seen as a discursive process in which stakeholders may shape certain aspects of a 

brand’s social reality intentionally or coincidentally in interaction (Hatch & Rubin, 

2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Thus, 

instead of being stable representations, brands are in a constant flux and shaped by 

ongoing interpretations of different stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  

How brand-related discourse unfolds depends greatly on the context in which 

brand meaning co-construction is explored. Although the focus of branding has 
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traditionally been on large organisations operating in consumer markets, branding 

is relevant for small and medium sized enterprises (henceforth SMEs) and 

business-to-business (henceforth B2B) markets as well (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007; 

Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007; Ojasalo, Nätti, & Olkkonen, 2008; Wong & Merrilees, 

2005).  

B2B SMEs operate in a dynamic network of interconnected relationships and 

actors (Håkansson & Ford, 2002; Mäläskä et al., 2011) and engage in a complex 

process of communication and interaction with multiple stakeholders (Mäläskä et 

al., 2011), all of which can participate in brand-related discourse and shape brand 

meaning (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). B2B SMEs typically apply a more 

focused marketing strategy as they aim at a narrow target market (Ojasalo et al., 

2008) and hence the communication of B2B SMEs is more focused regarding not 

only channels but communicators as well. Compared to large organisations, within 

B2B SMEs the interaction with stakeholders is concentrated on fewer people, 

typically founders, managers and employees such as sales people (Gregory, 2007; 

Gupta, Melewar, & Bourlakis, 2010; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Lynch & De 

Chernatony, 2004), who need to be able to build trust among stakeholders due to 

the emphasis on long-term relationships (Glynn, 2012) and engage in face-to-face 

communication with key stakeholders (Ojasalo et al., 2008).  

In addition to a wide network of internal and external communicators, the 

interaction of B2B SMEs may be further challenged by the fact that brand 

communication is increasingly conducted on a global landscape (Keller & 

Lehmann, 2006), which may require using a non-native language in order to 

communicate with all stakeholders (Gerritsen & Nickerson, 2009). The language 

chosen for business communication in international markets is usually English 

(Nickerson, 2005), but the English spoken in an international business context is 

often different from the English spoken by native English speakers because 

international business communication usually takes place between non-native 

speakers of English (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). Using English as 

a business lingua franca (henceforth BELF), a common language, can function as 

the common thread between non-native communicators, but it can also cause 

communication problems due to language users’ various cultural backgrounds and 

levels of English language proficiency (Charles & Marschan-Piekkari, 2002; 

Ehrenreich, 2010; Marschan, Welch, & Welch, 1997). Thus, BELF can enable or 

impede the communication of brand meanings in brand co-creation. 
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1.2 Justification for the study  

This study explores brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon in the 

context of SMEs using English as a business lingua franca for communicating 

brand meanings in internationally-oriented B2B markets. With the narrative 

presented in the previous sub-chapter, I have attempted to shed light on the 

background of the study and highlight its relevance. In the following paragraphs, I 

shall present my arguments for exploring brand co-creation in the chosen context.  

The importance of the topic can be justified in theoretical as well as practical 

terms. Brand co-creation is a relevant and emerging discussion within branding 

literature (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Cornelissen et al., 2012; Da Silveira, Lages, 

& Simões, 2013; Gregory, 2007; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Hatch & Schultz, 

2010; Ind & Bjerke, 2007; Jones, 2005; Mäläskä et al., 2011; Merz et al., 2009; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Payne, Storbacka, Frow, & Knox, 2009; 

Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Indeed, significant contributions to brand co-

creation discussion have already been made, but theory development is still at a 

very early stage. In addition, much of existing brand co-creation literature focuses 

on the co-creation of brand value within stakeholder networks; there seems to exist 

only a few studies that approach brand co-creation as a communicative 

phenomenon (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Törmälä & Gyrd-Jones, 2017; 

Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Brand co-creation research also seems to lack 

empirical evidence as much of the existing brand co-creation research is conceptual 

(Gregory, 2007; Ind & Bjerke, 2007; Jones, 2005; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008). 

Although there is little research on brand co-creation that focuses on the 

interaction and communication of stakeholders, a communicative focus in branding 

research is by no means new. However, the existing research on brand 

communication has typically adopted a traditional, company-centric brand 

management perspective premised on a positivist approach and assumed a one-way 

communication process from the organisation to its stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 

2012; Gregory, 2007). However, communication is rarely one way and the role of 

companies as masters of defining brand meaning or controlling brand  

communication has been questioned (Christensen, Fuat Fırat, & Cornelissen, 2009; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Thus, the 

traditional one-way communication models that view communication as a conduit 

are insufficient to capture the dynamic nature of brand co-creation, and evidently 
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there is a need to move towards a more integrated understanding of communication 

in branding literature (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  

The pitfalls of many communication models seem to stem from a very narrow 

understanding of language, but language is poorly understood if it is viewed merely 

as a conduit for relaying information or a medium for mirroring objective reality 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). This study adopts a social constructionist 

perspective, which has become increasingly visible in branding research (Mäläskä 

et al., 2011; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). 

Social constructionists perceive language as the most important system through 

which reality is constructed (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009) and consider the constitutive 

role of language in constructing and shaping brand meanings (Cornelissen et al., 

2012). Since a key aspect of social constructions is language (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011, p. 29), exploring how language is used in brand co-creation is 

important.  

Brand co-creation discussion shifts the focus of branding from the company to 

the stakeholder interaction in which brand meanings are constructed, and the 

network-based social interaction opens brands for interpretation (Gregory, 2007; 

Hatch & Rubin, 2006). Consequently, a brand is influenced by every interaction 

with stakeholders, especially personal contacts with the company’s audience 

(Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007). It has been suggested that brands allow SMEs to say 

things about themselves that everyday language cannot convey (Opoku, Abratt, 

Bendixen, & Pitt, 2007). However, if brands evolve through a continuous process 

of negotiating and re-defining brand meaning through discourse (Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013), is it not exactly the everyday language used in those contacts that 

shapes brands and is thus worth exploring? 

Focus on language use calls for a discursive approach to brand co-creation. It 

has been suggested that by drawing upon discourses, communication processes and 

cognition, branding research could enrich and strengthen its theory (Cornelissen et 

al., 2012; Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The 

discussion of the co-creation of brand meanings in stakeholder interaction from a 

discursive viewpoint has already begun but knowledge on how stakeholders engage 

in an ongoing dynamic brand discourse and socially negotiate brand meanings is 

still scarce (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), 

especially in B2B context (Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011). In addition, the studies 

that have offered empirical insights have discussed written online communication 

(Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) and spoken brand co-creation discourse has 

remained an unexplored territory. 
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Concerning the context of the study, exploring brand co-creation in the context 

of B2B SMEs using BELF for international business communication can be 

justified by arguments related to theory development as well as practical claims. 

Considering the relational aspect of brand co-creation (Merz et al., 2009; Payne et 

al., 2009), SMEs operating in international B2B markets offer an interesting and 

relevant context for brand co-creation as relationships and networks are crucial for 

B2B SMEs (Mäläskä et al., 2011). Although there is a growing body of literature 

focusing on branding in SMEs (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007; Juntunen, Saraniemi, 

Halttu, & Tähtinen, 2010; Opoku et al., 2007) and B2B markets (Glynn, 2012; 

Herbst & Merz, 2011; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011), the majority of branding 

research focusing on the perspective of large consumer companies is only partially 

applicable to B2B SMSs (Inskip, 2004; Krake, 2005; Merrilees, 2007). Considering 

the overall importance of SMEs to national economies and economic growth, SME 

branding requires more research effort (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007). In addition, 

branding is still seen as functional activity within SME branding research 

(Abimbola & Kocak, 2007), which seems a very narrow interpretation considering 

the recent developments in branding research.   

The global economy has witnessed an increasing trend in SME 

internationalisation during the past few decades as many SMEs have begun to 

search for new international market opportunities in order to grow, or even survive 

(Kuivalainen, Puumalainen, Sintonen, & Kyläheiko, 2010; Ruokonen, Nummela, 

Puumalainen, & Saarenketo, 2008; Winch & Bianchi, 2006). The ever-intensifying 

globalisation in all societal sectors requires language issues to be acknowledged 

and investigated more thoroughly (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). The 

language chosen for conducting international business is usually BELF (Louhiala-

Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). Although the role of language and 

communication in business has gained more attention also in business research 

(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010), there is an evident research gap 

concerning the effects of language and communication on business (Harzing & 

Feely, 2008). The challenges related to using a foreign language in business are 

usually mentioned only incidentally by referring to typical language blunders that 

occur in international marketing without going into details, because a more in-depth 

analysis would require a cross-disciplinary approach (Ibid.). Thus, exploring how 

BELF affects brand co-creation communication within the context of 

internationally-oriented B2B SMEs is justified. 
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1.3 Purpose and research questions of the study 

To address the limitations related to existing branding literature presented in the 

previous sub-chapter, this study explores brand co-creation as a communicative 

phenomenon in the context of SMEs using English as a business lingua franca for 

communicating brand meanings in internationally-oriented B2B markets with a 

discursive approach. Since most phenomena worth investigating are complex, 

dynamic and difficult to observe (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011, p. 28), 

distinguishing a phenomenon from its context is by no means straightforward. In 

this study, brand co-creation is examined in the context of Finnish SMEs using 

BELF for communicating brand meanings in internationally-oriented B2B markets. 

The communication is further narrowed down to spoken brand co-creation 

communication (or spoken brand co-creation) excluding written communication. 

In addition, this study focuses only on personal face-to-face interaction and on 

verbal language, excluding non-verbal communication and online face-to-face 

communication. Furthermore, I explore the communication of brand meanings 

within spoken brand co-creation discourse especially from the internal 

stakeholder’s perspective. The co-construction of brand meanings requires a focus 

on communication and especially on language, which is why I chose a discursive 

approach to investigate brand co-creation. 

The starting point for the study was the need for a better understanding of the 

challenges faced by SMEs when communicating with English, a non-native 

language, in international markets and its effects on brand co-creation 

communication. The purpose of the study is to contribute to brand co-creation 

theory by illustrating how using Business English as a lingua franca affects spoken 

brand co-creation discourse and increase our understanding of brand co-creation 

communication through a discursive approach. In order to accomplish the aim, the 

study focuses on solving the research problem of how companies can communicate 

about their brands effectively. Communicating effectively, in other words, 

communicating in such a manner as to achieve a desired result, is seen as a crucial 

element of business communication (Ehrenreich, 2010; Louhiala-Salminen, 

Charles, & Kankaanranta, 2005). 

The solution to the described research problem is generated through finding an 

answer to the following main research question: 

How does using English as a business lingua franca affect face-to-face spoken 

brand co-creation discourse?  
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In order to provide an answer to the main research question, I shall address three 

sub-questions. In this study, I explore how English is used in a particular business 

communication context, which is why I shall first explain what spoken brand co-

creation discourse is. Second, I shall describe how stakeholders involved in spoken 

brand co-creation discourse construct brand meanings. Third, I shall explore how 

internal stakeholders communicate brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand 

co-creation discourse. Thus, the sub-questions of the study are: 

1. What is face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse? 

2. How do stakeholders construct brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand 

co-creation discourse? 

3. How do internal stakeholders communicate brand meanings in face-to-face 

spoken brand co-creation discourse?  

1.4 Key concepts of the study 

The key concepts of the study are: a brand, branding, a brand meaning, brand co-

creation, brand co-creation discourse, language, English, BELF, and an SME. In 

this study, a brand is seen as a dynamic and social process (Merz et al., 2009; Muniz 

& O'Guinn, 2001), which is dynamically constructed through social interactions 

(Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007) and thus its value is located in the minds of multiple 

stakeholders (Merz et al., 2009). Branding is seen as a continuous, social and highly 

dynamic interaction process between the firm and all stakeholders (Ballantyne & 

Aitken, 2007; Merz et al., 2009). A brand meaning refers to a situational meaning 

related to a particular brand that a stakeholder communicates in interaction.  

Brand co-creation refers to the continuous process between the firm and 

stakeholders, through which brand value is co-created and brands are dynamically 

constructed in social interaction (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Merz et al., 2009). Brand 

co-creation discourse, or interchangeably brand co-creation communication, is 

used when referring to the dynamic and social process in which multiple 

interdependent stakeholders communicate and interact directly or indirectly, co-

creating and co-constructing brand meanings purposefully or coincidentally 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). This study 

explores face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse as opposed to written 

discourse, which implicates that the focus is on spoken language in face-to-face 

interaction.   
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One of the key concepts of the study is language, which refers to “a system of 

conventional spoken, manual, or written symbols by means of which human beings, 

as members of a social group and participants in its culture, express themselves” 

(Crystal & Robins, 2015). This study focuses on verbal language as opposed to 

non-verbal language. Language is perceived as the most important system through 

which social reality is constructed (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011; Leeds-Hurwitz, 

2009) and the role of language is constitutive in constructing and shaping brand 

meanings (Cornelissen et al., 2012). This study focuses on English language, which 

in this study is used by non-native English speakers in face-to-face interaction with 

other non-native speakers of English or native speakers of English. More 

specifically, this study explores Business English as a lingua franca, BELF, in other 

words, English used as a common language for international business 

communication (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). Although the term 

can be used to include the communication of only non-native speakers of English 

with different mother tongues, it should be noted already at this point that in this 

study the definition of BELF is extended to include the use of English as a common 

language between two non-native speakers of English with same mother tongue as 

well as a native and non-native speaker of English. This matter is elaborated on and 

justified in the second and third chapters of the study.  

An SME refers to small and medium-sized enterprises, which employ fewer 

than 250 persons and have an annual turnover not exceeding 50 million euros, 

and/or an annual balance sheet total not exceeding 43 million euros (European 

Commission, 2009).  

1.5 Methodology 

In this study, brand co-creation is viewed as a continuous and interactive process 

between the firm, the brand and all stakeholders, through which brands are 

dynamically and socially constructed (Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Merz et al., 2009). 

Furthermore, brand co-creation is explored as a communicative phenomenon from 

a social constructionism perspective and thus brands are seen as social constructs 

and processes (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2012; Merz et al., 2009; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). 

Brand co-creation communication is approached from a discursive approach and 

particular attention is paid to how language is used to construct brand meanings in 

spoken, face-to-face interaction.  
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The terms that I used for defining the phenomenon, approach and focus of my 

study in the previous paragraph point to particular research inquiry, paradigm and 

strategy that I have applied in this study. In this study, I approach brand co-creation 

with qualitative inquiry, which focuses on the interactional constitution of meaning 

in everyday life (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Holstein & Gubrium, 2011). In the 

following sub-chapters, I shall briefly explain the research methodology behind the 

study, in other words, the study’s philosophical standpoint, its theoretical 

underpinnings and data collection and analysis methods, of which description helps 

the reader evaluate the trustworthiness of the study. 

1.5.1 Research philosophy 

In scientific research, it is important to discuss the philosophical underpinnings that 

have guided the researcher, for example, in acquiring knowledge, developing an 

understanding of the phenomenon and making methodological choices throughout 

the research process, all of which are guided by the researcher’s philosophical 

assumptions. These assumptions form a larger philosophical framework, a research 

paradigm (Patton, 2002, pp. 69-72). I approach branding from a social 

constructionist perspective, which can also be referred to as interpretivism (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011), a view that differs significantly from the predominant positivist 

approach to branding. Concerning ontology, the nature of reality, social 

constructionist philosophy is based on relativism; instead of a singular, stable and 

fully knowledgeable external reality, there are multiple realities (Lincoln, Lynham, 

& Guba, 2011), which exist in the form of multiple mental constructions that are 

socially and experientially based (Guba, 1990, p. 27). Consequently, there are 

multiple perceptions of a brand instead of one, fixed, stable and uniform brand. 

According to social constructionism, the meanings that people construct are 

not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed and created against past 

experience, shared understanding, practices and language (Creswell, 2013, pp. 24-

25; Schwandt, 2000, p. 197), and meanings are developed in coordination and 

cooperation with others rather than separately within each individual (Leeds-

Hurwitz, 2009, p. 891). The everyday reality is constructed by people through their 

actions and interactions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Holstein & Gubrium, 2011, p. 341; 

Patton, 2002, p. 96). In branding terms, there are multiple stakeholders who 

participate in co-creating brands and co-constructing brand meanings (Ballantyne 

& Aitken, 2007; Brodie et al., 2006; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Mäläskä et al., 2011; 

Merz et al., 2009).  
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Social constructionism presumes that the world of human perception is not real 

in an absolute sense, as some natural phenomena, but is made up and shaped by 

cultural and linguistic constructs (Patton, 2002, p. 96). Thus, the social reality of 

brands is shaped by and co-constructed through a constantly evolving interaction 

and interpretation process involving multiple stakeholders (Ballantyne & Aitken, 

2007; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). The 

social world we live in is not simply ʻthereʼ, but brought into being (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2011, p. 341). Similarly, brands are brought into being in social 

interaction and are seen as dynamic and social constructs (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 

2012; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) and 

social processes (e.g. Gregory, 2007; Merz et al., 2009; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). 

They are in a constant flux shaped by ongoing interpretations and negotiations of 

different audiences (Cornelissen et al., 2012).   

According to social constructionism, any notion of ʻtruthʼ is a matter of 

consensus among constructors, not of correspondence with an objective reality 

(Patton, 2002, p. 96), thus brand meanings can be seen to be negotiated by 

stakeholders through a process of interaction (Gregory, 2007). The company is not 

the owner of the brand, cannot control the discourse revolving around the brand 

and is not the master of brand meaning (Cornelissen et al., 2012), because brands 

are constantly open for interpretation through dialogue (Hatch & Rubin, 2006). 

Thus, in social constructionism the role of language is constitutive; rather than 

merely representing what already exists in the social world, language is constantly 

creating social constructs (Griffin, 2010). When taken to branding context, brands 

are constructed with and through language and communication (Cornelissen et al., 

2012; Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, pp. 892-894), and more 

specifically, brand meanings are framed and produced within communicative acts 

within stakeholder interaction (Cornelissen et al., 2012).   

Epistemology is concerned with the researcher’s process of thinking (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005) and the relationship between the researcher and that being 

researched (Creswell, 2013). Social constructionism has a subjectivist approach, 

and consequently the inquirer and the inquired are intertwined and fused into a 

single entity (Guba, 1997, p. 27). Indeed, the constructionist approach views the 

researcher as a constructor rather than a collector of data and acknowledges that it 

is not only the subject who speaks in the data but also the researcher who will act 

as a mediator of the social world (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). Thus, an important 

notion in social constructionism methodology is reflexivity, an awareness of the 

researcher’s role in conducting research (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 894), which is 
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an important guideline directing the interpretive researcher and will be discussed 

in detail in the third, fourth and sixth chapter of the study. In addition, compared 

with the positivist paradigm, interpretive research is less concerned with reaching 

some external ʻrealʼ world and more interested in investigating the social world at 

the level of subjective experience (Ellis et al., 2010).   

The interpretive researcher investigates the multiple realities constructed by 

people and the implications of those constructions (Patton, 2002, p. 96) by 

interpreting subject perceptions (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 102), addressing often the 

processes of interaction among individuals (Creswell, 2013, p. 25). In interpretive 

research it is assumed that we can access and study social reality through 

indications of the meanings and symbolic interactions that are viewed as crucial 

elements in communities (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). In other words, we can 

study the social world through language, which is understood to be at the centre of 

social construction, shaping, structuring and distorting our understanding of the 

world (Patton, 2002, pp. 102-103).  

In this study, I explore the role of language in brand co-creation and more 

specifically what brand meanings internal stakeholders construct in brand co-

creation discourse and how internal stakeholders construct brand meanings in 

interaction. Furthermore, I focus on spoken brand co-creation discourse in face-to-

face interaction and only on the communication of verbally expressed brand 

meanings, thus non-verbal communication is beyond the scope of this study. 

Moreover, I explore brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon by 

adopting a discursive approach. Social constructionists perceive discourses as 

having a central role in constructing reality (Heracleous, 2004, p. 176), and 

consequently in constructing brand meanings, and brands can also be seen as 

discursively constructed ensembles of texts (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000; Hatch & 

Rubin, 2006). Thus, a discursive approach based on social constructionism assumes 

that brands are co-constructed through discourse (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013).  

1.5.2 Research strategy 

Research strategy connects the researcher to specific approaches and methods for 

collecting and analysing empirical materials (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 371). In 

this study, I have used an interpretive research strategy that focuses on situated 

content of talk in relation to local meaning structures and how social action is built 

in everyday communication (Holstein & Gubrium, 2011). I have collected the data, 

or rather constructed the data for it can be viewed as constructions created through 
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interactions between the researcher and the group under study (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011, p. 28), by designing and implementing a business communication 

simulation as the primary means of collecting data though other methods were used 

as well. The simulation allowed me to construct a situational brand interest group 

consisting of internal and external stakeholders (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008) and to explore what brand meanings internal stakeholders co-construct with 

external stakeholders and how the meanings are constructed by using BELF in face-

to-face interaction.  

In this study, I analysed locally occurring spoken brand co-creation discourse 

produced by 10 internal stakeholders, who were representatives of Finnish B2B 

SMEs. Instead of a traditional case study strategy, I used a discursive research 

strategy to investigate discourse within communicative events or instances of 

phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 370), which can be described as an 

occurrence or “event whose features and structures can be examined to discover 

how it is organised” (Psathas, 1995, p. 50). With this approach, I attempted to 

“restore the voice of individual actors” by engaging more closely with how brand 

meanings are constructed within brand co-creation discourse, focus on how 

linguistic claims are attempted, and consider their possible consequences (N. Ellis 

et al., 2010, p. 125). Thus, I have attempted to embrace the spirit of qualitative 

inquiry to study the phenomenon in depth and detail (Patton, 2002, p. 14).   

Based on pre-understanding gained from theory, I devised a three-dimensional 

analytical framework for exploring spoken brand co-creation, which included an 

analytical focus on verbal language use, communication of brand meanings and 

social interaction of stakeholders who engage in spoken brand co-creation 

discourse. The method of analysis chosen for the study is analytical bracketing, an 

interpretive analysis practice recommended by Gubrium and Holstein (2000, p. 

497), which can be seen as the interplay of ethnomethodology and discursive 

analytics. The focus of my analysis at a micro level was on locally crafted meanings 

and the linguistic structures that construct those meanings (Gubrium & Holstein, 

2000, p. 497). However, I also applied an analytical approach at a more macro level 

and attempted to interpret the data as speech acts that reproduce wider or deeper 

social conventions in language usage. In other words, I also explored the language 

users’ discursive practices that go beyond the local and situational language use 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). I examined the informants’ larger discursive 

practices with caution but taking on the challenge nevertheless as qualitative 

approach allows for interpretive elasticity (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 502). The 

methodology will be elaborated on in the third chapter of the study. 
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1.5.3 Research process and scientific approach 

This study was conducted between 2012 and 2018. Instead of progressing from one 

stage to another in a linear sequence of stages, I have moved back and forth research 

stages in an iterative fashion. Thus, rather than being linear, the research process of 

this study could be characterised as cyclical, which is characteristic of the abductive 

research process. Instead of being purely inductive or deductive, the abductive 

research uses various forms of reasoning and thus can be seen as combining 

deductive and inductive logic (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 23). Deductive 

research develops testable propositions from existing theories and inductive 

research starts with real-world data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998), whereas the 

abductive progresses through dialectic interaction between existing theory and 

empirical insight (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  

According to Dubois and Gadde (2002), an abductive approach is suitable 

when the phenomenon under the microscope lacks strong theoretical foundations 

and is thus an appropriate approach to explore brand co-creation, of which theory 

remains unestablished. It is also associated with advancing theory construction 

(Charmaz, 2011, p. 361). I used existing theory to gain a pre-understanding of brand 

co-creation in the context of the study and to build a tentative, analytical framework 

for approaching the empirical world. Since each researcher is a multicultural 

subject shaped and moulded by his or her history, concept of self and the others, 

ethics and politics, the thought of approaching the data without any preconceptions 

would have been very difficult indeed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 20).  

The abductive nature of the research was evident, for example, in the data 

analysis stage as I moved back and forth between theory and data, and thus the 

construction of theoretical and empirical understanding was intertwined (see e.g. 

Dubois & Gadde, 2002). The abductive approach helped me approach the data with 

an open mind and flexibility to allow for discoveries of new and unexpected 

empirical materials and growing sophistication (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 368). 

Studies that draw upon abduction are able to modify the original framework, partly 

as a result of unanticipated empirical findings, but also due to theoretical insights 

gained during the process (Dubois & Gadde, 2002). An abductive approach is thus 

flexible as it enables the researcher to extend existing theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1998) and allows the researcher to maintain a certain kind of sensitivity to new 

insights (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  



29 

1.6 Theoretical positioning 

When shedding light on the background of the study, I justified that exploring brand 

co-creation as a communicative phenomenon in the context of B2B SMEs using 

BELF to communicate brand meanings requires a cross-disciplinary approach.  

Thus, the purpose of this sub-chapter is to illustrate upon which disciplines this 

study draws and how this study is positioned on a theoretical map.  

Theory can be perceived as an integrated system of concepts, described as “a 

way of seeing and thinking about the world” (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 37) or 

even as colloquially expressed as “a set of systematic hunches about the way things 

work” (Griffin, 2010, p. 4). I am inclined to use the ʻlensʼ metaphor, which 

highlights the idea that theories direct our attention through lenses and guide us to 

see details of importance (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000, p. 41). Indeed, exploring the 

effects of BELF on spoken brand co-creation communication within B2B SMEs 

called for the use of several lenses adopted from three social sciences disciplines, 

namely branding, applied linguistics and communication studies. Several theories 

from various disciplines have helped me form a theoretical pre-understanding of 

brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon in the context of the study, 

which is further elaborated on in the second chapter of the study. 

This study is theoretically positioned at the intersection of brand co-creation, 

SME branding, B2B branding and BELF literature. The main theoretical 

contribution of my study is on the emerging brand co-creation discussion, to which 

many theoretical lenses have been applied in earlier research. Studies on brand co-

creation (see e.g. Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Cornelissen et al., 2012; Gregory, 

2007; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Ind & Bjerke, 2007; 

Jones, 2005; Mäläskä et al., 2011; Merz et al., 2009; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008; Payne et al., 2009; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 

2013) draw upon various disciplines and theories, for example, stakeholder theory, 

corporate communications, corporate branding, service-dominant logic, industrial 

network theory, corporate identity, and consumer behaviour (see Appendix 1).  

Although there is a growing body of literature on brand co-creation, there are 

only a few studies that approach brand co-creation as a communicative 

phenomenon and especially the co-construction of brand meanings (Gyrd-Jones & 

Kornum, 2013; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 

2013). In my study, I attempted to further the theory on brand co-creation especially 

as a communicative phenomenon by integrating branding theory with several 
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communication theories, such as social construction theory as a metatheory, 

rhetoric theory, discourse theory, and speech act theory.  

The main theoretical contribution of this study is a discursive approach that 

highlights the role of language in co-constructing brand meanings. Discourse 

theory has been suggested to be a viable approach for strengthening and enriching 

branding theory (Cornelissen et al., 2012), and indeed some studies have already 

applied it in branding research (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008), but the role of language has remained allusive in the studies. The discursive 

lens helped me direct my attention to the communicative aspect of brand co-

creation and to the constitutive role of language based on social constructionist 

approach and to build a tentative, analytical framework for investigating the 

empirical world. The analytical framework is presented in the second chapter of the 

study. 

1.7 Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is structured into six chapters. In the first chapter, I introduce the 

research phenomenon and the context of the study briefly to the reader. I also justify 

the need for the study through theoretical and practical claims and explain the 

purpose and aims of the study, after which the key concepts of the study are defined. 

In the first chapter, I also summarise the research methodology of the study. Finally, 

the structure of the thesis is explained. 

In the second chapter, I introduce the theoretical underpinnings of the study to 

the reader and discuss the relevant concepts, models and theories that help shed 

light on spoken brand co-creation from a discursive approach in the context of 

internationally-oriented B2B SMEs using BELF to communicate verbal brand 

meanings in spoken, face-to-face interaction. The theoretical part of the study is 

organised into three sections. First, the context of the study is explored by 

discussing SME branding, B2B branding and BELF. In the second sub-chapter, I 

present the theoretical understanding of brand co-creation and extend the existing 

knowledge of brand co-creation by presenting a discursive approach to brand co-

creation communication. In the last sub-chapter, I synthesize the discussions and 

present an analytical framework for exploring using BELF for spoken brand co-

creation communication from a discursive approach.  

The third chapter presents the research design of the study to the reader and 

sheds light on the qualitative inquiry applied in the study. The chapter begins with 

a description of the research process, continues with the description and 
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justifications for the research paradigm behind the study, which is followed by 

presenting the research strategy, data construction, and data analysis methods 

applied in the study. The chapter concludes with a description of the context of the 

study. 

The fourth chapter presents the empirical findings of the study to the reader, 

and the fifth chapter summarises and synthesises the empirical findings presented 

in the fourth chapter.  

In the sixth chapter, the findings of the study are discussed and conclusions are 

drawn. The chapter begins with a summary of the research, which is followed by 

providing answers to the research questions. Next, the theoretical and 

methodological contributions are discussed and managerial implications are 

presented. Finally, the research is evaluated, the limitations of the study are 

addressed and some future research avenues are suggested.  
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2 Using English as a business lingua franca in 
spoken brand co-creation of SMEs in 
internationally-oriented B2B markets  

In the second chapter, I introduce the theoretical underpinnings of the study to the 

reader and discuss the relevant concepts, models and theories that help shed light 

on spoken brand co-creation from a discursive approach in the context of SMEs 

using BELF to communicate brand meanings in internationally-oriented B2B 

markets.  

The literature review for the study was compiled between 2013 and 2017. 

Searches through business-related and communication-related online databases 

such as Business Source Complete, Academic Search Premier, ABI Inform, 

Elsevier and Google Scholar produced a tentative list of the most relevant research 

papers related to the four topics, SME branding, B2B branding, brand co-creation 

and BELF. I chose the databases because they granted access to the most esteemed, 

peer-reviewed academic business and communication journal articles. I 

complemented the primary list of literature with studies referred to in the primary 

literature, and thus the core literature of the study, 33 papers, was established. For 

reviewing the literature, I used N’Vivo, a qualitative data analysis software, in 

which I imported the literature and which I used for scrutinizing the contents of the 

articles, categorising the content into themes. The outcome of the analysis is thus a 

literature review based on 33 papers and supplemented with additional studies and 

other literature relevant to the phenomenon but not as thoroughly discussed as the 

core studies, which are summarised in Appendix 1. 

This second chapter begins with an overview of branding research, which 

briefly introduces how brand conceptualisations and brand research have 

developed. I shall also present the dominant view in branding research, brand 

management perspective, which will be challenged in sub-chapter 2.3. After the 

brief overview, I shall continue to introduce the context of the study, which is 

presented through a discussion of relevant SME branding, B2B branding and BELF 

literature. After the context of the study, I shall explore the existing theoretical 

understanding of brand co-creation. Finally, I shall present an analytical framework 

for examining spoken brand co-creation in the context of SMEs using BELF to 

communicate brand meanings in internationally-oriented B2B market from a 

discursive approach. 
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2.1 From brand management to brand co-creation  

I shall open the literature review with an overview of the development of branding 

conceptualisations and a brief introduction to the more traditional view on branding, 

of which purpose is to help understand the contemporary developments in branding 

research and the emergence of brand co-creation. The traditional brand 

management perspective still seems to be the predominant view in branding 

research and can be seen in both SME and B2B branding research, which will be 

discussed in sub-chapter 2.2. 

Branding is among the most studied phenomena in marketing research with a 

history dating back to the early 1900s (Keller & Lehmann, 2006; Merz et al., 2009). 

Research on brands and branding is a cornucopia that contains a wide range of 

studies that discuss different brand-related phenomena from numerous perspectives 

with varied methodology. This is the notion that even a general glance through 

brand-related studies conveys and is confirmed in several reviews on branding 

research (see e.g. Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007, on brands, organisational identity 

and reputation in SMEs; Glynn, 2012, on B2B branding; Keller & Lehmann, 2006, 

on branding research findings and future priorities). Brands have been approached 

by researchers with different academic backgrounds, due to which the theoretical 

underpinnings of branding research are based on concepts, models and frameworks 

from a wide variety of disciplines, such as marketing, organisational studies, 

strategic management, economics and finance, and communication (Gregory, 

2007).  

Some of the concepts that were developed before the turn of the millennium, 

such as brand identity (Kapferer, 1997), brand image (Keller, 1993) and brand 

equity (Aaker, 1991), have already established a firm foothold in brand literature 

whereas many of the concepts arising from the more recent branding discussions 

have not yet been widely adopted in branding discourse. The concept of a brand 

itself has changed significantly throughout the history of branding (Merz et al., 

2009; Payne et al., 2009). Merz et al. (2009) present four distinguishable eras in 

branding practice and research, through which the meanings of brand and branding 

have evolved over time and argue that brand conceptualisations have developed 

from an emphasis on individual goods to value, relationships and the more 

contemporary view, stakeholder-focus.  

Despite the development of brand conceptualisations, brands are still 

conceptualised in numerous ways in contemporary branding research. Brands can 

be seen, for example, as clusters of functional and emotional values (Lynch & De 
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Chernatony, 2004), markers for the offering of a firm (Keller & Lehmann, 2006) or 

as a value proposition that promises to satisfy particular customer needs and wants 

(Merz et al., 2009; Vargo & Lusch, 2004). Brands can also be perceived as 

intangible, unique market-based resources that influence business relationships and 

affect shareholder performance (Srivastava, Shervani, & Fahey, 1998) or as 

facilitators of building relationships between the company, its employees and 

customers (Brodie et al., 2006).  

The traditional view on branding, brand management view, can still be seen in 

branding research and seems to be the dominant paradigm in popular marketing 

textbooks as well. The conceptualisation of a brand as a name, a symbol, logo, 

design or an image, or a combination of these identifying and differentiating a 

product or service by Kotler and Keller (2012) still prevails in practice as well as 

in branding research. Some of the underlying assumptions prevailing in the 

traditional branding view is that branding is as an internally-driven process (Balmer 

& Gray, 2003) and a controlled operation by the company and especially its 

management (Kotler & Keller, 2012) and that brands are company resources or 

property (Merz et al., 2009). This view perceives brands as resources or assets that 

the company owns and is able to allocate (Ibid.). For the right image to be 

established, the marketer must convey brand identity through every available 

marketing mix variable, through which the identity is communicated to the 

customer (Kotler & Keller, 2012, pp. 469-470). 

The idea of brand as a resource that can be used, allocated or managed by a 

company has had a great influence on branding research (Mäläskä et al., 2011), but 

is questionable in the light of recent branding research. Since there seems to be 

consensus that there are certain brand elements that the company can decide and 

have an effect on, the idea of managing brands may hold true to some extent. After 

all, if branding were completely haphazard and uncontrollable, any efforts to 

promote a brand could be considered futile. If brands only included elements that 

an organisation can decide or control, conveying and communicating a desired 

brand identity dictated by the company would be quite straightforward and lead to 

a consistent brand image within target groups.  

According to more recent and broader conceptualisations of a brand, brands 

may also encompass elements such as objects, people, organisations, activities, or 

patterns of behaviour (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007), which complicates any 

conscious and deliberate branding activities and challenges the idea that branding 

can be fully controlled by the marketing department, the management, or by anyone 

for that matter. Controlling the brand identity even within the company may prove 
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to be impossible because members of organisations engage in co-constructing or 

de-constructing the meanings of corporate messages in ways not intended by 

management (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Branding does not merely require cross-

functional activities and efforts within the whole company as Abimbola and 

Vallaster (2007) suggest, but also involves external influences that cannot 

necessarily be planned or managed (Einwiller & Will, 2002). Thus, the idea of 

branding as a functional activity (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007) seems quite a limited 

view on branding in the light of contemporary understanding of marketing.  

To challenge the assumptions of the functional and resource-based views on 

brands, other perspectives are also surfacing. Marketing research in general has 

witnessed the emergence of a new paradigm that is questioning the logic behind the 

previously dominant, economics-based thinking and has a revised logic focused on 

intangible resources, the co-creation of value and relationships (Vargo & Lusch, 

2004), which is in line with the contemporary developments in branding research. 

Merz et al. (2009) argue that branding is moving towards a new paradigm, which 

highlights services, embraces a process orientation rather than an output orientation 

and claims that value is always co-created with customers and other stakeholders, 

rather than created by the firm and then distributed. Thus, the new marketing logic 

together with a new perspective on the meaning and value of brands has caused 

marketing scholars to rethink the logic of brand and branding (Ibid.), an idea which 

will be further discussed in sub-chapter 2.3 after discussing the context of the study 

in the next sub-chapter. 

2.2 Context of the study 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe the context in which spoken brand co-

creation is explored. In this study, brand co-creation is explored in the context of 

B2B SMEs. Furthermore, this study adopts a communicative perspective and 

focuses on investigating using English as a business lingua franca for international 

business communication. Thus, in the following three sub-chapters, I shall review 

relevant literature related to SME branding, B2B branding and BELF respectively.   

2.2.1 SME branding 

Considering the overall importance of SMEs to national economies and economic 

growth (European Commission, 2009), it is no wonder that during the past decade 

SME branding has begun to interest researchers (Juntunen et al., 2010; Mäläskä et 
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al., 2011; Opoku et al., 2007; Wong & Merrilees, 2005). Traditionally brands have 

been discussed in the context of large organisations (Merrilees, 2007; Wong & 

Merrilees, 2005), but it has been acknowledged that the branding of large 

companies differs significantly from SME branding, for example, due to 

differences in resources, and thus branding models designed for larger companies 

cannot necessarily be applied directly to SME context (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007; 

Inskip, 2004).   

Despite the earlier focus on large companies, the relevance of branding for 

SMEs has been acknowledged in several studies. For example, Abimbola and 

Kocak (2007) suggest that branding and reputation building are key resources, 

which allow SMEs to be successful over an extended period of time. Brand 

orientation can enhance small business performance and growth (e.g. Inskip, 2004; 

Juntunen et al., 2010; Laukkanen, Nagy, Hirvonen, Reijonen, & Pasanen, 2013). 

Especially in competitive markets, brand, organisation identity and reputation can 

be critical factors in the success of SMEs (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007). SMEs 

typically operate in global and information rich economies, which are also 

characterised by rapid innovation diffusion and product and service obsolescence, 

and they are crowded with cacophonous and abundant offerings (Abimbola & 

Kocak, 2007). Branding can thus be an affordable way for an SME to differentiate 

itself from the competition and communicate its uniqueness (Krake, 2005; 

Merrilees, 2007; Wong & Merrilees, 2005). Therefore, branding is relevant for 

SME business as well (Abimbola, 2001; Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007; Krake, 2005; 

Laukkanen et al., 2013; Merrilees, 2007; Rode & Vallaster, 2005; Wong & 

Merrilees, 2005).  

The study by Abimbola (2001) exploring the role of branding as a competitive 

strategy is often mentioned as one of the earliest studies to discuss SME branding 

and pinpoints one of the perhaps most significant features of SME branding, the 

lack of resources. Indeed, one of the most typical limitations regarding SME 

branding is the scarce financial resources of SMEs compared to larger companies 

(Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007), and often deliberate and coherent brand building 

strategies are regarded as something that is beyond available resources to 

implement in SMEs (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007). However, small companies also 

have several advantages over large companies in their brand building due to their 

more adjustable and adaptive structures and processes (Abimbola & Vallaster, 

2007), which allow fast and flexible branding processes (Inskip, 2004). 

In addition to the lack of financial resources, SME branding also acknowledges 

lack of appreciation for branding. In SMEs branding may not be considered a 
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priority and given the attention required to build a strong brand image (Opoku et 

al., 2007), which might result from the fact that SMEs do not fully understand what 

branding actually is, requires and involves (Rode & Vallaster, 2005; Wong & 

Merrilees, 2005). In SMEs, branding is often a somewhat unfamiliar concept and 

is often confused with public relations and reputation building (Inskip, 2004; 

Merrilees, 2007). SMEs tend to focus on brand design and communications in 

branding (Wong & Merrilees, 2005), and thus companies may fail to understand 

that branding involves more than just a nice logo, printed stationery and a good 

reputation (Inskip, 2004). But not all SMEs lack appreciation nor understanding; 

Wong & Merrilees (2005) argue that SMEs employ different branding strategies, 

which can be minimalist, embryonic or integrated, and that the branding activities 

of SMEs can range from minimal and informal to highly appreciated and integral 

to business.  

Since SMEs differ not only in their size but in industry and market as well, it 

is reasonable to argue that there is no common track or brand success strategy for 

SMEs, but consistency in branding communications is regarded as important 

(Krake, 2005). Abimbola (2001) argues that SMEs require greater focus and 

effectiveness in their branding. In addition, the significance of the founder in the 

branding process of SMEs has been acknowledged in several studies (see e.g. 

Abimbola, 2001; Spence & Hamzaoui Essoussi, 2010; Wong & Merrilees, 2005). 

The role of the entrepreneur in gaining brand recognition and passion for the brand 

throughout the company is highlighted by Krake (2005) and by Rode and Vallaster 

(2005), especially in developing the corporate brand identity by managing 

corporate culture, design, behaviour and communication through the founder’s 

vision.  

Regarding the target audience of SMEs, SMEs typically provide specialised 

products or services to a narrow target market, a niche, and thus do not need to 

reach mass markets (Krake, 2005). Branding can be related to either product 

branding or corporate branding, and for SMEs they can be inseparable, especially 

in B2B markets (Ojasalo et al., 2008). Abimbola (2001) suggests that SMEs should 

concentrate on the corporate brand or just one or two brands and accordingly 

implement very tightly specified and targeted communications. Regardless of the 

form of branding, Abimbola and Vallaster (2007) suggest that SMEs should express 

and embed their brand value propositions within their identity in their dealings with 

customers. When an SME faces a wide variety of different customers (Inskip, 2004), 

branding provides a common, synergistic theme, and for example, in the context of 

new ventures helps conserve scarce resources (Merrilees, 2007). Krake (2005) 
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emphasises that a brand should be considered an integral part of a company’s 

business strategy and visible in its daily operations. 

SME branding discussion has begun to acknowledge the importance of 

network building for SMEs (Merrilees, 2007), and the ability to utilize networks 

can be seen as a critical resource to the brand building efforts of SMEs (Mäläskä et 

al., 2011). Relationships can offer valuable resources to SMEs and are essential to 

the competitive positioning of the SME (Håkansson & Snehota, 2006). Thus, 

interactive relationship building and face-to-face communications with key 

stakeholders are considered a more viable branding strategy (Ojasalo et al., 2008). 

However, whereas relationships can offer valuable resources to SMEs (Håkansson 

& Snehota, 2006), networks and stakeholders within can also affect the brand 

directly or indirectly (Mäläskä et al., 2011), and thus branding is not completely in 

control of the SME, which widens the perspective on SME branding. Although 

external stakeholders such as advertising agencies can, for example, help in 

designing and communicating the brand (Inskip, 2004; Mäläskä et al., 2011), 

branding is a process that cannot be fully outsourced, an idea that will be discussed 

further within brand co-creation discussion in sub-chapter 2.3. 

2.2.2 B2B branding 

The second theme discussed related to the context of the study is branding in B2B 

markets. Although B2B branding has received more attention during the last 

decades, its research remains quite scarce (see overviews by Bengtsson & Servais, 

2005; Beverland, Napoli, & Yakimova, 2007; Glynn, 2012; Mudambi, 2002). The 

research focus of B2B branding has mostly been on the relevance of branding in 

B2B markets (e.g. Mudambi, 2002), brand equity (e.g. Kuhn, Alpert, & Pope, 2008), 

brand management and brand building (e.g. Ojasalo et al., 2008) and on the 

customer’s perspective on B2B brand performance (e.g. Bengtsson & Servais, 

2005). The literature review by Glynn (2012) examining the empirical evidence 

about B2B brands and its implications for brand strategy shows that much of B2B 

brand literature is based on traditional brand management concepts. In addition, the 

research field has been deemed quite fragmented (Mäläskä et al., 2011), and a 

focusing future research agenda has been called for to develop coherent models and 

provide guidance to practitioners (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011).  

The role of branding in B2B markets is more important than has previously 

been acknowledged (Mudambi, 2002). Traditionally branding literature has 

discussed branding in consumer markets (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004; Merrilees, 
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2007), but brands and branding are concepts that are gaining growing importance 

and interest in business markets as well, and strong brands are seen as a key factor 

also in B2B performance success (Anderson, Narus, & Narayandas, 2009). In B2B 

markets, branding can improve quality perceptions (Cretu & Brodie, 2007), warrant 

a premium price to be charged (Low & Blois, 2002; Ohnemus, 2009), raise barriers 

to entry (Michell, King, & Reast, 2001), and thus affect business performance 

especially in increasingly competitive business markets (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007; 

Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). B2B branding also increases buyers' confidence in 

and satisfaction with their purchase decision (Low & Blois, 2002; Michell et al., 

2001) and reduces their level of perceived risk and uncertainty (Bengtsson & 

Servais, 2005; Mudambi, 2002). Thus, B2B branding can significantly improve the 

chances of success for industrial firms and make them more competitive. 

In B2B context, previous branding research has primarily focused on 

contrasting consumer branding with B2B branding and applying consumer brand 

frameworks to business markets, which may provide valuable insights but 

pragmatically speaking does not improve the B2B companies’ capabilities to 

differentiate their brands from competition (Herbst & Merz, 2011). The relevance 

of B2C frameworks and models to industrial markets is also questionable from a 

theory-building perspective because B2B and B2C markets are different by nature 

(Grewal & Lilien, 2012). Regarding the offering of B2B companies, products and 

services are intended to fulfil a concrete need (Herbst & Merz, 2011), represent 

specific solutions to problems (Bendixen, Bukasa, & Abratt, 2004), involve large-

scale purchases (Kuhn et al., 2008) and are valuable (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006). 

B2B purchases can be pivotal in terms of their financial importance and have 

considerable impact on the B2B customer's business (Glynn, 2012).  

In B2B markets, the relationship between a buyer and a seller involves very 

high stakes, a great deal of risk, fear and uncertainty, due to which companies 

typically have a focus on relationships, interactive relationship building is deemed 

important and trust is a key issue (Glynn, 2012). Compared to consumer markets, 

B2B companies typically have far fewer customers with whom companies interact 

(Grewal & Lilien, 2012), and the customers vary in size, requirements and 

importance (Ford, Gadde, Håkansson, & Snehota, 2003, p. 3). Therefore, the 

relationships are likely to be complex and long-term (Glynn, 2012). Consequently, 

inter-firm relationships, alliances and networks are considered important to B2B 

companies (Bendixen et al., 2004; Glynn, 2012; Grewal & Lilien, 2012).  

The business market can be seen to be composed of interconnected 

relationships that form a broader network structure instead of merely dyadic 
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relationships (Ford et al., 2003). Business markets are often described as 

impersonal mechanisms that exist ̒ out thereʼ, but what happens in a network results 

from the behaviour of individuals, actors, who bring into the business relationships 

their intentions and interpretations upon which they act and interact (Snehota & 

Håkansson, 1995). Thus each interaction, for example, a sales negotiation, is not 

an isolated event but part of continuing relationship between the company and its 

customer (Ford et al., 2003, p. 4). Indeed, business relationships are not a process 

of action by the company and reaction by the customer, they are shaped by the 

interaction between them (Ibid.). Their current form is the outcome of previous 

interactions between the business units (Håkansson & Ford, 2002).  

Another difference between the consumer and business markets is the nature 

of buying. Compared to the B2C market, B2B buying differs greatly from B2C 

purchases (Grewal & Lilien, 2012). Within B2B marketing literature, 

organisational buying behaviour has prompted much interest and discussion among 

academics and practitioners over the past 40 years, resulting in abundance of 

literature on numerous aspects of organisational purchasing (Johnston & Chandler, 

2012). Overall, the industrial buying process is more complex and technically 

oriented than in consumer markets and often involves groups of individuals in the 

firm with vastly different backgrounds (Glynn, 2012; Grewal & Lilien, 2012). 

Traditionally it has been assumed that the individuals responsible for buying 

decisions are highly qualified professionals who tend to make decisions supported 

by logical reasoning (Gilliland & Johnston, 1997), but it has been noted that the 

individuals responsible for B2B purchases are influenced by both affective and 

cognitive factors (Erevelles, 1998).  

The idea of organisational decision-making as inherently and predominantly 

rational prevailed for many years (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004), but it has been 

shown that B2B brands play a significant role at different stages in the industrial 

buyer's decision process (Sweeney, 2002). Perhaps due to the emphasis on rational 

decision-making, it has been argued that B2B brand value derives predominantly 

through the functional qualities of a product and the product performance features 

(Kuhn et al., 2008). Functional brand value is often referred to as rational, economic 

or tangible and associated with product features and performance (Kuhn et al., 2008; 

Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). Functional qualities include, for example, quality, 

technology, capacity, infrastructure, after sales service, capabilities, reliability, and 

innovation (Leek & Christodoulides, 2012). Thus, B2B brands have been 

considered to fulfil primarily an informative function through functional brand 

associations (Bendixen et al., 2004).  
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Despite the fact that B2B branding literature has often emphasised the 

informative, functional aspect in B2B brand value, research has shown that it may 

be difficult to build strong and distinct brands by purely functional benefits in 

competitive B2B markets (Herbst & Merz, 2011). Emotional brand benefit 

associations are increasingly important as a means of differentiation in competitive 

industrial markets (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2007). 

Emotional brand value can be seen as intangible and non-economic value that 

engages the stakeholder on the level of senses and emotions (Morrison & Crane, 

2007). Emotional bonds help establish trust (Andersen & Kumar, 2006; Lynch & 

De Chernatony, 2007), reduce the level of perceived risk and build relationships 

(Leek & Christodoulides, 2012). The emotional values that seem to be most 

relevant for B2B brands include risk reduction, reassurance, trust, credibility, 

reputation, image, and responsiveness (Herbst & Merz, 2011; Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2012; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). Backhaus et al. (2011) 

highlights communication that supports the reduction of risk, for example, through 

using reference customers as endorsements and further notes that brand 

communication should form the basis for initiating long-term customer 

relationships. 

Concerning the communication of brand value, Lynch and de Chernatony 

(2004) argue that an emotional stimulus may be the means through which marketers 

can gain attention for the presentation of functional brand value, even if the buyer 

is highly involved and motivated and as such persuaded by strong, rational 

arguments related to functionality. In contrast to the rationally and functionally 

oriented buyers, a buyer not strongly motivated or involved processes persuasive 

communications messages through a ʻperipheralʼ route, with more attention paid to 

contextual information that evokes emotions such as visual imagery, the 

salesperson’s appearance or the presentation of product information (Ibid.). 

Regardless of the emphasis on functional and emotional attributes, brand 

communication should be effective, and brands need to engender trust and 

credibility (Ibid.), whether it is through the communication based on rational appeal 

or emotional appeal.  

So far the discussion of brand value has focused on the individuals involved in 

industrial purchases and on the selling and buying parties, but it should be pointed 

out that the interaction between the company and its customer is not the only 

interaction in which B2B brand value is communicated. Broadening the discussion 

to the other stakeholders involved in the interaction in which brand value is 

communicated also supports the idea that communicating merely functional brand 
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value may not be enough in B2B markets. Indeed, it has been shown that B2B 

branding is an ongoing process involving both internal and external stakeholders 

engaging in social interaction that is open to all who are interested and empowered 

to participate (Mäläskä et al., 2011; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011). Thus, the focus 

from the dyadic buyer–seller relationship should be broadened to involve a network 

of stakeholders, both internal and external. 

In B2B branding, internal stakeholders such as managers and employees have 

an important role in brand communication (Gregory, 2007; Hatch & Schultz, 2010). 

Glynn (2012) argues that intangible features such as the actions of employees as 

well as the opinions of peer and professional networks are important in value 

creation of B2B companies and are seen by customers as being connected to the 

brand. In addition, in B2B markets especially the role of salespeople is significant 

in communicating brand meanings due to the importance of personal selling 

(Bendixen et al., 2004; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). For example, brand 

representatives, in other words, the individuals from the selling firm who educate 

and inform buyers about the brand, are important in developing relationships with 

reseller and enhancing the buyer’s understanding and confidence in the brand 

(Gupta et al., 2010). Leek and Christodoulides (2012) point out that adhering to the 

functional and emotional values encapsulated by the brand enables employees to 

deliver coherent interactions that are likely to contribute to developing buyer 

relationships. 

In addition to internal stakeholders, there are also many external stakeholders 

involved in the branding process whose actions may have a direct or indirect effect 

on brand value (Mäläskä et al., 2011). These actors in B2B branding context may 

include, for example, customers as part of brand communities (Andersen, 2005) or 

as source of word-of mouth communication (Christopher & Gaudenzi, 2009) or 

partner firms such as value-adding customers, manufacturers or service providers 

due to increased outsourcing and co-producing activities (Mäläskä et al., 2011). 

Companies can also use components from respected suppliers to communicate 

prestige and gain legitimacy and acceptance for their own goods (Herbst & Merz, 

2011) or use channel members to acquire information (Gilmore, Carson, Grant, & 

O'Donnell, 2006) and consultancies and advertising agencies to support branding 

(Inskip, 2004). In addition, the actions of the media and various non-governmental 

organisations may have long-term consequences for brand image and value (Jones, 

2005).  

The previous sub-chapters discussed branding from the viewpoint of SMEs and 

B2Bs. Before I introduce the next topic in the discussion of brand co-creation 
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context, I shall attempt to revise the main points of branding in B2B SMEs from a 

communicational perspective that are essential to consider. To summarise, a B2B 

SME operate in a network of stakeholders and consequently communicate with 

multiple stakeholders. The interaction with stakeholders is typically centred on 

fewer people within the B2B SME. The communication is also focused concerning 

the channels of communication, and face-to-face interaction is considered 

important as the communication has an important role in building trust through 

relationships with stakeholders. Communicating both functional and emotional 

brand value related to both corporate and product brand is seen as relevant for B2B 

SMEs although the focus has typically been on functional brand value. Considering 

the wide variety of stakeholders with whom the company interacts, brand 

communication cannot rely merely on rational persuasion and the informative 

function within B2B SMEs, but communication should involve using different 

techniques of persuasion and appeal. In the following paragraphs, the discussion 

will shift from branding to the language that SMEs typically use to communicate 

about their brands in internationally-oriented B2B markets, to BELF. 

2.2.3 Using English as a business lingua franca for international 
business communication  

The purpose of this sub-chapter is to offer a brief outlook on the language that 

SMEs typically use for brand communication within internationally-oriented B2B 

markets. In this study, I explore brand co-creation from a communicative 

perspective and investigate the interaction in which brand meanings are co-

constructed. Concerning language use, within this study the language that the 

internationally-oriented B2B SMEs use for brand communication is 1) used for a 

particular purpose, for business communication, 2) English that is used for 

conducting international business, 3) used as a common language, a lingua franca, 

and 4) used for spoken, face-to-face interaction. These issues have implications for 

brand co-creation communication. After a brief introduction attempting to place 

international business communication on the map of scientific research, the sub-

chapter continues to discuss what BELF is. Finally, I shall pinpoint some relevant 

issues concerning spoken communication. 

The shift from branding to business communication and language means that 

the research focus moves from business research to communication studies and 

linguistics. Business communication can be seen to belong within the discipline of 

applied linguistics (AL), although the categorisation seems to vary. AL deals with 
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potential linguistic ʻproblem areasʼ within society, such as professional 

communication and intercultural negotiations (Östman, 2011, p. 17). Business 

communication is also closely related to pragmatics, which focuses on how 

language influences our everyday lives and investigates how language works in 

practice, in other words the focus is on language function and usage (Ibid., p. 1). In 

applied linguistics and pragmatics, studies of discourse in organisations aim at 

understanding problem areas relating to the complexity and diversity of 

communication in the professions (Gunnarsson, 2011, p. 31). These problem areas 

can revolve around problem solving/decision making, the constitution of 

professional knowledge and credibility, role relationships, authority, and identity, 

which also signal the workplace as a distinct discourse environment (Sarangi & 

Roberts, 1999).  

In the past few decades, business communication has become more and more 

international as organisations are increasingly engaging in business in foreign 

countries, for example, sourcing from another country, seeking investors from 

another country or recruiting foreign employees (Beamer & Varner, 2001; 

Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). The shift to a more international 

approach to business has been affected by the possibilities of globalised economy 

or the challenges posed by the domestic market with limited growth opportunities 

(Kuivalainen et al., 2010; Ruokonen et al., 2008; Winch & Bianchi, 2006). 

Although many languages are used around the world for international trade and 

communication, the dominant role of English in international business is 

indisputable (Beamer & Varner, 2001; Rogerson-Revell, 2007). English as a 

language of business communication has been explored in several disciplines, 

partly due to its multifunctional role, for example, as a native tongue or as a 

common language used by non-native speakers (Rogerson-Revell, 2007).   

One of the research areas exploring the use of English in international business 

is BELF, which refers to English used as a common language for business purposes 

(Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005). It has been argued that communicating effectively 

in international companies requires the use of BELF (Ehrenreich, 2010), and along 

with globalized business, BELF has started to draw a lot of attention in academia 

as well (Ehrenreich, 2010; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). BELF 

research has explored, for example, the role of spoken and written communication 

from several different international perspectives (Nickerson, 2005), internationally 

operating business professionals’ perceptions of BELF communication and its 

ʻsuccessʼ at work (Kankaanranta & Planken, 2010), the role of small talk and 

rapport in BELF (Pullin, 2010) and BELF in advertising (Nickerson & Camiciottoli, 
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2013). The communicative genres that have been discussed include, for example 

negotiations, meetings and e-mail (Nickerson, 2005).  

An important notion is that BELF narrows down the context of language use, 

communication and interaction to business. The speakers of BELF are members of 

the global business discourse community and use BELF to do their work 

(Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2010). Since BELF is used for business 

purposes, it implies certain roles that the language users adopt, the kind of jobs they 

do, the issues they discuss and the communication genres they use (Ibid.). BELF 

also narrows down business communication to specific individuals as it is used as 

a common language between non-native speakers of English, though it can also be 

used as a common language between a non-native and native speaker of English 

(Ehrenreich, 2010). In this study, BELF use also extends to communication 

between native and non-native speakers of English, a choice which will be 

elaborated on in the third chapter of the study.  

The reason why BELF interests researchers is its distinctive character 

compared to English as a native language; researchers argue that BELF is a form 

of English in its own right with distinctive features and characteristics that 

distinguishes it from English as a native language or English as a lingua franca 

(ELF) (Ehrenreich, 2010; Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). Indeed, 

BELF derives its norms of correctness and appropriateness from its own usage 

rather than from native British or American English (Gnutzmann, 2009). BELF has 

been described as simplified English because it does not have any strict rules about 

grammatical form, structures, or ʻcorrectnessʼ, nor does it contain complicated 

phraseology, idiomatic expressions or complex sentence structures (Louhiala-

Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). Although BELF does not have strict rules about 

language use, there are, of course, certain requirements that have to be met in order 

to be understood in the business community. However, BELF user has to be able to 

transmit information effectively and efficiently across language boundaries 

(Ehrenreich, 2010; Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005), which requires a certain level 

of lexico-grammatical language proficiency, in other words, proficiency in English 

grammar and vocabulary (Charles, 2007). Concerning spoken language, Jenkins 

(2000) has suggested a Lingua Franca Core for pronunciation, in other words, 

certain features that are crucial if pronunciation of English is to be intelligible. 

Providing the complete set of features and discussing them in detail is not necessary 

for the purpose of the study, but some relevant features that could be mentioned are 

the ability to produce the consonant and vowel sounds of English with clarity and 
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some features of connected speech such as rhythm, word stress and intonation 

(Jenkins, 2000).   

If the aim of BELF is not on grammatical correctness of native-like 

pronunciation, what does successful BELF communication involve or require in 

addition to a sufficient level of linguistic skills? Some of the most important issues 

guiding BELF communication seem to be efficiency, relevance and economy, 

instead of aiming at native-like speech (Seidlhofer, 2001). Another key aspect is 

interpersonal relations as many professional exchanges are concerned with getting 

things done and appraising what is being done (Millot, 2017). Indeed, the speakers 

of BELF use language to “get the job done”, in other words, BELF is goal-oriented 

communication by nature (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2013). The goal of 

communication can be tied to a specific communicative event, such as closing a 

deal or persuading a business angel to invest in a company. In situations such as 

these BELF has an important role in enabling the exchange of information 

(Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). However, communication in BELF 

can also enable reaching long-term objectives such as establishing trust and rapport 

in international interaction (Ibid.), thus in B2B SME stakeholder interaction it can 

enable the building of trust as a common language.  

In order to reach communicative goals with BELF, business communication 

requires the ability to use specialized vocabulary of one’s specific field of expertise 

(Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). Thus, business knowledge and 

expertise is required. BELF is also connected to specific communicative events, 

which involves the use of certain genres (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 

2010). In business context, these could be, for example, a negotiation between a 

buyer and a seller or a telephone conversation with a possible partner. The use of 

BELF is highly contextual, which suggests that knowledge of the specific business 

context, the particular genres used and overall business communication strategies 

are tightly intertwined with proficiency in English (Ibid.). Millot (2017) argues that 

BELF communicators can compensate for lack of proficiency by ʻprofessional 

voiceʼ. Therefore, the fluent use of BELF requires not only linguistic competence 

related to pronunciation, grammar and vocabulary, but also a broader 

communication competence with an understanding of different professional genres 

and styles used in business communication, not to mention business competence 

and understanding of the issues that are discussed. Thus, BELF adopts a more 

holistic view on language and communication than the traditional proficiency 

perspective. 
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Although BELF can be seen as a neutral code shared among the members of 

international business community (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012), 

BELF cannot be considered altogether neutral or cultureless but rather a conduit of 

its speaker’s communication culture (Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005). In other 

words, culture and its effects on communication cannot be omitted from BELF. 

BELF users’ speech not only reflects communicational features characteristic of 

the speaker’s national culture but also features of an organisational culture with its 

own communication norms to which the speaker belongs. As members of business 

community, BELF speakers can be seen to share cultural knowledge and rules 

about how to talk together appropriately (Van Dijk, 1997b), for example, in a 

meeting. In addition, if language is seen as constitutive of communication, BELF 

is not merely a conduit expressing national or organisation culture tied to the 

speaker’s communication. BELF speakers bring their own unique communicative 

repertoires, all available resources used to communicate meaning, and 

linguacultural backgrounds, which develop as a result of membership in 

communities and person’s history and biography (Räisänen, 2016, p. 158). Thus, 

when BELF is used as a language for brand communication within B2B SMEs, the 

communication is affected by the speakers’ linguistic competence, national and 

organisational culture, communication competence and business competence.  

Nickerson (2005) has acknowledged a shift in the focus of BELF research from 

language skills to language strategies that concern effective communication in 

business. Indeed, the role of BELF is seen as a facilitator and enabler of 

communication (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). However, when 

English is used by non-native speakers as a common language, it is perhaps 

unavoidable that some communicative barriers may occur (Louhiala-Salminen et 

al., 2005). For example, the study by Evans (2013) shows that BELF presentations 

are part of everyday professional life but are not without difficulties; especially 

engaging the interest of the audience, dealing with questions spontaneously and 

authoritatively, communicating in a natural spoken style and incorporating visual 

aids smoothly in the presentations were considered challenging (Evans, 2013). 

Despite the problems, BELF speakers can be seen as adaptable language users as 

they engage in monitoring, adapting, negotiating and accommodating within their 

communication, utilising a great number of strategies to communicate (Kaur, 2016, 

p. 151).   

BELF speakers often use learner or communication strategies in their 

interaction, by which a speaker resolves problems of communication (Knapp, 

Seidlhofer, & Widdowson, 2009). When referring to these strategies, I shall use the 
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term communication strategy to emphasise that they are a sign of intelligible 

communication instead of linguistic deficit (Seidlhofer, 2001). There are several 

communication strategy typologies, but often they are categorised into avoidance, 

paraphrase, conscious transfer, appeal for assistance, and mime (R. Ellis, 1994). 

Avoidance can refer to avoiding a specific topic or word due to gap in vocabulary 

or grammar or to abandoning a message because it is too difficult to produce (Ibid.). 

Paraphrasing includes approximation, using an incorrect term that is close enough, 

making up a new word (word coinage), and circumlocution, which refers to 

describing an object instead of using the appropriate term (Ibid.). Conscious 

transfers has two manifestations: a literal translation of words or phrases from 

native language and language switch (also known as code switch), the 

straightforward insertion of words from native language (Bialystok, 1990). When 

appealing for assistance, the speaker consults some authority and by miming uses 

non-verbal language to refer to an object or event (R. Ellis, 1994).    

Although BELF speakers are ʻjust doing their jobsʼ, they are actually doing 

more than ̒ just talkingʼ. Considering the goal-orientation of BELF, it can be argued 

that BELF is persuasive communication as the members of business community 

are using language for different purposes, to inform, to appeal to emotions, to build 

rapport, or to call for action. Using rhetoric in speech concerns with using different 

means to persuade the audience, which are still conceptualised by using Aristotle’s 

tripartite theory of Rhetoric: logos, ethos, and pathos. Using logos refers to using 

logical and rational argumentation based on facts in speech, which can mean, for 

example, that speech has clarity, appropriateness, simplicity, focus, rigour, and 

organisation (Baccarani & Bonfanti, 2015). Ethos is perceived credibility of the 

speaker coming from the speaker’s intelligence, character and goodwill toward the 

audience revealed through the message (Griffin, 2010, pp. 292-293). For example, 

the speaker’s ability to express practical wisdom, bring out shared values between 

the speaker and the audience, and expressing authenticity, integrity, and sincerity 

can affect credibility (Baccarani & Bonfanti, 2015). However, saying something 

very interesting and credible is not sufficient because the information must be 

delivered in a manner that attracts the attention of the audience and leaves an 

imprint in the memory of the listeners. Pathos refers to being able to appeal through 

emotions (Griffin, 2010, p. 294), and refers to the speaker’s ability to incite 

emotions, enthusiasm and involvement in audience members; to create a sense of 

humour and empathy; to ensure innovation and originality; and have storytelling 

abilities and interpersonal-communication skills (Baccarani & Bonfanti, 2015).   
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The purpose of this sub-chapter was to introduce briefly the language that this 

study explores, BELF, to the reader, pinpoint some relevant issues concerning 

language use with BELF and to place international business communication on the 

map of scientific research. In the next sub-chapter, the discussion will move back 

to branding literature and to the phenomenon of this study. 

2.3 Brand co-creation 

In sub-chapter 2.1, I directed the reader’s attention to a shift in marketing thinking 

that reverberates to branding research as well. After presenting the context of the 

study to the reader in sub-chapter 2.2, the discussion moves next to the phenomenon 

of the study, brand co-creation. As this study adopts a relational, network-based 

stakeholder view and social construction approach on branding, these perspectives 

will be introduced in the following paragraphs. In this sub-chapter, I shall attempt 

to pinpoint the tenets of brand co-creation discussion by addressing a relational and 

network-based view on branding, continue with a discussion on stakeholders, and 

finally direct the reader’s attention to the constitutive role of language and 

communication in brand co-creation.  

2.3.1 Co-creating brands within stakeholder networks  

Brand co-creation, a new branding paradigm (Gregory, 2007; Hatch & Schultz, 

2010; Merz et al., 2009), has begun to challenge some of the presumptions of brand 

management (Brodie et al., 2006; Christodoulides, 2008; Gregory, 2007), changing 

significantly how brand are perceived and conceptualised. According to brand co-

creation perspective, brand value is co-created within stakeholder networks and 

dynamically constructed through social interactions among different stakeholders 

(Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Merz et al., 2009). A brand is seen as a dynamic, 

continuous and social process instead of a stable image (e.g. Gregory, 2007; Merz 

et al., 2009; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001). Branding is viewed as a continuous, 

collaborative and interactive process, taking place within relationships between the 

firm and its stakeholders (Merz et al., 2009). These tenets of brand co-creation will 

now be elaborated on in the following paragraphs.  

The notion that branding involves interactive processes, reciprocity and 

collaboration (Abimbola & Kocak, 2007) differs greatly from the more traditional 

branding view that the brand can be managed, controlled and/or owned by the 

company. Although brand co-creation discussion draws from service-dominant 
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logic of marketing by Vargo and Lusch (200), which views brands as resources, 

Mäläskä et al. (2011) point out that perceiving brands as resources conveys a rather 

firm-centric perspective, which is not in line with the fundamental idea of co-

creation. Indeed, if the thought of co-creation in interaction is fully embraced, 

brands are viewed from a relational perspective, which implicates that the outcome 

of stakeholder interactions and relationships determines the competitive position of 

a company and brand performance (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Brodie et al., 2006). 

Thus, brand value is seen to be located in the relationships between the company 

and its stakeholders (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007).  

The notion of companies operating in a complex web of relationships and 

networks adopted by many branding researchers (Mäläskä et al., 2011) draws from 

relationship marketing and industrial network theory, representing a significantly 

dissenting view on market dynamics than the conventional economics-based and 

transaction-focused framework (Snehota & Håkansson, 1995). A company’s 

relationships are seen as the outcomes of its actions but the paradox is that the 

company itself is the outcome of those relationships and of what has happened in 

them (Håkansson & Ford, 2002). Networks are dynamic entities exhibiting 

interdependence and connectedness between actor bonds, activity links and 

resource ties (Snehota & Håkansson, 1995). Within relationships and networks, 

companies perform various activities, which can be defined as a sequence of acts 

directed towards a purpose (Ibid.). In and through the relationships of a company, 

resources are acquired or in other ways accessed, provided and developed, therefore 

the relationships tie together different companies (Ibid.). Similarly, brands can be 

seen to tie stakeholders together. 

Brand co-creation discussion emphasises the relational connections between 

organisations and stakeholders and the interaction in which brands as social 

processes are framed and produced (Cornelissen et al., 2012). The idea that brands 

are dynamically and socially constructed in interaction (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007) 

resonates with social constructionism, according to which people co-construct their 

own subjective realities and are simultaneously shaped by the worlds they create 

(Griffin, 2010). In addition, rather than separately within each individual, meanings 

are developed in coordination and cooperation with others (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, 

p. 891). An important notion is that social constructs such as brands and our 

understanding of them are constructed through language and communication 

(Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, pp. 892-894). Thus, the role of language in branding is 

constitutive as it is constantly creating rather than merely representing what already 
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exists in the social world (Griffin, 2010), an idea which is further discussed later in 

this chapter.  

In addition to adopting a relational, network-based and social construction 

approach to branding, brand co-creation also approaches branding from a 

stakeholder framework. Stakeholder approach in business is by no means new. The 

importance of stakeholder groups to organisations was already articulated in a 

systematic way by Freeman (1984), who stated that organisations are defined by 

their relationships with stakeholders, a group that includes not only those who 

management believes to be stakeholders but also those who decide for themselves 

to take a stake in the organisation (Freeman, 1984). However, so far the efforts to 

shed light on the branding processes where customers, brands and network actors 

together construct value through their interaction have been scarce (see e.g. Brodie 

et al., 2006; Mäläskä et al., 2011; Merz et al., 2009; Payne et al., 2009; Vallaster & 

von Wallpach, 2013). Moreover, stakeholders have been viewed as targets of 

branding rather than partners in or co-creators of branding (Gregory, 2007), but, for 

example, Juntunen et al. (2010) showed that branding activities are also performed 

by external stakeholders in situations where external stakeholder group are targets 

for the same activities. 

The stakeholder approach widens our perspective to examine the range of 

relationships in which the brand is communicated and co-created (Jones, 2005). 

Brand co-creation discussion not only takes into consideration the branding efforts 

within the company, in other words internal stakeholders, but also the external 

forces that affect the branding process and aspirations of the company (Einwiller 

& Will, 2002). Indeed, several studies shed light on the contribution that different 

key stakeholders such as customers (Merrilees, 2007), employees (Krake, 2005; 

Wong & Merrilees, 2005), partners (Morgan, Deeter-Schmelz, & Moberg, 2007), 

suppliers (Campbell, Papania, Parent, & Cyr, 2010), or resellers (Ojasalo et al., 

2008) can make to constructing brands. The stakeholder groups often overlap each 

other and suppliers can also be partners, customers or shareholders (Juntunen et al., 

2010). However, there does not seem to prevail consensus on who is a brand 

stakeholder and who is not. For example, brand stakeholders can be seen to be those 

who either have a financial interest in the company or a financial impact on it 

(Bickerton, 2000), whereas the stakeholder model by Hatch and Schultz (2010) 

represents a full stakeholder approach that views all stakeholders as brand co-

creators.  

The study by Ind and Bjerke (2007) was one of the first studies that recognised 

the role of stakeholders in branding and proposed a participatory market-oriented 
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philosophy, which aims at building brands by involving employees, customers and 

other stakeholders in the development of the brand. Jones (2005) presents a 

stakeholder model in which brand value is seen to be co-created through interaction 

with multiple strategic stakeholders and is embedded in a range of synergic 

relationships between multiple stakeholders. According to Mäläskä et al. (2011), 

the model by Jones (2005) not only emphasises branding through interactive 

relationships with various stakeholders but also the interconnectedness of the 

relationships. Furthermore, the stakeholder framework emphasizes that the process 

rather than the output is important and that all stakeholders contribute to a brand’s 

value, whether or not these stakeholders are part of the official brand community 

(Merz et al., 2009).  

Since the meaning of a brand is ultimately defined by a number of different 

actors (Berthon, Pitt, & Campbell, 2009), understanding and responding to the 

needs of multiple internal and external stakeholders, not just customers, is essential 

in branding (Roper & Davies, 2007). This calls for interaction and open dialogue 

between the company and its stakeholders, in which stakeholders both are given 

and take control of brand meaning and ultimately the value it brings to the 

organisation (Hatch & Schultz, 2010). Engaging in direct interaction with, for 

example, customers through dialogue requires an organisation-wide approach, 

organisation culture and leadership model that allow effective communication 

between the company and stakeholders (Ind & Bjerke, 2007). By engaging in 

dialogue with stakeholders, the managers and employees provide access to the 

organisation, revealing more of the organisation, its culture, decision-making and 

management. Increased transparency has its risks as Hatch & Schultz (2010) point 

out, but stakeholders are also more likely to support the organisation not only 

because of their proximity, involvement and identification with the brand, but 

because the brand expresses values that they themselves have helped formulate 

(Gregory, 2007).   

Dialogue is also highlighted in the study by Gregory (2007), which introduces 

a model of negotiated brand process through which brand value and meaning 

develop over time. The process requires the organisation engaging in dialogue and 

negotiation with its various stakeholders and being responsive to their input and is    

evolving, dynamic, incremental and continuous by nature (Ibid.). Gregory (2007) 

argues that the realised brand can continue to be developed and re-realised as 

relationships with stakeholders develop, but negotiated brands are distinctive and 

enduring because they are based on a set of values that will remain consistent over 

time. In their study, Gyrd-Jones and Kornum (2013) argue that successful brand co-
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creation outcomes are dependent on value and cultural complementarities between 

stakeholders, and outcomes can be jeopardized when complementarities are not 

present between the cultures at the point of direct interaction between the firm and 

stakeholders. These cultural and value complementarities are not entirely 

negotiable, but rest upon clearly defined brand value core, which, on the one hand 

provides a common reference point for stakeholders, but on the other hand also 

depends on the interplay between the firm and the stakeholder ecosystem (Gyrd-

Jones & Kornum, 2013).  

In this sub-chapter, I attempted to pinpoint the tenets of brand co-creation 

research and highlight the relational, network-based and social construction 

perspective of brand co-creation through a discussion of some metatheories behind 

the discussion. I explored the role of stakeholders in brand co-creation and 

highlighted that stakeholders are an integral part of the branding process (Gregory, 

2007), addressing the question of who participates in brand co-creation. I also 

partly addressed how co-creation occurs and pointed out that co-creation requires 

engaging in social interaction with stakeholders (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; 

Gregory, 2007). In the following sub-chapters, I shall shift the focus on the 

communicative nature of brand co-creation and discuss the co-construction of 

brand meanings within stakeholder interaction.   

2.3.2 Approaching brand co-creation from a communicative 
perspective  

Many brand co-creation studies focus particularly on the co-creation of brand value 

(e.g. Iglesias, Ind, & Alfaro, 2017; Mäläskä et al., 2011; Ramaswamy & Ozcan, 

2016). However, in addition to the co-creation of brand value, brand co-creation 

can also be approached by exploring the co-construction or co-creation of brand 

meanings in stakeholder-based interaction (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Vallaster 

& von Wallpach, 2013). The co-construction of brand meanings requires that 

attention is paid to communication and to how brand meanings are communicated. 

Considering the constitutive role of interaction and communication in brand 

co-creation, which was highlighted in the previous sub-chapter, it is surprising that 

research on brand co-creation from a communicative perspective is still quite 

limited. However, there is a growing body of literature that focuses particularly on 

the communicative nature of brand co-creation and explores brand co-creation 

through communication within stakeholder-based interaction (see e.g. Gyrd-Jones 

& Kornum, 2013; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 
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2013). Branding research constantly reminds practitioners that brand 

communication should be consistent (Aaker, 1992; Einwiller & Will, 2002) and 

encourages organisations to engage in proactive communication with different 

stakeholder groups in order to raise awareness of the company and build a positive 

corporate image (Juntunen et al., 2010; Witt & Rode, 2005). However, little is 

known about how companies actually communicate with stakeholders and what 

occurs in the interaction. If the idea of branding as an interactive communication 

process (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007) is fully embraced, surely the communication 

and interaction in which brands are co-created requires more attention.  

Shifting the focus to the interaction in which brand meanings are co-

constructed requires drawing from communication and discourse theory. There 

seems to be an abundance of theories and models that have been used to 

conceptualise business communication (Mazzei, 2014). However, the theories and 

models applied in business communication research are typically confined by a 

narrow perspective on communication and language. For example, Cornelissen et 

al. (2012) argue that branding discussion within corporate communications 

research has not been able to keep up with the new branding paradigm that 

highlights mutually beneficial relationships between organisations and their 

stakeholders but has more concerned with managing the alignment of corporate 

identities or with stakeholder images.  

The limitation related to traditional brand communication models is that they 

are not able to capture the dynamic nature of brand co-creation as they reflect a 

company-centric view (Eisenberg, 2009, p. 700) and are premised on the idea that 

the role of corporate communication is to present the company to the internal and 

external worlds (Gregory, 2007). The models assume a one-way communication 

process from the organisation to its stakeholders that convey, or even install, the 

desired identity to the stakeholders’ minds (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Even though 

a majority of the human communication scholars reject the one-way model, it is 

still taken granted in organisations and everyday life (Griffin, 2010, p. 274), and 

many contemporary models are still premised on a fixed representation of a 

company’s identity that is held in place across language, communication, and 

cognition (Cornelissen et al., 2012). However, all dimensions of an organisation’s 

identity are subject to interpretation and the notion of a ʻcommunicated brand 

identityʼ fails to acknowledge that brand identity does not exist outside 

communication, which is why Cornelissen et al. (2012) have called for a 

communication model that would consider the constitutive nature of 

communication.   
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Before elaborating on a new understanding of brand co-creation 

communication, it is vital to consider how the traditional communication models 

view language, which is at the heart of social construction. The traditional one-way 

models of communication represent a ʻcorrespondenceʼ view of language, which 

perceives language as an accurate representation of the world, functioning as a 

conduit for transferring pre-determined communicative messages (Heracleous, 

2004) and conveying information (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 901). However, 

language is poorly understood if it is viewed merely as a medium for mirroring 

objective reality through a passive transportation of data (Alvesson & Kärreman, 

2000). Social construction perceives language not only as a medium for exchanging 

information but also as the most important system through which reality is 

constructed (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009). Thus, BELF users are not merely exchanging 

information in interaction but also can be seen to create the brand with and through 

their communication.  

Social construction perspective views communication as constitutive of brands 

and branding, which has a profound impact on how we think of communication 

and brands – as processes and products of meaning construction shaped by 

language use and framing in context (Cornelissen et al., 2012). But what exactly is 

language and language use? Language is seemingly an easy term to understand; it 

is usually associated with grammar, words, and sounds. Language can be written 

or spoken, and in spoken language we create words by linking together sounds and 

larger constructs by uttering words in succession and thus are able to describe, for 

example, what we see around us. However, language is more than separate sounds 

or words put together, and viewing language as a means of describing the world 

does not address the more profound issue of why people produce utterances in the 

first place and what those utterances accomplish (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000). 

Indeed, language serves great many purposes and can be used to persuade, engage, 

criticize and clarify as already argued in the context of BELF. People use language 

in order to communicate ideas and beliefs, or to express emotion, as part of more 

complex social events (Van Dijk, 1997b, p. 2), such as a phone call, a job interview 

or a negotiation, which are governed by rules or norms for speech (Hymes, 1974). 

Within these communicative events, language users engage in communicative acts, 

which refers to what action is getting done and what we accomplish by speaking 

(Van Dijk, 1997a, p. 8).  

The idea that language is used to do things is the key insight in speech act 

theory (Searle, 1969), which suggests that every time someone speaks, three events 

take place: an utterance is made, a speech act of discursive power and intended 
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influence over other occurs and an effect on the listener is generated (Mulholland, 

1991). Thus language use in any social situation is outcome oriented (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2000). If the idea is taken to brand co-creation context, a manager who 

engages in face-to-face communication with a potential investor is not only 

exchanging information about the company but also trying to affect the stakeholder 

and as already argued in the context of rhetoric, language enables many different 

strategies to affect the listener.   

The thought that language is used to achieve things is at the heart of a 

discourse-based view on language, which considers the social actions 

accomplished by language users when they communicate with each other in social 

situations (Van Dijk, 1997b, p. 14). Social constructionists perceive discourses as 

having a central role in constructing reality (Heracleous, 2004, p. 176). Discourses 

can be seen as “practices that systematically form the objects and subjects of which 

they speak” (Foucault, 2002). Discourse is an active building process and action in 

the sense that language users aim to achieve certain outcomes through 

communication (Gee, 1999, p. 11). In layman’s terms, with discourse social actors 

use language to “make things happen” (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 893). For example, 

a manager trying to convince a potential customer to invest is performing a 

communicative act. Thus, the fundamental idea behind a discursive approach is that 

people do not just describe their realities with language but also create those 

realities with language, and the creation of realities is accomplished through social 

acts in social interaction such as conversation and other forms of dialogue (Van 

Dijk, 1997b). Thus, discourse is socially reflexive, both constitutive and 

meaningfully descriptive of the world and its subjects (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, 

p. 494).  

Van Dijk (1997, p. 2) argues that discourse always involves three dimensions: 

1) language (in) use, 2) the communication of beliefs and ideas, and 3) interaction 

in social situations. However, discourse does not only consider the social action 

accomplished by language users but also the social and cultural context in which 

language is used (Ibid.). In other words, language use only makes sense when it is 

studied within a context. Discourse is concerned with how language is used ʻon 

siteʼ to enact particular activities, perspectives, and identities (Gee, 1999). With 

discourse people accomplish the everyday task of functioning as part of a social 

group, for example as part of an organisation, which is produced, reproduced and 

transformed through the ongoing, interdependent, and goal-oriented 

communication practices of its members (Van Dijk, 1997b).  By applying the logic 

of Mumby and Clair (1997) concerning organisational discourse, brands also exist 
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only in so far as they are created through discourse. Thus as members of an 

organisation, people represent the brand and bring it into life through discourse. 

However, this does not imply that brands are nothing but discourse, but discourse 

is the principal means by which a coherent social reality is created (Mumby & Clair, 

1997, p. 181).   

2.3.3 Co-constructing brand meanings with language in social 
interaction – towards a discursive approach to brand co-
creation 

In the previous sub-chapter, I discussed the role of communication and language in 

brand co-creation and highlighted the role of language not merely as a conduit for 

describing the social world but also its constructive role. I also pinpointed that 

language can be used to accomplish social action. It was argued that to understand 

the communication related to brand co-creation, the focus should shift to the 

capacity of language to create and construct, rather than merely describe the brand. 

This calls for a discursive approach to brand co-creation. In the following 

paragraphs, I shall focus on discussing what is actually being co-constructed with 

discourse and who can take part in brand co-creation discourse. 

What is it exactly that is being constructed, or rather co-constructed, with 

discourse? Within brand co-creation literature, researchers use various terms for the 

ʻobjectʼ of co-creation: some use the general term ʻbrandʼ, whereas some refer to 

more specific constructs such as ʻbrand valueʼ, ʻbrand meaningʼ, or even ʻbrand 

meaningsʼ. As Ballantyne and Aitken (2007) point out, the usage of the term 

ʻbrandʼ to cover multiple meanings is a recipe for ongoing confusion. In this study, 

I focus on the verbal brand meanings that are co-constructed with spoken language 

in face-to-face interaction, and thus set aside the term brand value for the remainder 

of the chapter. In the following paragraphs, I shall elaborate on the concepts of 

brand meaning and brand meanings and attempt to pinpoint the difference between 

the concepts. 

Within branding research, both ̒ brand meaningʼ and ̒ brand meaningsʼ are used, 

which at this point should be taken under scrutiny as they seem to have various 

connotations in branding literature (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). Brand 

meaning has been defined, for example, as the customer’s dominant perceptions of 

a brand and a snapshot impression of the brand and its associations (Berry, 2000), 

which in the light of brand co-creation discussion reflects a rather narrow approach 

despite being an apt metaphor. Vallaster and von Wallpach (2013) conceptualise 
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brand meanings as “dynamic textual expressions of what stakeholders have in mind 

about a brand that constantly result from discourse”. Although the definition 

captures the concept well, I am hesitant to use the definition provided by Vallaster 

and von Wallpach (2013) because ʻtextualʼ could refer to the fact that the 

researchers focused on online texts in their study. However, it could also refer to 

the fact that discourses, regardless of being spoken or written, can be referred to as 

structured collections of meaningful texts (Parker, 1992).  

Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) consider brand meaning as “dynamic 

collective system of knowledge and evaluations continually emerging from social 

discourse among the members of a brand interest group”. Here attention should be 

paid to the word ʻcollectiveʼ; rather than separately within each individual, brand 

meanings are developed in coordination and cooperation with others (Leeds-

Hurwitz, 2009, p. 891). Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) argue that in social 

interaction individual brand meanings are shaped into socially shared and collective 

brand meaning, despite sometimes controversial discourse, and thus individual 

interpretation systems become socially constituted. Christensen and Cornelissen 

(2011) point out that any collective sense making about the brand is situational and 

emerges from the interactions of individuals and the meanings that they ascribe in 

those interactions.  

Brand meaning is consensual but not uniform (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008). Stakeholders can and do infer different meanings from the same brand 

because they have different personal backgrounds, social variables, and frame of 

reference (Kates & Goh, 2003). Our perceptions of a brand are influenced by many 

factors, for example, by external marketing communications, and the stakeholder’s 

knowledge base affects how brand-related communication is interpreted (Berthon 

et al., 2009). Any potential encounter with a brand can change the mental 

representation of the brand (Ibid.). Such encounters or experiences are achieved, 

for example, through the product, service environment, staff behaviour and 

communication (Olins, 2000), which all help make the brand more tangible to 

stakeholders (Abimbola & Vallaster, 2007). Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) 

refer to these as brand manifestations, in other words, tangible and intangible 

objectifications of the brand. Thus, brands are neither exclusively conceived as 

tangible products or organisations or intangible, mental representations because 

brands might manifest themselves in material and immaterial ways (Ibid.). 

Brands evolve in social discourse among people and organisations interested 

in the brand (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). Through communication and 

interaction, brands are dynamically and constantly constructed and (re)produced, 
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and thus subjected to change and renewal (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Brand 

meanings are institutionalised to a certain extent (Berthon et al., 2009), but brands 

are constantly open for interpretation through dialogue and they ʻspeak againʼ in 

new contexts and can be seen to adapt old meanings to new circumstances (Hatch 

& Rubin, 2006). Thus, brand meaning is subject to change over time (Berthon et 

al., 2009). Brands may retain some sense of intention placed in them by their 

ʻauthorsʼ, but they also respond to interpretations produced by multiple readers 

(Hatch & Rubin, 2006). Therefore, brands are in a constant flux, dynamically 

constructed by interpretations and negotiations of different stakeholders 

(Cornelissen et al., 2012). Stakeholders continuously negotiate and re-define brand 

meaning through their discursive activities (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), 

forming their opinions of the organisation based on the interaction with the 

organisation over time through an accumulation of experiences (Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008).   

If brand meaning is co-constructed in interaction, is anything open for 

negotiation? According to Gyrd-Jones and Kornum (2013) and Mühlbacher and 

Hemetsberger (2008), there are brand elements that are more prone to change and 

suggest that there is also a core that is more difficult to negotiate. The study by 

Gregory (2007) also points out that whilst subject to renewal, the negotiated, or co-

created, brand is also enduring because it is based on a set of values that will remain 

consistent over time. Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) argue that brands have 

logically interrelated context-independent elements that provide a common ground 

for the interpretation as well as time-specific and context-related cognitions, affects 

and practices, which serve the purpose of situation-specific interpretations without 

raising conflict when contrary elements appear. Brand meaning is not a stable 

system of cognitions and related affects; brand meanings are challenged in 

discourse and varying meanings may become relevant in different social situations 

(Ibid.).  

According to a discursive approach to the co-construction of brand meanings, 

brand meanings are co-created in complex and dynamic social interaction, brand-

related discourse, in which all stakeholders can participate and shape brand 

meaning (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & 

von Wallpach, 2013). By disseminating brand-related knowledge, sharing their 

ideas and beliefs about the brand, communicating their expectations, evaluations, 

and experiences (Mumby & Clair, 1997), the stakeholders engage in brand 

discourse, through which brand meanings are shaped (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). In their, 
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study Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) paint a picture of a rational stakeholder 

when stating that an individual will communicate about the brand if they deem a 

brand-related stimulus socially relevant. However, it has been argued that 

stakeholders may also and shape certain aspects of a brand’s social reality 

coincidentally (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013).  

From a discursive perspective, there is a multitude of stakeholders that can 

participate in the co-construction of brand meanings in social interaction 

(Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013). The group of salient stakeholders comprises any individual or 

group inside or outside the organisation that shows an interest in a brand and 

actively participates in brand-related discourse (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), 

a group which Mühlbacher and Hemetsberger (2008) call a brand interest group. 

The discourse is not tied to a particular location, time or medium, and brand 

meanings can be ascribed by anyone who wishes to take part in the discourse, 

consequently, the members of the brand interest group are in constant flux (Cova 

& Cova, 2002). Although all stakeholders can participate in brand-related discourse 

and shape brand meaning, Vallaster and von Wallpach (2013) suggest that the 

stakeholders’ ability to engage in the discourse depends on discursive resources 

they have at their disposal, and thus some stakeholders may have more ʻdiscursive 

powerʼ than others and consequently more influence on the brand meaning. 

Concerning the ʻarenaʼ of interaction, in consumer markets brand meaning are 

collectively negotiated increasingly on social media sites and online communities, 

but in B2B markets, the online interaction is limited and the emphasis is on offline 

interaction (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013).   

In this sub-chapter, I attempted to draw together the existing understanding of 

brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon from a discursive perspective.  

Although the significance of discourses in enriching branding theory has been 

acknowledged (Cornelissen et al., 2012), the efforts to approach brand co-creation 

from a discursive viewpoint remain scarce (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). In the 

next sub-chapter, I present an analytical framework for exploring brand co-creation 

discourse in the context of the study.  

2.4 Analytical framework for exploring spoken brand co-creation 

discourse  

The purpose of this final chapter is to synthesise the discussion of brand co-creation, 

SME and B2B branding and BELF presented in the previous sub-chapters. By 



62 

drawing from discourse theory, I shall also introduce an analytical framework for 

exploring spoken brand co-creation discourse in the context of SMEs using BELF 

to communicate in internationally-oriented B2B markets. The phenomenon of the 

study is brand co-creation, which refers to the co-creation of brand value and 

meaning within stakeholder networks (Merz et al., 2009). Instead of viewing 

branding as company-centric function, branding is seen as a continuous and 

collaborative process between the firm and stakeholders, through which brands are 

dynamically constructed in social interaction (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Hatch & 

Schultz, 2010; Merz et al., 2009). A brand is viewed as a continuous, social process 

instead of a stable image (Gregory, 2007; Merz et al., 2009; Muniz & O'Guinn, 

2001).  

In this study, I explore brand co-creation communication, which is viewed as a 

dynamic and social process in which salient stakeholders communicate and interact 

directly or indirectly, co-creating and co-constructing brand meanings purposefully 

or coincidentally (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 

2013). Brands acquire meaning through a constantly evolving interaction and 

interpretation process involving multiple stakeholders (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Brand 

meanings are co-created in complex and dynamic social interaction, in which all 

stakeholders can participate and shape brand meaning (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Stakeholders 

continuously negotiate and re-define brand meaning through their discursive 

activities (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Consequently, brand meaning is the 

dynamic result of a discursive process involving multiple interdependent 

stakeholders who interact with each other to co-create brand meaning (Ibid.). 

By disseminating brand-related knowledge, sharing their ideas and beliefs 

about the brand, communicating their expectations, evaluations, and experiences 

(Mumby & Clair, 1997), stakeholders co-create brand meanings (Hatch & Rubin, 

2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), which 

are situational (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Brand meanings are institutionalised to a 

certain extent (Berthon et al., 2009), but brands are constantly open for 

interpretation through dialogue (Hatch & Rubin, 2006) and through communication 

and interaction, brands are dynamically and constantly constructed and 

(re)produced, and subjected to change and renewal (Cornelissen et al., 2012). Thus, 

brand meaning is subject to change over time (Berthon et al., 2009) because brands 

are in a constant flux, dynamically constructed by interpretations and negotiations 

of different stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 2012).   



63 

Since social constructionism perceives discourses as having a central role in 

constructing reality (Heracleous, 2004, p. 176) and a discursive approach highlights 

that language is not used to merely describe brands but to construct them, I apply a 

discursive approach to brand co-creation communication. Discourse is an active 

building process and action in the sense that language users aim to achieve certain 

outcomes through communication (Gee, 1999, p. 11), thus the communication of 

brand meanings can be seen to aim at accomplishing social action. By drawing 

upon discourse theory and social construction theory, in this study I conceptualise 

brand co-creation discourse as a dynamic and ongoing process, in which 

stakeholders are using language to co-construct brand meanings in social 

interaction.  

I propose an analytical framework for exploring face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse, which is based on three-dimensional model of discourse by van 

Dijk (1997a, b). Van Dijk’s (1997) model was chosen, because it allows the 

investigator to explore different dimensions of discourse, an issue which will be 

elaborated on in the third chapter. Within the framework, brand co-creation 

discourse is seen to occur when two or more stakeholders use verbal language to 

communicate brand meanings in face-to-face interaction. Thus, exploring spoken 

brand discourse involves three aspects: 1) how language is used to verbalise brand 

meanings, 2) what kind of brand meanings are communicated, and 3) what social 

action is accomplished within face-to-face stakeholder interaction. This study 

focuses mainly on the brand meanings communicated by internal stakeholders and 

although communication can be also non-verbal, this study is limited only to verbal 

communication.  

The context of the study is B2B SMEs using English as a business lingua franca 

for communicating brand-related meanings in face-to-face interaction. Brand co-

creation discourse is not tied to a particular location, time or medium, and it can 

occur offline and online (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 

2013). However, in this study I explore offline face-to-face interaction because it 

can be argued to be more relevant to B2B companies than discourse on online 

platforms (Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013) due to the emphasis on building long-

term relationship, establishing trust (Glynn, 2012) and face-to-face 

communications with key stakeholders in B2B SMEs (Ojasalo et al., 2008). The 

group of salient stakeholders engaging in spoken brand co-creation discourse of a 

B2B SME comprises any individual or group inside or outside the organisation that 

shows an interest in a brand and actively participates in brand-related discourse 

(Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). However, it can be argued that within an SME 
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the communication is focused on fewer people than in large companies, typically 

on founders, managers, and employees such as sales people fewer people 

(Bendixen et al., 2004; Gregory, 2007; Gupta et al., 2010; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; 

Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). Therefore, their role in communicating brand 

meanings is decisive as their actions have a more immediate and direct effect on 

the brand.  

B2B SMEs operate in a complex network of stakeholders with whom the 

company interacts and communicates (Mäläskä et al., 2011). In B2B SMEs, 

communication has an important role in building and maintaining long-lasting 

relationships with salient stakeholders (Glynn, 2012). The small group of internal 

stakeholders encounter a wide variety of different communicative events in which 

they interact with different external stakeholders. Whether the internal stakeholders 

realise it or not, through their communication with stakeholders they are constantly 

producing and reproducing brand meanings that affect the brand (Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008). Although some marketing communications can be 

outsourced, for example, to advertising agencies, spoken face-to-face interaction 

cannot and thus the internal stakeholder represents the company and the brand in 

stakeholder interaction. 

In international markets, the interaction with stakeholders is further 

complicated by the fact that the internal stakeholders might have to use a non-native 

language for communication. Typically the language chosen for international 

business communication is English (Nickerson, 2005), but the English spoken in 

international business context is often different from the English spoken by native 

English speakers, because international business communication usually takes 

place between non-native speakers of English who are using English as a common 

language, a lingua franca (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012). Using 

BELF can function as the common thread between non-native communicators but 

it can also cause communication problems due to language users’ various cultural 

backgrounds and levels of English language proficiency (Charles & Marschan-

Piekkari, 2002; Ehrenreich, 2010; Marschan et al., 1997). Thus, this study 

examines how BELF affects internal stakeholders’ communication of brand 

meanings within SMEs operating in internationally-oriented B2B markets. The 

analytical framework for exploring BELF in spoken brand co-creation is illustrated 

in Figure 1. In the following chapter, the research design of the study is explored. 
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Fig. 1. Analytical framework for exploring BELF in spoken face-to-face brand co-

creation discourse. 
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3 Research design  

The purpose of this chapter is to present and justify the research approach used in 

the study to the reader.  In scientific research, it is important to bring forward the 

philosophical underpinnings that have guided the researcher in, for example, 

acquiring knowledge, developing an understanding of the phenomenon, and 

making methodological choices throughout the research process. This calls for a 

certain kind of openness regarding one’s study; the reader should be provided all 

relevant information related to the study that helps evaluate the study and follow 

the researcher’s logic. This is particularly important in the research approach 

adopted in this study, qualitative inquiry, as there is such a wide variety of different 

methods and practices that fall under the category of qualitative research (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000). Following the research design model of Denzin and Lincoln 

(2000), in this chapter I shall shed light on the research approach of this study by 

first describing the research process, which is followed by a description of the 

research paradigm. Then I shall describe and justify the research strategy, data 

construction and data analysis. The chapter concludes with a description of the 

context of the study. 

3.1 Research process 

Pinpointing the exact moment when the research saw daylight for the first time is 

quite difficult but I would date the first, rough sketch of a research idea to the spring 

of 2012, when I first contacted Oulu Business School in Finland with a tentative 

topic. I completed the study in spring 2018, when the final touches to the 

dissertation manuscript were made. Thus, the research extended over a period of 6 

years, a longer period than intended, which was due to the fact that I was not able 

to work full time on the research because of my full-time employment at Oulu 

University of Applied Sciences (henceforth OUAS), where I work as a Senior 

Lecturer in English and Marketing.  

On the one hand, my teaching job constrained the time that I was able to spend 

on full-time research. On the other hand, if it were not for my work, I would have 

not gotten the inspiration for the study in the first place as the research idea emerged 

from a project managed by OUAS aimed at helping and consulting Finnish SMEs 

in starting up international operations. In my capacity as a teacher, I was able to 

participate in the project and adopted the role of an apprentice, merely observing 

the interaction between the consulting teachers and the company representatives 
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because it was the first project I was involved in. When observing the SMEs 

participating in the project, I began to notice how challenging it was for some 

people to communicate in English, a non-native language. After discussing my 

observation with a colleague, who had made similar observations, I began to reflect 

on the consequences that language and communication skills, or the lack of them, 

may have on international business, especially from a marketing perspective.  

Not only in terms of inspiration, my employment also affected the research 

process in terms of scheduling as mentioned earlier. Although the research process 

from coming up with the topic in 2012 to making finishing touches to the 

manuscript in 2018 took altogether six years, the research was, in fact, conducted 

during shorter full-time research work periods amounting to two years. I was able 

to work full time on my research during a two-year study leave granted by my 

employer, which was broken down into several 2-month periods between 2013 and 

2017 and to a longer one-year period. The writing of the research plan began 

already in autumn 2012, but the research truly began to gain momentum in late 

2013 when I used my first 2-month study leave. I was able to focus only on the 

research, immerse myself with literature and finish writing the research plan, which 

was presented in a seminar in spring 2014. In 2015, I planned and implemented the 

data collection sessions. The academic year 2016-2017 also marked an important 

milestone in the research as I was able to spend one year on full-time research work, 

finalising the first version of the theoretical framework for the study, transcribing 

the data and analysing the data. In early 2018, I worked vigorously and finished 

writing the first version of the thesis manuscript, which was submitted to pre-

examination process in April 2018 after making adjustments based on supervisor 

feedback.  

Although the research process described in the previous paragraphs seems 

straightforward, moving from one phase to another, in reality the research process 

could be characterised as cyclical rather than linear, which is characteristic of 

abductive research process. Indeed, instead of being purely inductive or deductive, 

my research could be described as abductive, which uses various forms of 

reasoning and thus can be seen as a combination of deductive and inductive logic 

(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 23). Deductive research develops testable 

propositions from existing theories and inductive research starts with real-world 

data (Gummesson, 2000, p. 63), whereas the abductive progresses through dialectic 

interaction between existing theory and empirical insight (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).  

In my study, I used existing theory to gain a pre-understanding of brand co-creation 

in the context of the study and to build a tentative, analytical framework for 
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approaching the empirical world, which was presented in the second chapter. Since 

each researcher is a multicultural subject shaped and moulded by his or her history, 

concept of self and the others, the thought of approaching the data without any 

preconceptions would have been very difficult indeed (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 

20). This was a useful approach, and is often used when the phenomenon under the 

microscope lacks strong theoretical foundations as was the case with brand co-

creation (Dubois & Gadde, 2002).   

Abductive research also allowed me to engage in a dialogue between the 

theoretical pre-understanding and the empirical findings. Indeed, an abductive 

approach allows the researcher to maintain a certain kind of sensitivity to new 

insights gained from both empirical evidence and from theory (Ibid.). It did not 

bind me to the pre-understanding but helped me approach the data with an open 

mind instead, allowing for discoveries of new and unexpected empirical materials 

and growing sophistication (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 368). Although I had 

gained a pre-understanding of brand co-creation communication through existing 

theory, I continuously moved from data to theory and vice versa in the data analysis 

stage, and thus the construction of theoretical and empirical understanding was 

intertwined (see e.g. Dubois & Gadde, 2002). Abductive approach is flexible as it 

enables the researcher to modify the original framework, partly as a result of 

unanticipated empirical findings, but also due to theoretical insights gained during 

the process (Dubois & Gadde, 2002) and thus extend existing theory (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1998). Dubois and Gadde (2002) call the process aptly ʻcross-fertilizationʼ, 

which results in fruitful new combinations developed through a mixture of 

established theoretical models and new concepts derived from empirical world. 

Thus, abductive research can be seen to have an important role in advancing theory 

construction (Charmaz, 2011, p. 361).  

3.2 Social construction as a research paradigm   

The purpose of this chapter is to elaborate on the paradigm and the philosophical 

underpinnings of the study that were already briefly explored in the first chapter of 

the study.  

Researchers are guided by ideas, beliefs and assumptions that affect our 

decisions throughout the research process. Thus, each researcher is guided by a 

research philosophy, which reflects the researcher’s philosophical stance, 

experiences, beliefs and values (Creswell, 2013, p. 20) and contains beliefs about 

the nature of reality (ontology), the relationship between the inquirer and the known 
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(epistemology) and the ways we can gain knowledge from the world (methodology) 

(Guba, 1990, p. 18). Philosophical assumptions about the ontology, epistemology 

and methodology form a larger philosophical framework, a research paradigm, 

which can be defined as a worldview or a way of thinking about and making sense 

of the complexities of the real world and illuminating the researcher’s fundamental 

assumptions about the nature of reality (Patton, 2002, pp. 69-72). A research 

paradigm provides lenses and frames that address how reality should be understood, 

approached and interpreted and also guides the investigator in methodological 

terms (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 157; Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 105), and thus 

has influenced how I perceive and investigate brands in this study.  

Although research paradigms have been categorised in many ways, some 

paradigms have a relatively firm status within the research community. For 

example, positivism, postpositivism, hermeneutics and interpretivism are usually 

included in the categorisations (see e.g. Creswell, 2013; Patton, 2002). I approach 

branding from a social constructionist perspective, which can also be referred to as 

interpretivism (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011), a view that differs significantly from the 

predominant positivist approach to branding. Concerning the nature of reality, 

social constructionist philosophy is based on relativism; instead of a singular, stable 

and fully knowledgeable external reality, there are multiple realities, which exist in 

the form of multiple mental constructions that are socially and experientially based 

and dependent for their form and content on the persons who hold them (Guba, 

1990, p. 27). Consequently, there are multiple perceptions of a brand instead of one, 

fixed, stable and uniform brand.  

According to a social constructionist perspective, the meanings that people 

construct are not simply imprinted on individuals but are formed and created 

against past experience, shared understanding, practices and language instead 

(Creswell, 2013, pp. 24-25; Schwandt, 2000, p. 197), and meanings are developed 

in coordination and cooperation with others rather than separately within each 

individual (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 891). In branding terms, there are multiple 

stakeholders who participate in co-creating brands and co-constructing brand 

meanings (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Brodie et al., 2006; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; 

Mäläskä et al., 2011; Merz et al., 2009). The everyday reality is constructed by 

people through their actions and interactions (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2011, p. 341; Patton, 2002, p. 96). Thus, the social reality of brands is 

shaped by and co-constructed through a constantly evolving interaction and 

interpretation process involving multiple stakeholders (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013).  
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The social constructionist approach presumes that the world of human 

perception is not real in an absolute sense, as some natural phenomena, but is made 

up and shaped by cultural and linguistic constructs (Patton, 2002, p. 96). The social 

world we live in is not simply ʻthereʼ, but brought into being (Holstein & Gubrium, 

2011, p. 341). Similarly, brands are brought into being in social interaction and are 

seen as dynamic and social constructs (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2012; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) and social processes (e.g. 

Gregory, 2007; Merz et al., 2009; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001), which are in a constant 

flux shaped by ongoing interpretations and negotiations of different audiences 

(Cornelissen et al., 2012). Any notion of ʻtruthʼ is a matter of consensus among 

constructors, not of correspondence with an objective reality (Patton 2002, 96), thus 

brand meanings can be seen to be negotiated by the stakeholders through a process 

of dialogue and interaction (Gregory, 2007). The company is not the owner of the 

brand, cannot fully control the discourse revolving around the brand and is not the 

master of brand meaning (Cornelissen et al., 2012), because brands are constantly 

open for interpretation through dialogue (Hatch & Rubin, 2006).  

In social constructionism, the role of language is constitutive; rather than 

merely representing what already exists in the social world, language is constantly 

creating social constructs (Griffin, 2010). When taken to branding context, brands 

are constructed with and through language and communication (Cornelissen et al., 

2012; Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, pp. 892-894), and more 

specifically brand meanings are framed and produced within communicative acts 

within stakeholder interaction (Cornelissen et al., 2012). It can be argued that 

brands are always situational, emerging from the communication and interactions 

of individuals and the meanings that they ascribe in those interactions (Christensen 

& Cornelissen, 2013). Consequently, brand meanings are always local, situated in 

a local culture, and embedded in organisational and interactional sites (Gubrium & 

Holstein, 2000). 

Epistemology is concerned with the researcher’s process of thinking (Guba & 

Lincoln, 2005) and the relationship between the researcher and that being 

researched (Creswell, 2012). Compared with the positivist paradigm, interpretive 

research is less concerned with reaching some external ʻrealʼ world and more 

interested in investigating the social world at the level of subjective experience (N. 

Ellis et al., 2010, p. 41). Thus, social constructionism has a subjectivist approach, 

and consequently the inquirer and the inquired are intertwined and fused into a 

single entity (Lincoln et al., 2011). Indeed, the constructionist approach views the 

researcher as a constructor rather than a collector of data and acknowledges that it 
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is not only the subject who speaks in the data but also the researcher who will act 

as a mediator of the social world (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). Rather than finding 

or discovering knowledge, we construct it and modify these constructions in the 

light of new experience (Schwandt, 2000, p. 197).  

In this study, drawing from social constructionism epistemology, data can be 

viewed as constructions created through interactions between the researcher and 

the group under study, with a strong element of researcher invention (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011, p. 28). We cannot separate ourselves from what we know as we 

are shaped by our lived experiences (Guba & Lincoln, 1994), and these will always 

show in the knowledge we construct as researchers and in the constructed data 

(Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 104). Indeed, reflexivity, an awareness of the researcher’s 

role in conducting research and questioning of taken-for-granted assumptions, is 

essential in research based on social constructionism (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 894). 

Thus, as an interpretive researcher, I recognise that my background shapes the 

interpretation through which I have aimed to make sense of the realities of others 

(Creswell 2012, p. 25). I have reflected on my role as an active constructor in the 

research throughout the study and also attempt to describe to the reader all the 

factors that have influenced how I have constructed the research (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011). My role in the data collection is explored in the final sub-chapter 

when describing the context of the discourse and my overall influence on the 

research is explored at a more general level in the final chapter when I evaluate the 

study.  

Constructivists study the multiple realities constructed by people and the 

implications of those constructions (Patton, 2002, p. 96), addressing often the 

processes of interaction among individuals (Creswell, 2012, p. 25). In interpretive 

research, it is assumed that we can access and study social reality through 

indications of the meanings and symbolic interactions that are viewed as crucial 

elements in communities (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011), in other words, we can 

study the social world through language. Language is understood to be at the centre 

of social construction, shaping, structuring and distorting our understanding of the 

world (Patton, 2002, pp. 102-103). Although investigating language is not a new 

notion in business research, Alvesson and Kärreman (2000, p. 29) claim that there 

is a certain methodological pitfall regarding language in social sciences, which 

originates from a narrow perception on language, according to which language is 

an accurate representation of the world and mirroring objective reality (Alvesson 

& Kärreman, 2000, p. 29). This leads to business researchers treating informants’ 

stories as factual reports, taking informants’ language literally and uncritically, and 
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paying too little attention to the meanings guiding social action (Ellis et al., 2010, 

p. 125). However, it is questionable whether data can be used as reliable 

information for what is true or false (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011).  

It has been argued that when business research has a relationship orientation, 

the focus should be more on an epistemology that seeks to interpret locally 

occurring discourses rather than produce law-like models that ignore the 

complexity of relationship context (Lowe, Ellis, & Purchase, 2008). Alvesson and 

Kärreman (2000) argue that data should be interpreted as speech acts that reproduce 

wider or deeper social conventions in language usage. Although the focus of Lowe 

et al. (2008) is on the local and situational language use and Alvesson and Kärreman 

(2000) highlight an approach that goes beyond the situational language use, thus 

different level of analysis, both Lowe et al. (2008) and Alvesson and Kärreman 

(2000) are calling for a discursive approach to business research. A discursive 

approach has been suggested to be a possible way to restore the voices of individual 

actors in research that focuses on business relationships and interaction within 

(Ellis et al. 2010, p. 128). In the following sub-chapter, I shall elaborate on the 

research strategy that I have used to address these issues.   

3.3 Applying a discursive research strategy  

In order to gain an understanding of social reality and to interpret subject 

perceptions (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 102), the interpretive researcher may face 

several possible research strategies, paths that connect the researcher to specific 

approaches and methods for collecting and analysing empirical materials (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000, p. 371). In this study, I explore brand co-creation as a 

communicative phenomenon and based on social constructionism view brands as 

social constructs and processes (e.g. Cornelissen et al., 2012; Merz et al., 2009; 

Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Muniz & O'Guinn, 2001; Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013). I attempted to do as Ellis et al. (2010, p. 125) advises and engage 

more closely with the ways in which brand meanings are constructed, focus on how 

linguistic claims are attempted and consider their possible consequences. Thus, I 

was interested in both what kind of ʻbrand realitiesʼ people construct with everyday 

language and how they are constructed in interaction, which called for a discursive 

approach. In the following sub-chapters, I shall justify why the discursive approach 

was suitable for the study and describe how it was implemented in practice.   

Social constructionists perceive discourses as having a central role in 

constructing reality (Heracleous, 2004, p. 176). Discourses can be seen as 
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“practices that systematically form the objects and subjects of which they speak” 

(Foucault, 2002) and therefore, discourses are socially reflexive, both constitutive 

and meaningfully descriptive of the world and its subjects (Gubrium & Holstein, 

2000, p. 494). Phillips, Lawrence and Hardy (2004) argue that discourses cannot 

be studied directly. Rather, they should be explored by examining the texts that 

constitute them (Fairclough, 1992; Parker, 1992). Indeed, discourses can be viewed 

as structured collections of meaningful texts (Parker, 1992), which do not merely 

refer to written transcriptions but to “any kind of symbolic expression requiring a 

physical medium and permitting of permanent storage” (Taylor & Van Every, 1993, 

p. 109). Brands can also be seen as a discursively constructed ensemble of texts 

(Hatch & Rubin, 2006). The texts that make up brand discourses may take a variety 

of forms, such as written documents, talk, artwork, pictures, symbols, buildings, 

and other artifacts (e.g. Fairclough, 1995; Van Dijk, 1997b).  

In this study, I used a discursive approach to explore brand co-creation 

communication. One of the fundamental ideas behind a discursive approach is that 

people do not just describe their realities with language but also create those 

realities with language, and the creation of realities is accomplished through social 

acts in social interaction such as conversation and other forms of dialogue (Van 

Dijk, 1997b). Thus, instead of a case study approach, I used a discursive strategy 

to investigate discourse within communicative events, or instances of phenomenon 

as Denzin & Lincoln (2000, p. 370) call them, which can be described as an 

occurrence or “event whose features and structures can be examined to discover 

how it is organised” (Psathas, 1995, p. 50). The analytical focus of my study was 

on spoken branding discourse, which, by applying the model by van Dijk (1997), 

can be broken down into verbal language use, the communication of brand 

meanings and social interaction, as already illustrated in the second chapter of the 

study.  

Regarding language use, the language that was used in the branding discourse 

was BELF. The people who engaged in branding discourse in my study can be seen 

as a situational brand interest group that I constructed for the research, of which 

participants engaged in branding discourse within specific communicative events, 

which will be elaborated on in the following sub-chapter. Within those events, there 

were several people interacting and engaging in the branding discourse, forming 

the situational brand interest group, but the focus of my analysis was on the 

discourse of B2B SME company representatives (henceforth internal stakeholders), 

whose companies’ brands were discussed within the discourse. Thus, I studied 

locally occurring spoken branding discourse by exploring what brand meanings the 
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internal stakeholders constructed and how they constructed them with verbal 

language in face-to-face interaction.  

Even within a discursive approach, there are several research strategies and 

methods that the interpretive researcher can apply, which differ, for example, in the 

level or focus of analysis. In contrast with traditional linguistics that focus on a 

particular field such as phonology or grammar, a discourse-based approach to 

language aims at a more comprehensive view on spoken and written language, 

taking into consideration not just single sentences and utterances but also ʻthe 

surroundingsʼ of the spoken or written language (van Dijk, 1997b, p. 14). For 

example, in written language the surrounding text helps the reader understand what 

is meant with a single sentence, and treating sentences or utterances as separate 

expressions independent of the previous or following sentences cannot grasp the 

full meaning that the writer or speaker is trying to express (van Dijk 1997b). 

Similarly, in spoken language it is also the speech that preceded and followed that 

need to be considered when analysing a particular utterance of speech as speech is 

not produced in isolation rather than in coordination.  

In my study, I have used an interpretive research strategy that focuses on 

situated content of talk in relation to local meaning structures and how social action 

is built up in everyday communication (Holstein, 2017, p. 397). The research 

strategy chosen for the study is not purely discursive as it has both 

ethnomethodological and discursive influences, a practice recommended by 

Gubrium and Holstein (2000, p. 497) that can be seen as the interplay of 

ethnomethodology and discursive analytics, which focuses on how members put 

discourses at work as they constitute their subjectivities and related social world. 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) also call for a discursive approach that 

investigates the communicative capacities in language but also goes beyond its 

ʻmachineryʼ and functional aspects. This ʻdiscursive pragmatismʼ acknowledges 

the multiplicity of possible meanings, the complexities of social practices and that 

any attempt to claim a complete or exhaustive understanding of the phenomena is 

unsustainable because social realities are extraordinarily rich (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2000). I have understood this discursive strategy so that in practice the 

researcher does not only explore single sentences, their grammatical mechanics and 

the meanings conveyed but also attempts to look at the speech at a more macro 

level as well. Thus the researcher does not only analyse what the speaker is saying 

but also what the speaker is trying to communicate beyond the literal meaning.   

I have attempted to embrace the spirit of qualitative inquiry to study the 

phenomenon in depth and detail (Patton, 2002, p. 14). In this study, I have 
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attempted to approach the data at both micro and macro level. The focus of analysis 

at micro level is on the locally crafted meanings and the linguistic structures that 

construct those meanings and the context or settings within which the social 

interaction constitutes the realities in question (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 497). 

In practical terms, I have investigated what kind of situational brand meanings the 

company representatives constructed with language within specific communicative 

events and how those meanings were constructed with language in interaction. I 

shall refer to this as the micro level of analysis henceforth and elaborate on it in 

sub-chapter 3.5.  

Discourse analysis does not simply focus on individual or isolated texts, 

because social reality does not depend on individual texts but, rather, on bodies of 

texts (Phillips, Lawrence, & Hardy, 2004). Discourse analysis therefore involves 

analysis of collections of texts, the ways they are made meaningful through their 

links to other texts, the ways in which they draw on different discourses, how and 

to whom they are disseminated, the methods of their production, and the manner in 

which they are received and consumed (Fairclough, 1992; van Dijk, 1997b). An 

important notion is to recognise discourse as social practice of members (van Dijk 

1997b, p. 31). This is why the discourse produced for this study is also explored at 

macro level of analysis and discussed in the light of other discursive practices that 

the discourse in this study connects with, not merely focusing on the literal meaning 

of the spoken utterances. Thus, I have also attempted to interpret the data as speech 

acts that reproduce wider or deeper social conventions in language usage. In other 

words, I have also attempted to explore, though with duly caution, discursive 

practices which go beyond the local and situational language use (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2000), but with a spirit embracing the appreciation for interpretive 

elasticity (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 502). I shall call this the macro level of 

analysis and elaborate on how it was implemented in sub-chapter 3.5. Before going 

into the details of the analytical approach, in the next sub-chapter I shall describe 

how the data for this study was collected, or rather constructed. 

3.4 Collecting the data through a business communication 

simulation  

Opportunities for generating qualitative data are vast, and thus the researcher is 

faced with a challenge of choosing a method that is able to shed light on the 

phenomenon. For this study, I considered many different kinds of data collection 

methods. Since I wanted to study how brand meanings are constructed with verbal 
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language in face-to-face interaction, I considered observing and recording naturally 

occurring talk within organisations, but due to research schedule and financial 

restraints, the idea was impossible to implement. Eventually I decided to devise a 

new method for collecting data within branding research, a business 

communication simulation, which allowed me to observe and record how company 

representatives talk about their brands in interaction and thus engaged in locally 

occurring branding discourse. As the name suggests, the purpose of the method was 

to simulate real-life business communication and situations in which the company 

representatives would engage in branding discourse.  

The data for the study was generated in two stages: the preparatory stage and 

the main data collection stage. The purpose of the preparatory stage was help plan 

the main data collection and to explore what kind of business communication 

would be relevant in the context of the study. The first stage included two face-to-

face in-depth interviews conducted in Oulu, Finland. The first informant had 

experience in business development and the second informant was a Finnish CEO 

of an international SME. The purpose of these interviews was to find out what kind 

of communicational problems SMEs face in their business. Although I had prepared 

a semi-structured interview guide, the informants were given a chance to talk about 

issues that they felt were relevant for the topic. The business developer told what 

kind of language difficulties s/he had witnessed as a consultant in customer 

companies, whereas the second informant was able to describe the language 

difficulties that s/he had experienced as an entrepreneur. The interviews were 

conducted on the 26th of August, 2013, and on the 5th of September, 2013, and 

lasted 56 minutes and 65 minutes respectively. The interviews were recorded and 

transcribed verbatim. It should be noted that the interviews were not used as data 

as such but they helped plan the data collection. 

In addition to the two personal interviews, I arranged one group interview that 

took place on the 30th of March, 2015, and another personal interview on the 

following day to plan the contents of the simulation. In the interview, there were 

three informants discussing with me and sharing their insights on business 

communication. During the 45-minute session, we discussed the participants’ 

experiences regarding business communication and what kind of communication 

they saw as essential. In addition, I arranged another planning session with an 

expert on English business communication and in one hour went through the 

insights from the two personal interviews and the group interview to narrow down 

three communicative tasks for the simulation. The group discussion and planning 

session were not recorded but notes were taken during the sessions. All the 
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information gained from the preparatory stage was noted and used for designing 

and planning the main data collection.  

The main data construction method for this study was a business 

communication simulation that I designed specifically for this research. The 

organising of the main data collection started four months prior to the first data 

collection session in January 2015 by contacting potential informants personally 

through social and professional networks, e-mail listings and social media networks. 

The criteria for the informants were that they had to be Finnish, use English in their 

work and work for a B2B SME operating in internationally-oriented markets. The 

informants were told in the cover note that the session would last approximately 2 

hours, there would be three informants present and the participation would involve 

carrying out three or four communicative tasks by using English. It was also 

pointed out that the informants were not required to prepare for the session and the 

purpose of the session was not to test the informants’ level of language proficiency. 

The sessions were organised according to the informants’ schedules, and the 

original plan was to collect the data in three sessions with nine informants in spring 

2015.  

The data was collected in four sessions that took place at Oulu University on 

the 6th of May (two sessions), 2015; 8th of May, 2015 (one session); and 1st 

December, 2015 (one session). The data collection sessions were arranged in a 

communication laboratory at Oulu University, LeaF laboratory, which is a space 

providing facilities and support for multidisciplinary research in learning and 

interaction. I decided to arrange an additional data collection session because the 

recording of the first session was partly unsuccessful; some parts of the session had 

not been recorded due to technical difficulties. In addition, two informants who had 

agreed on participating did not show up for the session, due to which one of the 

sessions was carried out with only one informant. I was present in all sessions as a 

host, and in sessions 1, 2 and 4 I was accompanied by three informants and 

assistants for task 1 and 2. In the third session, only one informant accompanied 

me, and there were three assistants present for task 1, one assistant for task 2 and 

only me and the informant in the third task. In addition, a technical assistant 

responsible for recording the data was observing the sessions in an adjacent room. 

Each session lasted 2 hours and was recorded on video and audio. The informants 

and assistants participating in the data collection sessions, the session dates and 

timing can be seen in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Data collection session dates, timings and participants. 

Session Date Timing Participants 

1 6 May, 2015 8-10 Informants I1, I2, I3 

Assistants A1, A2, A3   

Host H 

2 6 May, 2015 14-16 Informants I4, I5, I6 

Assistants A2, A4, A5 

Host H 

3 8 May, 2015 8-10 Informant I7 

Assistants A2, A3, A6 

Host H 

4 1 December, 2015 8-10 Informants I8, I9, I10 

Assistants A1, A2, A7 

Host H 

The informants were representatives of Finnish B2B SMEs with international 

orientation from early start-up companies to more established companies that had 

already gained a stronger foothold on the market. The companies of the informants 

were from different industries and fields. As regards the informants, most of the 

informants were CEOs and founders of the companies, but also a controller, store 

manager and account manager took part in the data collection. For choosing the 

informants, a more important criterion than the title of the informant was their role 

and tasks in the company. All informants communicated with customers and used 

English in their work. The mother tongue of the informants was Finnish, they were 

all educated in Finnish elementary schooling, and all of them were using Finnish 

and English as working languages. The youngest of the informants were in their 

twenties and the oldest in their fifties.  

During the 2-hour session, the informants were asked to carry out or participate 

in three, consecutive communicative tasks: a pitch, a negotiation between the 

informant and an assistant, and a group discussion. Before entering the laboratory, 

the informants signed a confidentiality agreement in which they agreed to keep all 

information shared by the informants in strict confidence. After entering the 

laboratory, the informants were introduced briefly to the research project, and they 

were also informed about the schedule of the session. The informants began 

carrying out the tasks immediately after the assignments were explained, which 

gave the informants very little time to prepare and plan the discourse. For the 

purposes of this study, the space was divided with furniture arrangement into 

different sections for completing the different interactional tasks. The room had 
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separate, specific places for the different tasks, and the size of the space enabled 

private interaction between two people. The furniture in the space was set in a 

predetermined fashion, which directed the discourse to be produced in specific 

places within the space with specific props to be used, such as a computer and a 

projector, at a specific time and order. 

In the first task, the informants were asked to give a short presentation of their 

company in English to a small group of investors. The genre of the task was thus a 

pitch. They were given 5 minutes to prepare and 5 minutes for the actual 

presentation, in which they were allowed to use any devices available, a computer, 

a piece of paper or a tablet. The pitch was directed at an imaginary group of 

potential investors, which included the other informants, the host and the assistants 

of task 2 acting as the audience. The length of the pitch varied from a couple of 

minutes to more than ten minutes. The purpose of the task was to investigate how 

the informants performed the pitch, how they presented their companies, and what 

kind of content they communicated to the audience. 

In the second task, the informants were required to engage in a negotiation 

between two people and were placed in different parts of the room with a 

conversation partner. The conversation partners, who have been marked as 

assistants (A) in the tables depicting data collection, were BBA students from the 

University of Applied Sciences and graduate students from the University of Oulu, 

who had been given oral and written instructions in advance. The assistants acted 

as the secretary, or the gatekeeper, of a potential customer company, whom the 

informant was meeting for the first time. The informants were given an aim for the 

negotiation to try to convince the secretary to allow the informant to meet the CEO 

of the imaginary company and to talk about possible cooperation. The informants 

were given 15 minutes to reach two communicative goals: to build trust and gain 

access to the CEO. After the negotiations they were given 5 minutes to write an 

email summarising briefly the issues that were discussed and possible future 

actions but the email was not used as data. The purpose of the task was to 

investigate how the informants tried to convince their communication partner, what 

kind of strategies they used for negotiating and what kind of content they 

communicated.  

The third task was a conversation between the informants about brands and 

branding with a set of questions to ensure that the informants had enough issues to 

talk about. I took part in the conversation but adopted the role of a moderator and 

tried to remain in the background. Although I had written down questions to direct 

the discussion, the informants were allowed to digress from the topic, as long as 
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they continued talking about their business. Only when a longer pause occurred, I 

stepped in with a new question to discuss. I began the session by requesting the 

informants to introduce themselves and their jobs. I also asked the informants how 

they would define a brand and what kind things they associate with brands. Then 

the discussion moved on the brands of the informants and their opinions and beliefs 

about them. I also inquired whether the informants thought that branding is viable 

for SMEs and asked the informants to share their insights on how branding occurs 

and how brands are born. I also requested them to narrate a situation that they felt 

had affected the company brand. The purpose of the third task was to investigate 

how the informants interacted and also to understand how they viewed brands and 

branding. The data collection guide used during the sessions can be seen in 

Appendix 2. The data sets of the study are shown in Table 2. 

Table 2.  Data sets of the study. 

Data set Task Other participants Duration 

Data set 1 Task 1: Pitch by I1 

Task 1: Pitch by I2 

Task 1: Pitch by I3 

Task 1: Pitch by I4 

Task 1: Pitch by I6 

Task 1: Pitch by I7 

Task 1: Pitch by I8 

Task 1: Pitch by I9 

Task 1: Pitch by I10 

I2, I3, A1-3, H 

I1, I3, A1-3, H 

I1, I2, A1-3, H 

I5, I6, A2, A4, A5, H 

I4, I5, A2, A4, A5, H 

A2, A3, A6, H 

I9, I10, A1, A2, A7, H 

I8, I10, A1, A2, A7, H 

I8, I9, A1, A2, A7, H 

7 min 

7 min  

14 min 

8 min 

11 min 

13 min 

15 min 

21 min 

21 min 

Data set 2 Task 2: Negotiation I1 and A1 

Task 2: Negotiation I2 and A2 

Task 2: Negotiation I4 and A2 

Task 2: Negotiation I5 and A4 

Task 2: Negotiation I7 and A6 

Task 2: Negotiation I8 and A1 

Task 2: Negotiation I9 and A2 

Task 2: Negotiation I10 and A7   

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

14 min 

13 min 

15 min 

13 min 

11 min 

24 min 

22 min 

25 min 

Data set 3 Task 3: Conversation A1-3, H 

Task 3: Conversation A5, A6, H 

Task 3: Conversation A7, H 

Task 3: Conversation A8-10, H 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

n/a 

42 min 

38 min 

18 min 

22 min 

   Total 6 h 14 min 

An important side note is that although the original plan was to recruit only non-

native speaker of English as assistants, due to difficulties finding suitable assistants, 
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I had to compromise, and two of the total seven assistants were Finnish. Thus, in 

the second task, in some negotiations English was used as a common language 

between two Finns. In addition, two of the assistants were native speakers of 

English, and consequently the negotiation occurred between a non-native and 

native speaker of English. These two issues are important to acknowledge and were 

kept in mind when analysing the data. Another important matter is to note that in 

the third task the informants, who all were Finnish, used English to communicate 

and no native speakers of English or other nationalities than Finnish were present 

in the discussion. 

The raw data from the main collection sessions was recorded and stored by the 

LeaF laboratory staff. The whole sessions were recorded by using several 

microphones and video cameras placed in different parts of the laboratory, and all 

informants wore microphones. The raw data obtained from the sessions was edited 

into shorter video and audio files by the staff, and for example, unnecessary breaks 

between the tasks were cut out from the edited files. Although the venue enabled 

high-quality recording of the data, unfortunately part of the data from the first 

session was not recorded because all microphones had not been switched on. As 

regards the recording of the data, the second session was not completely successful 

either; some of the data was accidentally cut in the process of editing the raw data. 

The edited video and audio data was stored in several places. QSR N’Vivo software 

was used to store and manage the transcribed data and to assist in the analysis 

process to maintain consistency within the analysis (Patton, 2002). 

After the four data collection sessions, I decided to start transcribing the data 

from the audio files. For the purpose of the study, verbatim transcriptions with 

pauses of different length included in the transcriptions were deemed sufficient. 

Thus, I did not use a transcription style used, for example, in conversation analysis, 

which would have included too many linguistic details for my study and prolonged 

the process. The transcription process produced 190 pages of transcribed data. After 

the transcription process and collecting first impressions of the transcribed data, I 

decided to start analysing the data. As I was not only interested in what the 

informants were saying but also in how they were saying it, I found the data very 

rich and full of details. The analysis method of this study is further explained in the 

next sub-chapter but it could be mentioned already at this point that the analysis 

begun at a very micro level, the analytical focus being on single words and 

sentences. I focused on the tasks one at a time, starting from the first. When 

analysing the third task, signs of data saturation began to emerge as the data did not 

offer any new insights into the analysis. Thus, the decision to end the data collection 
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was made and I concluded that the data was sufficient to depict spoken brand co-

creation discourse.   

3.5 Analysing the data with analytical bracketing 

As was already briefly explained in sub-chapter 3.3, in data analysis, I applied an 

approach that Gubrium and Holstein (2000, p. 497) call ʻanalytics of interpretive 

practiceʼ, which centres on the interplay of ethnomethodology and discourse 

analysis and focuses on both what is being constructed and how it is being 

constructed. The aim is to capture the interplay between the form, order and 

structure of language that construct everyday reality on the one hand, the micro 

level of analysis as I called it, and the institutional conditions, resources, and related 

discourses that interpretively mediate interaction on the other, the macro level of 

analysis (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, p. 496).  

Combing the two analytics required a new form of bracketing to capture the 

interplay between discursive practice and discourses-in-practice, which means that 

as the analysis proceeds, the investigator intermittently orients to everyday realities 

as both the products of the informants’ reality-constructing procedures and the 

resources from which realities are constituted (Ibid., pp. 499-500). Gubrium and 

Holstein (2000) argue that this is not merely a matter of changing the analysis level 

from micro to macro, but in my research attending to both local and global level of 

discourse and moving back and forth between the micro and macro level of analysis 

helped me in the interplay between discourses-in-practice and discursive practice. 

It was important to pay attention to both levels; looking at the everyday language 

use through form, structure and order, the micro level of discourse, is essential 

because through everyday language use the discursive practices become visible 

(van Dijk 1997b).  

Gubrium and Holstein (2000, pp. 500-501) encourage the interpretive 

researcher to embrace the task of bracketing without fear of it being impossible or 

logically incoherent since knowledge of the principle of bracketing makes it 

possible. Although the interpretation of the data began already when collecting and 

transcribing the data, a more systematic approach to analysing the data began after 

the data was fully transcribed. In the initial stage of the analysis, the whole data 

was not only read but also listened to several times in order to obtain an overall 

picture of the data. I also made notes to capture the first systematic ideas and 

impressions of the data. I started my analysis with a general view on “where people 

are” as Smith (1987) expresses it and thus considered where people are located in 
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the institutional landscape of everyday life (Smith, 1987) (see sub-chapter 3.6). 

This is important as the generation and interpretation of discourses is always 

context-dependent (Heracleous, 2004, p. 177), and discourse can be considered at 

a local or interactional level tied to a specific situation with specific participants, 

setting, action and props, or as part of broader context at a societal level (van Dijk 

1997a).  

After the initial stage, I coded the whole data in three rounds by using N’Vivo. 

In each round, I went through the whole data and used the three dimensions of 

discourse, language use, communicated brand meanings and social interaction, as 

main codes. After each round, I was able to specify the main codes with sub-codes. 

The original main and sub-codes are presented in Table 3. 

Table 3. Main codes and sub-codes used for data analysis. 

Main code Sub-codes 

Language use Sentence topics 

Vocabulary 

Pronunciation 

Style 

Rhetoric 

Order 

Communication strategies 

Communicated brand meanings Functional 

Emotional 

Social interaction Addressing the audience 

Opening/closing 

Negotiating 

Agreeing/disagreeing 

Turn-taking 

Interruptions 

In the first round, the sub-codes arose from the data, but after the second round of 

coding I decided to go back to theory, which helped me come up with new sub-

codes. This coding process with N’Vivo helped me focus on the micro level of 

discourse and on the verbal structure of language. In the first round, I paid particular 

attention to language use and particularly on form through, for example, an 

investigation of sentence topics, style, rhetoric and order. In the second round, I 

continued coding language use in case I had missed something in the first round 

but focused more on the communicated brand meanings in the data. The meanings 

were categorised either to functional or emotional brand meanings. After 
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categorising the meanings, I paid attention to how those meanings were 

communicated and thus focused on the persuasive appeal of communication, 

categorising it either to rational or emotional. This process produced a two-by-two 

matrix. In the coding round focusing on the meanings, I attempted to shift the 

analytical focus from single words and sentences to longer stretches of talk. 

In the final round, I focused on the social interaction of the informants. This 

meant that I had to shift my focus again at a more macro level by paying attention 

to, for example, turn taking, opening and closing of monologues and dialogues, 

agreeing and disagreeing, and negotiation styles. I also looked at the social action 

that the informants were trying to achieve with the language, thus in the final round 

the focus from locutionary acts (what the informants were literally saying) moved 

to the illocutionary acts (what the informants were possibly achieving with the 

locutionary acts). I approached the social interaction with the two-by-two matrix in 

mind and realised that the matrix did not capture the branding discourse fully. I 

went back to theory at this point and again tried to move between the micro level 

to macro level and synthesise the analyses of the three dimensions. I analysed the 

micro level discourse in the light of the social practises that are produced through 

the discourses-in-practice and with caution also considered the effects the discourse 

has on social practices. 

3.6 Considering the context of discourse within this study 

One important foundation for a discursive approach is to acknowledge the context 

in which the discourse occurs (van Dijk 1997a). Therefore, the purpose of this sub-

chapter is to describe all the essential factors of the social situation that are relevant 

for understanding the face-to-face spoken brand discourse that was examined in 

this study (van Dijk, 1997b). The context is analysed through three levels of context, 

local, societal and researcher-specific (van Dijk, 1997b), and begins with inspecting 

the specific local aspects of the context, such as the individuals, the setting and the 

interaction. Next, I shall analyse the situational discourse from a broader, societal 

level and conclude the sub-chapter with an analysis of the researcher’s impact on 

the context.  

At a local level, spoken brand co-creation can be understood by analysing who 

engages in brand co-creation and what kind of actions they accomplish with it. In 

this study, spoken brand co-creation discourse is explored within the context of 

Finnish SMEs operating in internationally-oriented B2B markets. Although the 

data consists of interaction between internal and external stakeholder/s, the 
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analytical focus of the study was on the internal stakeholders, or the informants. 

However, all participants present in the event affected the discourse and it would 

not have been possible to examine the branding discourse of the internal 

stakeholders without analysing the whole internal-external stakeholder interaction. 

In this study, the discourse that I explored was produced by 10 Finnish 

company representatives, the informants or internal stakeholders, who were at that 

time employed by internationally-oriented B2B SMEs or had founded them. The 

informants represented SMEs from different industries and fields, the companies 

ranging from early start-ups to more established companies that had already gotten 

a stronger foothold on the market. Most of the informants were CEOs and founders 

of the companies, but there were also a controller, store manager, and account 

manager participating in the study. For choosing the informants, a more important 

criterion than the title of the informant was their role and tasks in the company. All 

informants communicated with customers and used English in their work. The 

mother tongue of the informants was Finnish, they were all educated in Finnish 

elementary schooling, and all of them were using Finnish and English as working 

languages. Thus, in certain aspect, the informants had a similar linguistic and 

professional background and it had an influence on the discourse.  

Another significant factor related to the informants were that they had 

volunteered to take part in the simulation. Consequently, it could be assumed that 

they had a positive attitude towards the simulation and even towards using a non-

native language for business communication. Thus, the informants in this study 

represent a certain kind of group of internal stakeholders, and the setting probably 

excluded BELF users who do not feel comfortable talking in English though their 

work requires it. Most of the informants felt at ease with the situation and were 

used to representing their companies and talking about them in English, but not all 

of them. The level of comfort or discomfort with the situation can be can be affected 

by many factors, for example, by how accustomed the informant is with ʻtalking 

businessʼ in English and by the informants’ position in the company as it may be 

easier for a CEO to talk about the company strategy than it is for a controller. The 

informants were of different ages; the youngest of the informants were in their 

twenties and the oldest in their fifties. The age could also affect the level of comfort 

as younger Finns are perhaps more accustomed to talking in English; however, the 

older may have more experience in using business English.  

Another factor that affected the discourse was the fact that none of the 

informants knew the tasks beforehand and they might have not realised that they 

were expected to talk about their business in the simulation as I did not disclose 
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this information to the informants. This was a conscious choice as I wanted to 

analyse their spontaneous interaction, not practised presentations. Consequently, 

they had not had time to prepare for the pitch, which usually is not the case when 

giving a pitch. Although some of the informants did not seem to fully comprehend 

the purpose and meaning of performing the tasks, all informants played along 

nevertheless. Some of the informants expressed their frustration with the tasks as 

well as with using English. Despite struggling with the task itself or with the use of 

English, all informants carried out the tasks as instructed.  

The fact that the informants represented a variety of different industries also 

had an effect on which brand meanings were discussed within the discourse, which 

evolved around corporate as well as product brands. Although most of the 

informants had a managerial position in their companies, it was not a requirement 

for participation, and thus employees from other than managerial positions took 

part in the discourse as well. This decision can be justified by the fact that anyone 

in an SME may be required to engage in stakeholder interaction, though the 

discourse may be typically centred on certain individuals. Thus, the informants 

varied in their readiness to talk about their companies and product, because the 

informants came from different professional backgrounds. In addition, the 

companies that the informants represented had different levels of international 

operation and the companies also varied according to the founding year. These 

factors had an effect on, for example, how prepared the informants were to use 

English to talk about their brands and verbalise the brands, how informed the 

informants were of the brands and much much they were able to tell about the 

brands.  

Although the timing of the sessions in the morning or in the early afternoon 

may have had some effect on the alertness of the informants, a more significant 

feature related to the situational aspect was the surroundings in which the discourse 

took place. Since the data collection method was designed specifically for the 

purposes of the study, the informants did not know what to expect from the data 

collection and what was expected from them prior to the session. Before the session, 

the informants waited in a lobby in front of the space which was behind closed 

doors. When the informants entered the space it was for the first time and they 

could observe the cameras and microphones, of which they had been informed 

already before the session and to which use they had given their consent. The 

novelty of the situation, the space itself and the fact that they were being observed 

and recorded made some of the informants nervous, which probably had an effect 

on the discourse. Thus, the situation for the spoken discourse was somewhat 
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arbitrary and unnatural for the informants and may have an effect on their language 

use, communication and interaction.  

Despite the challenges related to the situation, the atmosphere in all four data 

collection sessions was positive and co-operative. Some informants were genuinely 

happy about the opportunity to practice English in such surroundings. There were 

many factors that affected the positive atmosphere, but one of the most important 

ones seemed to be a sense of shared purpose. The more the informants spent time 

together, the more relaxed the discourse became, which was probably due to the 

informants warming up to using English phonetically as well as mentally. In the 

final task, in the discussion between the informants and myself as the moderator, 

the atmosphere was collegial as the informants shared experiences and advice with 

each other. All the informants discussing in the task were Finnish and represented 

the internal stakeholders of the event, and thus they were united by a shared 

background that enabled the discourse not only linguistically but culturally as well. 

Although the discourse that the informants produced in the constructed data 

was situational, it was mediated by the informants’ past experiences and 

backgrounds. Although there were similarities between the informants, there were 

also significant differences, one of which was their professional background and 

employer at that time. All internal stakeholders within the study came from a 

different company. Thus, the informants represented different companies and 

consequently different brands. They also had different professions and thus 

belonged to different professional communities with their own discursive practices. 

A manager or a controller are both part of different professional communities that 

share certain kind of ideology, jargon, culture and preferred discourse forms. The 

informants’ situational branding discourse produced in this study is thus not 

produced in isolation though being situational; it is related to the informants’ other 

discourses and discursive practices as well. Thus, at a more broader and societal 

level, brand discourse can be seen to relate to the stakeholders’ other professional 

discourses and discursive practices, which depend on the stakeholder. An internal 

stakeholder using BELF for communication is tied to a specific organisational 

discourse of a given B2B SME, to his or her professional discourse as well as to 

the discourse of international business communication community with its own 

norms and practices. Not to mention that the discourse of an individual is tied to 

the discourses of other members participating in the discourse of a particular brand.  

The role of the researcher, my impact on the context of this study, is so 

significant that it shall be discussed separately although it can be seen to be part of 

the local context. From a social constructionism viewpoint, my effect on the 
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research has been considerable from the beginning of this research to the end. My 

role has been particularly monumental, for example, in the construction of the data, 

not only at the planning stage but also during the data collection. When planning 

the research design of the study, I decided to collect data through a predetermined 

data collection session instead of analysing naturally occurring data. Although I 

consulted colleagues and other experts who shared their insights on English 

business communication with me and planned the data collection session activities 

in cooperation with them, I was the one who made the final decision on the location 

of the data collection session, the participants and the activities that were to be 

performed. Thus, I had a significant role in shaping the situational context in which 

the data was collected even prior to the actual data collection sessions.   

Another significant issue in shaping the context was that I was involved in the 

actual data collection sessions. In addition to my role as an organiser and manager 

of the sessions, I also engaged in interaction with all participants in all four data 

collection sessions. Although during the tasks I remained in the background, only 

giving advice when needed, I was nevertheless part of the interaction. In all sessions, 

I was part of the audience in the first task, asked questions and commented on the 

presentations of the informants and the questions of the other members of the 

audience, thus directing the interaction and participating in the construction of 

brand meanings. In the second task, my role was minor as I was only observing the 

interaction between the internal and external stakeholder, but in the third task I was 

part of the discussion and involved in creating and sharing meanings with the 

informants though attempting to remain in the background and let the informants 

speak. 

Thirdly, the analysis is based on my interpretation of the data, which is affected 

by, for example, my education and professional history. Throughout the study, I 

have acknowledged that I am tied to my linguistic and cultural background when I 

make interpretations of the informants’ discourse. Consequently, I have attempted 

to remember to distinguish between the informants’ resources and the investigator’s 

resources in the analysis and try to offer several possible explanations for the 

findings. I have also attempted to focus only on the interaction itself; why does it 

proceed in the direction it does, towards what end, in pursuit of what goals and in 

relation to what meanings (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000, pp. 501-503). Despite the 

challenges related to the research design, I also acknowledge that the cross-

disciplinary approach of the study would have been very difficult to adopt if it were 

not for my educational and professional background and my theoretical as well as 

practical knowledge of both BELF and marketing. Since reflexivity, an awareness 
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of the researcher’s role in conducting research (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 894), is 

important in social constructionist research, my impact on the research will be 

revisited and further explored in the final chapter in the context of the limitations 

of the study. In this sub-chapter, I have attempted to bring forward some relevant 

factors that may have affected the research and its trustworthiness especially at the 

data collection and analysis stage. A more thorough evaluation of the study by using 

criteria for assessing qualitative research undertaken from a constructionist 

perspective is provided in the final chapter of the study. In the following chapter, I 

shall move on to the analysis and present the findings of the study. 
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4 Empirical findings   

The purpose of the fourth chapter is to present the empirical findings of the study 

to the reader. This study examines brand co-creation as a communicative 

phenomenon by applying a social constructionism and discursive approach, which 

implicates an analytical focus on language, communication and interaction. In this 

study, brands are perceived as dynamic and social constructs that are co-created 

through a continuous stakeholder-based interaction (e.g. Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; 

Brodie et al., 2006; Gregory, 2007; Merz et al., 2009). As these constructs are 

created with language, situational brand meanings, which affect how the brand 

unfolds in interaction, can be explored by investigating how stakeholders use verbal 

language to create brand meanings in face-to-face interaction, in other words, by 

investigating face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse.  

As explained in the previous chapter, the data for the study was collected by 

constructing several situational brand interest groups, in which an internal 

stakeholder engaged in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse with one 

or more external stakeholders. To approach the data, I built an analytical framework 

conceptualising spoken brand co-creation discourse as a three-dimensional 

phenomenon involving verbal language use, the communication of brand meanings 

and social interaction with stakeholders. 

The empirical findings explore the discourse produced by the internal 

stakeholders, the informants, which is why the analysis focuses only on the 

informants’ language use, communicated brand meanings and brand meaning 

communication techniques used in interaction. The third dimension of Van Dijk’s 

(1997a, b) model is social interaction, which in this study is analysed from the 

internal stakeholder’s perspective, in other words, I analysed how the internal 

stakeholders communicated brand meanings and what they seemed to accomplish 

or attempt to accomplish based on the interaction.  However, it should be noted that 

as brand discourse is seen as co-creational and the informants engaged in 

interaction, the discourse of external stakeholders was not ignored in the analysis 

stage. In the fifth chapter, I shall also comment on the interaction between the 

internal and external stakeholders at a more general level.  

The analysis of the face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse is divided 

into 1) the internal stakeholders’ verbal language use presented in sub-chapter 4.1, 

2) the internal stakeholders’ communicated brand meanings presented in sub-

chapter 4.2, and 3) the internal stakeholders’ brand meaning communication 

techniques used in interaction, presented in sub-chapter 4.3. 
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4.1 Internal stakeholders’ verbal language use  

As mentioned in the introduction of this chapter, although I explore brand co-

creation discourse in face-to-face interaction, the analytical focus of this study is 

on the discourse produced by the internal stakeholders within this study. I shall 

begin the analysis of spoken brand co-creation discourse by examining how the 

informants used verbal language to express brand meanings. Thus, the purpose of 

this chapter is to provide a description of the informants’ language use and to 

identify some linguistic features relevant to the discourse. The analysis is illustrated 

with extracts from the data, which are either marked with indentation for longer 

stretches of talk or with double quotation marks for single words or short phrases. 

The indented, longer direct quotes from the data are followed by letters and 

numbers that indicate the data set and informant (see Table 2 and 3). For example, 

a quote from data set 1 by Informant 10 is marked I10D1. 

Although the observations related to language use fall within the field of 

traditional linguistics, it should be noted at this point that due to the study 

contributing primarily to branding research, the analysis of language use is more 

general by nature and does not aim at a detailed linguistic analysis. In addition, 

before beginning the analysis I would like to remind the reader that the study 

focuses only on verbal communication. Therefore, the analysis of nonverbal 

communication, such as gestures, facial expressions, and proximity, is excluded 

from the study. However, I would like to acknowledge the importance of nonverbal 

activity in the interpretation of meanings and functions in face-to-face interaction 

at this point.  

Some of the most significant factors that defined the informants’ verbal 

language use were that the informants engaged in spoken communication in face-

to-face interaction, the informants used a non-native language, English, for spoken 

interaction, and they used English as a lingua franca for business purposes. These 

defining factors affected, for example, the mode of discourse (usually categorised 

into talk or text), the style of discourse (informal or formal language), the 

vocabulary (or lexis) used by the informants, the informants’ grammatical and 

sentence structures (or syntax), the meanings that the informants communicated, 

how the informants produced utterances (pronunciation), and the communication 

strategies that the informants used when encountering communicative problems 

within the discourse. These areas will addressed in more detail in the following 

paragraphs, except for the meanings communicated by the informants, which in 
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this study are narrowed down to brand meanings, which are explored in sub-chapter 

4.2. 

One of the most significant factors defining the informants’ verbal language 

use was that the mode of discourse was talk, spoken English, as opposed to text. 

Thus, the informants were using spoken English to communicate brand meanings. 

The informants engaged in three types of spoken discourse: presentation, 

negotiation and conversation. Although giving a presentation, a pitch, is usually 

considered a pure monologue, the informants had an immediate audience 

consisting of 4 to 7 people, who asked questions and commented on the pitch 

afterwards. Thus, even the pitch sessions included interaction and were an essential 

part of the task as the audience thus reacted to the brand meanings initiated by the 

presenting informant.  

The second task was a dialogue between two people, including elements of a 

negotiation and an interview. The informants had specific communicative goals but 

seemed to employ very different communication or negotiation styles from active 

to very passive. The active informants started the conversation, talked more than 

the assistant and seemed to lead the conversation. The conversations in which the 

informant was not as active turned quickly into an interview, in which the assistant 

took the conversation forward by asking questions. The third task was a 

conversation between two or more people. Although the theme of the conversation 

was predetermined and the participants were shown discussion questions, the host 

stayed in the background most of the time, allowing the participants to discuss the 

theme as equals, lead the conversation by themselves and digress from time to time. 

The informants used spoken English for interaction in face-to-face situations, 

and thus the language was used for immediate interaction spontaneously. In every 

task, the informants had an audience, which enabled immediate reactions and 

feedback from hearers, who sent either verbal or nonverbal cues to the informant 

about his or her talk. Thus, the informants were able to adjust their communication 

according to feedback and consequently correct themselves based on the feedback, 

change direction of their communication or adjust their strategies. Since the 

discourse was mainly produced spontaneously, the informants had very little or no 

time to plan or organise their communication, which affected, for example, their 

choice of words or structures. Consequently, there is a fair amount of incomplete 

sentences, hesitation, pauses, filler words such as “like”, interruption in the 

interaction and repetition in the language. The following excerpt illustrates some 

typical features, such as pauses (marked by a comma, two full stops or three full 
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stops depending on the length of the pause), hesitation (“er”) and filler words 

(“like”), in spoken discourse:  

Our daily capacity at the moment is something like err, one hundred twenty. 

And here’s the revenue…during last two years, so we are doing roughly..er 

thirty-thousand euros per month, and as you can see, we have started sales in 

er North America..well it’s- it’s U.S. but we also have sales in Canada..so some 

part of it, and actually growing part of it..er i- i-..of- of the revenue is coming- 

coming from North America. I10D1 

Concerning the style of discourse, the informants showed understanding of 

different styles or genres used in English business communication in their verbal 

language use. Although the informants were briefed before each task, the 

instructions were not too detailed and did not specify how exactly the informants 

were to perform a certain task. Nevertheless, they were able to change their English 

variety from semi-formal to informal, depending on the task and purpose of the 

communication. The change of variety showed, for example, in the informants’ 

style of addressing their hearers, lexically in the vocabulary that they used to 

express intended meanings, and also semantically in the meanings themselves that 

were expressed. In the pitch, the informants used a bit more formal variety of 

language than in the negotiation and conversation, although not as formal as used 

in written language. For example, the use of business lexis and vocabulary related 

to the informants’ specific fields when delivering the presentations made the variety 

seem more formal.  

In the negotiation task, the style of language used by the informants was less 

informal than in the presentations. In addition, the style was more personal as the 

informants were engaging in a conversation with another person and addressed the 

partner in a more personal way. The informants also had to ensure that the 

conversation partner, who was not very well acquainted with the informant’s field 

of business, was able to follow the informant’s argumentation in order to keep the 

conversation going. For example, if the informant noticed that the partner did not 

understand a particular term, they chose another route to communicate the intended 

meaning, a matter that will be discussed in more detail in the context of 

communication strategies.  

In the third task, when engaging in conversation with other members of the 

business community, the informants seemed more relaxed, which showed, for 

example, in the more casual nature of the language. The informants addressed each 

other in a more informal manner, used more humour and even used swear words. 
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In addition, the informants expressed their opinions about other informants’ 

companies and gave advice to each other concerning their business very candidly 

in a consultative atmosphere. Thus, the informants used different styles of English 

to communicate brand meanings and were able to vary their verbal language use 

stylistically from a more informal variety to more formal depending on the task. 

However, it should be noted there were also stylistic breaches, in which the 

informants seemed to ʻslipʼ from the style expected in a particular task. 

Closely related to the style of language was the informants’ choice of lexical 

items, the vocabulary used, when communicating brand meanings. Although the 

analysis of vocabulary could also cover a discussion on passive vocabulary, the 

vocabulary that is understood but not used, I shall only focus on the informants’ 

active vocabulary. Overall, the informants’ active vocabulary was quite specialised 

as the discourse was confined in many ways. For example, the discourse was 

defined to performing specific, pre-planned communication tasks. The themes and 

phenomena that were under discussion were mostly related to business and to the 

informants’ companies and professions, which consequently showed in the 

communicated meanings, sentence topics as well as in the informants’ use of 

vocabulary.  

Characteristic of the informants’ vocabulary was their surprisingly fluent use 

of industry-specific and professional terminology in English when speaking about 

their business, industries and jobs. In addition, the informants also seemed very 

fluent users of business-related terminology, which showed in the appropriate use 

of business terms in the right context. Furthermore, some of the informants were 

also able to use a more advanced, figurative language including, for example, 

business related metaphors and idiomatic expressions in English, a matter that will 

be revisited in chapter 4.3. Although the themes were mainly business-related, the 

informants also displayed a quite fluent use of a more general English vocabulary. 

Some of the informants were able to produce the right terms quite effortlessly, but 

some had to ʻsearchʼ for vocabulary longer.  

Concerning the structures that the informants used in their verbal language to 

express brand meanings, the English that the informants used could be described 

structurally simplified in a sense that the informants did not use very complicated, 

grammatical structures of English. The simplified structures can be explained not 

only by the fact that the informants were non-native speakers of English but also 

by the fact that the language was spoken and thus produced spontaneously. 

Although the structures were not necessarily complicated, on occasion the sentence 

structures that the informants used were very long and the informants produced 
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longer stretches of talk with only short pauses. In addition, the sentence boundaries 

were unclear because the informants split the sentences into unconventional 

sequences, disrupting a certain natural flow and rhythm of English. Consequently, 

the transition from one sentence topic to another was unclear from time to time, 

and discerning when a sentence ended and another one began was difficult. 

However, the informants also used discourse markers such as “so” and “well” to 

organise the communicated content and indicate a new topic in their speech and 

expressed relationships between sentences by using conjunctions such as “and”, 

“so” and “but”.  

Although the informants’ English structures were simplified, the informants' 

were able to use tenses of English quite fluently and in a versatile manner. The 

informants were able to use both simple and continuous tenses of present, past, 

perfect and future, which enabled the informants to express the company's past 

events and their experiences, the company’s situation at that time and future 

strategies. The informants also used conditional tenses but typically not according 

to the rules of standard English, which might result from the informants’ mutual 

linguistic background and the influence of their mother tongue, Finnish. 

Characteristic of the structures was also that the informants used the pronouns “we” 

and “our” when referring to the company, which created a sense of belonging and 

seemed to communicate that they identified themselves as members of the 

organisation. Through the use of plural pronouns together with the informants 

inclination to use the active voice, as in “we did it” instead of using the passive 

voice, the informants constructed an image of a company as an active entity and a 

collective actor that is constantly doing something, making decisions, taking action 

and reacting to changes. The use of the pronoun “we” and the active voice are 

displayed in the following excerpt: 

We are doing a lot of investments, so we are taking risks, but we are 

expecting..the growth in 2014 was uh over a hundred per cent, we are expecting 

the same figure this year, and we want to double it next year. I8D1 

As for the statements that the informants used to communicate brand meanings, 

they used mostly declarative statements relaying information, but interrogative 

sentences were also used when the informants asked each other questions in the 

presentation and conversation task, for example, to clarify the presenter’s argument 

after a pitch, in need for more information or to challenge a fellow informant’s 

argument. Imperative sentences were also used to give advice to other informants, 

as can be seen in the following excerpt, in which an informant is reprimanding 
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another informant for being too cautious in financial forecasts (stressed words are 

underlined):  

If I’m- I’m a investor I want- I don’t want to hear that err these are just 

speculations, of course you have- have to say that these are solid facts. You 

have to believe- you have to believe in the thing. I5D1 

The fact that the informants were non-native speakers of English not only had an 

effect on the used structures but also on the pronunciation of English. All the 

informants had their own personal style of speech, but they also shared some 

pronunciation characteristics due to their common mother tongue and similar 

educational background. For example, the influence of American English was 

evident in the way the informants pronounced certain speech sounds and words. 

Overall, the production of English consonant and vowel sounds was clear, as was 

the case with the pronunciation of single words. Minor deviations in producing, for 

example, some consonants of English or using an unusual stress for a word did not 

affect the comprehensibility of discourse. Based on the interaction, even deviations 

in pronouncing an entire word did not lead to failure in communicating a message, 

because the hearer was able to deduce which word the speaker meant from the 

context.  

The influence of the native tongue was noticeable in the informants’ 

pronunciation of single English sounds, but it was even more conspicuous in the 

production of longer utterances and in their paralanguage, in other words, their 

speech rate, pitch, volume, rhythm, intonation, and stress to name but a few. The 

informants transformed many features characteristics of Finnish pronunciation to 

their pitch, rhythm and flow, and stress, and on occasion, the informants’ 

pronunciation of longer stretches of talk was monotonous. It should be noted that 

there are, of course, individual differences in ways of speaking and some features 

of paralanguage may not be related to a specific language. For example, a person 

may have a fast speech rate both in native and non-native language. However, the 

pronunciation characteristic of mimicking the pitch and rhythm of native tongue is 

perhaps more directly linked to the use of a non-native language and can have a 

negative effect on the clarity, organisation and comprehensibility of speech. For 

example, when two people engaging in conversation by using BELF have very 

different kinds of linguistic backgrounds, not only is it challenging to understand 

the speech partner if s/he has a strong accent in pronouncing single sounds and 

words but also if the speech rhythm of English is very different from what the other 

person is used to.    
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The fact that the informants were non-native speakers of English was also 

visible in the informants’ use of communication strategies, which is characteristic 

of non-native speakers to overcome a communicative barrier. For example, the 

informants seemed to use more words than necessary in order to communicate a 

meaning, also known as circumlocution. This was achieved, for example, by 

describing the characteristics of an object or action instead of using the right target 

language term. The informants also left messages unfinished and tried another way 

of expressing a meaning when the informant found it difficult to express the 

intended content. In addition, the informants used fillers such as “like”, “you know”, 

“err”, “basically”, “actually”, and “uh”, and pauses of different lengths in order to 

gain more time to think.  

The influence of the informants’ mother tongue was also visible when the 

informants used code switching, in other words, the informants used Finnish 

instead of intended English to express meanings. This was used when the 

informants knew that the audience would understand Finnish but interestingly also 

when the informants knew that the hearer would not understand Finnish. The 

informants also appealed for help from the audience, when they could not 

remember or did not know the right term in English and used literal translations by 

translating a word or a larger structure from Finnish to English, leading to 

unidiomatic English expressions. For example, an informant used the unidiomatic 

expression “hear the market”, a literal translation from Finnish meaning that the 

company was responding to the needs of the market. The informants even used 

foreignization by using the Finnish word but trying to pronounce it like English, 

for example “boomboly” for cotton wool imitating the Finnish word “pumpuli”.  

In conclusion, the language use of the informants was defined by the fact that 

the informants were speaking a non-native language, English, the language was 

used as a lingua franca for business purposes, and the informants were engaging in 

spoken face-to-face communication. These factors affected the informants’ style of 

English, English structures, communicated meanings, English pronunciation, 

English vocabulary, and the use of communication strategies. In summary, the 

informants’ verbal language use could be described as spontaneously produced 

spoken English with interruptions, correction and hesitation and characterised by 

the use of communication strategies typical of non-native speakers when 

encountering a communicative barrier. In addition, the language use was 

stylistically adaptable, ranging from informal to semi-formal. The informants’ 

language use was also structurally simplified and mainly adhering to grammatical 

rules of standard English. The informants displayed quite versatile language use 
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lexically. Moreover, they were able to use general vocabulary as well as specialised 

vocabulary (specific to particular business, industries and professions). The 

informants’ English pronunciation was quite clear regarding single words and 

sounds, but monotonously produced in longer stretches of talk. The informants’ 

language use is summarised in Table 4. In the following sub-chapter, I shall move 

on to explore the brand meanings that the informants communicated with their 

discourse. 

Table 4. Description of the informants’ verbal language use. 

Area of language use Description 

Mode Spontaneously produced spoken English with 

interruptions, corrections and hesitation. 

Style Varied according to task and ranged from informal 

to semi-formal. Showed understanding of business 

communication genres.   

Vocabulary Fluent use of general vocabulary in English and 

specialised vocabulary in English, related to 

business, specific industries and professions. 

Structures Simplified English structures adhering mainly to 

grammatical rules.  

Pronunciation Single words and sounds pronounced quite clearly. 

Longer stretches of talk monotonously pronounced.  

Communication strategies The informants used communication strategies such 

as circumlocution to overcome communication 

difficulties. 

4.2 Internal stakeholders’ communicated brand meanings  

In this sub-chapter, I shall explore the brand meanings that the informants 

communicated with their discourse. When analysing the brand meanings that the 

informants communicated, I used the categories of functional and emotional brand 

meanings based on the notion of a brand’s functional and emotional value, 

associations or qualities adopted in many branding studies (see e.g. Kuhn et al., 

2008; Leek & Christodoulides, 2012; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). There did 

not seem to exist an established definition for functional and emotional brand 

meanings, and thus, in this study, I define a functional brand meaning as a meaning 

related to the company or its offering that is rational, economic, tangible and/or 

communicates about performance, operations and/or functions. An emotional 

brand meaning is defined as a meaning related to the company or its offering that 
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is non-economic, intangible and/or communicates how a company or its offering 

makes someone feel. When possible, I have also analysed whether the functional 

and emotional meanings were related to the company or its offering. At this point 

it could be pointed out that ̒ productʼ is used as a general term for what the company 

offers; thus, ʻproductʼ can also refer to a service in this study. In sub-chapter 4.2.1, 

I shall provide an overview of the internal stakeholders’ communicated brand 

meanings. In sub-chapter 4.2.2, I shall comment on and illustrate the co-

construction and co-creation of brand meanings in the data.  

4.2.1 Overview of the communicated brand meanings 

In the data, the informants communicated both emotional and functional brand 

meanings. The meanings were communicated by using verbal language to express, 

for example, opinions, beliefs, ideas and experiences about the companies and their 

products.  

Concerning functional brand meanings, the communication of functional brand 

meanings was typically explicit, though functional brand meanings were also 

communicated implicitly. The functional brand meanings were related to the 

functioning of the products and the performance of the company. However, often 

the meanings were intertwined and thus distinction arbitrary. The brand meanings 

related to the products were, for example, product and service quality, features and 

characteristics, design, warranty, functions and performance, technology, 

innovation, and reliability. In addition to product and service functionality, I 

identified meanings related to the performance of the company, for example, 

corporate capabilities, operations and activities, resources, capacity, and financial 

performance. The functional brand meanings identified in the data are presented in 

Figure 2. 
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Fig. 2. Functional brand meanings communicated by internal stakeholders. 

The informants also communicated emotional brand meanings within their 

discourse. Based on the data, the communication of emotional brand meanings was 

not as straightforward as the communication of functional brand meanings. Explicit 

emotional brand meanings were communicated, for example, through explicit 

value propositions, but typically the communication of emotional brand meanings 

was more implicit. Either the expressed emotions were the informants’ own 

emotions towards the product or the company or they reported, for example, how 

the company’s stakeholders had felt about the brand. The emotional brand 

meanings that the informants communicated were company reputation, image, 

sentiment, delight, trust, reassurance, enthusiasm, risk reduction, security, and pride. 

Compared to analysing functional brand meanings, distinguishing between 

emotional brand meanings related to the product or to the company was more 

difficult, perhaps due to the implicitness of the meanings. Some emotional brand 

meanings, for example, image and reputation, were easier to categorise to feelings 

towards the company, whereas pride, reassurance and trust towards the product and 

the company were often intertwined due to the implicitness of the communicated 

meanings. The emotional brand meanings are illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Fig. 3. Emotional brand meanings communicated by internal stakeholders. 

4.2.2 Co-constructing brand meanings 

In the previous sub-chapter, I provided the reader an overview of the brand 

meanings communicated by the internal stakeholders within spoken brand co-

creation discourse. With the highlighted word ʻco-creationʼ in the previous 

sentence, I wished to draw the reader’s attention to joint creation brand meanings, 

which is what co-creation implicates. Although the focus of my study is on the 

internal stakeholders’ discourse, the reader might question whether it is justified to 

refer to the co-creation of brand co-meanings if I have analysed discourse from the 

internal stakeholder’s perspective. Thus, at this point it is perhaps sensible to 

address the issue of co-creation and analyse how the co-construction of brand 

meanings occurred in the data.  

In the analysis in the previous sub-chapter, I have referred to brand meanings 

communicated by the informants, but an important notion is that the informants 

who were communicating about their companies and products were not the only 

ones who took part in constructing the meanings in the face-to-face interaction. 

Indeed, the informants had an immediate audience, one person or several, who 

reacted to the informants’ communicated brand meanings in each task. Although 
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the informants often initiated the communication of brand meanings related to their 

companies or products, by verbally expressing brand meanings in interaction with 

the others, the meanings became subject to interpretation and negotiation. Although 

the audience reacted to the informants’ communicated meanings most of the time, 

they were active participants in the construction and also initiated brand meanings 

on occasion. Thus, the audience was not a passive receiver of information but an 

active co-constructor and shaper of those meanings. 

The reactions of the audience to the communicated brand meanings were either 

instantaneous or delayed and either verbal and/or non-verbal. Although non-verbal 

cues are beyond the scope of the study, as an example, a nod could be interpreted 

as an affirmative reaction to a communicated brand meaning and thus implicate 

joint construction of brand meanings. Regarding the audience’s reactions to the 

communicated brand meanings, even in the seemingly one-way communication 

task, the pitch, the monologue by the presenting informant was always followed by 

a questions and answers session, and some of the informants were even interrupted 

during the pitch with comments or questions. Based on the data, the audience 

wished to, for example, specify or even challenge the communicated brand 

meaning or meanings by interrupting the informant. However, typically the 

audience seemed to react to the communicated brand meanings after the informant 

had finished the pitch. In the second and third task, the reactions to brand meanings 

occurred typically after the informant had signalled that he or she had finished his 

or her turn and it was the other person’s turn to speak.   

Concerning the type of verbal reactions by the audience, reactions to the 

communicated brand meanings were, for example, an affirmative response as 

simple as “yes”, “yes exactly” or repeating part of the original message. 

Occasionally the communicated brand meanings were also challenged with a 

dissenting response. The specification of brand meanings through questions 

mentioned earlier showed in each task but not every informant’s brand meanings 

were challenged. In the second task, the meanings were not challenged as the 

informants and their conversation partners negotiated in a very cooperative 

atmosphere and seemed to strive for mutual agreement. I would like to point out 

that in addition to an affirmative response, dissenting response or a specifying 

question, silence can also be interpreted as one type of response. It should be noted 

that the informants also used these responses when they reacted to the brand 

meanings that the audience voiced.  

Another important notion is that the informants used language not only to 

express their own views or personal experiences concerning their brands but also 
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conveyed what other stakeholders had expressed about the brand, which is 

illustrated in the following excerpt: 

I’ve heard like investors saying to us like then when they saw like last time we 

were raising money they’d..hey you guys have so disruptive like that is so cool 

and disruptive, the thing that what you are doing. I10D3 

In the data, the informant further expressed that he or she found the brand meaning 

originally voiced by an investor acceptable. This implies that the informant had 

adopted a brand meaning that someone else had originally expressed and taken it 

as part of the informant’s brand meaning repertoire, which indicates that the brand 

meaning in question was indeed produced, reproduced and thus co-constructed.  

In this sub-chapter, I have attempted to provide an overview of the brand 

meanings that the informants communicated and illustrate the co-creational or co-

constructive nature of communicating verbal brand meanings in face-to-face 

interaction. Based on the data, the informants were not in full control of the 

meanings that they were communicating since there were other people involved in 

the communication and they had a chance to comment on, or even challenge, the 

meanings, in other words, join in the construction of meanings. Thus, the brand 

meanings communicated within the discourse can be seen as jointly created and 

constructed, although most of them were originally initiated and verbally expressed 

by the informants due to the nature of the tasks. After focusing on what brand 

meanings the informants communicated, the analysis will now move to explore 

how the informants communicated brand meanings.    

4.3 Internal stakeholders’ brand meaning communication 

techniques 

In this sub-chapter, I shall explore how the informants communicated brand 

meanings within spoken brand co-creation discourse. Although in this sub-chapter 

the analytical focus will move from exploring what brand meanings were 

communicated to how the brand meanings were communicated, the topic of brand 

meanings is not abandoned altogether. Instead, more details of the brand meanings 

will be provided through the exploration of the communication techniques that the 

informants used to communicate brand meanings and by data extracts. In the 

analysis of brand meaning communication techniques, I draw from speech acts and 

from the idea that business communication is goal-oriented, paying attention to the 

informants’ reasoning and persuasion that they used to communicate brand 
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meanings and using rhetoric theory to categorise the communication techniques. 

Thus, the communication techniques are presented based on their appeal to logos, 

ethos and pathos respectively in the following sub-chapter.  

4.3.1 Brand meaning communication techniques based on logical 
appeal 

In order to communicate brand meanings, the informants used several 

communication techniques. First, I shall explore communication techniques that 

appealed to the hearer’s logic. The purpose of communication techniques based on 

logical appeal was to provide factual statements informing the hearers about the 

brand and persuade by using rational reasoning and logical arguments. The brand 

meanings communicated with the logical techniques were mainly functional, in 

other words related to the performance or functioning of the company and its 

product, but the informants also communicated emotional brand meanings with 

logical appeal. The communication techniques that the informants used when 

appealing to logic were:  

– Providing detailed information.  

– Referring to internal or external research data. 

– Stating cause and effect relations.  

– Referring to figures. 

– Using visual aids. 

– Comparing and contrasting. 

– Providing examples.  

In the following paragraphs, I shall present these communication techniques that 

the informants used to persuade through logic in detail. 

One of the brand meaning communication techniques appealing to logic was 

providing detailed information about topics related to the company by using 

declarative statements in a matter-of-fact manner, as can be seen in the following 

excerpt:   

Our..our company [name of company] is- is based in Oulu […] We have a CEO 

uh [name of CEO] and account manager and then we have an R & D uh project 

uh manager working, part-time. We are part of a bigger concern, [name of 

concern], and we are located in um, uh, central Oulu. I9D1 
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The detailed information that the informants shared was communicated by 

providing ʻfacts and figuresʼ related to the company’s past, present and future. 

Regarding the company’s past performance, the informants provided information 

about the founding of the company, its past operations, founding members and its 

past financial performance. The informants also shared information about the 

company’s present situation at that time by describing its offering, activities and 

operations, resources, market environment, values and mission. The future of the 

company was illustrated by referring to future strategies, company vision and goals, 

for example, in terms of growth and new market areas. In the following paragraphs, 

I shall explore some of the company-related topics in more detail, illustrate them 

with extracts from the data and analyse what kind of brand meanings they 

communicate.  

Providing information about the company offering included sharing 

information about the range of products or services that the company provided. The 

informants described, for example, single products and services, their 

characteristics, design, and physical appearance by using descriptive adjectives, 

such as “portable” or “small”, without emotional charge. The informants also 

explained the features of a product, or service, and its functions, as illustrated in 

the excerpt below: 

Well…It’s uh firstest of all, we’re going to, keep the…mmm…choices very 

limited, what you can do there. And the service we’re trying to build in that 

way that there, that it’s…the service itself has some kind interuser so, that kind 

of learns, from the user what what he usually does. So..there’re only two or 

three things, he can do like, like next. So we are not going to, introduce to user 

all the, all the features we have. But we are, like..offering…few choices to go, 

to go for. I4D2 

In addition to providing information about the offering, the informants also 

described their customer relationships, sharing information about the types of 

customers they had, the customers’ locations, satisfaction levels, buying behaviour 

and new potential market segments. 

Currently our customer base, um, is uh mainly in Finland and in the U.K. And 

both in Finland and the U.K. we have about uhm…roughly about, sixty 

[products], in both countries, in different uhm health care organisations or units. 

We also have customers uhh in Sweden..and Norway- ah sorry Denmark, and 

uh Japan, and Japan is our newest uhh, market area..where we’ve been active 
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for the last..year. So Japan is the uh..new kind of, go area for us. Uh we have 

also uhm distributors or sales agents in Japan, in the U.K., in Australia and in 

Saudi Arabia. I9D1 

The situation of the company at that time was also described by providing 

information about the different kinds of resources, functions and business 

operations that are required to run a business. The resources that the informants 

spoke about were, for instance, physical, financial and human resources. As regards 

operations and functions, the informants provided details about production, 

research and development and marketing. Concerning production, the informants 

talked about topics such as capacity, quality and technology, and marketing 

operations were described by sharing information about, for example, managing 

sales, distribution, pricing and marketing communications. In the following excerpt, 

an informant is describing how the company was conducting marketing 

communications at that time:  

In this kind of a market, it’s more like word-of-mouth..of course we have now 

started..it’s a star- strategic thing we have started with some kind of marketing. 

We are present in Instagram, we are present in LinkedIn. I7D1 

In addition to providing information about the resources, activities and business 

operations of the company at the time, the informants also shared information about 

the market in which the company operated in, the company’s position in the market, 

competitors and competitive advantage.  

Based on the data, most of the information that the informants provided 

communicated functional brand content. However, emotional brand meanings were 

also communicated by stating explicit value propositions, by referring to company 

values or by describing company vision and mission. Although by making promises 

about the capabilities, delivery times, quality or reliability of products the 

informants were communicating functional brand meanings, emotional brand 

meanings were communicated, for example, by stating an explicit value proposition 

that the company provides a solution that helps build trust toward the customer. 

Explicit references to company values also communicated both functional and 

emotional brand meanings, for example, appreciation for innovation or emphasis 

on the company’s development instead of aiming at the biggest profit. Through the 

description of the company vision and mission, the informants also communicated 

both functional and emotional brand meanings. In the following excerpt, an 

informant describes the desired image of the company:  
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So..we- we see ourselves as global, like- like in the vision that global provider 

of [name of a product] and [name of another product], that’s a five-year thing. 

I10D1 

In addition to providing information, the informants also communicated brand 

meanings with communication techniques appealing to logic by referring to 

internal and external research data. For example, the informants described soft 

launches, pilot projects, polls, surveys and other research data concerning the 

launch of a product or to testing the potential of a new market area. In the following 

excerpt, an informant communicates about the implications of a product’s soft 

launch for the success of the product and the company: 

Uh we have been doing this soft launch with two thousand people..two 

thousand players and..it looks promising. Retention rates are really good, and 

people are really..buying the..games so…we are expecting it to, make a lot of 

money. I1D1 

In addition to supporting arguments about the potential of the product, the 

informants also referred to internal research to communicate competitive advantage 

in the market, which is exhibited in the following excerpt:  

And this is how we have grown, actually we targeted 1.7 million, plus the 

uhh..and uhh, our business is going to growth. So we see big big potential here 

for the international market as well. So we have done the market study, globally, 

we have done the market studies by country and noticed that there’s no, players 

like us in uhh, in a global market as well. I2D1 

The informants also made references to external studies conducted by some other 

party to support their arguments. By referring to internal and external research data, 

the informants communicated both functional and emotional brand meanings. 

Functional brand meanings were communicated, for example, by displaying the 

performance of the product or service, and emotional by communicating 

reassurance and trustworthiness towards the brand.  

One of communication techniques appealing to logic that the informants used 

was stating cause and effect relations, which was expressed with several different 

structures but with the same assumption that in business one thing affects another. 

The informants communicated, for example, that their company could be trusted 

because they were well known for their service. Causality was also expressed to 

communicate the product’s technology, production capacity, the problem that the 
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product helps solve, and the company’s decision-making rationale. It was also used 

to show a positive relationship between the product’s competitive pricing and 

convenience and the profit. Some of the structures communicating causality are 

illustrated in the three following excerpts:  

Uhm…Well our game uses the, well-known, uhm game mechanics, so it’s…uh 

people know how to play it, at the minute they download it. I1D2 

If we want to do this uh six times capacity, it requires more money, as well as 

this uh one hundred times capacity, it almost requires one- one uh million euros. 

I10D1 

Right now we are looking into expanding to Russia, and possibly eastern 

Europe, because right now that seems to be the place, where there’s most 

growth. I8D1 

The informants also expressed cause and effect relations to communicate emotional 

brand meanings. By using sentence structures indicating causality, the informants 

expressed, for example, that the product could be trusted due to quality control or 

that gaining an award and excellent rating for the product had led to access to a 

large market area, which communicated the benefits of gaining reputation. The 

informants also used the cause and effect structure to indicate a causality 

relationship between company image and product, which is expressed in the 

following excerpt: 

And usually it’s a bit easier to get into those, those stores because, first of all, 

usually, the people running them, and doing the purchases for it. […] They 

know the products. And when they see our product, they can tell oh this is a 

good product. I8D2 

Therefore, by expressing cause and effect relations the informants communicated 

both functional and emotional brand meanings.  

The informants also referred to figures in order to support their arguments and 

appeal to logic. Figures were used, for example, to explain the financial situation 

of the company in the past or at that time. The informants also referred to figures 

when describing the potential of the market or justifying the need for the product. 

The technique was also used when the informants were describing the pricing of 

the product and its effect on revenue, as illustrated in the following excerpt:   

And uh..and of course, when the service’s simple, of course the price is also 

very low. And uh..we have thought of that uhm we are..uh building monthly 
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basis of like to..like, let’s say four, five euros per user per month..who are, in 

company using- using that- that service of ours. So..that way we should make 

like..revenue of 50 000 euros in one year. I4D1 

Figures were also used to illustrate the testing of the product and its market appeal: 

Normally the retention rates, are good if they are, about forty percent for the 

first day and about, twenty percent for the twentieth day, as you know. So, with 

our game we have uh fifty-five percent for the first day and twenty-five percent, 

for the day twenty. I1D2 

In addition to supporting their arguments with the use of figures, the informants 

also used visual aids such as Power Point presentations or separate tables, pictures, 

videos, and home pages to support and clarify their statements. The figures, tables 

and pictures illustrated, for example, the company’s financial performance and 

existing or potential market areas, whereas the homepages and videos showcased 

the company’s offering and image. One of the videos shown by an informant giving 

a pitch evoked strong opinions among the other informants concerning the 

corporate image that the video displayed, which some of the informants felt as 

“aggressive” and “cold” and associated with the film Terminator. Thus by using 

visual aids the informants communicated both functional and emotional brand 

meanings.   

One of the communication techniques that the informants used to appeal to 

logic was comparing and contrasting. The topics that the informants talked about 

were not only related to the company, but also to the business and the market 

environment, including the competitive environment. The informants used 

comparisons when contrasting, for example, the offering of the company or the 

pricing of their product to their competitors’ offerings, and thus communicated 

competitive advantage through comparison structures. The informants also used 

contrasting, for example, when comparing the past and present financial 

performance of the company to indicate how the situation of the company had 

improved: 

There was couple of years of, kind of uh, silent..time, silent period but now 

we’ve had a, kind of new growth starting so..we’ve been active on new market 

areas and uh once we get more growth, then we can uh..grow uh bigger. I9D1 

The informants also provided examples to support and illustrate their statements.  
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In summary, regarding the brand meanings that the informants communicated 

with the communication techniques appealing to logic, both functional and 

emotional meanings were communicated. Although quantifying how much exactly 

functional and emotional brand meanings were communicated is futile for the 

purpose of this study, it seems that the informants communicated mostly functional 

brand meanings with techniques based on logical appeal. With the techniques based 

on logical appeal, the informants communicated functional brand meanings such 

as quality, performance, technology, capacity, capabilities, and reliability. The 

emotional brand meanings that the informants communicated were reputation, 

reassurance, risk reduction, security, image, trust and pride. Based on the data, the 

communication of functional brand meanings with logical techniques was explicit, 

whereas communicating emotional brand meanings was more implicit. With the 

techniques appealing to logic, the brand meanings were communicated in a matter-

of-fact manner without emotional charge. The informants provided detailed 

information about the company, its history, financial performance, activities and 

operations such as production and marketing, strategy and objectives, values, 

company vision, mission, and resources. The informants also referred to internal or 

external research data, stated cause and effect relations, referred to figures, used 

visual aids, compared and contrasted, and provided examples. In the following sub-

chapter, I shall move on to explore communication techniques based on ethical 

appeal. 

4.3.2 Brand meaning communication techniques based on ethical 
appeal 

In addition to using logical appeal in their brand meaning communication 

techniques, the informants also used ethical appeal, which refers to the credibility 

of the speaker. The informants used communication techniques that helped build 

trust towards the informant as a speaker, the company he or she represented and the 

company’s products. In contrast to the techniques appealing to logic, some of the 

techniques based on ethical appeal did not necessarily communicate functional or 

emotional brand meanings per se. However, they can be seen to affect the 

credibility of the informant’s message and the credibility of the informant as a brand 

representative.  

In the data, I identified several communication techniques that the informants 

used to appeal to the credibility of the company and to their credibility speaking on 

behalf of the company as brand representatives. The communication techniques 
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that the informants used to communicate the credibility of the company and its 

offering were: 

– Providing logical arguments supported by evidence, which was already 

presented in sub-chapter 4.2.1. 

– Referring to authorities, experts, reputable customers, and recognition gained 

by the company.  

The communication techniques that the informants used to appear as a credible 

speaker and representative of the company were: 

– Referring to own position, title or role in the company. 

– Referring to own background and experience. 

– Sharing business knowledge and giving advice. 

– Using appropriate language. 

– Appearing authentic, sincere and confident.  

In the following paragraphs, I shall analyse the communication techniques that the 

informants used to establish credibility in detail. However, in order to respect the 

agreement with the informants concerning anonymity, the number of extracts from 

the data regarding the communication techniques related to the credibility of the 

speaker has been limited.    

Appealing to the credibility of the company was attempted by using several 

different communicative techniques, some of which were already introduced with 

relation to the techniques appealing to logic. For example, providing positive 

information about the financial situation of the company and illustrating that the 

company has grown steadily by using visual aids sends a positive signal that the 

company is a credible company and a sound investment. Communicating that the 

company has tested its products and conducted pilot launches may also have a 

positive effect on the credibility of a brand. In addition, providing logical arguments 

that are supported with external research data or illustrating through examples how 

the company has been able to live up to its value propositions or mission also may 

have a positive effect on the credibility of the product, service and whole company 

in the eyes of stakeholders. Thus, by using communication techniques that appealed 

to logic the informants also appeared credible.  

The informants also referred to authorities and experts, reputable customers 

and partners, and to recognition gained by the company to appeal to credibility. 

For example, the product was communicated to be essential to have “by a doctor’s 

order” or the marketing approach adopted by the company was justified to be 



113 

according to a method that was acknowledged in the informant’s field. The 

informants also referred to reputable customers and partners, indicating a 

connection between the informant’s company and a reputable customer company 

or a person. The informants also brought out recognition that the company had 

gained for their products in the form of awards, rankings and positive customer 

feedback. 

In addition to appealing to the credibility of the company, the informants also 

used communication techniques to appeal to their own credibility as speakers and 

representatives of their companies. By referring to their title or position in the 

company, the informants communicated that they were credible speakers. When 

introducing themselves in the beginning of the pitch or conversation in the second 

task, the informants also referred to their position in the company, legitimizing their 

power to speak for the company and establishing credibility for the upcoming 

presentation and communicated content. The informants also referred to their 

background and experience to show that their communicated content is worthy of 

the audience’s attention. In the following excerpt, an informant begins a response 

to the conversation partner’s question about the company’s strategy for 

approaching potential customers by referring to the informant’s background to 

support the company’s approach to contacting customers:  

Well. My background is from sales and I have many uhm contacts from from 

from different companies from different fields. S- and I personally I believe in 

in uh personal personal communication, so the the what I…want to do, and 

what I’m doing, I’m basically go to see people and, ask them to, use our product 

so that’s where I..the way I’m building this right now. Of course, later on, we 

hope that the the, service itself can attract..users. I4D2 

The informants also shared business knowledge and gave advice in order to 

appeal to their credibility as speakers. In contrast to merely providing information 

about their company, the informants also shared business knowledge gained by 

learning from experience. For example, the informants shared business knowledge 

related to doing business in a specific market, as illustrated in the following three 

excerpts:  

Of course North America it’s infinite market, but it’s it’s really..uh it’s it’s it 

takes lot of money and and and it’s uh…y-y-you need uh you know man power 

you know, humans to do the sales there. I10D1 
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Right now uh…the only way to stand out from the crowd basically like I said 

is to have the products everywhere. It’s not enough that you have a website, 

you have customers, you have to have them..somewhere in the physical stores. 

I8D2 

But uh, the field of kind of medical devices is not so easy, it’s very expensive 

to go to um, different countries, because you have to have all kinds of uh 

permits and certificates and..and et cetera so you can’t just go, so for example 

if you want to go to United States you have to do uh, clinical studies and you 

have to get the FDA approval and..costs a lot of money, so. I9D1 

The informants also shared business knowledge related to the informants’ markets, 

the challenges of international business, competitors and marketing in their 

business. In addition, the informants gave advice to each other on business matters, 

suggesting, for example, how to improve the marketing communications of another 

informant’s company. By sharing business knowledge and giving business advice, 

the informants legitimised their power to speak as representatives of the companies 

as well as members of the business community and communicated that they are 

knowledgeable about their companies, the business, and thus communicated 

credibility.  

The informants also appeared as credible speakers by using appropriate 

language, appropriate for the audience and for the topic. For example, when giving 

the pitch, the informants assumed that the audience were able to understand the 

terminology that is used when presenting the company and displaying its potential. 

In the second task, some of the informants showed an ability to adjust their 

language based on the partner’s interaction reflecting the partner’s understanding 

of the business. By using lexicon related to the informants’ business, the informants 

were able to communicate that they mastered using terminology important for their 

field. In addition, the use of business jargon communicated to the audience that the 

informants were able to use business terminology and thus indicated their 

belonging to the business community. The informants were also able to adjust their 

language from formal to casual depending on the task.    

It seemed that the informants also expressed authenticity, sincerity and 

confidence in order to appear as a credible speaker. Since the scope of the study 

only includes verbal communication, considering the role of non-verbal 

communication in expressing authenticity, sincerity and confidence are excluded 

from the analysis. Nevertheless, merely acknowledging their importance in this 

context is perhaps justified and not considered too serious a digression from the 
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topic. The informants communicated authenticity and sincerity by expressing 

honest opinions and being open about their companies. For example, in addition to 

sharing their success stories, the informants also shared information about adversity 

and expressed their emotions, for example, enthusiasm towards the company in a 

sincere manner. By also revealing points of development and explaining how those 

points were addressed, the informants communicated a more credible discourse of 

the company. The informants also showed confidence as speakers and confidence 

in the company, and were even reprimanded if they communicated too cautious 

evaluations of the company or showed hesitation either related to stating their case 

or to the company’s capabilities.  

In conclusion, the informants used several communication techniques with 

ethical appeal. The informants appealed both to the credibility of the company as 

well as to the credibility of the speaker. Some of the communication techniques 

with ethical appeal did not necessarily communicate functional or emotional brand 

meanings per se. Rather, by establishing credibility as a speaker and a 

representative of the company, the credibility of the brand meanings communicated 

by an informant was affected indirectly. The communication techniques that the 

informants used to communicate the credibility of the company and its offering 

were providing logical arguments supported by evidence and referring to 

authorities, experts, reputable customers, and recognition gained by the company. 

The communication techniques that the informants used to appear as a credible 

speaker were referring to own position, title or role in the company, referring to 

own background and experience, sharing business knowledge and giving advice, 

using appropriate language, and appearing authentic, sincere and confident. In the 

following sub-chapter, brand meaning communication techniques with emotional 

appeal are explored.     

4.3.3 Brand meaning communication techniques with emotional 
appeal 

In addition to using brand meaning communication techniques appealing to logic, 

the informants also employed communication techniques appealing to emotions. 

The brand meanings that the informants communicated with techniques with 

emotional appeal were functional or emotional. The communication techniques that 

the informants used in persuading through emotions were: 

– Using figurative, vivid, loaded and idiomatic language. 
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– Expressing overall emotion. 

– Using humour. 

– Using narratives, storytelling and anecdotal evidence. 

– Engaging and addressing the audience. 

– Using repetition and pauses.  

In the following paragraphs, the communication techniques that the informants 

used to persuade through emotions are analysed in detail. 

One of the brand meaning communication techniques with emotional appeal 

was using figurative, vivid, loaded and idiomatic language. For example, the 

informants used metaphors when referring to the product as a figurative “canvas” 

that other companies can “build on”, or when describing business operations as 

“magic”, which was highlighted with an onomatopoeic “boof” to imitate the sound 

of magic happening. In contrast to seeing business as “magic”, the informants also 

described their business as “no rocket science”. Sports metaphors were also used 

when describing business as “playing the game”, competition as “huge race”, 

competitors as “players” and the scale of business operations of some reputable 

companies as “playing it big”. The company’s role was described as “problem-

solvers”, and the problems and challenges that the informants faced in business 

were referred to as “obstacles” that had to be overcome. For example, a challenge 

posed by the Swedish market to an informant’s company was described in the 

following way:  

I would say that uh the river Tornio is very long and very..there’s no bridge 

over it and uh, we have a language barrier we have a currency barrier, but still 

we are going to tackle the Swedish market. I2D1 

Metaphoric speech was also used when an informant was describing his or her role 

in the company as a “table dancer”.  

In addition to metaphors, the informants also used loaded language to appeal 

to emotions. For example, instead of using the actual name of the city in which the 

company operates, the location was referred to as “periphery”. Loaded language 

was also used when justifying the customer’s need for the product and the benefits 

that the offering provides for the customer. For example, customers without the 

product were described to “suffer” and the use of the service could “save human 

lives”. The informants also appealed to emotions by communicating that the use of 

the product could also help prevent unpleasant things, as can be seen in the 

following excerpt: 
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Scandals like […] glass in […] baby food or other..kind of uh or rats in […] 

your uhh..frozen vegetables. I6D1 

The origins of the company were described to be “in this beautiful country of 

Finland”. Loaded language was also used when describing the expertise within the 

company. In addition to metaphors and loaded language, the informants also used 

idiomatic expressions, for example, to describe the reputation and image of the 

company: 

We have been laying quite low under the radar, but..we are very proud of our 

own business. I7D1 

Thus by using figurative, vivid, loaded and idiomatic language, the informants 

expressed both functional and emotional brand meanings.   

The informants also appealed to emotions by showing overall emotion related 

to the company. For example, the informants used strong emotion words such as 

“proud” to describe how they felt about their company and referred to the business 

being their “passion”. They also used positive, descriptive adjectives such as 

“unique” to refer to the company and its service or “skilled”, “talented” or “really 

experienced” to describe the staff of the company. The informants also expressed 

determination when talking about the company’s vision and desire to enter new, 

potential markets. Other emotions that the informants expressed were, for example, 

excitement over a new website and frustration because the informant was not able 

to work full-time in the business but was forced to: 

Do boring jobs in order to survive. I4D1 

The products were described as “best ever”, “very fun”, “highly colourful”, 

“amusing”, or to be of “high quality” with “attractive cute graphics”. Based on the 

data, the informants used strong emotions words and positive adjectives in order to 

describe how they felt about the company and its offering with emotional appeal, 

whereas with communication techniques based on logical appeal, the informants 

described the company and its offering without emotional charge. By showing 

overall emotion, the informants communicated both functional and emotional 

brand meanings.   

The informants also used humour in order to appeal to emotions. Humour was 

used, for example, when talking about the financial performance of the company 

and inquiring whether the audience has “loose money available” for financing the 

company. The informants also used black humour when one of the informants 



118 

talked about the company’s technological capabilities and the urgency to speed up 

the company’s process because otherwise the informant would not be able to 

witness the outcome of the process, referring to his demise before the completion 

of the process. Benevolent humour was used to communicate trust, image and 

reputation. The communication of image and reputation can be seen, for example, 

in the following excerpt of a dialogue between two informants talking about the 

competitive advantage of Informant 2’s company: 

I2D1: And this number is the most..important, we are sending out three 

thousand five hundred eighty, uhh packages of chocolate and candies..inside 

our parcels so…our customers are always very happy to get parcels from us, 

and I think that’s biggest, biggest innovation in our, our business so.  

I3D1: Tasty corruption.  

I2D1: It’s it i- definitely is. And makes everybody happy. So currently our 

customers are ordering first the candies on the phone and then they oh, 

something to..put it inside the box as well. 

Thus, humour was used to communicate both functional and emotional brand 

meanings. 

One of the communication techniques appealing to emotions was using 

narratives, storytelling and anecdotal evidence. The narratives portrayed, for 

example, the founding of the company and its development from a low-profile 

company to its status at that time, the company’s past events and operations, 

misgivings and lessons learnt during the company’s development. One of the 

informants told a story about the quality of their product, the moral of the story 

being that the quality of the product was even better than tests had indicated. The 

narratives were also related, for example, to the name of the company and were 

used to communicate trust, image and reputation. Anecdotal evidence was used to 

describe the company’s operations and functions. In the following excerpt, an 

informant shares an anecdote depicting how their business works, illustrating the 

international nature of the business and the interconnectedness of the companies 

involved in it: 

We are..in a network of traders. I think, one of the funniest examples has 

been..the business we did two years ago. We are a Finnish company. We were 

buying..Swedish [name of a product], from a Swedish [producer of the 

product], selling them to a..Dutch trader, who was selling those [name of a 
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product] to a British company, who has its business on the Canary Islands and 

sells them to Spanish customer. I7D1 

Anecdotal evidence was also used to communicate why the company’s service was 

needed and how it functioned. It was also used to communicate the company’s 

status and reputation moving to a more favourable direction. Thus, the informants 

communicated functional and emotional brand meanings by using narratives, 

storytelling, and anecdotal evidence. 

The informants also engaged and addressed the audience to elicit emotional 

reactions. The audience was engaged by asking either direct or rhetorical questions. 

For dramatic effect, one of the informants asked a question and instantaneously 

provided a surprising answer to communicate the position of the company in the 

market and express pride for the company. The informants also asked questions to 

which they were expecting an answer from the audience. The purpose of the posed 

questions was either to create interaction between the informant and the audience 

or to create interest toward the company. The following excerpt illustrates how 

Informant 6 begins the pitch by directing the attention of the audience to the need 

that the company’s product helps satisfy:  

I6D1: Okay welcome. Um, first I have a question, how many of you do eat 

food? Raise your hand please.  

[…] 

I6D1: […] And mmh..now umm, I presume, I have, do you want your food to 

be safe? Yes. How do you know it’s safe? 

I4D1: Safe enough. 

I6D1: Yeah, how do you know it’s safe? 

In addition to posing questions, the informants also engaged the audience by 

referring to the audience’s experiences to highlight the need for the company’s 

product. The informants also addressed their conversation partners in the second 

task directly by using the personal pronoun “you” or by making explicit business 

proposals and offers to “your company”. Two different ways of making a direct 

offer to a conversation partner can be seen in the following two excerpts:    

And so what we what we can offer to you is that like you can focus on on the 

more profitable erm products..and you outsource your [name of a product] on 
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to us, which we know that it’s it’s not coast- cost efficient and it’s it’s kind of a 

standard product but it’s it’s not standing out. I10D2 

What we are offering here uh, we can bring your company more revenues since 

we already know that these games are attractive for the end users. I5D2 

The informants also suggested the audience or partner to try the product or offered 

to show it in order to help the audience or partner familiarise themselves with the 

product by actually seeing, hearing, or feeling it. By engaging the audience and 

addressing the partner, the informants communicated both functional and 

emotional brand meanings. 

The informants also used repetition and pauses to attract the attention of the 

audience. By repeating a certain structure or word in several subsequent sentences, 

the informants seemed to draw the attention of the audience to a particular word or 

a larger linguistic structure, the latter of which is illustrated in the following excerpt:   

That’s where they find us, that’s how they go to our web shop, that’s how they 

put the order in or request or tender or whatever they need so we don’t, we 

have automised everything. I2D2 

In the following excerpt, the repetition of the structure “we are” and the listing of 

different customer groups is used to illustrate the wide variety of customer 

segments that the informant’s company serves. In addition, by referring to the 

company and its customers with the personal pronoun “we”, it seems that the 

informant wishes to communicate the company’s close connection with the 

customers, even to identify with them.   

We are school nurses, we are sports car-clubs, we are here and there and we are 

inside the companies, we are hospitals, we are inside the, homecare units. I2D2 

The informants also used repetition to communicate, for example, their daily 

operations. It seems that by repeating what a conversation partner had just asked or 

stated, the informants also tried to build rapport, confirm what was said or delay 

the response. Distinct pauses between words were also used to highlight content, 

as in the following excerpt in which an informant is referring to the size and 

potential of a particular market (a full stop indicates a longer pause than a comma):    

Only in US, twelve. Billion. Dollars. Yearly. I10D1 

Thus, repetition and pauses were used to communicate both functional and 

emotional brand meanings.  
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In conclusion, with the communication techniques appealing to emotions the 

informants communicated both functional and emotional brand meanings. The 

communication techniques that the informants used were using vivid, figurative, 

loaded and idiomatic language, expressing overall emotion, using humour, 

narratives, storytelling, and anecdotal evidence, engaging and addressing the 

audience, and using repetition and pauses. The functional meanings that the 

informants communicated with the emotional discourse were, for example, product 

quality, corporate capabilities, service reliability, and technology used in the 

product or service. The emotional brand meanings that the informants 

communicated were, for instance, pride for the company and its offering, corporate 

or product image, the company’s or product’s risk reduction ability, the reputation 

of the company, trust towards the company and its offering, and enthusiasm. 

The purpose of this fourth chapter was to explore the informants’ language use, 

communicated brand meanings and communication techniques that the informants 

used to communicate those meanings. I analysed the informants’ verbal language 

use in sub-chapter 4.1 and described it as spontaneously produced spoken English 

with interruptions, correction and hesitation and characterised by the use of 

communication strategies typical of non-native speakers when encountering a 

communicative barrier. In addition, the language use ranged stylistically from 

informal to semi-formal, was structurally simplified, lexically specified, and clearly 

and monotonously produced. In sub-chapter 4.2, I provided an overview of the 

brand meanings communicated by the informants and pointed out that the 

informants expressed both functional and emotional meanings related to the 

company and product brand within their discourse. I also highlighted that the 

communication of meanings was not one-way but the meanings communicated 

initially by the informants were exposed to negotiation in interaction and thus the 

communication of brand meanings in spoken face-to-face interaction seemed co-

constructive. In sub-chapter 4.3, I introduced different brand meaning 

communication techniques categorised according to their appeal to either logic, 

emotions or credibility. The brand communication techniques identified in the data 

are presented in Table 5. 

  



122 

Table 5. Brand meaning communication techniques categorised according to their 

appeal. 

Appeal to logic (logos) Appeal to emotions (pathos) Appeal to credibility (ethos) 

Providing detailed information 

Referring to internal or external 

research data 

Stating cause and effect relations 

Referring to figures 

Using visual aids 

Comparing and contrasting 

Providing examples 

 

Using figurative, vivid, loaded and 

idiomatic language  

Expressing overall emotion 

Using humour 

Using narratives, storytelling and 

anecdotal evidence 

Engaging and addressing the 

audience 

Using repetition and pauses 

 

Providing logical arguments 

supported by evidence 

Referring to authorities and 

experts, reputable customers, and 

recognition gained by the 

company 

Referring to own position, title or 

role in the company 

Referring to own background and 

experience 

Sharing business knowledge and 

advice 

Using appropriate language 

Appearing authentic, sincere and 

confident 
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5 Internal stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken 
brand discourse 

In the previous chapter, I explored how the internal stakeholders within this study 

used language, what kinds of brand meanings they communicated and how those 

meanings were communicated. In other words, I have addressed the dimensions of 

language use and communicated brand meanings in the analytical framework 

presented in the second chapter of the study. Through the brand meaning 

communication techniques, I also began exploring the third dimensions of the study, 

namely what action the informants accomplished or attempted to accomplish 

through their discourse. In this fifth chapter, I shall continue that discussion and   

attempt to synthesise the findings presented in the fourth chapter and begin 

discussing the findings in light of earlier research. Based on the social action 

accomplished, I identified three internal stakeholders’ branding discourses. Thus, 

in this fifth chapter, I shall introduce three face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourses that the informants engaged in, namely informative, credible and 

emotional, which are presented in sub-chapter 5.1. Second, I shall revisit the 

internal stakeholders’ language use analysed in the fourth chapter and discuss 

internal stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse in light of 

stakeholders’ BELF use in sub-chapter 5.2.  

5.1 Internal stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken brand discourses 

The analysis of the internal stakeholders’ language use, communicated brand 

meanings and communication techniques presented in the fourth chapter focused 

on the micro level of discourse. The analysis was carried out by investigating how 

the informants used language, what the informants said and how they said it. Now 

I shall attempt to rise at a more macro level in the analysis and discuss what social 

action the informants accomplished or attempted to accomplish with their 

discourse. Drawing from the empirical findings, I identify three discourses that the 

informants engaged in within spoken brand discourse, informative, credible and 

emotional, which will be presented in this sub-chapter. 

I would like to point out that the purpose of presenting a three-dimensional 

conceptualisation of internal stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken brand discourse is 

not to suggest that the dimensions are mutually exclusive, that they should be 

treated separately, or that they should be seen as tools or strategies that can be used 

or should be used to target different audiences. Unlike the discourse strategies by 
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Vallaster and von Wallpach (2013), the discourses identified in this study are not 

mutually exclusive strategies that are necessarily consciously chosen. On the 

contrary, I see the discourses mutually inclusive and part of the same phenomenon 

that was under study, face-to-face spoken brand discourse. The purpose of this 

conceptualisation was to highlight the multidimensional nature of spoken brand co-

creation discourse and to enable analysing how BELF use affects the brand 

communication. It should also be noted that the nature of branding is seen as co-

creational throughout the study, but for the reader’s convenience and sake of clarity, 

I shall refer to each discourse as brand ʻdiscourseʼ in this chapter, but ʻface-to-face 

spoken brand co-creation discourseʼ could be used just as well.  

Concerning co-creation, is it justified to use the term co-creation discourse 

since I have focused my analysis on internal stakeholders discourses? In my view, 

it is as the data indicated that in face-to-face interaction brand meanings were 

indeed co-constructed, a matter that will be discussed further in the sixth chapter 

of the study. In the following sub-chapters, I shall present the internal stakeholders’ 

discourses first by describing the appeal, communicated brand meanings and social 

action of each discourse. I shall also start revisiting theory to discuss the role of 

these discourses in brand communication and to address what kind of language, 

communication and interaction is needed in spoken brand co-creation discourse.  

5.1.1 Informative brand discourse 

Based on the empirical findings, it seems that the informants engaged in 

informative brand discourse by using communication techniques appealing to 

logic to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourse. With the informative brand discourse, the informants provided detailed 

and descriptive information about the brand without emotional charge by using 

communication techniques appealing to rational thinking and logic. By 

communicating brand meanings related to the company, such as its financial 

performance, operations, and resources, the informants were informing the listeners 

about the corporate brand, and by communicating brand meanings concerning the 

product, such as features and quality, the informants informed provided information 

about the product brand. Within the informative discourse, the informants 

communicated both functional and emotional brand meanings, but it seems that the 

brand meanings that were communicated with the informative discourse were 

mainly functional. However, emotional brand meanings were expressed as well 

through, for example, explicit brand value propositions. Based on the data, the 
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social action that the informants seemed to accomplish with the informative 

discourse was to inform about the brand.  

Based on the data, the internal stakeholders’ spoken brand discourse was 

mostly informative, which can be due to many situational factors related to the 

circumstances in which the discourse was constructed. One of the reasons could be 

that the informants were speaking to a new audience, to a group of people who 

were not familiar with company nor the product. Indeed, informing about the brand 

is important, for example, when the hearer has no, or very little, prior knowledge 

of the brand. Emphasis on informative discourse can also be related to the idea that 

in B2B brands have an informative function and the communication should have 

rational appeal (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004).  

Regarding brand communication, informative discourse has an important role 

in communicating efficiently and explicitly what the B2B brand stands for, which 

in B2B markets is considered essential (Ibid.). If an internal stakeholder wishes to 

inform the listener about the brand, what are the requirements for successful 

communication? Engaging in successful informative brand discourse requires that 

the internal stakeholder is able to communicate clearly and efficiently. Informative 

brand discourse should be explicit, logical, illustrative and rational, enabling 

logical thinking. As the data showed, this could be achieved by providing details 

about the brand and demonstrating brand value and by communicating strong, clear, 

and explicit brand value propositions, providing details and descriptions, 

demonstrating with examples, illustrating with visual aids, providing evidence and 

using other rhetorical means that has rational appeal and enables logical thinking. 

The difference in the discourses does not lie in what is being said but in how it 

is being said and consequently what the stakeholder accomplishes with the 

discourse. Through informative discourse, a stakeholder can communicate explicit 

value propositions, for example, about service reliability. It should be noted that 

although informative brand discourse does not exclude the communication of 

emotional brand meanings, communicating emotional brand value with 

informative discourse has its limitations. Communicating an emotional brand value 

proposition explicitly does not necessarily evoke an emotional response in the 

hearer. Promising “using our service will give you peace of mind” does not lead to 

the stakeholder believing that that is the case but giving an example of how the 

service has given peace of mind to a customer could make the value proposition 

more convincing. However, even if the company is able to communicate emotional 

brand value propositions effectively and explicitly, it does not necessarily evoke 

emotions towards the brand.  
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The challenge related to the informative brand discourse is its limited ability to 

evoke emotions, which, after all, is essential in branding (Kotler & Keller, 2012). 

In B2B branding, efficient informative brand discourse itself can engender trust, 

for example, in a sales encounter between a buyer and seller (Lynch & De 

Chernatony, 2004). Therefore, communicating about functional brand value to a 

customer in a sales negotiation efficiently can evoke trust in that particular situation. 

However, in B2B relationships trust usually builds over time. Thus, communicating 

what the brand stands for creates expectations that the company should be able to 

meet continuously. If the brand discourse remains at informative level, it may be 

difficult to evoke other feelings besides trust. The importance of establishing trust 

with a B2B brand should not be slighted, but it could be argued that a B2B brand 

should be able to evoke other feelings besides trust considering the wide variety of 

stakeholders with which the B2B SME communicates. In addition, if the discourse 

remains at informative level without an emotional response from the stakeholder, 

is the company dealing with brands or products? 

5.1.2 Credible brand discourse 

In addition to the informative brand discourse, the informants also seemed to 

engage in credible brand discourse by using communication techniques appealing 

to credibility to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse. Based on the data, the social action that the informants seemed 

to accomplish was to two-fold: to establish a credible account of the brand and to 

appear as a credible speaker representing the brand. When establishing the 

credibility of the corporate or product brand, the informants used communication 

techniques such as providing logical arguments supported by evidence and 

referring to authorities, experts, reputable customers, and to recognition gained by 

the company. With the credible discourse, the informants communicated both 

functional and emotional brand meanings. However, the communication 

techniques that the informants used to appear as a credible speaker representing the 

brand did not necessarily communicate functional or emotional brand meanings per 

se but seemed to contribute to the informants’ appearance as a credible speaker 

representing the brand and thus affect the credibility of the brand meanings 

communicated by the speaker. The communication techniques that the informants 

used to appear as a credible speaker were referring to own position, title or role in 

the company, referring to own background and experience, sharing business 
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knowledge and giving advice, using appropriate language, and appearing authentic, 

sincere and confident.  

Whereas the informative discourse can inform about the brand, credible brand 

discourse is about establishing credibility throughout the discourse towards the 

brand representative and the company and its product. Credible brand discourse is 

relevant because brands need to engender credibility (Lynch & De Chernatony, 

2004) and the speaker also has to establish credibility, otherwise the audience may 

not consider the brand meanings communicated by the speaker credible (Baccarani 

& Bonfanti, 2015; Griffin, 2010). If the audience does not deem the brand credible 

or the brand representative as a credible person speaking on behalf of the brand, it 

may not pay much heed to the communication.  

If an internal stakeholder wishes to establish a credible account of the brand 

and to appear as a credible speaker, what are the requirements for successful 

communication? The credibility of the discourse will be assessed throughout the 

communicative event, and thus the ability to engage in informative brand discourse 

and communicate brand meanings clearly and efficiently will establish credibility. 

If other stakeholders deem the financial forecasts presented by an internal 

stakeholder too optimistic, the speaker may lose credibility. However, too cautious 

estimations may also affect the credibility of the speaker if the other stakeholders 

perceive them as a sign of ignorance for credibility is in the eye of the beholder. 

With credible brand discourse the brand representative also establishes his or 

her credibility as a speaker and a representative of the brand. For example, by being 

knowledgeable about the company and product, the brand representative can 

communicate credibility as brand representative. However, credibility is not only 

tied to the branding discourse of a particular company and to the norms of how they 

are expected to talk and what the audience expects the representative to know about 

the company and its product. Brand communication occurs in a business context 

and is tied to discourses of different organisations, fields and professions. Credible 

brand discourse is also related to how brand representatives are expected to 

communicate as members of a particular profession and business community. In 

order to appear credible, the communication should be professional. What makes a 

brand credible and a brand representative credible, thus, depends on how credibility 

is established in a specific field.  
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5.1.3 Emotional brand discourse 

Based on the empirical findings, it seems that the informants engaged in emotional 

brand discourse by using communication techniques appealing to emotions to 

communicate brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse. 

Through the emotional brand discourse, the informants communicated both 

functional and emotional brand meanings. The communicated brand meanings 

were related to both the company, such as corporate capabilities and reputation, and 

as well as to the product, such as quality and reliability. The informants used several 

communication techniques to evoke emotional reactions in the audience when 

engaging in emotional brand discourse. The communication techniques appealing 

to emotions identified in the data were, for example, using figurative, vivid, loaded, 

and idiomatic language, expressing overall emotion, using humour, narratives, 

storytelling and anecdotal evidence, engaging and addressing the audience, and 

using repetition and pauses. Based on the data, the social action that the informants 

seemed to accomplish was to evoke an emotional response in the audience towards 

the brand. 

Brand does not revolve only on the performance of a product or company but 

also should evoke an emotional response in the stakeholders, thus the ability to 

evoke emotions can be the decisive factor in distinguishing between a generic 

product and a brand. In this study, I have referred to the emphasis on rational, 

functional and informative aspect of B2B branding. In earlier branding research, 

communicating functional brand meanings has been associated with informative 

communication and emotional brand meanings to using emotional communication 

cues (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004). However, this study suggests that the 

communication of functional brand meanings is not limited to only informative 

discourse. Whereas informative discourse can inform about service reliability, 

emotional brand discourse helps create images and can communicate about service 

reliability in a more distinctive and memorable way. Thus, despite the emphasis on 

functionality and informative function in B2B markets, engaging in emotional 

brand discourse is relevant and can enable the memorability and interestingness of 

brand communication in B2B markets. 

If an internal stakeholder wishes to evoke an emotional response in the 

audience and emotions towards the brand, what are the requirements for successful 

communication? Engaging in emotional brand discourse requires the use of 

rhetorical means that can help the speaker make his message more memorable, for 

example, using humour, narratives or vivid language such as metaphors to create 
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images and to make the brand more tangible through language. Attracting the 

attention of the audience and stimulating favourable emotional impulses can also 

be accomplished, for example, through verbal means such as intonation, stress and 

rhythm. If an oral presentation is uninteresting or boring, the tone of voice flat, and 

the conversational style lacks rhythm, the presenter will very likely lose their 

audience (Baccarani & Bonfanti, 2015). In addition, it should be noted that non-

verbal means can also contribute to presenting a more interesting and more 

memorable discourse although they are excluded from the scope of the study, 

In the context of informative brand discourse, I highlighted efficient 

communication and within credible brand discourse the ability to engage in 

professional discourse was emphasised. It seems that engaging in emotional brand 

discourse requires different kind of communication than merely informative and 

professional. Based on the analysis of communication techniques and literature, the 

ability to evoke emotions is very much related to interactional skills. Using 

rhetorical means with emotional appeal is not natural for everyone, but on the other 

hand providing clear arguments about the brand is not self-evident either. However, 

the use of communication with rational appeal and factual discourse may be more 

natural in business communication than the use of emotional communication 

techniques based on emotional appeal.  

In conclusion, the discourses presented in the previous sub-chapters are not 

mutually exclusive or directed at a particular audience; on the contrary, all 

discourses are needed to communicate an interesting, convincing and memorable 

brand. Through informative brand discourse, internal stakeholders can inform 

about the brand, which requires clear and efficient communication. The role of 

credible brand discourse is to establish a credible account of the brand and to appear 

as a credible speaker, which requires professional communication. Emotional brand 

discourse functions to evoke emotions towards the brand, which requires 

memorable and interesting communication. It seems that balancing the discourse is 

important. For example, if a presentation such as a pitch given by an internal 

stakeholder is all emotion and passion with very little content or value, the external 

stakeholder may find the discourse naïve and not very convincing. On the other 

hand, merely informative brand discourse may be drowned out by the abundance 

of offerings in the global market if the audience finds it indistinctive and 

uninteresting. Internal stakeholders’ spoken discourse should also be based on 

brand meanings that are relevant, true, honest and accurate. All spoken brand co-

creation discourses affect the trustworthiness of the brand, which in the B2B 
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markets is the ultimate goal and weighed over time through consistency between 

words and action. 

5.2 Using BELF in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse  

In the previous sub-chapter, I analysed what the informants seemed to accomplish 

with their discourse and attempted to outline briefly what kind of communicative 

requirements are relevant in order to inform, appear credible and to evoke emotions. 

In this sub-chapter, I shall explore how BELF affects internal stakeholders’ face-

to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse by revisiting the internal stakeholders’ 

language use presented in sub-chapter 4.1 and consider the informants’ language 

use in light of the spoken brand discourses presented in the previous sub-chapter 

and earlier BELF research.  

5.2.1 Using BELF for spoken brand co-creation discourse 

Although I have attempted to describe what defined the internal stakeholders’ 

language use within the discourse of the study and pointed out some relevant 

features in the informants’ language use, it should be pointed out that the purpose 

of the analysis was not to define a typical BELF speaker and categorise all BELF 

speakers under one category. Rather, the purpose of the analysis was to increase 

understanding of the informants discourse and to explore why the discourse 

proceeded in the direction it did. In this study, the internal stakeholders shared a 

similar background to some extent. They were all Finns and used English as a non-

native language for spoken communication, they were using English for business 

purposes and participating in the discourse as ʻbrand representativesʼ, talking about 

the companies that they worked for, owned and/or had founded. The informants’ 

shared background explains at least some of the similarities identified in the 

informants’ language use. All these factors had an effect on the spoken brand 

discourse that was produced, for example, on how the internal stakeholders 

pronounced English, on the grammatical sentence structures that they used, their 

range of vocabulary and style of language used to express brand meanings and on 

the interaction.  

In this study, I focused on analysing spoken brand discourse from the internal 

stakeholders’ perspective in direct internal–external stakeholder interaction. It 

should be noted that in addition to the interaction between a Finnish internal 

stakeholder and an external stakeholder of other origins, the data also included 



131 

interaction between Finns in English, but who were using English as a business 

lingua franca nevertheless. This provided an interesting point of comparison. The 

interaction between Finns speaking English among themselves seemed more fluent 

and efficient, which can be explained by the fact that the informants communicated 

from the perspective of their Finnish cultural background and used communication 

styles associated with that culture even if they were communicating in English 

(Gerritsen & Nickerson, 2009). For example, the Finnish informants engaging in a 

group discussion were able to understand cultural references to certain people and 

companies easily. In addition to the similar cultural and linguistic background, all 

Finnish informants also shared a similar background as part of Finnish business 

community, which also enabled understanding between the parties. However, since 

BELF is rarely used as a common language only between people who share the 

same native tongue, I shall now proceed to discuss BELF interaction between 

stakeholders who do not share the same native language.  

Considering the wide variety of different BELF users with different national, 

linguistic, organisational and professional backgrounds, stakeholders engaging in 

face-to-face spoken brand discourse may share very little in terms of common 

origins (Pullin, 2010). Thus, finding a common language in direct brand co-creation 

interaction is not just a matter of being able to speak English at a sufficient 

proficiency level. Indeed, when considering the effects of BELF on spoken brand 

co-creation discourse, there are several viewpoints from which the matter can be 

analysed. In this exploration, I shall use the model of communicative competence 

of Canale & Swain (1980), which includes grammatical competence, 

sociolinguistic competence, strategic competence and discourse competence, 

excluding the last area from this discussion.  

It is perhaps sensible to start with the traditional linguistic proficiency 

perspective since BELF communication is bound to fail if the stakeholders 

exchanging brand meanings have very little language proficiency in English. In 

their study, Louhiala-Salminen and Kankaanranta (2011) refer to grammatical 

competence, one of the areas of communicative competence (Canale & Swain, 

1980). Although BELF does not have strict rules about language use (Louhiala-

Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012), there are certain linguistic proficiency 

requirements that stakeholders engaging in BELF discourse have to meet in order 

to be understood in the business community, and at a lexico-grammatical BELF 

language proficiency could be interpreted in terms of English words and English 

grammar (Charles, 2007). In the context of this study, grammatical competence 

refers to, for example, understanding of English phonology, vocabulary and 
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structures (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011). Thus, grammatical 

competence enables the stakeholder using BELF to use knowledge and skills 

needed for understanding and expressing brand meanings (Bagarić & Djigunović, 

2007).  

From a grammatical viewpoint, the informants’ BELF within this study was 

understandable based on the interaction. The grammar and pronunciation of the 

informants did not fully follow standard English, but the discourse nevertheless 

remained at comprehensible level. Naturally, each informant had his or her own 

particular way of speaking English but generally the differences in the purely 

grammatical proficiency between the informants were not significant. However, 

occasionally there were lapses in grammatical competence, which seemed to affect 

the comprehensibility of the discourse. Although the informants in this study had 

relatively good language proficiency, it should be noted that even a stakeholder 

with good language proficiency may have to engage in discourse with a stakeholder 

whose English is not as comprehensible, and this may have an effect on the 

interaction. Considering the wide variety of language users within the BELF 

community, there are significant differences in the level of grammatical 

competence (Pullin, 2010), which may impede spoken brand co-creation discourse. 

The comprehensibility of the discourse was enabled, for example, by the use 

of simplified structures that mostly adhered to the grammatical rules of standard 

English. BELF has been described as simplified English because it does not contain 

complicated phraseology, idiomatic expressions, or complex sentence structures 

(Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012), and the findings of this study support 

the idea of BELF as simplified English to a certain extent. On the one hand, the 

structures that the stakeholders used with BELF were not complex, which is not 

merely due to the speakers being non-native but also due to the nature of discourse 

as spoken language is more fast-paced and spontaneous than written language. 

Thus, this study confirms that BELF is simplified in terms of grammatical 

structures. However, some stakeholders also displayed surprisingly complicated 

phraseology, use of metaphors and idiomatic expressions, which could be 

interpreted as a sign of a more proficient BELF communicator. Within this study, 

the informants showed a relatively versatile general vocabulary, which also enabled 

the comprehensibility of discourse. The informants were able to communicate 

different kinds of brand meanings quite effortlessly through a good English 

vocabulary.  

The comprehensibility of the discourse was also enabled by the informants’ 

clear pronunciation of English sounds and words, which is another criterion that 



133 

stakeholders using BELF should meet in order to be understood (Jenkins, 2000). 

BELF has been said to be a conduit of its speaker’s communication culture, 

reflecting the speaker’s national culture as some features of native language transfer 

to English (Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005), and the findings of this study support 

this idea. The influence of Finnish was apparent in the informants’ pronunciation, 

as they transferred some features of connected speech, such as rhythm, word stress 

and intonation, from their native tongue to English. Occasionally, the feature of 

producing long and monotonous stretches of speech with little variation in pitch 

and rhythm impeded the comprehensibility of discourse. This feature can be seen 

to compromise the comprehensibility of the discourse as pronunciation patterns of 

different languages may be very different.  

What can be concluded from the discussion in the previous paragraphs is that 

the stakeholder engaging in spoken brand discourse with BELF has to have 

sufficient grammatical competence so that the discourse is comprehensible. So far, 

the discussion has revolved around proficiency in English, but an important notion 

is that BELF entails a more comprehensive view on language than a narrow focus 

on language proficiency in English (Charles, 2007). Whereas sufficient 

grammatical competence in English may enable spoken brand co-creation 

discourse between two stakeholders using BELF, in an international business 

communication it may not be enough. In addition to grammatical competence, 

stakeholders using BELF also require strategic competence, in other words, 

communication strategies that are used to compensate for breakdowns in 

communication due to insufficient competence in one or more components of 

communicative competence (Bagarić & Djigunović, 2007). This was demonstrated 

by the informants when they used communication strategies when encountering 

communicative barriers, which can, on the one hand, enable the discourse but on 

the other hand impede the comprehensibility and efficiency of discourse when used 

excessively. 

 In addition to grammatical and strategic competence, communicative 

competence also requires sociolinguistic competence, in other words, knowledge 

of sociocultural use of rules within the international business community and the 

ability to handle different business settings, topics and communicative functions in 

different business contexts (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2011). 

Sociolinguistic competence can also be interpreted as appropriate language use in 

different sociolinguistic contexts (Bagarić & Djigunović, 2007). Within the context 

of this study, the informants also displayed fairly good level of sociolinguistic 

competence, which can be seen in the way they ʻplayed by the rulesʼ and knew 
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what was expected from them in each communicative task. However, there were 

breaches to the rules occasionally; for example, some use of humour could be 

interpreted as inappropriate for the communicative situation. Thus, stakeholders 

using BELF should understand how they are expected to communicate in an 

international business context, what kind of topics are they expected to speak about 

and what kind of genres are used, for instance.  

At this point, it should be noted that in a global context, sociolinguistic 

competence may be very complex as some rules of an international business 

community may be different from the rules of local business community or a single 

organisation, and an important notion is that regarding the success, or failure, of 

communication, it is the international business communication community that 

deems the terms of reference for evaluating the ʻefficiencyʼ or ʻsuccessʼ of 

discourse (Charles, 2007). However, this aspect can be approached by interpreting 

how well the discourse functions based on the interaction (Ibid.), and how well 

communicative goals are reached (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 2012). 

Within this study, the interaction between the internal and external stakeholders 

was harmonious and collaborative. This can be explained by a shared purpose, with 

the help of which discursive interpretations are made (Charles, 2007).  

Although I already commented on the informants’ vocabulary, it could also be 

highlighted in this context as one significant factor which enabled the discourse 

within this study was that the informants and their audience shared a particular 

ʻcodeʼ; all stakeholders engaging in the discourse seemed to be able to use and 

understand business vocabulary in English very well. The informants also showed 

understanding of business communication genres by knowing, for example, how to 

pitch and knew the appropriate language style to be used in a business setting, 

which enabled engaging in professional discourse. This supports the idea that the 

use of specialized vocabulary of one’s specific field of expertise and understanding 

of business communication genres helps reach communicative goals and enables 

efficient communication (Louhiala-Salminen & Kankaanranta, 2012).  

Factors impeding spoken brand discourse do not necessarily relate to the lack 

of comprehensibility as BELF communication can also fail due to cultural 

differences (Gerritsen & Nickerson, 2009). Mastering business terminology and 

genre rules can create a common ground for two BELF speakers, or create a 

communicative barrier if the other person does not share the code. In this study, the 

stakeholders had different professional backgrounds and identities, which affected 

their language use. Based on the interaction, some communication breakdowns 

occurred, resulting from the use of vocabulary specific to the informant’s industry 
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or field, which the audience did not understand. On the one hand, between two 

stakeholders in the same field or profession using a specific jargon can enable the 

discourse, making it more efficient. On the other hand, when BELF is used in 

interaction between two stakeholders with different professional backgrounds, the 

use of highly specialised professional jargon may impede the comprehensibility 

and consequently the efficiency of the discourse. Cultural differences between two 

stakeholders that impede communication have been typically associated with 

national cultures and different linguistic backgrounds, but this study suggests that 

cultural differences that may impede discourse can also refer to other cultures that 

the stakeholder belongs, such as organisational or professional communities. Thus, 

cultural differences that can impede BELF discourse not only concern national and 

linguistic cultures; they can also refer to organisational and professional cultures as 

well.  

In the previous paragraphs, I attempted to demonstrate that stakeholders using 

BELF for brand co-creation need more comprehensive communicative competence 

than merely traditional linguistic proficiency in English. In the following sub-

chapter, I shall discuss BELF in light of the three face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourses identified in the data. 

5.2.2 Effect of BELF on informative, credible and emotional 
discourse 

BELF research often describes BELF as simplified and efficient language use, but 

how does BELF reflect on spoken brand co-creation discourse, if the internal 

stakeholder wishes to inform about the brand, to appear credible and to evoke an 

emotional response? Some important issues guiding BELF communication seem to 

be efficiency, relevance and economy (Seidlhofer, 2001) and thus the BELF user 

has to be able to transmit information efficiently across language boundaries 

(Ehrenreich, 2010; Louhiala-Salminen et al., 2005). I associate the efficient 

language use, relevance and economy of international business communication 

highlighted in BELF research with the informative brand discourse. In order to 

inform about the brand, an internal stakeholder needs sufficient knowledge about 

the brand and sufficient grammatical competence in English to be able to verbally 

express brand meanings.  

The internal stakeholders in this study seemed to be able to engage rather 

fluently in the informative brand discourse. As already mentioned in the previous 

sub-chapter, this was enabled by the use of simplified structures adhering to the 
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grammatical rules of English, which enabled the comprehensibility of the discourse. 

In addition, the informants pronounced of English sounds and words clearly, which 

also enabled comprehensibility. Their relatively versatile vocabulary enabled the 

verbalisation of different kinds of brand meanings, which enabled the 

interestingness and efficiency of discourse.  

However, the ʻsuccessʼ of the informative brand discourse was compromised 

occasionally due to lack of grammatical competence, which showed, for example, 

in random grammar and sentence structures, which impeded comprehensibility. In 

addition, the informants’ speech rhythm, intonation and stress of English 

mimicking their mother tongue had an effect on the informants’ ability to 

communicate what was essential in a message from time to time, and even to 

differentiate between a question and a statement, impeding the organisation and 

comprehensibility of the discourse. Producing long and monotonous stretches of 

speech impeded comprehensibility of the discourse, as did the excessive use of 

communication strategies, such as fillers, pauses and correction in the informants’ 

speech. Thus, it is essential that the stakeholder engaging in the informative brand 

discourse with BELF has brand knowledge, sufficient grammatical competence in 

English and strategic competence in order to communicate clearly and efficiently.  

What does establishing credibility require from the internal stakeholder using 

BELF? Since I see the discourses as intertwined, the same sufficient grammatical 

competence of standard English that is required to be able to inform about the brand 

is required to be able to verbalise a credible account of the company. In general, 

the informants were able to engage in credible brand discourse in English well. 

Their level of grammatical competence in English was sufficient in order to appear 

as credible speakers and brand representatives. Of course, acknowledging that 

credibility is an important aspect of the brand is important and should be 

communicated, but illustrating that the brand is credible and verbalising that it is 

respected and recognised outside the company is not necessarily a matter of 

proficiency in a particular language. In many fields, expert opinions and references 

matter a great deal and can enhance the credibility of the brand. Thus, establishing 

credibility is not just a matter related to the ability to verbalise a credible account 

in English; it also requires that the internal stakeholder understands what makes the 

brand appear credible in the eyes of the stakeholders.  

The ability to communicate a credible account of the brand may not be enough 

if the audience does not find the internal stakeholder a credible representative 

speaking on behalf of the company. If the stakeholder is not a credible speaker, the 

audience may not accept the communicated brand meanings. Again, this means that 
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the representative should have brand knowledge but as the data indicated, 

credibility can also be enhanced by sharing business knowledge and expressing 

experience. Illustrating not only brand knowledge but also business know-how can 

make the discourse of the brand representative more credible in the eyes of the 

business community, and the lack of them may have a negative effect on the 

credibility of the speaker. For example, the credibility of an internal stakeholder 

was compromised in the data when he or she was not able to provide information 

about the company that the other stakeholders thought that the internal stakeholder 

should have known. Credibility was also compromised when the informant did not 

seem to express enough confidence towards the company. 

Being credible is not just about knowing what to say to appear credible but also 

about knowing how to say it. Engaging in credible brand discourse seems to be 

intertwined with the ability to engage in professional discourse, to know the rules 

and conventions of international business communication, for example, stylistically 

and lexically. The ability to use and understand business terminology in English as 

well as field-specific vocabulary in English made the internal stakeholders in this 

study seem as credible members of the international business community as well 

as professionals in their own field. They demonstrated that they knew how to ̒ speak 

businessʼ and thus how to engage in professional discourse. By playing along the 

rules of different norms and conventions of international business discourse, for 

example, knowing how to engage in a negotiation or how to give a pitch, the 

stakeholder showed that he or she knew what was expected from his or her 

communication in a given business setting. Consequently, not adhering to the rules 

compromised credibility. This occurred, for example, by interrupting a pitch or 

using inappropriate language, vocabulary or communication techniques. Thus, 

credible brand discourse does not only require brand knowledge, and a sufficient 

grammatical competence in English but also sociolinguistic competence and more 

specifically, the ability to engage in professional discourse.   

In the previous paragraphs, I associated the informative and credible discourse 

with brand knowledge, sufficient grammatical and sociolinguistic competence in 

English and more specifically with the ability to engage in professional business 

discourse in English. Thus, even with simplified English, a stakeholder can inform 

about the brand and appear credible if s/he knows how to engage in professional 

discourse, but can simplified English evoke emotions towards the brand and make 

the discourse more memorable? In this study, all internal stakeholders engaged in 

emotional brand discourse to some extent. Based on this study, the internal 

stakeholders who expressed emotional appeal in their discourse, showed more 
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proficient grammatical competence and more versatile communication skills. 

Using vivid, figurative and idiomatic language enabled the memorability and 

interestingness of the discourse. It requires a more versatile vocabulary and 

understanding of English idiomatic expressions, which can be interpreted to go 

beyond simplified English.  

Although this study indicates that some communication techniques that can be 

used to evoke an emotional response may require a more proficient grammatical 

competence in English, not all communication techniques that can affect the 

memorability and interestingness of the discourse are necessarily tied to 

grammatical competence. For example, engaging the audience and attracting their 

attention require acknowledging the importance of such means in business 

communication in the first place. Some informants used repetition and pauses to 

highlight ideas, which enabled the memorability of discourse, but is not necessarily 

tied to a particular language. If a stakeholder uses humour with native language, it 

is quite likely that it is more natural for him or her to use humour with a non-native 

language as well. Thus, rather than being tied to proficiency in a particular language, 

some communication techniques that can be used to evoke emotions require above 

all more versatile communication and interactional skills.  

In this study, emotional brand discourse was compromised when the discourse 

was not enough comprehensible. Thus, insufficient proficiency in BELF may limit 

the ability to engage in emotional brand discourse. In addition, emotional brand 

discourse was also compromised when the informants transferred the pronunciation 

patterns of Finnish to English, which resulted in monotonously produced speech 

with very little pitch variation, and consequently it impeded the memorability and 

clarity of discourse. Thus, in addition to affecting the clarity of communication, the 

understanding of English pronunciation affects the emotional appeal of a message 

as well. Emotional brand discourse was also compromised when humour was used 

in situations in which the other stakeholders did not understand it or it was timed 

badly and consequently the other informants did not seem to accept it. The first 

instance was due to the other stakeholder not understanding the humour, which can 

result from lack of comprehensibility or the other stakeholder did not find the 

humour appealing as humour may be lost in translation. However, it should be 

noted that it is not only necessary to understand when humour is socially acceptable 

in business but also to know what kind of humour is appropriate in an international 

business context as the appropriateness can be culture-specific. Thus, using humour 

in BELF communication requires not only social awareness but cultural awareness 

as well. 
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An important notion is that it is difficult to communicate something that is not 

part of the stakeholders’ cognitive repertoire. Internal stakeholders as members of 

organisations produce and reproduce meanings that are part of their organisational 

discourse, which may narrow down the range of language that is used. The use of 

emotion words to convey, for example, how the brand representative feels about 

the company or to express how using the product might make the customer feel 

require a different kind of vocabulary, not necessarily associated with the 

vocabulary used in typical, efficient business communication. The idea that 

simplified English is enough in international business communication may hold 

true to some extent, but this study suggests that in branding terms simplified, 

informative and efficient English may not be effective in evoking emotions in all 

stakeholders. It was already pointed out earlier that trust can be achieved through 

informative and efficient communication in B2B context, but considering the wide 

variety of stakeholders with whom the B2B SME communicates, emotional brand 

discourse has its place in brand communication as it can make the communication 

and consequently the brand more memorable and interesting. 

Drawing from the previous discussion, the factors enabling the internal 

stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken discourse in the data were:  

– Simplified structures adhering to the grammatical rules of English enabling 

comprehensibility. 

– Pronunciation of English sounds and words clearly enabling comprehensibility. 

– Relatively versatile vocabulary enabling interestingness and comprehensibility.   

– Use of idiomatic expressions, metaphors and vivid language enabling 

memorability and interestingness. 

– Business terminology enabling efficiency and comprehensibility. 

– Field-specific vocabulary enabling efficiency and credibility. 

– Understanding of appropriate communication style, genre and techniques 

enabling credibility, efficiency and effectiveness.  

– Sharing business knowledge enabling credibility.  

– Moderate amount of communication strategies when encountering a 

communication barrier. 

Drawing from the previous discussion, the factors impeding the internal 

stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken discourse in the data were:  

– The pronunciation of sounds and words not according to standard English 

impeding comprehensibility. 
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– Random grammar and sentence structures impeding comprehensibility.  

– Monotonous speech, the rhythm, intonation and stress of English mimicking 

mother tongue impeding memorability and interestingness.  

– Producing too long and monotonous stretches of speech impeding 

comprehensibility. 

– Excessive use of communication strategies, such as fillers, pauses and 

correction impeding comprehensibility. 

– Breaking the rules and norms of international business communication 

impeding credibility.  

– Expressing ignorance towards the company impeding credibility.  

In this fifth chapter, I introduced three face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourses that the informants engaged in, namely informative, credible and 

emotional, which were discussed in light of stakeholders’ BELF use. In the next 

chapter, I shall draw conclusions from this study.   
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6 Conclusions 

In this final chapter, I shall summarise the main points of the study first through 

revisiting the purpose and research questions and the main stages that were carried 

out to answer the research questions. Second, I shall provide answers for the 

research questions one question at a time. Third, I shall discuss the study’s 

contributions from a theoretical and methodological viewpoint and present 

managerial implications. Finally, I shall evaluate the study, discuss the limitations 

of the research and present my suggestions for future research. 

6.1 Summary of the study 

This study has explored brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon from 

a social constructionist perspective by investigating face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse. In this study, face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse 

was examined in the context of Finnish SMEs using BELF for brand 

communication in internationally-oriented B2B markets. Furthermore, I explored 

the communication of brand meanings especially from the internal stakeholder’s 

perspective. The starting point for the study was the need for a better understanding 

of the challenges faced by SMEs when communicating with a non-native language 

in international markets and its effects on branding. The purpose of the study was 

to contribute to brand co-creation theory by illustrating how using BELF affects 

spoken brand co-creation discourse. Although the study mainly contributed to 

branding research, the research problem called for a cross-disciplinary approach.  

Establishing a tentative understanding of the phenomenon was reached by 

compiling a literature review that covered an overview of brand co-creation 

discussion, SME and B2B branding research, and a brief introduction to BELF 

research. Larger meta-theories behind the framework are social construction theory, 

industrial network theory and service-dominant logic. Understanding the 

communicative aspect of spoken brand co-creation required conceptualising 

spoken brand co-creation as a discursive phenomenon. Thus, based on earlier 

research on brand co-creation, SME and B2B branding, BELF and discourse theory, 

I built an analytical framework for exploring face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourse through three discourse dimensions: verbal language use, the 

communication of brand meanings and face-to-face social interaction among 

stakeholders.  
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By implementing a business communication simulation, a data construction 

method designed specifically for this study, I constructed situational brand interest 

groups consisting of internal stakeholders from Finnish B2B SMEs and external 

stakeholders. The groups’ discourse revolved around the brands of the companies 

that the internal stakeholders represented. By applying analytical bracketing, 

moving from a micro level to macro level of analysis, I explored how the internal 

stakeholders used verbal BELF to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face 

interaction with other stakeholders. In the data, I identified three spoken brand 

discourses, namely informative, emotional and credible brand discourse, appealing 

to logic, emotions and credibility, respectively. By examining the discourse 

produced by the informants, I also analysed how BELF affects face-to-face spoken 

brand co-creation discourse. The main conclusions that can be drawn from the 

findings of the study are discussed in the following sub-chapter. 

6.2 Addressing the research questions of the study 

In this sub-chapter, each research question is answered separately, starting from the 

first sub-question and finally addressing the main research question. The main 

research question of the study was:  

How does using English as a business lingua franca affect face-to-face spoken  

brand co-creation discourse? 

An answer to this question was sought by addressing three sub-questions:  

1. What is face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse? 

2. How do stakeholders construct brand meanings in face-to-face spoken 

brand co-creation discourse? 

3. How do internal stakeholders communicate brand meanings in face-to-

face spoken brand co-creation discourse? 

What is face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse? 

First, based on the literature review and empirical findings, I shall address the sub-

question “What is face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse?” This study 

conceptualises spoken brand co-creation as a three-dimensional phenomenon that 

includes the stakeholders’ verbal language use, communicated brand meanings and 

face-to-face interaction between stakeholders. In this study, brand co-creation 

discourse was defined as “the dynamic and social process in which multiple 

interdependent stakeholders communicate and interact directly or indirectly, co-



143 

creating and co-constructing brand meanings purposefully or coincidentally” 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Regarding 

the stakeholders participating in the discourse, all stakeholders can participate in 

the discourse and shape brand meaning (Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) as spoken brand co-creation 

discourse is open for anyone who wishes to participate in the discourse (Hatch & 

Rubin, 2006).  

Spoken brand co-creation discourse does not require an intent to communicate 

brand meanings; stakeholders continuously communicate brand meanings 

(Cornelissen et al., 2012) and consequently re-define brand meaning through their 

discursive activities (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). In this study, I constructed 

several situational brand interest groups that composed of an internal stakeholder 

and an external stakeholder/s, who engaged in face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse by using verbal language to communicate situational brand 

meanings in face-to-face interaction. Although the focus of this study was on 

personal face-to-face interaction, in modern international business communication 

context, face-to-face interaction does not necessitate that the interaction occurs in 

personal contact as business meetings can also take place online. Face-to-face 

spoken brand discourse can occur within numerous communicative events, for 

example, in an investment event for start-ups where an internal stakeholder from a 

start-up company meets potential investors face-to-face or a face-to-face 

conversation between an internal and external stakeholder negotiating a sales. 

Nevertheless, a stakeholder engaging in casual conversation affects the brand 

meaning, whether it is purposefully or coincidentally (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). 

Face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse can also take place between 

two or more internal stakeholders, two or more external stakeholders or several 

internal and external stakeholders. The stakeholders engaging in spoken brand co-

creation discourse can have different motivations and objectives for the discourse 

(Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), which can affect 

what meanings the stakeholders communicate, how they communicate them and 

how the interaction between the stakeholders unfold. An internal stakeholder 

wishing to close a deal will more likely use a more persuasive communication 

strategy than an internal stakeholder attending a cocktail party arranged by a partner 

company. Thus, the communication style adopted by a stakeholder can range from 

persuasive to casual. However, as some stakeholders can be seen to have more 

discursive power and influence on the brand meaning (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 
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2013), the context of spoken brand co-creation with B2B SME setting is perhaps 

more often tied to specific business communication situations. In a B2C setting, 

when two external stakeholders are engaging in spoken brand co-creation discourse, 

the discourse may not take place with a business setting as such.  

In this study, the social interaction of the stakeholders was very collaborative 

and harmonious, for which there are several possible reasons. First, the 

stakeholders were there voluntarily and they did not consider it as ʻreal businessʼ. 

Another possible reason for the cooperative atmosphere could be that the 

stakeholders were engaging in business communication, which is often 

characterised as collaborative (Holden, 2002). However, despite being mostly 

amicable, there were also occasions when the internal stakeholders’ discourse was 

challenged or even disputed. Consequently, social interaction in spoken brand co-

creation discourse can be harmonious and collaborative, but it can also be 

conflicting and discordant (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013).  

Drawing from the previous discussion, this study concludes that brand co-

creation communication in face-to-face social interaction is highly complex and 

dynamic considering the different stakeholders that can participate in the discourse, 

their motivations and objectives, communicative goals, communication styles and 

discursive resources. To answer the sub-research question, this study concludes that 

spoken brand co-creation discourse occurs when two or more stakeholders use 

verbal language to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face interaction.  

How do stakeholders construct brand meanings in face-to-face spoken 
brand co-creation discourse? 

Now I shall move on to discuss the sub-question “How do stakeholders construct 

brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse?” This study 

shows that brand meanings are constructed with language and furthermore it is 

exactly the everyday language used by stakeholders in face-to-face interaction that 

not only conveys but also constructs brands, challenging Opoku et al. (2007, p. 

362), who state: 

“Branding is a critical issue in the small and medium-sized enterprises (SME) 

sector because brands allow actors, such as organizations, to say things about 

themselves in ways that every-day language cannot convey.” 
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This study shows that stakeholders construct brand meanings by using verbal 

language to express opinions, beliefs, ideas and experiences about products and 

companies in face-to-face interaction. Cornelissen et al. (2012) argue that brand 

meaning is framed and produced through communicative statements within 

communicative acts. This study extends this thought by stating that the production 

of brand meanings occurs through different types of communicative statements, 

which in this study were declarative, interrogative and imperative. Based on a 

discursive viewpoint, these communicative statements do not merely convey 

information about the brand but ʻworkʼ at an illocutionary level, forming speech 

acts that communicate more than the literal meaning of a simple utterance at 

ʻsurface levelʼ, in other words at a locutionary level (Mulholland, 2002).  

The brand meanings that stakeholders verbalise are meanings that they deem 

relevant in a given context (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). Therefore, brand 

meanings are situational (Cornelissen et al., 2012) and context-dependent 

(Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). The interpretation of a brand meaning 

depends on the hearer and thus, reproducing a seemingly same brand meaning in a 

different context may lead to a different interpretation. This study provides 

empirical evidence that stakeholders not only express their own personal opinions 

or experiences about the brand but also that stakeholders refer to other stakeholders’ 

previously expressed brand meanings as well. Therefore, this study shows that 

stakeholders reproduce brand meanings that were originally produced in another 

context with language in social interaction (c.f. Cornelissen et al., 2012). This is in 

line with Berthon et al. (2009), who argue that some situational brand meanings 

become institutionalised as they are reproduced over time.  

There does not seem to exist an established definition for ʻco-constructionʼ 

within branding literature, which is why I shall use a very general definition “the 

joint creation of a brand meaning” to start the discussion of brand meaning co-

construction in the following paragraphs and specify the definition based on the 

following discussion. When a brand meaning is verbalised in face-to-face 

interaction with other stakeholders, the brand meaning becomes open for 

negotiation (Hatch & Rubin, 2006). The joint creation implies that another party 

participates in the construction of a meaning, but the participation can be 

understood in many ways. For example, even the mere presence of another person 

and thus passive participation in face-to-face interaction could be interpreted as co-

construction because the initiated brand meaning affects the ̒ recipientʼ stakeholder, 

even if the recipient does not reply verbally or non-verbally. Indeed, it has been 

argued that everything is co-constructed through interaction (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995).  
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If the mere presence of a stakeholder in brand co-creation discourse is 

interpreted as participation, it could be characterised as low-involvement or passive 

participation.  A communicative event such as a presentation, which is typically 

considered one-way communication as it involves a monologue in which a 

stakeholders speaks and another stakeholder listens, could be an example of low-

involvement participation from the audience’s part, although many linguists would 

probably argue that listening to a presentation is far from passive, a sentiment that 

I share. However, this study indicates that even a communicative event that is 

typically considered one-way may be interrupted and can evoke a verbal reaction, 

even if communicated with delay. Indeed, it seems that in face-to-face interaction 

it is quite difficult not to react to the communication of brand meanings. Thus, 

communicating brand meanings verbally in face-to-face interaction is rarely one-

way. 

Co-construction could also be required to involve active participation, which 

could include participating in the communication of a brand meaning verbally or 

non-verbally. This implicates that responding with a simple affirmative ʻyesʼ or 

even with a non-verbal nod or other gesture could be interpreted as co-construction. 

In this study, the participation of stakeholders in brand meaning co-construction 

ranged from low-involvement to high-involvement. Typically the other 

stakeholders involved in the discourse participated actively and verbally in the 

construction of the meaning by using several different types of responses. For 

example, the ʻrecipientʼ stakeholders reciprocated to the initiated brand meanings 

with an interpretation of their own or with a question that, for example, aimed at 

specifying the initiated meaning. It should also be noted that the co-construction 

does not have to be affirmative as this study shows that stakeholders can also 

express dissenting opinions about communicated brand meanings. Thus, co-

construction does not necessarily refer to affiliative or supportive interaction; even 

an argument, in which stakeholders express disagreement over a brand meaning, is 

nonetheless co-constructed (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995).  

With the discussion in the previous paragraphs, I have attempted to suggest 

that the ʻco-constructionʼ or ʻco-creationʼ of brand meanings requires construct 

clarity. Defining that “stakeholders construct brand meanings by using verbal 

language to express opinions, beliefs, ideas and experiences about products and 

companies in face-to-face interaction” necessitates that co-construction involves 

using language. Thus, drawing from social constructionism, I conclude that the co-

construction of brand meanings in face-to-face interaction requires using language. 

This definition includes using both verbal and non-verbal language but excludes 
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passive participation as a hearer without any reaction, which seems an unlikely 

situation but nevertheless possible.  

To answer the research question, stakeholders construct brand meanings by 

using verbal language to express opinions, beliefs, ideas and experiences about 

products and companies in face-to-face interaction. Furthermore, this study shows 

that the communication of brand meanings in face-to-face interaction is co-

constructive.   

How do internal stakeholders communicate brand meanings in face-to-
face spoken brand co-creation discourse?  

In this sub-chapter, I shall discuss the sub-question “How do internal stakeholders 

communicate brand meanings in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse?” 

In chapter four, it was pointed out that there does not seem to exist an established 

definition for functional or emotional brand meaning, and therefore I defined a 

functional brand meaning as “a meaning related to the company or its offering that 

is rational, economic, tangible and/or communicates about performance, operations 

and/or functions” and an emotional brand meaning as “a meaning related to the 

company or its offering that is non-economic, intangible and/or communicates how 

a company or its offering makes someone feel”. 

Although the internal stakeholder within this study often initiated the 

communication of brand meanings due to the circumstances of the communicative 

event, the communication of a brand meaning can be initiated by any stakeholder, 

internal or external (Kornum & Mühlbacher, 2013). In this study, many brand 

meanings were communicated within the discourse and often the meanings were 

intertwined. By verbally expressing a brand meaning, a stakeholder can adopt the 

role of a brand meaning initiator. However, it might be difficult to identify who 

initiates which brand meaning because face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourse involves highly complex and dynamic interaction. Indeed, every 

interactional moment is a unique space for a response to which subsequent 

interaction will be further responsive (Jacoby & Ochs, 1995), and stakeholders are 

continuously “processing and responding to the rich flow of unique interactional 

moments on-line, in real time, at the same time, at the same speed, and in the same 

state of half-consciousness through which they give linguistic shape to their 

utterances” (Ibid., p. 178).  

As was already argued, stakeholders communicate brand meanings by verbally 

expressing opinions, beliefs, ideas and experiences about products and companies 
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in face-to-face interaction. These communicated brand meanings, premeditated or 

not, may have a significant effect on how the brand unfolds in interaction with other 

stakeholders and consequently how the other stakeholder perceives the brand. Due 

to the fast-paced nature of spoken interaction, the discourse of the stakeholders 

engaging in face-to-face interaction is incredibly rich and full of communicated 

brand meanings. In this study, the brand meanings that the internal stakeholders 

communicated through verbal language were related to either the product or the 

corporate brand and they were either functional or emotional. The finding that 

distinguishing whether an emotional brand meaning was related to the product 

brand or the emotional brand was occasionally difficult could be connected to the 

idea that corporate and product branding are often inseparable for B2B SMEs 

(Ojasalo et al., 2008). 

In this study, the communicated brand meanings were mostly functional. The 

communicated functional brand meanings correspond with the functional brand 

meanings that Leek and Christodoulides (2012) and Kuhn et al. (2008) brought 

forward in their studies, such as quality, technology and capacity. The emotional 

brand meanings that were identified in the data correspond with the studies by 

Lynch and De Chernatony (2004) and Herbst and Merz (2011), such as trust, risk-

reduction, and reputation. There are several possible interpretations for why the 

brand meanings were primarily functional. It could result from the interpretation 

that the functional brand meanings were communicated more explicitly and thus 

they were easier to notice. In contrast, the study indicates that the communication 

of emotional brand meanings is more implicit and occurs ʻbetween the linesʼ, an 

issue to which I shall return later in the discussion. A likely interpretation for the 

emphasis is that in that particular moment the internal stakeholders considered the 

communication of functional brand meanings more relevant to those particular 

audiences (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). However, an interesting notion is 

that the focus on functional brand meanings remained throughout the discourse and 

did not seem to depend on the communicative task. This could indicate that B2B 

brand value is still seen to derive predominantly through the functional qualities of 

a product and the product performance features (Kuhn et al., 2008). 

The finding that the communicated brand meanings were mostly functional 

certainly does not indicate that B2B SMEs do not consider emotional brand 

meanings relevant and it should be borne in mind that the stakeholders did 

communicate emotional brand meanings as well. Based on the empirical findings 

and earlier research, one of the most important emotional brand meanings for B2B 

SMEs seems to be trust due to the emphasis on relationships (Grewal & Lilien, 
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2012; Scheer, 2012); B2B brands have to display trust to enable close and long-

lasting business relationships (Herbst & Merz, 2011). It has also been suggested 

that emotional brand meanings can function as a means of differentiation for SMEs 

in B2B markets which can be crowded with similar offerings (Abimbola & Kocak, 

2007; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004; Lynch & De Chernatony, 2007). Considering 

the wide variety of different stakeholders with whom the company communicates 

with, the communication of emotional brand meanings is essential as well as 

different stakeholder groups may value different kinds of qualities in a brand. 

Branding should take into consideration understanding, communicating and 

delivering on the value proposition that is most important to stakeholders (Lynch 

& De Chernatony, 2004). It should also be noted that there are individual 

differences even within a seemingly homogenous stakeholder group as there are 

differences within industries and markets and thus the communication of brand 

meanings needs adjusting accordingly.  

In a world of abundance, it does matter how B2B SMEs communicate about 

their brands. In brand communication, it is not just about what the company says, 

it is very much also about how they say it. I wish to draw the reader’s attention to 

this distinction between what is communicated and how it is communicated. The 

situations, or communicative events, in which an internal stakeholder 

communicates about the brand with another stakeholder are numerous, from 

internal communications to interaction between an internal and external 

stakeholder. If the internal stakeholder has time to plan the communicative event, 

for example a presentation, the communicated brand meanings may be more 

premeditated and the internal stakeholder can choose his or her words with care. 

The more spontaneous the interaction is, the more spontaneous the communicated 

brand meanings are as well.  

A key empirical findings of this study is that internal stakeholders use a wide 

variety of different communication techniques in order to communicate brand 

meanings in face-to-face interaction. The communication techniques that the 

informants within this study used appealed mostly to logic, which supports the idea 

that B2B brands primarily fulfil an informative function (Bendixen et al., 2004). 

However, the finding that the internal stakeholders also used communication 

techniques that appealed to emotions and credibility widens our understanding of 

how internal stakeholders communicate about brands. Earlier B2B branding 

research suggests that some stakeholders may be more receptive of emotional cues 

when communicating brand value in B2B markets even if they are persuaded by 

strong, rational arguments related to functionality (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004), 
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but does not seem to make a clear distinction between what is being communicated 

and how it is being communicated. One of the most important findings of the study 

relates to the communication techniques used for communicating functional brand 

meanings. This study shows that functional brand meanings are not communicated 

merely by using communication techniques based on rational or logical appeal.  

This study shows that when internal stakeholders are interacting with other 

stakeholders, they are not ʻjust talkingʼ or exchanging information about the brand, 

they are also using language to affect the hearer. Thus, this study indicates that 

internal stakeholders’ communication of brand meanings is not merely descriptive; 

internal stakeholders are not just using language to describe their companies and 

products, conveying brand meanings from a stakeholder to another. Rather, they 

are using language also to persuade and affect the listener and to accomplish social 

action (Mulholland, 2002; van Dijk, 1997b). Thus, the role of language and 

communication in spoken brand co-creation discourse is not merely descriptive but 

persuasive as well. This study concludes that in order to communicate brand 

meanings, internal stakeholders engage in informative, credible and emotional 

discourse, which have different functions in brand communication but are still seen 

as part of the same phenomenon.  

To answer the research question, in face-to-face spoken brand co-creation 

discourse, internal stakeholders use different kinds of communication techniques 

with different appeals to communicate both functional and emotional brand 

meanings related to the company and the product. Internal stakeholders 

communicate brand meaning by engaging in informative brand discourse, credible 

brand discourse and emotional brand discourse. 

How does using English as a business lingua franca affect face-to-face 
spoken brand co-creation discourse? 

In this sub-chapter, I shall address the main research question of the study “How 

does using English as a business lingua franca affect face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse?” In this study, I mainly focused on the internal stakeholders’ 

discourse. The language use of the internal stakeholders was defined by the fact 

that they were speaking a non-native language, English, the language was used as 

a lingua franca for business purposes, and the stakeholders were engaging in spoken 

face-to-face communication. These factors affected the internal stakeholders’ 

communicated meanings, English pronunciation, grammatical and sentence 

structures, the vocabulary, the style of language, and communication strategies. 
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Based on the analysis of their face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse, I 

described their language use as spontaneously produced spoken English with 

interruptions, correction and hesitation and characterised by the use of 

communication strategies typical of non-native speakers when encountering a 

communicative barrier. In addition, the language use ranged stylistically from 

informal to semi-formal, was structurally simplified, lexically specified and clearly 

and monotonously produced. 

This study shows that BELF can have a significant effect on the ability to co-

create brand meanings. Furthermore, this study shows that BELF affects the 

comprehensibility, credibility and memorability of internal stakeholders’ face-to-

face spoken brand co-creation discourse. It does not only affect how the internal 

stakeholder is able to verbalise brand meanings and how the stakeholder is able to 

communicate the meanings but it also affects how the internal stakeholder 

interprets brand meanings communicated by other stakeholders engaging in the 

discourse. Vallaster and von Wallpach (2013) argue that the ability to actively co-

create brand meaning depends on the discursive resources stakeholders have. 

Considering the complexity of the human mind and the cognitive and constructive 

processes involved in meaning-making, communicating and interacting, I am 

hesitant to refer to BELF as a resource as it cannot be harnessed or allocated. 

However, it could be argued that BELF affects the internal stakeholders’ discursive 

resources that mediate spoken brand co-creation discourse, but it does not 

determine them.  

This study shows that BELF affects the stakeholders’ communicative 

competence, in other words, their grammatical competence in English, 

sociolinguistic competence and strategic competence. This study indicates that 

engaging in spoken brand co-creation discourse requires knowledge about the 

brand to be able to verbalise brand meanings regardless of the language. However, 

to verbalise brand meanings in BELF interaction, stakeholders also need to have 

sufficient grammatical competence in English. Stakeholders also need to 

understand how to communicate in a business setting and to acknowledge that an 

international business setting involves meeting stakeholders from a variety of 

different cultural, national and linguistic background. It seems that an ability to 

adapt communicated brand meanings and the communication techniques is 

essential.  

This study supports earlier BELF research in the sense that a stakeholder using 

BELF in face-to-face interaction needs more comprehensive communication and 

interaction skills than purely linguistic skills (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 
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2010). In order to inform about the brand, appear credible and to evoke an 

emotional response, an internal stakeholder engaging in BELF needs brand 

knowledge and more comprehensive communicative competence than merely 

linguistic proficiency. This study suggests that a simplified and efficient BELF may 

have limitations concerning the ability to evoke emotions and shows that engaging 

in an informative, credible and emotional brand discourse requires business 

communication skills, social and interactional skills and intercultural skills. Thus, 

BELF affects how an internal stakeholder is able to inform about the brand, to 

evoke emotions towards the brand, and to appear as a credible speaker representing 

a credible company. 

Using a non-native language to communicate brand meanings in face-to-face 

interaction can have a significant effect on the co-creation and co-construction of 

brands. This study shows that when the language chosen for the interaction is BELF, 

it can both enable and impede the discourse. BELF enables face-to-face spoken 

brand co-creation discourse by providing a common language between the 

stakeholders, and even simplified English can be the common thread between two 

stakeholders enabling brand discourse. Sufficient grammatical competence in 

English enables the stakeholders to verbalise and interpret brand meanings. 

Sufficient sociolinguistic competence, for example, adopting the rules and 

conventions of international business communication, provides a shared 

understanding of how to communicate and interact in international business context. 

Strategic competence can compensate for lack of competence in other areas of 

communicative competence. Successful BELF communication can enhance the 

comprehensibility, efficiency, credibility and memorability of spoken brand 

discourse.  

On the other hand, BELF can also impede brand co-creation discourse. As the 

stakeholders using BELF are not native speakers of English, they are not able to 

communicate as fluently as with their native language, which may lead to 

communication barriers. In addition, even sufficient grammatical competence is 

not enough if the stakeholders are not speaking the same professional language or 

abiding to the same rules of discourse. What is acceptable code of conduct may be 

inappropriate in another culture, organisational or national. The limited range of 

expression may also impede the interestingness and memorability of the 

communicated message. Communication problems may also arise because the 

stakeholders using BELF transfer linguistic features and communication styles 

characteristic of their native language to English. However, a shared purpose or 

shared goal may make the discourse more collaborative and thus communication 
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barriers can be overcome in cooperation. Table 6 illustrates internal stakeholders’ 

face-to-face spoken brand discourses, summarises the main findings of the study 

through the communicated brand meanings, brand communication techniques, 

social action accomplished and shows language use with BELF in light of 

informative, credible and emotional discourse. 

Table 6. Internal stakeholders’ face-to-face spoken brand discourses. 

 Area of analysis Informative brand 

discourse 

Credible brand 

discourse 

Emotional brand 

discourse 

Communicated brand 

meanings 

Mainly functional Functional and emotional Functional and emotional 

Communication 

techniques 

Based on logos 

 

Based on ethos 

 

Based on pathos 

 

Social action 

accomplished 

Informing about the 

company and the product 

Creating a credible 

account of the brand  

Establishing the 

credibility of the speaker 

Evoking emotions 

towards the brand and 

increasing the 

memorability of the brand 
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 Area of analysis Informative brand 

discourse 

Credible brand 

discourse 

Emotional brand 

discourse 

Language use with 

BELF  

a) Grammatical 

competence in English 

-phonology 

-vocabulary 

-word and sentence 

formation 

b) Sociolinguistic 

competence 

-appropriate language 

use in international 

business context 

(knowledge of 

sociocultural use of rules; 

ability to handle settings, 

topics and 

communicative functions 

in different business 

contexts) 

c) Strategic 

competence 

-compensatory strategies 

complementing e.g. lack 

of grammatical 

competence 

In order to inform about 

the brand, an internal 

stakeholder using BELF 

needs basic grammatical, 

sociolinguistic and 

strategic competence.  

In order to engage in 

successful informative 

brand discourse, the 

communication has to be 

efficient and clear. The 

stakeholder should be 

able to produce English 

sounds and words 

comprehensibly, have 

adequate English 

vocabulary to express 

brand meanings and a 

basic understanding of 

English grammatical 

structures. Inadequate 

grammatical competence 

can be compensated by 

strategic competence. 

In order to appear as a 

credible speaker, an 

internal stakeholder 

using BELF needs 

advanced communicative 

competence. Although 

basic grammatical and 

strategic competence is 

sufficient, the stakeholder 

should master more 

specified vocabulary 

related to business and 

to the stakeholder’s field 

of expertise. In addition, 

the stakeholder should 

have good sociolinguistic 

competence, i.e. the 

ability to use appropriate 

language in business 

context, in order to 

appear as a professional 

communicator. 

In order to communicate 

about the brand in a 

memorable and 

interesting way, an 

internal stakeholder 

needs advanced 

communicative 

competence. Emotional 

brand discourse may 

require more proficient 

grammatical 

competence, e.g. in 

terms of vocabulary. 

Successful emotional 

discourse may also 

require advanced 

sociolinguistic 

competence, e.g. to 

understand which brand 

meaning communication 

techniques are 

appropriate in a given 

global context. The ability 

to evoke emotions in the 

audience requires 

interactional competence 

in an intercultural 

context. 

 

To conclude and answer the main research question of the study, using English as 

a business lingua franca both enables and impedes face-to-face spoken brand co-

creation discourse.  

6.3 Theoretical contributions 

This study has provided theoretical contributions to the discussions of brand co-

creation, SME and B2B branding and BELF. It contributes to branding research 

and particularly to the emerging brand co-creation discussion by 1) furthering the 



155 

understanding of brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon, 2) 

theoretically conceptualising face-to-face spoken brand co-creation discourse, 3) 

providing empirical evidence to strengthen brand co-creation theory, 4) applying a 

cross-disciplinary approach to investigate the effects of using a non-native 

language in brand communication. 

The first theoretical contribution of the study relates to exploring brand co-

creation as a communicative phenomenon. This study contributes primarily to the 

emerging theoretical discussion on brand co-creation (e.g. Ballantyne & Aitken, 

2007; Cornelissen et al., 2012; Da Silveira et al., 2013; Gyrd-Jones & Kornum, 

2013; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Ind & Bjerke, 2007; Jones, 2005; Mäläskä et al., 

2011; Merz et al., 2009; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Payne et al., 2009; 

Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Furthermore, this 

study contributes especially to the research area within brand co-creation 

discussion that focuses on brand co-creation as a communicative phenomenon and 

the co-creation of brand meanings in stakeholder interaction (Gyrd-Jones & 

Kornum, 2013; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 

2013).  

Although the role of language in branding has been argued to be constitutive 

(Cornelissen et al., 2012), this study is among the first to address the role of 

language in brand co-creation. In order to further the understanding on the 

communication of brand meanings in stakeholder-based interaction, I have 

integrated several communication theories to the existing theory of brand meaning 

co-creation, such as social construction theory, rhetoric theory, discourse theory, 

business communication theory and speech act theory to understand the role of 

language and communication in brand co-creation. These theories have helped shed 

light on the role of language in brand co-creation and to understand that 

stakeholders’ language is not merely descriptive but also constructive, co-

constructive and persuasive in branding; stakeholders are active builders of brand 

meanings and do not merely use language to describe brands but rather constructed 

them with language. 

My main theoretical contribution to brand co-creation theory is a discursive 

approach that highlights the role of language in co-constructing brand meanings. It 

has been suggested that by drawing upon discourses, communication processes, 

and cognition, branding research could enrich and strengthen its theory 

(Cornelissen et al., 2012; Hatch & Rubin, 2006; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 

2008). Indeed, the discussion of the co-creation of brand meanings in stakeholder 

interaction from a discursive viewpoint has already begun (see e.g. Berthon et al., 
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2009; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008), but knowledge on how stakeholders 

engage in an ongoing dynamic brand discourse and socially negotiate brand 

meanings is still scarce (Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013). In addition, the role of language has remained allusive. Drawing 

from discourse theory, this study conceptualises spoken brand co-creation 

discourse as a three-dimensional phenomenon that involves the interconnected 

aspects of verbal language use, the communication of brand meanings and social 

interaction between stakeholders. Through discourse theory, brand co-creation is 

seen as an active building process in which stakeholders communicate brand 

meanings in social interaction.  

This study also provides empirical insights into the social dynamics underlying 

face-to-face interaction in which stakeholders co-create brand meaning. Brand co-

creation research seems to lack empirical evidence as much of the existing brand 

co-creation research is conceptual (e.g. Berthon et al., 2009; Gregory, 2007; Ind & 

Bjerke, 2007; Jones, 2005; Mühlbacher & Hemetsberger, 2008). In addition, the 

few studies that have offered empirical insights into the co-creation of brand 

meanings have discussed written online communication (see e.g. Vallaster & von 

Wallpach, 2013). This study is among the first to explore brand co-creation in the 

context of face-to-face interaction and to focus on spoken language.  

The empirical part of this study focused on exploring locally occurring spoken 

brand co-creation discourse between internal and external stakeholders, who 

formed situational brand interest groups. The empirical part gave insights into the 

internal stakeholders’ language use, communicated brand meanings and 

communication techniques within the discourse. This study provides empirical 

evidence that brands are constructed with language and furthermore that it is 

exactly the everyday language used by stakeholders in face-to-face interaction that 

not only conveys but also constructs brand meanings, challenging the idea proposed 

by Opoku et al. (2007) that brand is something that everyday language cannot 

convey. This study also provided empirical evidence of the co-constructive nature 

of brand co-creation in face-to-face interaction.    

This study has also furthered the understanding on the effects of using a non-

native language in brand co-creation by adopting a cross-disciplinary approach. 

Thus, this study also contributes to BELF research by exploring its effects on brand 

communication. Although the role of language and communication in business has 

gained more attention also in business research (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-

Salminen, 2010), there is still an evident research gap concerning the effects of 

language on business (Harzing & Feely, 2008). Instead of applying a language 
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proficiency perspective to language use, this study supports the idea that BELF use 

requires more than just linguistic proficiency (Kankaanranta & Louhiala-Salminen, 

2010). This study suggests that a simplified English may not be enough to engage 

in emotional brand discourse. This study also suggests that brand communication 

could require more comprehensive language and communication skills than BELF 

research has previously acknowledged.  

6.4 Methodological contributions 

In addition to the theoretical contributions, this study also provides methodological 

contributions to brand co-creation research. This study explores spoken brand co-

creation from a social constructionist perspective, which understands a brand as a 

shared reality that is collectively constructed through interactions (Ballantyne & 

Aitken, 2007). Social constructionist approach, which is increasingly adopted in 

branding research as well (see e.g. Mäläskä et al., 2011; Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger, 2008; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013), perceives language as the 

most important system through which reality is constructed (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009) 

and considers the constitutive role of language in constructing and shaping brand 

meanings (Cornelissen et al., 2012).  

By applying a social constructionism approach, a brand co-creation researcher 

can focus on the language within stakeholder interaction with which brand 

meanings are constructed. Social constructionist approach highlights the co-

construction of brand meanings and rejects one-way communication process from 

the organisation to its stakeholders (Cornelissen et al., 2012; Gregory, 2007), which 

is insufficient to capture the dynamic nature of brand co-creation (Cornelissen et 

al., 2012). The pitfall of positivist brand communication models is the very narrow 

understanding of language but language is poorly understood if it is viewed merely 

as a conduit for relaying information or a medium for mirroring objective reality 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000).  

In the previous sub-chapter, I already shed light on the use of discourse theory 

to strengthen the existing brand co-creation theory. This study approached brand 

co-creation from a discursive viewpoint not only by applying discourse theory to 

conceptualising spoken brand co-creation as a three-dimensional phenomenon but 

also by applying a discursive research strategy. In my study, I have used an 

interpretive research strategy that focuses on situated content of talk in relation to 

local meaning structures and how social action is built in everyday communication 

(Holstein, 2018, p. 397). Instead of a traditional case study strategy, I used a 
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discursive strategy to investigate discourse within communicative events, or 

“instances of phenomenon” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000, p. 370), which can be 

described as an occurrence or “event whose features and structures can be 

examined to discover how it is organised (Psathas, 1995, p. 50). With this approach, 

I attempted to “restore the voice of individual actors” by engaging more closely 

with how brand meanings are constructed within brand co-creation discourse, focus 

on how linguistic claims are attempted, and consider their possible consequences 

as advised by Ellis et al. (2011, p. 125).  

The main methodological contribution of the study is implementing a new 

method for collecting data within branding research, a business communication 

simulation. The simulation allowed me to construct a situational brand interest 

group consisting of an internal stakeholder and external stakeholder/s (Mühlbacher 

& Hemetsberger, 2008), who engaged in locally occurring brand co-creation 

discourse, and to explore what brand meanings  internal stakeholders co-construct 

with external stakeholders and how those meanings are constructed by using BELF 

in face-to-face interaction. This allowed me to observe and record how company 

representatives talk about their brands in real-time face-to-face interaction. The 

purpose of the method was to simulate real-life business communication and 

situations in which the company representatives would engage in branding 

discourse. In line with the research strategy, this study also used a discursive 

approach for analysing the data, but instead of being purely discursive, the analysis 

method of the study combined both ethnomethodological and discourse analysis, a 

practice called analytical bracketing  

6.5 Managerial implications 

The findings of this study have important implications for the management of B2B 

SMEs operating in international market or aiming for internationalisation. On the 

one hand, the idea that branding occurs through everyday language bodes well for 

B2B SMEs. Although SMEs may acknowledge the importance of branding, it is 

often considered a function for which the SME simply does not have time nor 

money. This study suggests that branding is not a function completely beyond the 

grasp and resources of SME management. In fact, branding is not a function but a 

process, in which the stakeholders of B2B SMEs are continuously engaging.  

Whether consciously or not, a B2B SME is continuously branding through 

everyday language within stakeholder interaction. Thus, the brand of a B2B SME 
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is visible in the daily operations through the stakeholders’ language use, although 

it may not be the brand that the management wishes to communicate.  

On the other hand, the idea of a co-created brand through language within 

stakeholder networks makes brand management somewhat challenging as the 

brand is not entirely in the hands of the management. Indeed, anyone can take part 

in the discourse that shapes the brand. Thus, it is important to acknowledge that 

branding cannot be fully controlled by the company although it can, of course, have 

an effect on the brand. However, it should be noted that the brand communicated 

by the internal stakeholders does not necessarily translate to a responding image in 

the minds of the stakeholders. For example, if the actions of the company are in 

contrast with the communicated messages and the company cannot live up to the 

expectations that resulted from brand communication, the brand image may turn 

out to be very different from the desired identity. Within a B2B SME, the founder, 

entrepreneur or manager has an important role in brand communication as he or 

she lays the foundations for what the brand represents. However, it is important to 

acknowledge that anyone within company or outside the company engages in brand 

co-creation discourse when he or she is communicating brand meanings in 

interaction with other stakeholders. 

The communicative events in which brand meanings are exchanged and co-

created in interaction with stakeholders are numerous. This study has focused only 

on face-to-face interaction, which can be very spontaneous but an important notion 

is that even written discourse is becoming more fast-paced and B2B SMEs are 

required to communicate and react more quickly. For example, a reply to an email 

cannot necessarily wait as long as it took earlier when business correspondence was 

not online. B2B SMEs are also expected to interact with different kinds of 

stakeholders through a cornucopia of communication channels, which can be 

challenging to manage. Thus, B2B SMEs face the need to become more open and 

engage in dialogue with several stakeholder groups with various motives, 

expectations and interests in the company. Acknowledging that different 

stakeholders appreciate different benefits in a brand does not make matters easier. 

It is important to note that emotional brand value is important for B2B SMEs as 

well. 

In this study, I constructed three internal stakeholders’ branding discourses that 

implicate that creating an interesting, credible and memorable brand is quite 

challenging from a communicative viewpoint. The purpose of the conceptualisation 

was to show the importance of communication within branding. Through 

informative brand discourse internal stakeholders can communicate explicit brand 
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value propositions clearly and efficiently, emotional brand discourse evokes 

emotions towards the brand and makes the communication of brand meanings more 

memorable, and the credible brand discourse establishes the credibility of the brand 

as well as the brand representative communicating the brand meanings. All 

discourses are needed and it is important to balance the discourse. If, for example, 

a pitch is all emotion and passion with very little value to the stakeholder, a 

stakeholder might find the discourse naïve. All spoken brand co-creation discourses 

affect the trustworthiness of the brand, which in the B2B markets is the ultimate 

goal. The discourse has to be based on brand meanings that are relevant, true, 

honest and accurate. The discourses are not mutually exclusive or directed at a 

particular audience; on the contrary, all discourses are needed to communicate an 

interesting, convincing and memorable brand. 

Brand communication requires variation in many aspects but one thing seems 

to remain the same: know your audience. Whether the communicative event in 

which the internal stakeholder communicates is premeditated or not, it is important 

to acknowledge who the audience is, what do they know and what is their interest 

in the brand. For example, informing about the brand to a new audience requires 

considering, for example, what they already know about the brand, how the brand 

relates to them and what their motivation to hear or talk about the brand is, only to 

mention a few. Regardless of the communicative situation, communicating clearly 

and adjusting the communication according to the audience is essential in brand 

communication. Being able to express in a clear manner what the brand promises 

requires that the speakers knows what the brand stands for.  

There are also other situational factors that affect the ability to engage in 

spoken brand discourse. It is important to notice the difference between 

spontaneous face-to-face talk and pre-planned presentations. If the speaker has a 

chance to prepare for the communication, it is easier to ensure a clear and organised 

delivery of the message through a well-prepared presentation that is focused, 

simple and easy to follow. Unclear delivery of brand-related information does not 

mean that the communication is necessarily doomed to failure but does require the 

use of certain means that help the audience. In a more spontaneous communicative 

event, the brand representative’s knowledge of the brand is decisive to the clarity 

of the intended message. The more the speaker knows about the audience, the better 

the chances to know what brand meanings appeal to them and how, for example, a 

presentation should be delivered and which aspects emphasised. The speaker 

should also be aware of other situational factors related to the communicative event, 

for example, the place, props and timing. 
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It is important to acknowledge the importance of language in branding and to 

recognise its role as a constructor of brands. Although it was highlighted that brand 

communication requires versatile communication skills, it should also be noted that 

engaging in brand communication by using a non-native language is not an obstacle 

for successful brand communication. There are a variety of different 

communication techniques available for communicating about a brand and as this 

study indicated, many techniques are not tied to a specific language or to linguistic 

proficiency. It should also be remembered that within BELF context the linguistic 

proficiency of both speakers is not native-like nor it should be as the success of 

communication is determined by the members of the community. In BELF 

interaction, it is more important to find common ground with the other stakeholder. 

With a collaborative atmosphere and a common goal, minor communication 

barriers can be overcome.   

6.6 Evaluation of the study 

It is important to evaluate scientific research based on the objectives, philosophical 

underpinnings and methodology of the study (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). The 

objective of this study was to increase understanding of brand co-creation as a 

communicative phenomenon by applying a discursive and interpretative approach. 

I approached the phenomenon from a social constructionism perspective, which 

highlights the importance of reflexivity in scientific research, an awareness of the 

researcher’s role in conducting research (Leeds-Hurwitz, 2009, p. 894). The 

constructionist approach acknowledges that it is not only the subject who speaks in 

the data but also the researcher who will act as a mediator of the social world 

(Alvesson & Kärreman, 2011). Thus, in social constructionism perspective, 

research is seen to have a strong element of researcher invention (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2011, p. 28) as we cannot separate ourselves from what we know as we 

are shaped by our lived experiences (Guba and Lincoln, 1994), and these will 

always show in the knowledge we construct as researchers (Lincoln et al., 2011, p. 

104).   

It is essential in research based on social constructionism not only to provide 

the reader all the necessary information that help evaluate the research but also to 

offer the researcher’s own evaluation or reflection of the study. I shall evaluate my 

study by applying the criteria proposed for assessing the quality of qualitative 

research undertaken from constructionist perspective. One key criterion in 

constructionist qualitative work is trustworthiness, which corresponds to reliability 
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and validity in quantitative research (Lincoln et al., 2011). The trustworthiness of 

this study is evaluated by using four criteria to evaluate qualitative research 

processes: credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Guba, 

1981).  

Ensuring credibility plays an important part in establishing trustworthiness in 

qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In social constructionism, credibility 

can be associated with the reader’s confidence in the 'truth' of the findings and 

whether the study and its results can be trusted. In constructionist research, 

credibility can be evaluated by addressing the questions of how congruent the 

findings are with reality and to which extent the results are an acceptable 

representation of the data and are believable to others (Polkinghorne, 2007). In 

order to establish credibility, I have used the following methods or strategies: 

prolonged engagement with the study; careful planning and selection of data 

collection methods; triangulation; sufficient time for analysis and interpretation; 

sampling of the informants based on criteria and extended observation; peer 

scrutiny of the research project; background, qualifications and experience of the 

investigator;  member checks; and transparency of the research project (see e.g. 

Gummesson, 2000; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). It should be noted that 

some of the methods that can be seen to enhance credibility may also overlap with 

the other criteria. The methods that enhance the credibility of this study will be 

elaborated on in the following paragraphs.  

One important means of enhancing the credibility of the study is prolonged 

engagement with the study. Although I do not know the exact amount of time that 

the average PhD research process usually lasts, my estimation is that my six-year 

research process was somewhat longer due to my employment circumstances. 

However, in retrospect, it has given me enough time to reflect on my research in 

every stage of the process and none of the choices regarding the research have not 

been made in haste. This time frame has given me enough time to make choices 

concerning the theoretical framework as well as the methodological path.  

The prolonged engagement also ensured careful planning and selection of data 

collection methods. As the data collection method devised for this study is not 

established in marketing research, I have attempted to justify its use and describe 

the process of planning and implementing the simulation in as detailed manner as 

possible, highlighting both the strengths and weaknesses of the method. Although 

a business communication simulation that involves recording talk has not been used 

in marketing research, several BELF studies focus on analysing data from 

simulations or business students, rather than analysing naturally occurring 
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professional interaction (Handford & Matous, 2015). The introduction of the new 

method also was preceded by a careful planning period which involved personal 

one-on-one interviews, a group interview and a collaborative planning session. This 

use of several data collection methods can also be seen as triangulation, which also 

enhances credibility. 

The prolonged engagement also enabled that I had sufficient time for analysis 

and interpretation. The analysis stage can be seen to have started from May 2015 

and lasted until February 2018 and thus the analysis and interpretation lasted 

altogether almost three years. In my analysis I focused on the informants’ locally 

occurring data and tried to remain true to the data, treating it as empirical situations 

to be studied as such in its context and not as sources of speculation in situations 

other than those in which the accounts have been produced (Alvesson & Kärreman, 

2000). By providing a lot of contextual information about the discourse I have 

wanted to bring forward all relevant information that may have affected the 

construction of the data. However, I have also taken up on the task of considering 

what the data may indicate beyond the informants’ use of discursive repertoires, 

that is, meaning and effects contingent on language use because discursive 

pragmatism and interpretive elasticity within the qualitative inquiry allow for more 

interpretation (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000; Gubrium & Holstein, 2000). I have 

attempted to analyse the data on several levels, moving to and from the micro level 

and macro level, focusing on several aspects of discourse and to describe the 

practice ʻanalytical bracketingʼ to the reader in as detailed manner as possible in 

the third chapter to show how I have reached my interpretation. 

The credibility of the study can also be enhanced by sampling of the informants 

based on criteria and extended observation. Based on the requirements that I had 

outlined for the informants, I sought potential informants through social and 

professional networks, e-mail listings and social media networks. I contacted some 

potential informants personally and some contacted me, thus I did not know most 

of the informants prior to the simulations. On the other hand, the fact that I knew 

some of them beforehand gave me the opportunity to observe and compare the 

discourse that they produced within the simulation and to the discourse they had 

produced beforehand. I have also observed the discourse of some of the informants 

after the simulation. The purpose of this comparison by observation was to ensure 

that the data that I collected was relevant and it simulated real-life communication. 

An important notion related to the informants was also that they did not know 

exactly what I explored in their language and communication.  
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In order to enhance credibility, I have also used peer scrutiny of the research 

project. I have used every opportunity to allow peers to scrutinise and comment on 

my research throughout the process, from the presentation of the research plan to 

the final versions of the analyses. Questions, comments and observation by my 

colleagues, peers and academics have helped me to direct the research, refine the 

report and strengthen my arguments (Shenton, 2004). Especially in the analysis 

stage, I have exposed my interpretation to my peers and academics several times to 

verify its accuracy, which I felt was crucial in this study as I am aware that my 

background affects the interpretation.  

Although my background, qualifications and experience also pose challenges, 

my professional background, qualifications and experience can also be seen to 

enhance the credibility of this study. In this report, I have attempted to shed light 

on my professional background since it clearly has an enormous effect on the 

research, the choices I have made and the interpretation that I have constructed. 

Concerning my education, I have a Master’s degree both in Economic Sciences and 

in English Philology. Although I am not a linguist nor is the focus of the study on 

linguistics, I have attempted to use the theoretical knowledge that I have gained 

from studying English Philology to the best of my ability, but I also acknowledge 

that it affects my interpretation of the data. After finishing my Master’s degree in 

Economic Sciences, I have been working as a teacher of marketing for the past 12 

years. Overall, I have gained practical understanding of marketing through work 

experience amounting to over 15 years. In addition, I have been a BELF teacher for 

7 years, which has enabled me to observe how language is used to communicate in 

business and how it is taught. The interdisciplinary approach of the study would 

have been very difficult to adopt if I had not had theoretical as well as practical 

knowledge of both BELF and marketing. 

In order to enhance credibility, I have also used member checks, which refer to 

testing the representation of the phenomenon against the perspectives of the 

participants to verify findings (Lincoln, 1985). Due to the nature of the study, I did 

not deem it necessary to offer the transcripts for the informants to be read. However, 

I agreed with the informants already before the simulation that they would be given 

two months to read the final version of the analysis, to comment on the analysis 

and to give their approval for publishing the analysis, which was implemented as 

agreed. Although the transcripts were not given to the informants for checking, I 

used the help of the assistants involved in the simulation when transcribing the data 

for checking some excerpts from the data that were indistinct and consequently I 

was able to make some corrections to the transcripts. In addition, after each 
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simulation, I went through the events at the simulation with the assistants to hear 

their thoughts about the experience and to observe how they saw the 

communication and interaction.  

Transparency of a research process is a central means to increase the credibility 

of qualitative work because it enables the reader to evaluate the appropriateness of 

the research procedures (Lincoln, 1985, Polkinghorne, 2007). In this research 

report, I have attempted to disclose all relevant information concerning the 

implementation of this study so that the reader can make his or her own judgments 

of the choices I have made throughout the study. This research project has not been 

without problems and challenges and I have also wanted to bring them forward to 

the reader. I have also attempted to communicate the decisions that I have made 

and to justify those decisions as clearly as possible. 

In addition to credibility, transferability, which refers to the degree to which 

the results of qualitative research are applicable or transferrable to other contexts 

or settings, is also another important criterion that the social constructionist 

investigator should evaluate (Lincoln, 1985). Instead of using ʻgeneralizableʼ, I use 

ʻapplicableʼ because generalising the findings of an interpretative research seems 

oxymoronic. In constructionist research, transferability can be seen to relate to the 

degree of similarity between the study and previous research (Eriksson & 

Kovalainen, 2008), and consequently ensuring analytical generalisation, which is 

achieved by connecting the empirical findings to the existing theory (Yin, 2003, p. 

5, 43). In the discussion and conclusions of this report, I have examined my findings 

in the light of previous research findings, and found that they are congruent with 

studies on brand co-creation, SME branding, B2B branding and BELF. 

In order to ensure the evaluation of transferability, it is important to provide 

sufficient detail on the phenomenon under study and the context in which the study 

was undertaken to allow comparisons to be made and facilitate the transfer of 

findings to other similar contexts (Eisenhardt, 1989; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A 

thick description of the phenomenon and context under scrutiny allow readers to 

have a proper understanding of it, thereby enabling them to compare the instances 

of the phenomenon described in the research report with those that they have seen 

emerge in their situations (Shenton, 2004). I have attempted to provide a more 

detailed analysis of the discourse, for example through language use, than is 

perhaps customary in business research.  In addition, I have attempted to provide 

the reader a detailed description of the context in which the discourse was produced.    

Transferability can also be understood in terms of how successful a study is in 

producing new insights into the phenomenon under scrutiny. The purpose of the 
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discursive approach and the three-dimensional conceptualisation were indeed to 

analyse brand co-creation in depth and detail and to bring new insights into the 

phenomenon especially through the detailed examination of the informants 

language use. However, it should be noted that evaluating transferability is in the 

hands of the reader because the researcher cannot make the ultimate judgement 

concerning transferability (Shenton, 2004, p. 70). Thus, it is left to the reader to 

evaluate whether the context of the study at hand can be transferred to other 

contexts (Eisenhardt, 1989; Polkinghorne, 2007). 

Dependability is another criterion that is used to evaluate social constructionist 

research. Dependability refers the extent to which the study can be repeated and 

similar findings obtained if conducted in a similar context and with similar 

participants (Lincoln, 1985). Dependability criterion is somewhat problematic in 

social constructionist research because the investigator acknowledges the 

significant impact the researcher has on the research. The interpretations of a 

phenomenon made by the researcher are always subjective because the investigator 

constructs knowledge based on his or her knowledge and experience (Alvesson & 

Kärreman, 2000). However, in social constructionism dependability can be 

enhanced by providing the reader with a detailed description of the methodology 

of the study, which in this study is presented to the reader in the third chapter. It is 

also important to describe the context in which the research occurred, which in this 

study is also presented in the third chapter.  

The final criterion that can be used to evaluate social constructionist research 

is confirmability, which refers to the extent to which the results could be confirmed 

by others (Lincoln, 1985). In order to enhance confirmability, I have brought 

forward the philosophical underpinnings that have guided me in making choices 

within this study and ensured through peer scrutiny that the interpretations that I 

have made are similar to those made by others from the same data, which is also 

important to consider (Gubrium & Holstein, 2000; Polkinghorne, 2007; Shenton, 

2004). As I already mentioned, I also went through the data with the assistants to 

hear their thoughts and interpretations to compare them to my own. The analysis 

has been complemented with extracts from the data, from single words to larger 

structures, to help the reader evaluate how credible my interpretation of the data is. 

I have also attempted to disclose all relevant information that may have affected 

my interpretation of the data. As already discussed, I view my professional 

background in the light of this study both a blessing and a burden.  
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6.7 Limitations and avenues for future research  

Every research has its limitations, which on the other hand can be seen to lead to 

some avenues for future research. Although this study explores brand co-creation, 

the scope of the study had to be narrowed down to focus on the language use, 

communicated brand meanings and communication techniques used by the   

internal stakeholders. Of course, even though the focus in this study was on the 

internal stakeholders’ discourse, the analysis also involved exploring the external 

stakeholders’ communication because in face-to-face brand discourse it is a 

question of interaction, in other words, a question of action and reaction. A more 

comprehensive viewpoint to the discourse could have offered valuable insights on 

the co-creational activities of the stakeholders and a more detailed analysis of how 

brand meanings are co-constructed and co-created.  

A more comprehensive view of brand co-creation could be obtained by 

considering the dynamics of the interaction but another matter that could help gain 

a more comprehensive view of spoken brand co-creation discourse is related to the 

choice of communicative events in which spoken brand co-creation discourse is 

observed. The nature of events may determine which roles the stakeholders need to 

adopt within the discourse, who is expected to take the initiative and how active 

each participant is expected to be in the interaction.  

The question of communicative events in which spoken brand co-creation is 

explored leads to the next limitation and possible avenue for future research. In this 

study, spoken brand co-creation discourse was explored within three types of 

communicative events, which were specifically constructed for the study. Since the 

data was also scrutinised on the micro level, focusing on specific words and other 

small structures, the data of this study seemed plentiful and rich and as such did not 

seem too limited to help answer the research questions of the study. However, 

different kind of data involving different kinds of instances of phenomenon or 

communicative events could have provided different kind of insights of the 

phenomenon.  

In addition to different kinds of communicative events for future research, 

future research could also benefit from collecting naturally occurring data of 

spoken brand co-creation discourse. Although the events were carefully planned, 

designed and implemented in cooperation with peers, colleagues and experts, they 

were nevertheless simulated communicative events, which, as discussed in the third 

chapter of the study, can have a significant effect on the produced discourse. Thus, 

in future research it would be valuable to have access to naturally occurring data to 
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observe real-life spoken brand co-creation interaction instead of simulated 

interaction. It would also be an interesting setting to compare the findings of a study 

with naturally occurring data to this study with simulated discourse to test the 

accuracy of the findings of this study. On the other hand, the design of this study 

showed that any group that engages in exchanging views on a particular company 

can become a brand interest group, albeit not necessarily a core interest group. Thus, 

exploring naturally occurring discourse of a group that could be viewed as a core 

brand interest group could shed more light on how the brand of a company develops, 

a setting that could also involve a longitudinal study focusing on a particular 

company or industry.  

Another limitation of this study and consequently an avenue for future research 

relates to the context of the study. Since the study is cross-disciplinary by nature 

and both research areas of the study are quite novel, the focus of the study is on 

gaining insights and familiarity with the subject area for more rigorous 

investigation at a later stage. For example, since this study was exploratory in many 

way, I did not limit the type of brand under discussion. However, I believe that 

narrowing down the context of the study only to include service brands of B2B 

SMEs would offer a lucrative setting as language and communication has a 

particularly interesting role in ʻgiving lifeʼ to something that is intangible. Thus, it 

would be interesting to explore how a service brand is co-created with language. In 

addition, exploring spoken brand co-creation in other contexts besides the very 

specific context of Finnish B2B SMEs could help gain new empirical insights into 

spoken brand co-creation. Considering the nature of business today as increasingly 

global, I believe that an international perspective on brand co-creation is vital but 

the viewpoint of this study was limited on the BELF discourse of only one 

nationality and in addition, the data did not explore the interaction between only 

non-native speakers. Thus, the final avenue for future research that I recommend is 

to embrace the international aspect of brand co-creation and thus to explore spoken 

or written brand discourse through naturally occurring data, in which all 

stakeholders interacting would be non-native speakers of English. A setting of this 

nature could shed more light on the enabling and impeding factors of using a non-

native language for brand co-creation. 
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Appendix 1. Core sources of the study in 
alphabetical order 

Author/s (year) Title Main concepts and 

theoretical 

background 

Method Main findings and 

contribution 

Abimbola (2001) Branding as a 

competitive 

strategy for 

demand 

management in 

SMEs 

SME branding, 

marketing 

Conceptual paper Branding is a 

marketing practice 

highly relevant to 

the SME 

Traditional 

marketing planning 

process does not 

represent branding 

in practice where 

innovation, 

creativeness and 

the inventiveness 

are key issues 

Abimbola & Kocak 

(2007) 

Brand, organization 

identity and 

reputation: SMEs 

as expressive 

organizations  

A resources-based 

perspective 

SME branding, 

brand management 

 

Qualitative, in-

depth interviews 

Branding and 

reputation building 

are key resources, 

which allow an 

organization to be 

successful over an 

extended period of 

time 

Qualitative and 

interdisciplinary 

approach important 

in brand research 

Abimbola & 

Vallaster (2007) 

Brand, 

organisational 

identity and 

reputation in SMEs: 

an overview 

SME branding, 

corporate branding, 

organisational 

identity and 

reputation 

 

General overview 

 

Qualitative, 

discursive 

approach. The 

argument is 

supported by 

findings from 

published studies 

and empirical 

reality. 

Integrating 

branding, 

reputation building, 

relevant and 

appropriate 

organisational 

identity enhance 

building a stronger 

firm.  
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Firms should 

express and 

embed their brand 

value propositions 

within their identity 

and reputation in 

their dealings with 

customers 

Backhaus, Steiner 

& Lügger (2011) 

To invest, or not to 

invest, in brands? 

Drivers of brand 

relevance in B2B 

markets 

B2B branding, 

Brand relevance, 

functions, 

investment 

 

Quantitative Brand relevance in 

industrial markets 

depends primarily 

on risk and 

information cost-

reducing effects   

Brand relevance 

differs across 

product categories  

Ballantyne & Aitken 

(2007) 

Branding in B2B 

markets: insights 

from the 

service-dominant 

logic of marketing 

B2B branding, 

brand co-creation, 

brand image, 

relationship 

marketing, 

Conceptual paper Branding is a 

communicative 

interaction process 

whereby firms 

attempt to support 

the 

intended meanings 

of their value 

propositions. 

Bendixen, Bukasa 

& Abratt (2004) 

Brand equity in the 

business-to-

business market 

B2B branding, 

brand equity 

Quantitative Industrial marketers 

should invest 

in building a 

likeable, strong, 

and positive brand 

image 

among all 

stakeholders 

The main brand-

equity-generating 

variable is quality  
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Cornelissen, 

Christensen, 

Kinuthia (2012) 

Corporate brands 

and identity: 

developing 

stronger theory and 

a call for shifting 

the debate 

Corporate 

communications, 

Corporate 

branding, 

Corporate identity 

Conceptual paper Communication as 

constitutive instead 

of a conduit. 

Emphasizes the 

role of language 

and framing in 

branding. 

Considers the 

relational or social 

process in the 

ascriptions of 

identity. 

Ehrenreich (2010) English as a 

business lingua 

franca in a German 

multinational 

corporation 

BELF, International 

business 

communication, 

English as a lingua 

franca 

Qualitative 

research, case 

study, an 

ethnographic, 

multimethod 

approach 

BELF brings 

professionals from 

various 

linguacultural 

backgrounds 

spoken with varying 

degrees of 

proficiency. 

Communities of 

practice provide a 

more efficient 

learning 

environment than 

traditional English 

training. 

Glynn (2012) Primer in B2B 

brand-building 

strategies with a 

reader practicum 

B2B branding, B2C 

frameworks 

A thorough 

literature review 

examining the 

empirical evidence 

about business-to-

business (B2B) 

brands and its 

implications for 

brand strategy 

Brands are an 

important resource 

and a source of 

value for industrial 

organizations 
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Gregory (2007) Involving 

stakeholders in 

developing 

corporate brands: 

the communication 

dimension 

Corporate 

branding, brand 

communication, 

stakeholder theory 

Conceptual paper A model presenting 

four communication 

strategies that can 

be used to involve 

stakeholders in 

corporate brand 

development 

depending on the 

nature of their 

relationship with 

the organisation. 

Concept of 

negotiated brand. 

Gupta, Melewar & 

Bourlakis (2010) 

Personification of 

brand in business-

to-business 

markets and 

transfer of brand 

knowledge: 

A qualitative study 

B2B branding, 

brand knowledge, 

brand 

representatives, 

brand relationships, 

brand value 

Qualitative 

approach, in-depth 

interviews 

The importance of 

brand 

representatives 

who function as a 

conduit between 

brand and 

resellers. 

Gyrd-Jones & 

Kornum (2013) 

Managing the co-

created brand: 

Value and cultural 

complementarity in 

online and offline 

multi-stakeholder 

ecosystems 

Brand co-creation, 

multi-stakeholder 

interaction, 

complementarity.  

Qualitative, case 

study 

Successful co-

creation outcomes 

are dependent on 

value and cultural 

complementarities; 

when 

complementarities 

are not present 

between cultures in 

direct stakeholder 

interaction, 

outcomes can be 

jeopardized.  

Hatch & Schultz 

(2010) 

Toward a theory of 

brand co-creation 

with implications for 

brand governance 

Brand co-creation, 

brand communities 

Conceptual 

framework based 

on theory and 

empirical evidence 

Brand co-creation 

model based on 

the dimensions of 

company / 

stakeholder 

engagement and 

organizational self-

disclosure 
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Herbst & Merz 

(2011) 

The industrial 

brand personality 

scale: Building 

strong business-to-

business brands 

B2B branding, 

brand personality, 

consumer branding 

frameworks 

 

 

A multi-method 

study including 

qualitative and 

quantitative data 

Brand personality is 

a valuable 

instrument for 

industrial brand 

management. 

Study develops an 

Industrial Brand 

Personality Scale 

for differentiation. 

Both functional and 

emotional brand 

associations are 

important. 

Ind & Bjerke (2007) The concept of 

participatory market 

orientation: An 

organisation-wide 

approach to 

enhancing brand 

equity 

Participatory 

market orientation, 

brand equity, value 

creation 

Conceptual paper Branding as an 

organisation-wide 

approach.  

 

Inskip (2004) Corporate branding 

for small to 

medium-sized 

businesses — A 

missed opportunity 

or an indulgence? 

Business to 

business branding, 

SME branding, 

corporate branding 

 

Qualitative, case 

study approach 

Corporate branding 

relevant for SMEs, 

particularly in B2B 

sector. 

Branding process 

of SMEs must be 

fast, flexible and 

focused on the 

owner vision. 

Jones (2005) Finding sources of 

brand value: 

Developing a 

stakeholder model 

of brand equity 

Brand co-creation, 

stakeholder theory, 

brand value, brand 

equity 

Conceptual paper A model of 

stakeholder 

equities as a tool 

for brand managers 

to assess the value 

of multiple 

stakeholders in 

relation to the 

brand. 
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Brand value is co-

created through 

interaction with 

multiple strategic 

stakeholders. 

Juntunen, 

Saraniemi, Halttu, 

Tähtinen (2010)  

Corporate brand 

building in different 

stages of small 

business growth 

SME branding,  

corporate branding, 

stakeholders  

 

Qualitative, case 

study approach 

Corporate branding 

begins before the 

company is 

established. 

A framework for 

corporate branding 

process is 

developed.  

Kankaanranta & 

Louhiala-Salminen 

(2010) 

“English? – Oh, it’s 

just work!”: a study 

of BELF users’ 

perceptions 

ELF, BELF, 

international 

business 

communication 

Both quantitative 

and qualitative, 

survey data and 

interviews 

BELF competence 

has become an 

important element 

in overall business 

know-how in 

international 

business. 

Business know-

how and business 

communication 

competence in an 

international 

context is 

intertwined with 

proficiency in 

English. 

Krake (2005) Successful brand 

management in 

SMEs: a new 

theory and practical 

hints 

SME branding, 

brand 

management, 

consumer 

branding, SME 

marketing 

Qualitative study 

based on in-depth 

interview 

Explains the role of 

brand management 

in SMEs and the 

variables that 

influence it. 

Presents a model 

for SME brand 

development. 

Highlights the role 

of entrepreneur in 

branding. 
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Leek & 

Christodoulides 

(2012) 

A framework of 

brand value in B2B 

markets: The 

contributing role of 

functional and 

emotional 

components 

B2B branding, 

functional and 

emotional brand 

value, brand equity 

Qualitative 

research, in-depth 

interviews 

Develop a 

framework 

of brand value 

applicable to 

industrial markets.  

Both functional and 

emotional brand 

value is important 

for the 

development of 

industrial brand 

equity.  

Brand value as a 

driver B2B 

relationship 

development 

highlighted. 

Louhiala-Salminen, 

Charles & 

Kankaanranta 

(2005) 

English as a lingua 

franca in Nordic 

corporate mergers: 

Two case 

companies 

… Quantitative and 

qualitative, case 

study, survey and 

interviews 

Explores internal 

communication with 

BELF in two 

international 

corporations and 

shed light on the 

discoursal 

(dis)similarities of 

Swedish and 

Finnish. 

BELF facilitates 

communication but 

does not eliminate 

communication 

problems.  

BELF is a conduit 

of its speakers 

communication 

culture. 
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Louhiala-Salminen 

& Kankaanranta 

(2012) 

Language as an 

issue in 

international 

internal 

communication: 

English or local 

language? If 

English, what 

English? 

BELF, corporate 

language, ELF, 

language strategy, 

international 

business 

communication 

Qualitative and 

quantitative 

research, two 

empirical studies 

that combined 

several methods 

Discusses 

language strategy 

and language use 

in the internal 

communication of 

an organization in 

the global context. 

Highlights that 

language issues 

need to be 

considered for 

organizational 

credibility and 

knowledge 

sharing and for 

constructing trust 

and rapport in 

international 

interaction. 

Lynch & de 

Chernatony (2005) 

The power of 

emotion: Brand 

communication in 

business-to-

business markets 

B2B branding, 

brand 

communication, 

organizational 

decision making,  

Building a 

conceptual 

framework based 

on literature review 

Organisational 

buyers can be 

influenced by both 

rational and 

emotional brand 

values.  

Model: Building 

B2B brands with 

balanced functional 

and emotional 

values. 

Merrilees (2007) 

 

A theory of brand-

led SME new 

venture 

development 

Small enterprises, 

Branding, business 

development, 

entrepreneurialism 

Conceptual paper 

developing 

theoretical 

propositions that 

were validated 

through secondary 

data 

Identifies key 

mechanisms for 

branding to assist 

small business 

create new 

ventures. 
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Merz, He & Vargo 

(2009) 

The evolving brand 

logic: a service-

dominant logic 

perspective 

Brand co-creation, 

service-dominant 

logic 

Historical analysis 

of branding eras, 

conceptual analysis 

Brand co-creation 

is a new branding 

paradigm that 

views brand in 

terms of 

collaborative, value 

co-creation 

activities of firms 

and all of their 

stakeholders and 

brand value in 

terms of the 

stakeholders’ 

collectively 

perceived value-in-

use. 

Mühlbacher & 

Hemetsberger 

(2008) 

What the heck is a 

brand? An attempt 

of integration and 

its consequences 

for research and 

management 

Brand interest 

group, brand 

meaning, brand 

discourse 

Conceptual paper Proposes an 

integrative and 

framework that 

conceptualises a 

brand to 

encompass brand 

manifestations, 

brand meaning and 

a brand interest 

group. 

Conceptualises 

branding as a 

discursive process. 

Mäläskä, 

Saraniemi & 

Tähtinen (2011) 

Network actors' 

participation in B2B 

SME branding 

B2B branding, 

SME branding, 

brand co-creation, 

stakeholders, 

industrial networks 

 

Qualitative,  

narrative interviews 

In addition to 

company's internal 

branding decisions 

and identity, social 

and business 

network 

relationships 

influence the 

SME's brand 

image. 

Concept of 

branding pool. 
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Nickerson (2005) English as a lingua 

franca in 

international 

business context 

ELF, BELF, 

international 

business 

communication 

Editorial, 

conceptual paper, 

literature review 

Overview of 

English as a lingua 

franca in 

international 

business context.   

Reviews research 

investigating the 

role of written and 

spoken 

communication in 

English and the 

work that has been 

done on specific 

text genres used by 

the international 

business 

community, such 

as negotiations, 

meetings, 

e-mail and 

advertising. 

Rode & Vallaster 

(2005) 

Corporate branding 

for start-ups: the 

crucial role of 

entrepreneurs 

Corporate 

branding, corporate 

identity, 

entrepreneurship, 

start-ups 

Qualitative, semi-

structured 

interviews 

Founder lays the 

foundations for 

corporate branding 

and developing a 

corporate identity.  

Vallaster & 

Lindgreen (2011) 

Corporate brand 

strategy formation: 

Brand actors and 

the situational 

context for a 

business-to-

business brand 

B2B branding, 

corporate branding, 

brand strategy, 

brand values, 

brand actors, social 

interaction 

Qualitative, case 

study approach 

Brand strategy 

formation is a 

social process that 

integrates the 

people who 

participate in the 

process, the 

manifestations that 

make the strategy 

subject to 

experience, and 

the situational 

context associated. 
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with the ongoing, 

interactive process. 

Vallaster & von 

Wallpach (2013) 

An online 

discursive inquiry 

into the social 

dynamics of multi-

stakeholder brand 

meaning co-

creation 

Brand meaning, 

brand co-creation, 

stakeholder theory, 

multi-stakeholder 

interaction  

Qualitative, case 

study, written 

online discourse 

Illuminates the 

social dynamics 

that characterise 

multi-stakeholder 

brand meaning co-

creation in a virtual 

environment.  

Brand meaning 

results from 

simultaneous 

interactions in a 

network of 

stakeholders. 

Wong & Merrilees 

(2005) 

A brand orientation 

typology for SMEs: 

a case research 

approach 

Brand 

management, SME 

branding, brand 

identity, SME 

marketing 

Qualitative, case 

study approach 

Four brand strategy 

constructs are 

identified: brand 

orientation, brand 

barriers, brand 

distinctiveness and 

brand-marketing 

performance. 

A brand orientation 

typology for SMEs. 
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Appendix 2. Data collection guide 

Collecting data for doctoral research 
Research topic: Using English as a Business Lingua Franca among 
Finnish B2B SMEs 
Doctoral student Anna Alapeteri, Oulu Business School 
 

Schedule Group 1 

8.00-8.15 Coffee 

8.15 Start 

8.30 Task 1: Introducing your company 

9.00 Task 2: Negotiating with a potential customer 

9.30 Task 3: Group discussion 

10.00 Feedback discussion 

10.15 Finish 

 

Start Introducing the researcher, the research, the schedule, 
the tasks and the assistants.  

Tasks 

Task 1: Introducing your company  30-40 min. 

Your first task is to give a short presentation about your 
company in English to a small audience. You have 5 
minutes to prepare. You can use any devices you like, for 
example the computer, a piece of paper, a tablet, etc. You 
can write down key words on a piece of paper, tablet or 
Power Point. Your presentation should last about 5 
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minutes, after which the audience can ask questions. If 
you have any questions about this task, please ask Anna. 

Task 2: Negotiating with a potential customer 20-30 min. 

In this task you are meeting a potential customer company 
and negotiating with the company representative in 
English. However, you do not have access to the CEO of 
the company, so you have to convince the secretary, “the 
gatekeeper”, that you should be given a chance to meet 
the CEO because your company can add value for them. 
You have 20 minutes to reach your goal: to build trust and 
gain access to the CEO. After 15 minutes have passed, 
Anna will end the negotiation and you will have 5 minutes 
to write a short email to the secretary in which you 
summarise briefly the issues that you discussed and 
agreed on. If you can access your email from the tablet, 
please send your email to Anna. If you cannot access your 
email, write the email on a Word document and save it to 
the tablet. 

Task 3: Group discussion   20-30 min. 

In this task you will engage in a group discussion with the 
other participants in English. The topic of the discussion is 
brands and branding. Anna will start the discussion but 
otherwise remains in the background so it is important 
that each participant is active and keeps the discussion 
going. You have 20-30 minutes to discuss and everyone 
will start with introducing his/her role in the company, 
after which the discussion leader will have some questions 
to discuss. 
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• Start by telling the others about your job and 
position in your company. What is it that you 
actually do in your company?  

• In your opinion, what is a brand? What kind of 
things do you associate with brands? 

• Does your company have a brand/brands? If yes, 
what is it like? If you don’t think that your 
company is/has a brand, why do you think that is 
the case? 

• Branding is usually considered something that 
large companies do. Do you agree or can SMEs 
benefit from branding?  

• How do companies “do” branding? How are 
brands born?  

• What kind of things affect brand image? Can you 
give an example of a situation in your company 
that you think has had an effect on, for example, 
your company’s image in the eyes of a certain 
(stakeholder) group? Was it a good or bad effect? 

• Do you think you affect your company’s brand? If 
yes, why and how? If no, why do you think so? 

Feedback discussion 

Going through the tasks in the same discussion group, 
participants’ feedback on the tasks and their relevance to 
real business life, how they felt about talking in English, 
the difficulties they face with English in everyday business 
etc.  

• Please, describe yourself as an English user. 
Where have you studied English and how much? 
Have you used it much at work? Etc.  
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• How do you feel about using English in business? 
How often do you use it? With whom? Through 
which media? Written? Spoken?  

• Please, describe a problem that you have faced 
when using English in your work. 
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