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Abstract 
 

Today’s B2B companies operate in a global business world that is characterised by 

product homogenisation and intense competition. Finding sources for differentiation and 

consequently competitive advantage is a concern that no company with a long-term 

horizon can ignore. The development of the brand, recognized as a strategic asset, has 

created new ways of conducting beneficial marketing management, which can lead to 

differentiation from competitors and create conditions for company success. The role of 

brands in B2B settings differs from the role in B2C markets, and its potentially beneficial 

outcomes have traditionally been overlooked by B2B practitioners. Consequently, B2B 

companies need to gain further insight in how and why to utilize the potential benefits of 

having a strong brand. The technology development demands constant evaluation of 

brand communication techniques and the demand for sustainability related solutions 

address the need for further marketing insights. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to 

contribute with understanding and further knowledge to the research field of B2B 

marketing. The goal is to outline how B2B companies can utilize the strategic asset of a 

brand by incorporating sustainability in the communication of the same. The research 

question that this study aims to answer is consequently: 

 

 How can B2B brands in the forest industry communicate sustainability? 
 

In order to fulfil the study purpose and answer the research question, six sub-purposes 

concerning the theoretical themes B2B brand management, sustainability and brand 

communication were outlined. The theoretical themes are the basis from which the sub-

purposes stem. 

 

This study is written on commission for a production company in the forest industry. In 

order to fulfil the purpose of the study, a case study approach with a qualitative research 

method is used. The empirical findings consist of semi-structured qualitative interviews 

with employees of the case company and two external respondents. The external 

perspective consists of one customer to the case company and a representative from the 

forest owner’s branch organisation. The question template for the qualitative interviews 

is built upon the stated six sub-purposes and consequently the theoretical themes of B2B 

brand management, sustainability and brand communication. Based on the empirical 

findings and the theoretical themes, we analyse the outcomes and provide with 

conclusions and practical recommendations in relation to the stated purpose of this study. 

 

This study indicates that brands play a major role in B2B settings, especially as a mediator 

and coordinator of business relationships. The brand is built upon functional brand values 

and emotional brand values. In the context of the forest industry, the functional brand 

values are connected to hygiene factors, whilst emotional brand values are connected to 

the company as a whole and can thereof be a source for differentiation. The main 

conclusion from this study is consequently that sustainability should first and foremost 

be used as a way of conveying the identified emotional brand values credibility, trust, 

loyalty and long-term commitment. Embedding sustainability into the brand by 

highlighting the emotional brand values of credibility, trust, loyalty and long-term 

commitment is consequently a way for B2B brands to differentiate from competitors. 
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1. Introduction  

In this chapter, the topic of this study is introduced and we explain why the chosen study 

field is appealing to us. Moreover, the chapter introduces the theoretical themes of this 

study, namely B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication. From 

that point of view, we present the different theoretical and practical aspects of the 

concepts that contribute to an identified research gap, and consequently this study’s 

overall purpose and stated research question and sub-purposes. The introduction chapter 

also presents this study’s delimitations and definitions of concepts.  

 

Do people buy shoes from Adidas, or do they buy Adidas-shoes? When deciding what 

kind of shoes to buy, you face a plethora of options. The majority of shoe alternatives 

fulfil the basic need of delivering something to walk with. However, what sets the 

alternatives a part and eventually influence the decision-making is something beyond the 

basic need of facilitating the walking process. Are people buying products or services for 

functional reasons, shoes to walk with for example, or emotional, more symbolic reasons? 

According to Kapferer (2012, p. 1) the answer is clear; the consumption of today demands 

a purpose, and the only strategic asset for fulfilling the purpose is the brand. 

 

The influence of brands on company success is well covered in the study field of 

marketing (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 357; Kuhn, et al., 2008, p. 41; Keller, 2009, p. 

140). In all essence, the asset of holding a powerful brand is recognized as the most 

prominent way of influencing consumers to choose one product over another (Kuhn, et 

al., 2008, p. 40). Moreover, the great number of strategies, theories and models relevant 

for brand management in consumer markets speaks for its importance in today’s world 

of business (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 403). 

 

In business-to-business (B2B) settings though, branding has not had the same impact 

(Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 831; Lai. et al, 2010, p. 457). Kotler and Pfoertsch 

(2007, p. 359) conclude that traditionally marketing managers make the mistake of 

connecting brand management solely to consumer markets. The reasoning is made that, 

traditionally B2B managers act predominantly rational (Brown, et al., 2011, p. 194), 

focusing solely on functional variables such as product quality, price, and technology 

(Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 108). Yet, B2B revenues for the world's two most 

valuable brands (Forbes, 2016) Apple and Microsoft constitutes between 20 and 30 per 

cent of the company’s total revenue (Pymnts, 2015). In order to communicate their 

innovative spirit, the IT-giant IBM launched a series of YouTube videos with a message 

of encouraging other B2B companies to start collaborating for future growth (Keller, 

2009, p. 148). 

 

In an increasingly competitive and global business world, regardless of the industry, the 

need for differentiation and a purpose cannot be stressed enough (Kapferer, 2012, pp. 

124-125). The B2B world have undergone the same change in business landscape as the 

B2C world, namely the homogenization of products, the extended price pressure, the 

increased availability of information, globalization and increased competition (Kotler & 

Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 358). The management of corporate brands rather than product brands 

is also highlighted in B2B marketing research (Simões et al., 2015, p. 59). It is concluded 

that concrete communication of company values and mission is a way of positioning the 

company, for internal stakeholders as well as external stakeholders (Simões et al., 2015, 

p. 55). This further nourishes the role of the brand and the communication of the same.  
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Taking a wider scope on the business world, the increased attention on company impact 

on society and the environment is something that adds challenges as well as possibilities 

for companies (Gupta et al., 2013, p. 294). Ottosson and Parment (2015, p. 9) argue that 

a truly competitive brand benefits the whole chain of stakeholders, including the 

environment and the society as a whole. Furthermore, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou 

(2014, p. 9-10) argue that the integration of a sustainability approach into company 

mission and the communication of such initiatives are beneficial in both monetary value 

and non-monetary value for companies.  

 

An industry that incorporates both the dynamics of B2B encounters and sustainability 

challenges is the forest industry. The industry contributes to a flourishing forest and a 

prosperous economy, both locally and globally. However, according to WWF (2016), 

unsustainable operations within the industry have resulted in illegal harvesting, human 

rights issues, social conflicts and irresponsible plantation development. When done 

properly, sustainable forest business operations can bring man and nature together. After 

all, forests are vital to all life on earth.  

1.1 Choice of Subject 
 

From the moment we wake up, we are exposed to brands communicating different 

marketing messages to convince us to choose their product. Some disappear in the ocean 

of information infinity, whilst others catch our attention. The value of brands is shown in 

every situation when we choose one brand over another, sometimes without any rational 

convictions. We just go to Starbucks to get our coffee instead of Costa Coffee or choosing 

Sensodyne toothpaste over Colgate. 

 

American Marketing Association defines marketing as “the activity, set of institutions, 

and processes for creating, communicating delivering, and exchanging offerings that have 

value for customers, clients, partners, and society at large” (AMA, 2013). As master level 

marketing students at Umeå University, the subject chosen have a special place in our 

hearts. We can relate to the marketing definition, especially the last part about society. 

We believe that companies have the responsibility to contribute to the well-being of the 

society. We further find it interesting to dig deeper in the pit of B2B environments. We 

interpret that there is a lot of research in B2C brand management but the brand concept 

in B2B settings is fairly new and yet not well explored. Leek and Christodoulides (2011, 

p. 835) as well as Hadjikhani and LaPlaca (2013, p. 302) confirm our thoughts by stating 

that more research is required to further unfold the possibilities that branding in B2B 

contexts enables. 

 

According to us, past research and degree projects about sustainability have a direct 

approach in examining why sustainability is important, and not if. We believe that authors 

often assume from the start that sustainability is a core pillar to build a business around. 

We want to face the concept with an open mind without making any assumptions whether 

it is vital or not. Therefore, we initially leave the interpretation of the meaning and 

importance of sustainability in B2B brand management to past research and the interview 

respondents, followed by our own conclusions drawn from analysing the empirical 

findings and past research. 

 



3 
 

Moreover, we are writing this study on commission for a global production company in 

the forest industry, with its headquarter located in Sweden. In Sweden, the forest industry 

is vital for the economy and stands for 12 per cent of overall employment, value added 

and production output (Skogsindustrierna, 2014). Additionally, the forest industry has a 

vital role in climate impact and it is characterized by comprehensive environmental 

restrictions (Skogsindustrierna, 2014).  

1.2 Problem background 

1.2.1 B2B Brand Management 
 

Being recognised as a valuable strategic asset, the need for brand management in order 

to maintain and develop the brand is widely acknowledged in research literature (Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 830). Kapferer (2012, p. 81) argue that brand management is 

about assuring that a brand is familiar, is being purchased and makes people discuss it. 

Successful brand management starts from top-management and should penetrate every 

layer of the business (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 359). Therefore, a strategic approach 

to brand building as well as the communication of brands is highlighted as a way of 

fulfilling the potentially prosperous outcome of the asset (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2007, 

p. 131). In their research, Lynch and de Chernatony (2004, p. 407) further discusses the 

role of the brand in the context of B2B settings, especially emphasising brands impact on 

differentiation in competitive markets, premium pricing and loyal relationships. How to 

utilize the highlighted aspects is arguably in need of constant examination. 

 

In recent years, the marketing practitioners in B2B environments have put more 

emphasize on functional as well as emotional values of their offering (Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 107). In the rational context that still is highly influential in 

B2B settings, new ways of working with brand management, and the communication of 

brands in particular, are undergoing changes (Kapferer, 2012, pp. 124-126). 

Consequently, further exploring the impact of those changes is requested in B2B 

marketing research (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 113).   

 

A study by Bendixen et al. (2004, p. 379), examining the outcomes of brands in B2B 

settings, indicates that buyer’s recognized functional attributes, such as product quality, 

technology, reliability and price, as determining aspects of their decision-making. 

Furthermore, after sale services related to customer management are viewed as highly 

beneficial when it comes to brand preference (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 112). It 

is further concluded that B2B companies need to take both the brand itself, and the 

dynamics of the market in consideration when engaging in brand management (Simões 

et al, 2015, p. 61). 

 

Lynch and de Chernatony (2004, p. 403) state that the emotional value of brands has 

gained increased attention in the research literature, however it is still primarily directed 

towards B2C markets. The impact on B2B settings is in need of further research. 

Moreover, Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 112) discuss the role of emotional brand 

values in the B2B settings and argue that they are acknowledged to be connected above 

all with risk reduction, credibility and trust. 

 

B2B companies search for ways to maximise their profitability. Part of that is searching 

for customers and business partners that are perceived as risk-averse. Kotler and Pfoertsch 

(2006, p. 282) also highlight risk reduction and image benefit creation as crucial brand 
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development factors for B2B companies. Since managers in the B2B sector often are 

motivated by delivering profit and bound to a limited budget, risk reduction is being well 

emphasized in the B2B Marketing literature (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 45). What risk 

reduction implies for different industries call for further examination. As Backhaus et al. 

(2011, p. 1090) note, the relevance of a brand in B2B is mainly determined by the way a 

company can convey the low risk of doing business. 

 

However, influential emotional aspect of brands could also imply the dynamics of 

relationship between buyer and seller (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2007, p. 132) as well as 

image benefit creation (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 44). The latter is in alignment with 

recent research focus on incorporating and communicating environmental and societal 

aspects in the value proposition. Simões et al. (2015, p. 61) argue that incorporating 

intangible aspects in the corporate brand is of utter importance in a more globalized and 

digitalized world. Combining functional brand values and emotional brand values can be 

a way of outlining the overall role of brands in B2B settings. 

1.2.2 Sustainability 
 

In the established Brundtland Commission's report from 1987, sustainability is defined as 

“development which meets the needs of current generations without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 2007). Throughout the years, 

the concept sustainability has gained increased importance and today hardly a single day 

passes by without media reporting about business related sustainability concerns. 

Governments legislate and debate about the issue, pressure groups raise their voices and 

companies are incorporating sustainability in the whole organisation (Ipsos MORI, 2007, 

p. 3). Nowadays, sustainability is part of the everyday consciousness of people, 

governments and businesses, and its attendance is likely to be long-lasting (Ipsos MORI, 

2007, p. 3). 

 

Past research states that environmentally responsible business strategies can contribute to 

competitive advantage and higher financial performance in B2C environments (Sharma 

et al., 2010, p. 330). Gupta et al. (2013, p. 295) highlight sustainability in the brand 

context as a fruitful way for managers to separate the company from competitors and 

create incentives for loyalty-built relationship in competitive markets. However, Sharma 

et al. (2010, p. 330) further conclude that research on appropriate business strategies to 

implement environmentally sustainable company programs are still shining with its 

absence within B2B settings. 

 

In competitive B2B settings, companies look for sources to gain competitive advantage 

(Simões. et al., 2015, p. 59), and Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2013, p. 9), discuss the 

role the brand can play in that context. The authors call for further examination of how to 

effectively connect the brand with sustainability in B2B settings (Kumar and 

Christodoulopoulou, 2013, p. 13). 

  

On the other hand, Peattie and Crane (2005, p. 368) stress dilemmas related to 

sustainability and marketing, and note the hypocrisy that many companies orchestrate. 

The authors highlight the paradoxical situation where companies promote sustainability 

by suggesting more production and more consumption (Peattie & Crane, 2005, p. 368). 

It is stated that companies need to address the whole product chain, from production, 

consumption and disposal, in order distance themselves from hypocrisy (Peattie & Crane, 
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2005, p. 367). Moreover, Lai. et al. (2010, p. 457) state that the under-researched 

emotional brand values call for further examination of B2B marketing in the sustainability 

context. 

1.2.3 Brand Communication 
 

A central part of marketing in general and brand management in particular is 

communication, externally as well as internally (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 410). 

Keller (2009, p. 139) notes that the development of technology has completely shifted the 

practice of brand communication. Consequently, the author concludes that the latter has 

greatly influenced the transformation in which companies should and could manage their 

brand nowadays (Keller, 2009, p. 139). Additionally, the technological development of 

the last twenty years has highlighted the need for constant evaluation of effective 

marketing communication techniques (Keller, 2009, p. 139). 

 

In B2B settings, brand communication is in need of further examination from both 

managers and researchers (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 835). Keller (2009, p. 140) 

argues that increased marketing communication effectiveness is a direct result of 

successful brand management. However, what adds complexity to B2B brand 

communication is the necessity of messages that highlight brand advantages as well as 

concrete solutions to customer problems, preferably relevant for all stakeholders 

(Morrison, 2001, p. 2). Moreover, in constant hypercompetitive markets, marketing 

communication entails a high degree of differentiation (Keller, 2009, p. 141). 

 

Recent research literature highlights that emotional brand values need to be addressed 

further, especially from a communication perspective (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2007, p. 

124). It is stated that B2B managers are still trapped in the rational thinking process, 

focusing solely on communication of the functional brand values, such as price and 

product quality (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 408). Trust, friendship, loyalty, 

security and social needs are highlighted as emotional brand values that can impact the 

buying behaviour of industrial organizations (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 405). 

 

According to Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 107), effective B2B brand communication 

involves strategies that incorporate both social and psychological aspects and functional 

solutions. However, the development of digital communication techniques and the impact 

of emotional brand values implies new areas for B2B managers to explore.  

1.3 Research Gap 
 

Altogether, the different sections of the problem background illustrate the need for further 

examination of the special dynamics that B2B companies face when engaging in brand 

management activities. With regard to existing research in B2B marketing, we mean that 

this study can explore some of the uncovered areas and shed further light on existing 

research of brand management, sustainability and brand communication. 

 

In a business world, characterised by intense competition and increasingly homogenous 

products, the need for differentiation on all business levels is clearly recommended. 

Furthermore, the development of technology has greatly contributed to more 

knowledgeable customers, both in terms of product and company-orientation, but also in 

matters that concern the environment and society as a whole. According to Belz and 
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Peattie (2012, p. 132), successful companies of today operate both as providers of goods 

and services as well as contributors to the well-being of the society and the planet. 

 

On the most fundamental research level, Hadjikhani and LaPlaca (2013, p. 302) note that 

the research field of B2B Marketing has undergone a thoroughgoing transformation from 

an economic theory direction to a behavioural one. However, the current research is still 

only covering a fraction of the study field. The authors further discuss the role of 

marketing management in the development of B2B marketing theory, and conclude that 

there is limited practical and theoretical contributions in research for B2B marketing 

(Hadjikhani & LaPlaca, 2013, p. 302). In alignment with previously mentioned 

researchers, Kuhn et al. (2008, p. 40) state that branding in industrial markets is still 

under-researched. 

 

Leek & Christodoulides (2011, p. 835) note that functional brand values clearly contribute 

to industrial buying decisions, yet the authors conclude that emotional brand values are 

under-examined and need to be put into the research spotlight in order to create further 

insights in B2B marketing. Moreover, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2013, p. 13) 

address the need for researchers to further study how sustainability can be integrated in 

the development of brands in B2B settings. Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 22) urge researchers 

to further examine the role of emotional values of sustainability branding. 

 

Building upon the problem background, we believe that companies in B2B settings need 

to gain further insight in how and why to utilize the potential benefits of having a strong 

brand. Incorporating functional brand values as well as emotional brand values in the 

brand communication is recognised as a way to differentiate from competitors and 

thereby create conditions for company success. 

 

Since there is a notable amount of researchers that request further studies of B2B brand 

management, the technology development demands constant evaluation of 

communication techniques and there is an evident demand for sustainability related 

solutions, we have outlined the following research question that this study addresses. 

1.4 Research Question and Purpose 

 

 How can B2B brands in the forest industry communicate sustainability? 

 

The overall purpose of this study is to contribute to existing knowledge of brand 

management in the research field of B2B marketing. This is accomplished by exploring 

how a B2B company in the forest industry manage their brand while addressing 

sustainability factors. Based on that, we aim to create understanding and illustrate a 

picture of how sustainability can be a factor in successful B2B brand management and 

communication. Our managerial implications are meant to contribute by proposing how 

the case company can further develop their brand through brand communication of 

sustainability. 

1.4.1 Sub-purposes 
 

In order to fulfil the overarching purpose and answer the research question, the following 

six sub-purposes are outlined: 
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B2B Brand Management 

1. We will examine the overall role and purpose of B2B brands 

2. We will explore the impact of functional brand values and emotional brand values 

in B2B settings 

 

Sustainability 
3. We will examine the role of sustainability in B2B settings 

4. We will understand sustainability from a B2B brand perspective. This is done by 

exploring emotional brand values and functional brand values in a sustainability 

context 

 

Brand Communication 
5. We will examine the role of brand communication in B2B settings and what to 

communicate. 

6. We will explore how to communicate the brand in B2B settings 

 

The above sub-purposes indicate in which direction research literature are pointing. 

1.5 Delimitations 
 

As Hadjikhani and LaPlaca (2013, p. 302) points out, all aspects of B2B marketing cannot 

be covered by one single approach. We therefore delimitate the study to focus on the 

following areas: 

 

 We will focus on the forest industry since we are writing this study on commission 

for a company active in that industry. The perspective of this study is accordingly 

from the view of the company. We do not aim to make generalization for all B2B 

companies, but rather explore and illustrate how a B2B company in the forest 

industry can address the given topics, and consequently provide with knowledge 

and understanding to the research field of B2B marketing.  

 

 We are delimiting sustainability to the environmental aspects of the concept since 

the forest industry deals directly with natural resources. 

 

 The study will focus on external communication and not internal communication. 

We recognize the importance of both internal and external communication in 

companies, but believe that the former is primarily related to human resource 

management. 

1.6 Definitions 
 

B2B: “Trading between companies (and not between businesses and consumers), 

characterized by (1) relatively large volumes, (2) competitive and stable prices, (3) fast 

delivery times and, often, (4) on deferred payment basis. In general, wholesaling is B2B 

and retailing is B2C. (Businessdictionary.com) 

 

Brand: There are literally hundreds of different definitions of what a brand is and consists 

of. This study will adapt the definition of Kapferer (2012, p. 8), who argues that the brand 

is in all essence the purchase criterion, or in other words the name that influence buyers. 

Moreover, embedded in the name, a brand consists of one or several promises, 

http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/trader.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/business.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/consumer.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/competitive.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/stable.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/price.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/delivery-time.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/deferred-payment.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/general.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/wholesaler.html
http://www.businessdictionary.com/definition/retailer.html


8 
 

perceptions, distinctive position in people’s minds and shortcut of values, attributes and 

benefits (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 358).  

 

Brand communication: “The combination of activities that influence customer’s 

opinions of a company and its products” (Cambridge Dictionary). 

 

Emotional brand values: “A set of consistent beliefs and meanings held by their 

purchaser and users which are associated with the product or service, but which exist over 

and above it’s obvious physical functioning” (De Chernatony & McWilliam, 1989, p. 

165). Intangible by nature, values such as trust, prestige, friendship, social needs, 

credibility, risk reduction, reassurance, image (Lynch & De Chernatony, 2004, p. 405; 

Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52; Leek & Christodoulides, 2012, p. 112). 

 

Functional brand values: Values such as quality, quality consistency, technology, 

capacity, infrastructure, delivery, customer service, capabilities, price (Lynch & De 

Chernatony, 2004, p. 405; Leek & Christodoulides, 2012, p. 112). 

 

Forest industry: Collection name for industries of pulp, paper, saw mils, wood board, 

wood packaging, paper and cardboard, woodworking, processed wood fuels 

(Skogsindustrierna, 2015). 

 

Hygiene factors: Derived from Hertzberg motivational theory. Hygiene factors are those 

factors that when available do not create satisfaction, but create dissatisfaction if they are 

not available. (Balmer & Baum, 1993, p. 33). In a business context, factors that customers 

expected in the value proposition, but do not alone create customer satisfaction. 

 

Sustainability: In the Brundtland report, sustainable development is defined as; 

“development which meets the needs of current generations without compromising the 

ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN, 2007). 

2. Scientific Method 

Built upon a constructionist ontological stance with an interpretivist epistemological 

approach, this study embraces a case study approach to tackle the stated purpose and 

research question. In this section, we outline the reasoning behind the scientific choices 

we have made in order to conduct the study in accordance with scientific practice. This 

includes our view of reality, the origin of knowledge and what it is, the impact of 

theoretical and practical pre-understanding and the research method, structure and 

design. At the end of the chapter, we discuss choice of theories, source criticism and the 

ethical considerations that we have undertaken during the whole study process. 

2.1 Pre-understanding 

2.1.1 Theoretical pre-understanding and Its Effect 
 

Our theoretical background of marketing is sufficient to complete a comprehensive 

marketing degree project. Throughout our university studies of Business Administration, 

we have taken a number of marketing courses at various levels. As master students, our 

specialised field is also marketing. When it comes to brand management, our theoretical 

knowledge is limited, both in regards to B2C settings as well as B2B settings. Marketing 
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courses that we have taken only covered brand management as a small part of a bigger 

marketing puzzle. The same reasoning is applicable regarding sustainability in a 

marketing context. 

 

In the process of choosing relevant scientific theories and models, we believe that our 

pre-understanding of business administration in general and marketing in particular is 

beneficial for the work progress. Without a clear understanding of concepts and theories 

in advance, the time required for processing and evaluate suitable models would have 

been greater. 

 

However, it is notable that given our theoretical background, we may take routes and 

decisions that are solely based on previous knowledge and consequently does not support 

thinking outside the box. Therefore, we may exclude relevant theories and models due to 

unconscious subjective conclusions, which can lead to an unfortunate loss of contributing 

theories. The fact that we have a solid base understanding of marketing, and focusing on 

the relatively unexplored area of B2B marketing, creates a possibility to operate in known 

territories but at the same time explore new theories and inputs on marketing. 

2.1.2 Practical Pre-understanding and Its Effect 
 

Our gained knowledge and experience of working with brand management issues is 

connected to working at a consumer goods company. Furthermore, some experience in 

the area of B2B Marketing, beneficial for the degree project, is derived from compiling 

and analysing a market survey for a forest company. This generated in knowledge about 

the forest industry, especially further knowledge regarding some of the actors that play a 

vital role in the industry. The gained knowledge from the actual work life further 

contributes to the understanding of the different brand management concepts and how 

they can be applicable to the business environment. 

 

Of utter importance to us is that we throughout the degree project reflect critically upon 

our own conclusions and what could be the possible source of origin of arguments and 

thoughts. We believe that it will add credibility to the study if we continuously take a step 

back and analyse why and how we approach different topics.  

2.2 Methodological Awareness 

2.2.1 Research Philosophy 
 

With regards to the purpose of contributing with knowledge of brand management in the 

research field of B2B marketing, this degree project is built upon on constructionist 

ontological stance with an interpretivist epistemological approach. The outline of 

scientific research and the way the researcher views the world is something that is built 

upon the ontological stance of the individuals involved. Ontology is described as the 

viewpoint of the art and nature of society entities (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 41). The main 

issue of ontology in research concerns whether if the perceived reality is independent of 

social actors, termed objectivism, or if the reality is actually an outcome of the actions, 

interactions and feelings of social actors, termed constructionism (Bryman & Bell, 2013, 

p. 42). 

 

From the ontological stance, the source of what we know about the reality follows, termed 

the epistemology (Lee, 2008, p. 11). As noted, this study is built upon an interpretivist 
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epistemological approach. This is defined as the research method of understanding the 

whole, by examining the pieces that together makes the whole (Lee, 2008, p. 65). As 

Cresswell (2013, p. 25) puts it, the goal is to interpret and decodify meanings and thoughts 

that others have of reality. For researchers to fulfil its purpose it is important to consider 

and reflect upon the perception of reality and what is seen as knowledge in accordance to 

that reality.  

 

Moreover, in order for researcher to gain knowledge, Johnston (2014, p. 206) stresses the 

importance of the relationship between theory and research and the impact that those two 

pieces have on the scientific approach. The research is therefore affected by the 

ontological stance and the perception of knowledge, epistemology, which the researcher 

possesses (Johnson, 2014, p. 209). 

 

We argue that in the field of marketing, there is a socially constructed reality, which is 

meant to be understood from the interpretivist epistemology where interpretation is an 

important analysing tool with understanding and meaning as keywords (Lee, 2008, p. 65). 

In alignment with this study’s purpose, Cresswell (2013, p. 25) highlights the importance 

of rely research on understanding the participant's view of the study field. 

 

Researchers with an interpretivist focus argue that the world is a social construct, created 

by its actors and thus understandable through interpretation (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 

38). We argue that it is beneficial for this study if we as authors use our interpretation of 

the respondents answer as a helping tool for fully and correctly interpreting the provided 

information.  

 

Even though our pre-understanding and own subjective views might influence the 

interpretation, it is highlighted in research literature that the researcher have to make 

interpretations in order to fulfil the goal of understanding the study subject (Kelliher, 

2005, p. 130). 

 

The opposite of the interpretivist approach is positivism. The latter relates to the idea that 

the world and reality is external and independent from its actors, its epistemology is solely 

derived from our senses, which demands objective lenses to study and understand our 

surrounding (Bryman & Bell, 2013, pp. 36-37). Since we aim to understand and explore 

how B2B brands in the forest industry can communicate sustainability, the interpretivist 

approach is better suited for the purpose because of its nature in understanding and not in 

explanation. 

2.2.2 Research Approach 
 

This degree project undertakes a case study research approach in order to fulfil the 

purpose and answer the research question. Yin (1989, p. 23) defines a case study as the 

investigation of a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context. Denscombe 

(2016, p. 94) argues that an advantage of a case study approach is that it enables a capture 

of the phenomena in its natural context, thus creating incentives to go deeply into the 

dynamics of the investigated subject. In alignment with the context of this study, Piekkari 

et al. (2010, p. 115) conclude that case study research is the most used method in industrial 

marketing journals. According to Eisenhardt (1989, p. 534), the goal of case study 

research is to understand the dynamics within specific contexts. By conducting interviews 

with persons of relevance within the case company and external stakeholders, and with 
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base in already existing knowledge, we aim to explore and gain understanding and 

knowledge for how a B2B company understand and conduct brand management, handles 

sustainability and uses brand communication. 

 

Our interpretivist approach follows Klein and Myers (1999, p. 72) outline of guiding 

principle for interpretive case studies: 

 

 The fundamental principle of the hermeneutic circle. We consider both 

interdependent meaning of individual pieces, as well as the puzzle they form 

combined. 

 

 The principle of contextualization. We outline the environment that the case study 

company operates in. 

 

 The principle of interaction between the researchers and the subjects. We 

critically assess the way that data is collected. In other words, how the interviews 

are being conducted. 

 

 The principle of abstraction and generalization. The data is being thoroughly 

analysed with the usage of theories in order to create contextual understanding. 

 

 The principle of dialogical reasoning. Demands reflection whether or not the 

findings are contradictory to the theories. 

 

 The principle of multiple interpretations. Respondents can have different 

perceptions of a given theme, something that we have to take into account when 

analysing the empirical findings. 

 

 The principle of suspicion. Always critically evaluate whether there is room for 

biases from respondents. 

 

In this study, we want to explore whether existing theories reflect the reality, and from 

there draw conclusions, which is termed a deductive research approach (Bryman & Bell, 

2013, pp. 49-51). Through this route, we therefore face the research question with a 

deductive research method, meaning that we outline theories and models of B2B brand 

management, sustainability, brand communication and examine what, how and why they 

are connected to the case company.  In order to understand the essence of the studied 

subjects, we believe that the deductive approach is the most suitable way of addressing 

the research question. The research method chosen is determined on the bases of which 

method is best applicable to the research context. Simply put, in a deductive study, the 

author draws logical and rational conclusions based on logical principles (Lee & Ings, 

2008, p. 6). 

 

An inductive approach is the opposite of a deductive one (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 34). 

With an inductive research approach, the researchers move from specific observation to 

conduct general theories and results (Lee & Ings, 2008, pp. 6-7). It may sound 

theoretically simple to separate the two approaches but in practice these distinctions are 

not as clear and usually the authors alternate between the approaches (Lee & Ings, 2008, 

pp. 6-7). The inductive approach is usually connected with qualitative studies, while 
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deductive approaches are most often associated with quantitative circumstances, even 

though this is not the case of all studies (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 34). 

 

Although the study is based on theories, it is not strictly deductive because we do not test 

hypotheses through our theoretical understanding, which is common in the deductive 

approach (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 31). According to Bryman and Bell (2013, p. 31), a 

deductive theory is the most common research approach to study the relationship between 

theory and practice. 

2.3 Research Method 
 

According to Bryman and Bell (2013, p. 49), the choice of research method is crucial for 

correctly address the research question and the purpose of a scientific paper. Since the 

purpose of this degree project is to explore and understand, we believe that the qualitative 

research method is suitable for our cause. Qualitative research method relies on words 

and interpretation, whilst quantitative research is primarily connected with quantification 

of data and usage of numbers to explain a certain phenomenon. Qualitative research and 

quantitative research method are the primarily used strategies within business research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 49).  

 

In the context of qualitative research, individual's perception of reality makes it useful to 

view the world as multiple realities (Cresswell, 2013, p. 20). As Daymon and Holloway 

(2011, p. 5) note, qualitative research and the interpretivist direction is naturally 

connected via the focus on meaning in the former and the social construction of reality in 

the latter.  

 

It is stated that communication relationships cannot be separated from its context, thus 

implying the need for a qualitative approach to fully understand the phenomena (Dayman 

& Holloway, 2011, p. 6). Moreover, in a case study context, Backman (2016, p. 57) notes 

that the unclear boundaries between phenomena and the context are what make the 

qualitative perspective more suitable. 

 

The qualitative research method is built upon the pillar of using words and not numbers 

as means of fulfilling the research purpose (Cresswell, 2013, p. 20). In this study, this 

creates the possibility to go into depth of what the underlying reasons for how different 

brand management activities and sustainability actions affect the brand. By implementing 

a qualitative approach, we highlight and analyse the people behind the decisions instead 

of measuring which kind of brand communication activities are most commonly used for 

instance. The empirical findings consist of each respondent´s interpretation of reality, 

which is highlighted as an essential way of conducting a qualitative research study 

(Cresswell, 2013, p. 20).  

 

Moreover, since the selection of examined companies are limited to one, we argue that a 

quantitative approach would not be beneficial in terms of outlining relationship between 

variables and test set hypotheses. The coefficient of determination would not be on a level 

that would explain usage of sustainability in B2B companies for example. 

 

This is also in alignment with the interpretive approach where qualitative data is the most 

regular source of empirical data (Lee & Ings, 2008, p. 65). The deductive approach is 

generally connected with a quantitative approach, but as Bryman and Bell (2013, p. 50) 
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note, a qualitative method is occasionally being used to test a theory and not to generate 

new theories. Even though there are some distinctive differences between the two main 

research methods, they contain elements that can be beneficial for different types of 

studies, mostly depending on the outline of the research question (Bryman & Bell, 2013, 

p. 51). As Backman (2016, p. 58) clearly points out, the two research designs differ in the 

sense that the qualitative approach is more dynamic and flexible in its construct.  

 

In the context of this study, the goal is to examine whether theories and models within 

B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication is applicable to reality. 

In alignment, Denscombe (2016, p. 95) notes that case study research has primarily been 

used with deductive research method, arguing that the purpose is thereof to test whether 

a given theory can be applicable to practical reality. The key points are to examine 

theories authenticity in reality or how theories are working in a special context 

(Denscombe, 2016, p. 95).  

2.4 Choice of Theories 
 

This study is based on the theoretical themes B2B brand management, sustainability and 

brand communication. The examination of brand management in B2B settings is under-

researched (Hadjikhani & LaPlaca, 2013, p. 302), arguably in relation with sustainability.  

 

Bryman and Bell (2013, p. 27) define the word theory as the explanation of observed 

irregulars. The connection between theory and observation can be explained to be a main 

heading for philosophic scientific theory (Bryman & Bell 2013, p. 27). The authors mean 

that it is a difference between “big theories” and “medium theories” (Bryman & Bell, 

2013, p. 27). Big theories are the ones, which guide the research in broad terms, while 

medium theories are supportive and used more often, and consequently in focus for 

empirical exploration (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 27). 

 

In this study, the theoretical theme B2B brand management is mainly built on Leek and 

Christodoulides (2011, p. 113) B2B brand value framework. We use the model to 

examine what factors that affect brand value and create relationship value. Literature, 

mainly from the esteemed brand management researchers Jean-Noël Kapferer, Philip 

Kotler and Waldemar Pfoertsch, has been applied to generate a comprehensive brand 

management overview. Further on, additional scientific articles that shed light on B2B 

brand management are applied to gain further understanding about the subject.  

 

The second cornerstone that our theoretical framework is built upon is sustainability. To 

explore sustainability in a branding context, the model integration for sustainability 

developed by Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 10) is applied. Moreover, 

additional scientific articles treating sustainability in B2B contexts are applied to improve 

the scientific value of the study. 

 

Brand communication is the third pillar that this study’s theoretical framework is built 

on. Lynch and De Chernatony´s (2004, p. 415) communication model, concerning 

building B2B brands with functional brand values and emotional brand values, is an 

influential part of the brand communication theories. The model is useful to study which 

communication channels a brand can be communicated through and what impact 

functional brand values and emotional values have on the brand choice. To get a deeper 
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and wider knowledge, further scientific articles regarding brand communication are 

incorporated. 

2.5 The Pathway to Theoretical Knowledge 
 

In order to construct a comprehensive theoretical understanding and framework, we have 

used a number of different sources in our quest for knowledge of the study subjects. As 

Bryman and Bell note (2013, p. 129), referring to other sources is a way of displaying 

further knowledge of the study field. Since B2B Marketing in general and B2B Brand 

management in particular are relatively new phenomenon, we have, to the edge of 

feasibility, tried to incorporate as newly published sources as possible. This is done due 

to the fact that marketing techniques are in constant motion and we believe that more 

recent studies hold greater merit than older work. However, we also acknowledge the 

notion that older theories and models that are constantly being quoted hold merit.  

 

The published books in this study have either a brand management or sustainability 

marketing approach. Some of the brand books have a direct B2B perspective, whilst 

others discuss brand management in more general terms. The sources in the shape of 

books are all acquired through Umeå University's library, predominantly in printed form 

with the addition of a few electronic books. Regarding the chapters that concern the 

scientific method and research design, previous course literature as well as more recent 

library books represents the sources. In order to fully grasp the dynamics of different 

scientific approaches, additional scientific articles are incorporated. 

 

Business source premier and emerald journals are our primary sources of scientific 

articles, this with the assistance of the Umeå University library database and its affiliated 

scientific sources. The search for relevant articles have been conducted through the usage 

of the keywords: brand management, B2B brand, marketing, industrial brands, industrial 

marketing, emotional branding, brand communication, sustainable branding, industrial 

sustainability, internet marketing, hygiene factors, core values, qualitative methods, case 

study. Through the findings of relevant articles, we have also been refereed to other 

relevant articles through the different article’s reference lists.  

2.6 Source Criticism 
 

As mentioned in the choice of subject section, we have approached the topic sustainability 

and its impact on the business world with the ambition of having an objective and belief-

free stance. This stance has also permeated our view of sources, which means that every 

article- and book's credibility has been questioned. The goal throughout this whole project 

have been to present an as accurate picture of the reality as possible in relation to our 

stated ontological and epistemological stance, subsequently with conclusions and 

managerial implications that are seen as credible. As we have taken a scientific directed 

course previously, and written several papers with lots of references to scientific sources, 

we believe that we possess sufficient experience as well as knowledge in order to act 

accurately when it comes to both searching and manage scientific sources. 

 

However, we cannot avoid the notion that our view of reality and knowledge might 

collide with other perspectives and that our literature search is not flawless. 
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There is a possibility that our pre-understanding of overall marketing concepts misguides 

us in our search for relevant articles and books. Moreover, because of our delimitation 

towards studying B2B Marketing and the impact of sustainability in that area, we might 

miss out on important factors and sources that are contributing to the study field but is 

outside our scope of activities. Something that adds further complexity to our sources is 

that the business environment is in a constant changing state, which makes it desirable to 

use more recent research. As mentioned in the introduction and problem background 

sections, B2B marketing is a fairly new study field and still not well covered in a research 

sense, which makes it worth studying but at the same time a subject that have not 

undergone a notable quantified verification.  

 

In cases where authors refer to other sources, we have followed the guidelines of correct 

scientific work by tracing the original source, and excluded the ones who are not available 

to us. Sources can namely be divided into primary sources and secondary sources, where 

the former is defined as the original work and the latter as work that refer information 

from original work (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 130). The major problem with secondary 

sources is that a third party has to rely on others interpretation of the original source 

(Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 131).  

 

The usage of printed books is another topic for critical discussion. One of the benefits of 

using electronic scientific articles is that they have undergone thorough examination from 

experts, which is a result of having a “peer review” stamp as well as being cited several 

times. Peer reviewed articles have been a requirement for us, whilst number of citation 

have been a beneficial factor. Furthermore, electronic articles that are subject to great 

criticisms have been removed from the search scope. 

 

Printed books however, are more solid in the sense that they are already printed and not 

easily changed. Therefore, we have counteracted the latter by always trying to use the 

latest edition of every book and also only use books with authors that in general terms are 

viewed as experts within their field. 

2.7 Ethical Considerations  
 

In alignment with this study’s qualitative research approach, Daymon and Holloway 

(2011, p. 55) argue that the relationship between interviewer and respondents should take 

stance in a humane and non-exploitative way. The importance of considering the ethical 

aspects of research is something Trost (2010, p. 123) emphasize in his book regarding 

qualitative interviews. The author argues that the ethical requirements cannot be 

disregarded, implying that scientific work should rather be buried then exploited to the 

world if the circumstance are ethically questionable (Trost, 2010, p. 123). Furthermore, 

Kvale and Brinkmann (2014, pp. 107-112) outline four guiding principles for ethical 

conduct, namely informed consent, confidentiality, the role of the researcher and research 

consequences.  

 

Regarding informed consent, it is highlighted that the researcher should clearly outline 

the purpose of the study, the respondent's role and potential consequences of participating 

in the study (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 107). In order to ensure the latter, we have 

informed every respondent prior to the interview of all relevant information regarding the 

study, especially the management of data and the integrity of respondents. Moreover, all 

respondents have been informed that their participation is voluntarily and it is their right 
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to leave the interview if they want to. A notification that the respondent’s answers in the 

study will be anonymous and kept from external insight was addressed at the beginning 

of the interviews. 

 

Since the case company and respondents are anonymous, the ethical consideration of 

confidentiality has been addressed in this study. In addition, personal data regarding the 

respondents has not been collected, which further contributes to the requirement for 

confidentiality. 

 

Given the fact that this study is conducted on commission for a company, the 

consequences of participation from case company respondents have been an ethical 

consideration factor. Kvale and Brinkmann (2014, p. 110) argue that researchers need to 

consider potential consequences that participating in the study can have for respondents. 

In this study, the purpose is to outline the potential role of sustainability in B2B brand 

management, which implies that respondents do not have to answer questions that might 

be in violation of company policy, or something that can be troublesome for them on an 

individual level. In alignment with this paper’s deductive approach, a solid understanding 

and knowledge of the study object is acknowledged as a way of avoiding unethical 

consequences (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 156). 

 

For us, the goal throughout this project has been to be open-minded, ambitious and 

thoroughgoing in our research approach. This is further acknowledged in the choice of 

subject section, where it is highlighted that we do not possess any preconceptions of what 

role sustainability plays in B2B settings. The role of the researcher is the fourth ethical 

principle that Kvale and Brinkmann (2014, p. 111) highlight. The authors argue that the 

knowledge of ethical guidelines is one thing, but most important for engaging in ethical 

and successful scientific processes is the accumulated knowledge, experience and honesty 

that characterize the researcher (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 111).  

 

Furthermore, Kvale and Brinkmann (2014, p. 111) note an important aspect of the role of 

the researcher, namely the latter’s independence in relation to the study subject and the 

study’s stakeholders. We have tried to counteract the latter by staying objective to the 

information provided by the respondents, as well as only locate ourselves at the company 

office during the interview-sessions. In the qualitative interview setting, there is a risk 

that researchers and respondents can create relationships that alter the objective attitude 

that researcher must possess (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 156).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



17 
 

3. Theoretical Framework 

In order to fulfil the purpose of this study and consequently answer the research question, 

the three theoretical themes, B2B brand management, sustainability and brand 

communication, are in this section explained. In accordance with this study’s deductive 

research approach, the theoretical themes are the basis of this study and the foundation 

from which the empirical data are collected. At the end of this chapter, we present a 

summary of the theoretical themes and the connected sub-purposes. 

 

 

Figure 1. Practical research process. Overview of theory in this study. 
 

3.1 B2B Brand Management 
 

The development of brands stems from the cow owners of the wild west of United States, 

who wanted to brand their cattle so it would not be stolen (Kapferer, 2012, p. 11). Today, 

the importance of brands in the business setting is widely recognized in research 

(Hadjikhani & LaPlaca, 2013, p. 294). Zhang et al. (2015, p. 56) argue that branding is 

of strategic importance for industry companies.  

 

According to Kapferer (2012, p. 8), the main objective of brand management is to create 

the buying criteria, the brand, that influence buyer’s. Known, bought and engaging are 

the keywords that the author highlights as essential for achieving the goal of brand 

management (Kapferer, 2012, p. 121). 

 

The changed business landscape, derived from price pressure, hyper competition, 

globalization and product homogenization have altered the way brand management in 

general is conducted (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 45). In the context of the forest 

industry, the same symptoms have been diagnosed, especially increased competition from 

countries with lower production costs, which put further pressure on forest industry 

companies from developed countries to differentiate themselves and tread new business 

paths. The increased globalization further nourishes global companies like the case 
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company to implement brand management activities that are symmetric on one hand, 

adaptable to different market conditions on the other hand. A result of the increased 

competition is the development of hygiene factors within the forest industry, a term 

derived from Herzberg’s motivation theory (see definition in section 1.6). This implies 

set standards, which customers expect, that do not create satisfaction when present, but 

dissatisfaction when the set standards shine with its absence. 

 

Traditionally, the usage of brand management is connected to B2C markets (Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 831). However, as the authors conclude, brand management is 

something that needs to be addressed for both types of companies (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 

2007 p. 358). Moreover, the authors highlight the importance of branding in the B2B 

setting and argue that brand management is the future of business as well as the only 

sustainable competitive advantage in the future (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 358). 

 

There are some fundamental differences between B2C markets and B2B markets that 

need to be outlined. First and foremost, the traditional view of purchase behaviour in the 

B2B setting, is that rational thinking is the cornerstone of every business decision (Leek 

& Christodoulides, 2011, p. 831). When choosing suppliers for instance, functional 

values like service quality, price, after sales service are decisive factors (Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 108), whilst consumers on the other hand uses more emotional 

values when facing a purchase decision. Companies in the production industry therefore 

search first and foremost for alternatives that facilitates their own production capacity and 

profitability rather than identifying values that only have indirect or no connection to the 

actual production.  

 

In industrial markets, the great number of products and services adds further complexity 

to the ambition of creating general solutions for B2B brands (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, 

p. 21). Therefore, Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 21) highlight the relevance of addressing 

all possible stakeholders by dividing the market of industrial products and services into 

three main areas, namely materials and parts, capital items and supplies and services. In 

the forest industry, the process from tree to finalized end-user products covers a huge 

range of applications and industries, thus involving a wide range of stakeholders with 

different purposes. In alignment with the latter, Sheth and Sinha (2015, p. 81) conclude 

that B2B markets involves a larger number of involved stakeholders, such as suppliers, 

end users, employees, than B2C markets. For a global company like the case company, 

this put further complexity to address stakeholders in various countries with various 

market conditions. 

 

According to Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 52), a brand in B2B settings primarily serves 

eight roles, see figure 2 below. Firstly, the role is to be the symbol of differentiation. As 

previously mentioned, brand is essentially the criteria that influence buyers to choose one 

product or service over another (Kapferer, 2012, p. 8). Consequently, brand serve as way 

of conveying attributes, values and benefits that set companies apart (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 

2006, p. 52). In alignment with the impact of hygiene factors in the forest industry, the 

role as a mediator and coordinator of differentiation cannot be stressed enough. Firstly, 

companies within the forest industry have to first address the set hygiene factors, secondly 

develop the company and especially the brand so that room for differentiation is possible. 

 

 



19 
 

 

Figure 2. The different roles of a B2B brand. Adapted from Kotler and Pfoertsch 

(2006, p. 52).   

 

From a long-term perspective, the brand is highlighted as an influential part of securing 

future business (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). Connected to the differential aspect, 

a strong brand strengthens conditions of surviving times of economic setback, since 

buyers more extensively search for familiar and trustworthy alternatives (Kotler and 

Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). Moreover, Kapferer (2012, p. 85) argues that B2B companies 

search primarily for trust, when engaged in buying decision-making. A powerful brand is 

therefore that signal for trust. 

 

Connected to the importance of brands being a contributing assurance for future business 

operations, brands help companies build relationship with their customers (Kotler and 

Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). A strong brand works as the key instrument to form trust with 

buyer’s, which Zhiang et al. (2015, p. 47) acknowledge as especially important in B2B 

markets. It is furthermore argued that support from flexible suppliers creates conditions 

for brand preference (Kuhn et al., 2008, p. 51). The authors argue that relationship is 

generally more beneficial in B2B markets than B2C markets (Kuhn et al., 2008, p. 44).  

 

In alignment with the former, Kapferer (2012, p. 85) concludes that B2B brands are more 

of relational nature than B2C brands, emphasizing the relationship between buyers and 

suppliers who together contribute to the value chain. In forest industry companies, the 

role of trust and relationship with suppliers is further acknowledged, since companies 

become dependent on the production of others in order to secure its own operations. One 

failed business agreement might affect the outcomes of subsequent business agreements, 

thus influencing how different actors perceive each other, even if there is not a direct 
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connection between them. This puts further emphasize on the role of the brand as a 

mediator of trust and credibility in the forest industry setting.  

 

Another way of assessing the role of brands is to utilize the ability to differentiate 

marketing efforts (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). This implies that communication 

messages become even more effective when the sender is a powerful brand (Keller, 2009, 

p. 147).   

 

In accordance with B2C markets, a big role for brands is to be the mediator of preferences, 

meaning that customers choosing one product over another due to the preference of the 

brand (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). From the buyer’s perspective, Mudambi (2002, 

p. 532) notes that familiar B2B brands can influence uncertain buyers, primarily by 

signalling an expected outcome of the brand. The author concludes that the strongest 

brand is first in line when it comes to buyer’s decision-making, which facilitates the 

building of profitable relationships (Mudambi, 2002, p. 532). Moreover, a strong brand 

consequently creates barriers for exit of business relationships. This is further something 

that is of essence in parts of the forest industry, where production equipment’s are big 

investments that are durable and therefore produced and sold in small quantities. The 

notion of fruitful preferences further highlights the role of the brand in production 

industries as an indicator of quality business relationships, implying that collaborating 

with other quality brands create incentives for being first choice for others as well.  

 

Sixthly, the brand has the role of commanding price premium (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 

2006, p. 52). In alignment with the role of being a creator of loyalty and fruitful 

relationships, brands can serve as the way of convincing buyers of the justification of a 

higher price than competitors. 

 

Seventhly, the role of brands for creating a beneficial company image cannot be stressed 

enough, both in terms of internal communication as well as external communication 

(Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52). Finally, the eighth highlighted role of brands is to 

increase sales (Kotler and Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 53). In alignment with the definition of a 

brand and the words of Kapferer (2012, p. 8), a brand is essentially the criteria that 

influence buyers, which is in essence about increasing sales. However, as Kotler and 

Pfoertsch (2007, p. 359) conclude, the assessment of brands increasing actual sales is 

difficult to put into hard figures. Consequently, the evaluation process of different brand 

management activities is complicated by the difficulties of measurement and creates 

therefore incentives for top-management to neglect its contribution to company 

performance. 

 

The illustrated framework, see figure 3, is the result of Leek and Christodoulides (2011, 

p. 112) B2B literature review and a study of B2B business managers. The authors argue 

that functional and emotional qualities are the basis for building a strong brand (Leek and 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 111). As illustrated in figure 3, the theoretical framework uses 

the perspective of supplier’s, illustrating how company characteristics and environmental 

and situational factors combined with functional and emotional brand values affect the 

subsequent relationship value between suppliers and buyers. The authors argue that the 

road to increased brand value implies emphasising functional brand values as well as 

emotional brand values in the brand management activities (Leek and Christodoulides, 

2011, p. 108). 
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The main core of the brand is divided in two parts, functional brand values and emotional 

brand values. The functional brand values include capabilities such as quality, 

technology, capacity, and infrastructure (Leek and Christodoulides, 2011, p. 108). 

Correlated to the notion of B2B companies being rational in their decision-making 

(Brown et al., 2011 p. 195), the functional brand values cannot be underestimated or 

overlooked in the forest industry. With the great number of stakeholders involved and the 

significant contribution to the economy of many countries, the functional values of a 

brand work as the mediator of contribution of the production itself. Time efficiency and 

manageable quantities are examples of product capabilities that address the functional 

values of a brand. 

 

Figure 3. B2B brand value framework. Adapted from Leek and Christodoulides 

(2011, p. 112). 

 

The rational perspective is further emphasised in the model, since environmental factors 

such as recession is acknowledged to devalue the need for brand management (Leek & 

Christodoulides, 2011, p. 112). It is stated that such economic periods further put quality 

and price as main determinants for buyers (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011, p. 112). 

However, Bennet et al. (2005, p. 100) argue that brands play a more significant role in 

times of economic recession, where the need for a trustworthy partner is even more 

crucial. In accordance with the latter, a B2B relationship has its foundation in trust 

(Kapferer, 2012, p. 85), thus adding importance to fruitful relationship in the low 

quantitative sales market that characterises the studied part of the forest industry.  

 

Moreover, market conditions, such as a degree of competition, are highlighted as an 

environmental factor, whilst supplier characteristics such as knowledge and experience 

are acknowledged to be influential factors to the brand value (Leek & Christodoulides, 

2011, p. 112). Promoting supplier characteristics and experiences in a beneficial way 

further speaks for the role that brands play in B2B markets. It is critical that such messages 
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encompass production relevant information that addresses the needs and wants of 

customers, without creating room for doubtfulness and suspicion. 

  

Emotional brand values are by de Chernatony and McWilliam (1989, p. 165) defined as 

“beliefs and meanings held by purchasers and users which are associated with the product 

or service, but which exists over and above its obvious physical functioning”. Such beliefs 

and meanings include trust, prestige, credibility, friendship, social needs, risk reduction, 

reassurance, image benefit creation (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 405; Kotler & 

Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 52; Leek & Christodoulides, 2012, p. 112). Kotler and Pfoertsch 

(2006, p. 52) and Lynch and De Chernatony (2007, p. 131) stress the combination of 

functional- and emotional brand values as crucial for successful brand strategy, where the 

former authors include image benefit creation as an emotional value.  

 

This is in alignment with the words of Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 112), who 

argue that there is an intertwined bond between functional brand values and emotional 

brand values, meaning that after sale services is a way of addressing the emotional brand 

value of risk reduction. In alignment with the latter, Herbst and Merz (2011, p. 1078) 

identify trust as a mechanism for creating long lasting B2B brand relationships, and 

credibility as a way of addressing buyers search for risk reduction. Ballantyne and Aitken 

(2007, p. 369) acknowledge the theoretical conflict between functional brand values and 

emotional values, but conclude that emotional appeals are founded in B2B marketing 

where trust and commitment are generated from engaging in emotional branding. 

 

The impact on nature from the forest industry implies that product features that 

incorporate environmental aspects could be seen as a functional brand value as well as an 

emotional brand value. Moreover, one can argue that addressing emotional brand values 

such as risk reduction, credibility, trust, image benefit creation, can be related to rational 

decision-making factors in the same manner as functional brand values. The previously 

mentioned characteristics that B2B settings imbued, imply the need for building 

trustworthy, long-term business relationships, conveying risk reduction and create 

beneficial brand image associations. 

 

Furthermore, Lynch and de Chernatony (2007, p. 131) argue that functional brand values 

such as product quality is more easily imitated by competitors, whilst emotional brand 

values are something that further emphasize the brand's role to differentiate from 

competitors. This is further addressed by Herbst and Merz (2011, p. 1078), who note that 

emotional brand values are especially important in today’s competitive and increasingly 

product homogenous business world. It is therefore of utter importance that managers in 

B2B environments acknowledge the comprehensive set of tools brand management 

offers, especially when facing increasing competition from companies that build their 

value proposition on a low-cost production strategy. 

 

In B2B settings, it is stated that companies should focus on developing the corporate 

brand rather than individual product brands (Simões et al., 2015, p. 60). In centre is the 

notion that product brands emphasize specific product related functional values, whilst 

company brands include functional values as well as emotional values (Simões et al., 

2015, p. 60). Furthermore, a company brand should signal the company values and 

company mission, this in order to address internal and external stakeholders and further 

address the issue of differentiation (Simões et al., 2015, p. 66). In alignment with the 

latter, Gobé (2010, p. 143) argues that successful corporate branding is built on the 
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combination of emotional branding and concrete company objectives. The emotional 

branding aspect connects the company vision with human centric-values, thus mediating 

the possibilities that incorporate the company and how the future is being approached 

(Gobé, 2010, p. 143).  

 

Kapferer (2012, pp. 139-140) highlights the increased role of relationship management 

in B2B settings, and consequently connect the brand beyond functional brand values. 

Thereof, the author highlights the importance of non-product based brand values, 

tentatively derived from a company’s stated vision and mission (Kapferer, 2012, p. 140). 

Consequently, B2B brands need to encompass functional brand values and emotional 

brand values that simultaneously are embedded in the company’s overarching strategy. 

Therefore, the need for brands being a topic of discussion for top-management is 

highlighted. 

3.2 Sustainability  
 

The recognition of business impact on society and nature and the development of 

marketing terms such as green branding and green marketing have been well discussed 

in research literature (Bekk et al., 2015, p, 2; Sheth & Sinha, 2015, p. 80; Chen, 2010, p. 

308; Gupta & Kumar, 2013, p. 311). Sharma et al. (2010, p. 331) note a significant 

development of attention to environmental issues from companies, thus generating in 

business strategies that are in alignment with the public demand of sustainable products 

and consequently lead to profitable opportunities for companies. With their critical 

perspective, Peattie and Crane (2005, p. 367) call for company strategies that embed 

sustainability in the whole chain from production and consumption to disposal.  

 

In their research, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 8) argue that the increased 

attention for sustainability solutions from the public put pressure on B2B companies to 

address the issue. Moreover, Sheth and Sinha (2015, p. 82) argue that pressure from the 

public and involved stakeholders create situations where some companies view 

integration and communication of sustainability initiatives as necessary evil, rather than 

a mean of brand differentiation.  

 

According to the authors, B2B companies are still in the midst of figuring out how to 

integrate sustainability in marketing, and therefore Kumar and Christodoulopoulou 

(2014, p. 9) propose the usage of brand management as the answer. Involving 

sustainability initiatives and efforts into communication of products and services, as well 

as thorough reporting of outcomes of those initiatives, are proposed ways of addressing 

the issue (Kumar and Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 9). In the context of production 

industries, the forest industry as well as others, the sustainability issues become even 

more intrusive, mainly due to the fact that production often directly impacts the 

surrounding and demands heavy usage of energy resources. Forest industry has been in 

the crossfire between those who loudly proclaim the impact of devastation and 

deforestation against the ones who nourish the idea of a sustainable bio-economy. It is 

therefore critical for managers of forest industry companies to engage in such debate, thus 

creating incentives to turn the negative attention to something productive and positive.   

 

Eventually, Kumar & Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9) claim that attaching sustainability 

to the brand can create a competitive advantage. Gupta and Kumar (2013, p. 312) argue 

that sustainability brand associations motivate customers to engage in, and strive for long-
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term relationships, which potentially can be rewarding in B2B settings. Kumar and 

Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9) mean that sustainability initiatives can positively 

influence the brand by creating associations that relate to the company's responsibility in 

social and environmental issues. Therefore, ecological and social stances should be 

included in the brand and be communicated as a way of co-creating value with all 

stakeholders according to Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9). 

 

In order to integrate sustainability into the brand, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, 

pp. 9-10) propose a theoretical model that includes strategy, operation, marketing and 

branding as the pathway to increased firm performance. The model follows a three-step 

process, where the last step focuses on communication and brand management, and how 

to connect those to the strive for increased company performance, see figure 4. The 

importance of communicating sustainability initiatives and its outcomes are highlighted, 

as well as creating sustainability associations of the brand and consequently build brand 

value (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, pp. 9-10). It is furthermore stated that the 

identification of stakeholder-relevant sustainability efforts should be prioritized (Kumar 

& Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 10).  

Figure 4. Integration for sustainability- implementation. Adapted from Kumar and 
Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 10). 

 

For forest industry companies, identification of the whole value chain, from suppliers to 

end-users should be taken into consideration when communicating those sustainability 

initiatives. In alignment, Ottosson and Parment (2015, p. 9) argue that in order to be a 

competitive brand, the company must address the whole value chain of stakeholders, 

including the environment and the society as a whole. 

 

Built upon previous scientific articles, the authors suggest implementation of 

sustainability initiatives such as value chain collaboration, innovation with focus on 

sustainability solutions and transportation networks (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 

2014, p. 11). Moreover, an innovation focus on sustainability is highlighted by Mariadoss 
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et al. (2011, p. 1315) as way to too enhance company capabilities as well as the 

environment. The authors further note that technological and non-technological 

sustainability innovation strategies should be embedded in the overall company strategy 

(Mariadoss et al., 2011, p. 1315). In the context of the forest industry, innovation 

strategies primarily address the technological aspect of products and services. Innovations 

that address non-technological sustainability solutions could arguably be a source for 

differentiation.  

 

Sustainability initiatives that directly affect customers, end users and suppliers, and 

efforts that are directed towards the public, are valid actions for forming beneficial brand 

associations. This implies engaging in activities that are directly linked to the industrial 

production, as well as addressing social community activities (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou, 2014, pp. 9-10).  

 

Moreover, consistency in the communication of the sustainability activities outcomes is 

another important part of the framework (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, pp. 9-10). 

It is stated that consistent information on public reports and products are ways of 

informing stakeholders of sustainability activities and thereby create the desirable brand 

associations. The authors argue that continuously informing stakeholders of the 

environmentally and socially beneficial aspects are factors that add value to the brand 

(Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, pp. 9-10). By informing the stakeholders how the 

company is working towards important sustainability aspects, the stakeholders will be 

updated of what the company is doing and why. Arguably, forest industry companies 

should communicate how they meet the sustainability related issues in order to be seen 

as credible and serious actors within the industry. Communication of the combination of 

environmentally friendly solutions and industry related solutions are suggested ways for 

companies to provide with further value in the value proposition (Sharma et al., 2009, p. 

338).  

 

The authors argue that incorporation of sustainability into brand management through the 

proposed model have two major benefits (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 14). 

Firstly, increased attention to sustainability operations can decrease costs (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 14). Secondly, putting emphasis on environmentally and 

socially beneficial activities throughout the whole company is something worth 

communicating and therefore a contributor to enhancing brand value (Kumar & 

Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 14). 

 

As highlighted in the B2B brand management section, the brand values consist of 

functional brand values and emotional brand values. In the context of the forest industry, 

the hygiene factors affect the sustainability solutions as well, primarily derived from 

tough legislations and restrictions. From a sustainability perspective, companies 

functional brand values therefore become increasingly similar and consequently create 

differentiation issues. Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11) stress B2B companies to incorporate 

sustainability based brand values. This is conducted by communicating message that 

mediates the product qualities that are environmentally friendly (Hartmann et al., 2005, 

p. 11). For example, functional brand values in the forest industry can be the usage of fuel 

efficient machines, which implies less fuel costs and environmentally friendly at the same 

time. The same reasoning can be made about various types of machine service equipment, 

which can be more efficient than traditional solutions and environmentally friendly at the 
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same time. The usage of different types of fat solutions instead of oil is an example of the 

latter.  

 

However, it is highlighted that the environmentally friendly solutions might not affect 

buyers in B2B settings (Hartmann, et al., 2005, p. 11). In accordance, Kumar and 

Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9) note that sustainability initiatives might not always affect 

industrial buyers. Therefore, the authors claim that branding is a useful tool to change the 

perception of sustainability to something beneficial for all stakeholders, including the 

environment and its inhabitants (Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 9). If the 

sustainability related issues stretch too far from the environment where the buyer 

operates, it creates incitements to ignore the highlighted environmentally friendly values, 

especially if the values are emotionally based (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11). It is crucial 

for industrial companies to, through their brand, communicate to stakeholders how their 

sustainability engagement benefits different parties, stretching from customers, end-users 

to other stakeholders as well as the society as a whole. 

 

As illustrated in figure 5, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11) list three emotional brand benefits 

of sustainability nature that combined can contribute to enriching emotional brand 

associations. 

 

 

Figure 5. Emotional brand benefits of sustainability. Adapted from Hartmann et al. 
(2005, p. 11). 

 

The first emotional brand benefit concerns the impact that humans have on nature. It is 

stated that people with a sustainability conscious mind gain personal satisfaction of 

enhancing the sustainability nature of their business (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11). This 

is in alignment with the words of Chan et al. (2012, p. 560), who argue that engaging in 

business with like-minded partners creates incentives for fruitful long-term relationships. 

In the context of the forest industry, the reasoning for appealing to conscious employees 

demands information search regarding relevant conscious related information. Arguably 

the sales employees play a significant role in outlining such personal-close information.  
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In relation to contributing to the environment, the second emotional brand benefit 

concerns the communication of the improvement to others (Hartmann et al, 2005, p. 11). 

In alignment, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 11) argue that consistent 

communication of sustainability initiatives is vital in order to generate beneficial brand 

associations.  

 

According to Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11), contact with scenic nature evokes feelings of 

joy and satisfaction for most people. The third emotional brand benefit therefore 

highlights the usage of scenic nature to increase the emotional bond between customer 

and the brand (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11). The development of information technology 

and progress of communication techniques provide with incentives to further utilize 

emotionally charged pictures and illustrations. The nature and forest industry is of 

obvious reasons closely connected with each other, which make the usage of such 

communication messages arguably powerful and relevant for stakeholders in the industry. 

One can argue that B2B brands in the forest industry can benefit from creating brand 

associations that directly incorporates expressive nature illustrations that fairly captures 

the intertwined relationship between business and nature.  

 

In terms of generating fruitful brand associations, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 21) conclude 

that an entirely functionality based brand management might fail in differentiating the 

company from competitors and lack clear linkage to individual customer’s needs and 

wants. The highlighted emotional brand benefits can address the mentioned limitations 

of functional brand benefits, but simultaneously create vague and explicit brand 

associations (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 21). Hartmann et al (2005, p. 21) therefore urge 

brand communication that embeds the emotional brand values into message that convey 

actual environmental impact. It is stated that the emotional brand values should be at the 

centre of the brand strategy, surrounded by environmentally functional attributes 

(Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 21). 

 

Moreover, in contradiction to the traditional view of buyers lack of interest for 

sustainability values, Lai et al. (2010, p. 459) reach the conclusion that sustainability 

related initiatives positively affect the brand. The authors argue that brand loyalty, 

perceived quality, brand awareness, brand association and brand satisfaction are the 

factors that combined contribute to the brand's economic contribution, often referred to 

as brand equity (Lai et al., 2010, p. 457; Kapferer, 2012, pp. 15-16). Drawn from their 

empirical findings, the authors conclude that corporate reputation, the accumulated brand 

equity and sustainability initiatives all are positively correlated to brand performance (Lai 

et al., 2010, p. 466). Researcher Luo and Bhattacharya (2006, pp. 15-16) further support 

the latter, thus finding a positive correlation between sustainability initiatives, customer 

satisfaction and increased market value. 

 

The authors also note that products, distribution, support service and overall company 

reputation are areas in which marketing decision-makers should focus their attention in 

order to enhance brand performance via sustainability initiatives (Lai et al., 2010, p. 466). 
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3.3 Brand Communication 
 

The communication process, presented by Fahy and Jobber (2012, p. 224) and illustrated 

in figure 5, consists of a communication message traveling from a source to a receiver, 

often via different media channels. The message is however affected by stakeholder’s 

message encoding, message transformation, message decoding and surrounded by 

constant noise. In a B2B brand context, the goal of communication is to convert tangible- 

and intangible features into an easily encoded message (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 106). 

The challenge for a company is to send a message which is interpreted correctly by the 

receiver and not disturbed by surrounding noise. A wrongfully interpreted message can 

harm the brand image and therefore it is vital that the company evaluate what potential 

noise barriers that can arise and mislead customers.  

 

 

Figure 6. The communication process. Source: Fahy and Jobber (2012, p. 224) 

 

Keller (2009, p. 141) define marketing communication as the means by which firms 

attempt to inform, persuade and remind customers about the products and services they 

offer. Furthermore, marketing communication simplify the linkage of brands to other 

people, places, events, experiences and feelings (Keller, 2009, p. 141). 

 

In today's digitalized business world, companies in B2B settings have an overabundance 

of information and therefore it is of vital importance for companies to differentiate their 

communication and stand out from competitors. Arguably, B2B companies have to take 

advantage of the digitalization to reach out to new customers and maintain relationships 

both locally and globally. According to Danaher and Rossiter (2011, p. 6), marketing 

managers today face a plethora of media channels through which marketing messages can 

be sent. These includes the electronic channels, for instance internet with banner ads, e-

mail, blogs and mobile phone communication with extended features such as texting 

(Danaher & Rossiter, 2011, p. 6). Internet and technology are from a bigger perspective 

changing the way people interact and communicate (Keller, 2009, p. 139). Therefore, 

Keller (2009, p. 139) questions the traditional approaches to brand management. Today 

customers have more access to information about brands, companies and products, which 
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makes the author request new perspectives to understand brand management guidelines 

in the rapidly moving communication environment (Keller, 2009, p. 139).  

 

According to Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 106), comparing the B2B and B2C markets, 

there is one big difference when it comes to communication. The main goal of 

communication in the B2B setting is to deliver messages that clearly speak to customer’s 

problems and needs, whilst B2C communication is more about creating awareness and 

eventually buying incentives (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 106). The implementation of 

psychological- and emotional values in B2B branding is fairly new (Simões et al, 2015, 

p. 61) and those factors are usually associated to B2C brand communication (Lynch & 

Chernatony, 2004, p. 403). Contradictory to the traditional view of B2B companies being 

rational, the study of Swani et al. (2014, p. 879) indicate that the B2B companies of 

America's 500 largest companies, in terms of revenue, use emotional communication 

tweets in greater numbers than the functional opposite. The fact that the largest companies 

in America use emotional brand values in their communication indicate that those are 

vital. However, as Simões et al. (2015, p. 61) note, more research is necessary in order to 

draw further conclusions.  

 

Lynch and de Chernatony (2004, p. 415) agree with the previous authors about the 

relevance of emotional brand values in communication. The authors state that emotional 

brand values have a significant role in B2B marketing (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, p. 

415). In accordance with the latter, Swani et al. (2014, p. 879) argue that engaging in 

emotional communication is a fruitful way to differentiate from competitors and build 

relationships with customers. In the context of the forest industry, the hygiene factors 

further call for exploring new ways of communication in order for a brand to be 

recognized, bought and engaged in conversations. 

 

Therefore, forest industry companies can benefit from the usage of non-traditional 

communication messages and consequently create incentives for increasing brand 

awareness and value. The authors have outlined a model, illustrated in figure 7, to clarify 

the power of emotions in brand communication strategy (Lynch & de Chernatony, 2004, 

p. 415); 
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Figure 7. The brand communication process. Adapted from Lynch and de 

Chernatony (2004, p. 415; Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). 

 

The model is divided into internal- and external brand communication. In accordance to 

the delimitations and purpose of our study, we will focus on external brand 

communication. 

 

The established communication marketing mix consist of the following eight major 

modes (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512); 

 

1. Advertising – It is a paid form of non-personal presentation and promotion of 

goods, service or ideas by an identified sender (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). 

Kotler & Pfoertsch (2006, p. 106) claim advertising to be the most effective tool 

to compromise between factual information and emotional appeal. 

 

2. Sales promotion – A short-term communication incentive to encourage purchase 

of a product or service (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). According to Schulz & 

Block (2014, p. 212), sales promotion has a distinctive impact on the brand in the 

short term but can damage the reputation in a longer period. In the forest industry 

setting, sales promotion is arguably not common due to the big investment that 

characterizes the industry. However, in after sales services, such as the sale of 

small parts, sales promotion could be used to further create incentives for sales. 

 

3. Events and experiences – Interactions between different companies, customers 

and stakeholders to create brand awareness, knowledge and interest at one place 

at one time (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p. 114). In the context of the forest industry, 

big trade shows and exhibitions are held on a regular basis to arrange with 

touching points for stakeholders in the industry.  

 

4. Public relations and publicity – Variety of activities to protect or promote the 

image of the brand (Keller & Kotler, 2009, p. 512). The authors further state that 

in B2B settings it is about generating coverage in media that grasps different 

External 
Communication

• Advertising
• Sales Promotion
• Events
• PR
• Direct Marketing
• Interactive Marketing
• WOM-communication
• Personal Selling

External Brand

•Functional 
Brand Values
•Emotional 
Brand Values

Brand Choice



31 
 

stakeholders (Keller & Kotler, 2009, p. 512). Moreover, media is perceived to be 

a more credible source compared to company communication since it is presented 

by an independent third party (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2006, p.113).   

 

5. Direct marketing – Direct marketing is direct communication to specific 

customers and prospects (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). The use of direct 

marketing has arguably been growing in the last two decades due to the 

technology development. 

 

6. Interactive marketing – Business activities on online platforms that are meant to 

raise awareness, influence sale of products and services, engage in customer 

interaction and enhance brand image (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). Highlighted 

communication tools in this category involves email, blogs and websites (Kotler 

& Keller, 2009, p. 512). Interactive marketing will henceforth be named digital 

marketing in this study, all in alignment with the words of Smith (2011, p. 489) 

who defines digital marketing as the “the practice of promoting products and 

services using digital distribution channels. Digital marketing is also referred to 

as e-marketing and includes digital or online advertising, which delivers 

marketing messages to customers”. Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2015, p. 739) state 

that digital brand management should permeate the whole organization and glue 

everything together to ensure the business is on course. In the forest industry, 

digital communication with stakeholders is arguably very useful and practical, 

since the actors often are operating in different geographical places due to the 

scattered localisation of the forest resource.  

 

7. Word-of-mouth communication – People-to-people communication performed 

orally, written or electronically that is connected to the experiences of using 

products or services (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). Kumar and Mirchandani 

(2012, p. 56) highlight the role of social media in eliciting positive word of mouth. 

According to the authors, this can lead to increased brand knowledge and 

ultimately increase sales (Kumar & Mirchandani, 2012, p. 56).  

 

8. Personal selling – Face-to-face interaction with potential purchasers to make 

presentations, answering questions and procuring orders (Kotler & Keller, 2009, 

p. 512). Personal selling is recognised as a highly influential factor in B2B 

settings, Kuhn et al. (2008, p. 44) argue that relationship is generally more 

beneficial in B2B markets than B2C markets. In parts of the forest industry, long 

product life cycle further creates incentives for building long lasting relationship, 

thus emphasizing the role of personal selling. 

 

The eight above mentioned communication modes contribute to the promises, perceptions 

and distinctive positions in people’s mind and shortcut of values, attributes and benefits 

that characterise a brand. The purpose of marketing communication is to enhance brand 

equity and drive sales by establish brand awareness, create beneficial brand associations 

and elicit the relationship between customer and brand (Kotler & Keller, 2009, p. 512). 

 

This leads to an overall image of the brand, which essentially consist of the previously 

mentioned functional brand values and emotional brand values. In the industrial business 

world, trade shows and exhibitions are seen as crucial forums to attract new customers 

and retain business relationships by networking with companies and showing products. 
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Moreover, the digitalization´s effect on the communication channels has arguably 

changed the pattern of communication in the forest industry and the business world as a 

whole. The digital communication channels consist of different online platforms, ranging 

from websites to social media platforms (Venzke, 2011, p. 387). When digitalization 

emerged, the B2B environment developed, industrial companies apprehended the 

opportunity to reach out to customers in new ways. 

 

Globalization and digitalization have facilitated the information flow and increased 

competition (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2015, p. 733), which further emphasizes the role of 

digital marketing in today´s business world.  Simões et al. (2015, p. 61) claim that in the 

current competitive business environment, companies seek extensively for fountains to 

achieve competitive advantage. One source to effectively communicate the company 

brand and gain awareness is by using different online platforms (Simões et al., 2015, p. 

61). In the forest industry, functional brand values, such as quality, price and technology, 

are arguably regarded to be important cornerstones in the decision making process. 

However, what impact the emotional brand values have on external communication in 

the forest industry is not clearly outlined.  

 

Jensen (2006, p. 357) states that B2B companies do not communicate through online 

platforms in the same extent as B2C companies, despite the researcher's notion that it is 

an effective channel for successfully and effectively communicating the company brand. 

The author further notes that B2B companies spend a larger portion of their budget on 

online activities but lack a clear strategy of how to communicate their corporate brand 

(Jensen, 2006, p. 357). 

 

Lipiäinen and Karjaluoto (2015, p. 733) conclude that it is crucial that B2B companies 

are present and active in many channels to raise opinions and position themselves. In the 

new information flow environment, it is better for companies to make clear 

announcements and participate in discussions than let other actors make conclusions 

based on information fragments (Lipiäinen & Karjaluoto, 2015, p. 739). Lipiäinen and 

Karjaluoto (2015, p. 739) further state that the brand should be seen as the foundation of 

all the company's actions. The key for a successful implementation of an online strategy 

is to communicate a coherent image of the brand through the different channels (Lipiäinen 

& Karjaluoto, 2015, p. 739). Therefore, companies need to have a coherent online strategy 

that permeates the whole business. 

 

In alignment with previous research statements regarding the need for differentiation and 

the hygiene factors in the forest industry, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11) highlight the 

importance of functional brand values and emotional brand values in B2B marketing. 

From a communication perspective, the authors conclude that successful sustainability 

brand communication should build upon the goal of generating fruitful brand associations 

(Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11). The authors place particular emphasis on the usage of 

emotionally charged nature illustration with information regarding the actual impact of 

the environment (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 21). Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 21) further argue 

that implementing strategies with sustainability focus is in positive correlation with the 

effectiveness of brand communication, thus generating incentives to further incorporate 

sustainability activities into functional and emotional brand values and subsequently the 

communication of the same.  
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3.4 Summary of Theoretical Framework 
 

The theoretical themes B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication 

work as the underpinnings from which the empirical data is collected. As illustrated in 

figure 8, the theoretical themes are connected to the stated sub-purposes of this study. 

 

 
Figure. 8. Summary of theoretical framework and sub-purposes.  

 

In order to fulfil the purpose of this study, the data collection, analysis, conclusions and 

practical recommendations follow the same structure of dividing the three theoretical 

themes and its respective sub-purposes. 
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4. Practical Method 

To provide an overview of the practical method used in this study, an audit trail of the 

research path is presented in this section. Furthermore, the profile of the respondents 

and the practical methodological choices are presented. That includes qualitative 

interviews and pilot interviews, processing and analysis of data. This is done in order to 

present an overview of the data collection and facilitate the process for future researchers 

to replicate the study. 

 

Figure 9. Practical research process. Overview of the practical research method of 

this study. 

 

As illustrated in figure 9, this study’s practical method starts with literature review for 

creating a theoretical foundation, followed by conducting qualitative, semi-structured 

interviews, transcribing the same, analysing them by comparisons with research 

literature, conclusion and finally recommendations. 

4.1 Qualitative Interviews  
 

In order to fulfil the purpose of contributing with knowledge of brand management in the 

research field of B2B marketing, qualitative interviews are conducted in this case study 

to capture the essence of what B2B practitioners think, feel and act regarding the 

theoretical themes B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication. In 

qualitative interviews, the purpose is namely to outline the respondents view of reality, 

and not the researchers (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 474). In alignment, Trost (2010, p. 32) 

notes that the meaning of qualitative interviews is to capture the respondent's experiences 

as well as imagination of the world. In a case study, the purpose is to outline the specific 

dynamics in a context (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 534), for example by providing with 

underpinning causes to why social actors behave in a specific way. 

 

Respondent A to F are employees of the case company, and are located at different 

departments, see table 2 below. In table 2, the time of each interview session is presented. 
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Respondents G and H represent the external perspective. The respondent G work at the 

regional forest owners’ organisation and is responsible for the organization's 

communication. Furthermore, the respondent has previous experience from an 

advertising agency. Respondent H is a customer to the case company, with over 20 years 

of experience of the forest industry. The customer uses both case company products as 

well as competitor’s products. 

 

Respondent Department Time 

A  Customer Service 35 min 

B  Marketing, Sales and R&D 48 min 

C  Marketing Communication 39 min 

D  Products, Customer Service 43 min 

E  Products 51 min 

F  Marketing, Customer Service 48 min 

G External, Regional Forest Owners’ Organisation 1 h, 13 min 

H External, Customer 22 min 

Table 1. The respondents. The table shows the respondents of this study. 

 

Since we use a case study approach to fulfil the purpose, employees with knowledge and 

experience of the study subjects have been selected according to subjective selection 

criteria, illustrated in table 1. The contact person at the company selected the choice of 

respondents. Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007, p. 28) argue that usage of different sources 

with their own perspective is beneficial for collecting data in a case study research. The 

authors furthermore note that such informants include individuals within the company as 

well as external people with knowledge of the specific context (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007, p. 28). A customer to the case company was interviewed in order to gain an outside 

perspective and consequently more knowledge and depth into the theoretical themes B2B 

brand management, sustainability and brand communication. Moreover, one employee 

with marketing orientation of the regional forest owners’ organisation was interviewed, 

adding additional insight from an outside perspective.  

 

Since all the respondents were Swedish native speakers, the questions were first written 

in English and then translated into Swedish. The battery of questions (Appendix 1-4) was 

conducted in a way that addresses the research purpose and question, with a clear linkage 

to the theoretical framework, illustrated in table 2. Interviewing with a semi-structural 

approach, implies a predetermined set of themes and questions with the possibility to 

engage in supplementary and free extension of the subject (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 475). 

Furthermore, our deductive approach implies that we as researchers during the process 

have gained further knowledge about the subject and therefore can respond and ask 

follow-up questions that provide the study with further depth. 
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Theoretical 

Themes 

Questions Scientific Articles 

B2B Brand 

Management 

What are the buying criteria in the 

B2B setting? 

Bendixen et al. (2004, p. 379) 

 What are functional values in a B2B 

brand? 

Leek and Christodoulides, (2011, p. 

112) Figure 3 

 What are emotional values in a B2B 

brand? 

Leek and Christodoulides, (2011, p. 

112) Figure 3 

Sustainability Is sustainability a way to differentiate 

the brand from competitors? 

Gupta et al. (2013, p. 294) 

 How do your company integrate 

sustainability in the brand? 

Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, 

p. 9-10) Figure 4 

 From a brand perspective, what brand 

values do you connect sustainability 

with? 

Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 22) Figure 5 

Brand 

Communication 

What are important objects to 

communicate from a brand 

perspective? 

Simões et al. (2015, p. 60) 

 What is the purpose of brand 

communication? 

Lynch and de Chernatony, (2004, p. 

415) Figure 7 

 Which channels do the company use 

for brand communication? 

Lynch and de Chernatony (2004, p. 415); 

Keller and Kotler (2006, p. 536) Figure 7 

Table 2. Theoretical connection to questions. The table shows the connection between the 

theoretical themes, the question template and the research field. 

 

The alternative would have been to conduct the interviews with a non-structural approach. 

This approach is viewed as more of a conversation where only a few set topics builds the 

interview construct (Bryman & Bell, 2013, p. 475). In order to fulfil the purpose of this 

study, we believe that following the semi-structured pathway of collecting data address 

the research question in a more suitable way. 

 

The set question template (Appendix 1-4) were divided into three parts, all in alignment 

with the three theoretical themes of this study, namely B2B brand management, 

sustainability and brand communication. The question template consists of three initial 

personal questions, which filled two purposes: Firstly, to let the respondents feel relaxed 

and comfortable with a subject they easily can relate to, secondly to facilitate the 

management of data in the subsequent stage of this study. 

 

The subsequent parts of the question template were divided in the same manner. The 

initial questions highlight the topic in general, allowing the respondents to without any 

restrictions discuss their own perception of the specific topic. Subsequently, the nature of 

question becomes successively more related to the theoretical framework and specific 

industry. The last questions in each section relate directly towards the perception of the 

case company. 
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4.2 Pilot Interviews 
 

To get more comfortable in the scientific research coat and get the most out of the data 

collection, we conducted three pilot interviews. According to Bryman (2011, p. 259), the 

participants in a pilot study should not be in the population of the potential respondents 

of the final interviews. Therefore, business students studying at Umeå University were 

interviewed. The pilot interviews gave us beneficial experience of this study’s interview 

session, and helped us in the process of memorizing the questions, which Bryman (2011, 

p. 259) points out to be one of the advantages of conducting a pilot study in qualitative 

research. The respondents gave us feedback on our questions and interview technique, 

which helped us to improve our capabilities in terms of qualitative data collection.  

 

Kezar (2000, p. 285) state that pilot studies can generate understanding that develop the 

study in beneficial ways. However, conducting a pilot study does not guarantee success 

in qualitative research, but it arguably increases the possibility to improve the study 

further (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002, p. 33). Kezar (2000, p. 285) argue that pilot studies 

are beneficial to enhance the research design, conceptualization, interpretation of findings 

and conclusively the results. Despite its contributing outcomes, pilot studies are an 

underutilized technique in the scientific world, perhaps due to time or money constraints 

(Kezar, 2000, p. 285). 

4.3 Conducting the Qualitative Interviews 
 

In order to fully capture the respondents understanding of the themes, we conducted seven 

out of eight interviews face-to-face instead of using phone or other digital tools. However, 

due to geographical reasons, the interview with the customer were conducted over the 

phone, but recorded and transcribed in the same manner as the other ones. Furthermore, 

since all respondents were Swedish native speakers, the interviews were held in Swedish 

with the previously mentioned translation of the question battery (Appendix 1-4). In order 

to fully grasp the meaning and understanding of the respondents, the interviews were 

therefore conducted in Swedish and not English.  

 

The case company interviews took place at the main office. This gave us the opportunity 

to learn more about the case company and the individual respondents. We believe that 

this was beneficial for the study, due to the fact that the respondents were in a familiar 

environment and therefore could ignore any potential external distractions. We as 

researcher gained increased knowledge of the company, both from a production capacity 

perspective as well as a human resource perspective.  

 

Prior to every interview, we divided the work so that one of us conducted the interview, 

and the other took notes of aspects related to the study. Using multiple investigators 

during interview sessions is something that Eisenhardt (1989, p. 538) encourages in case 

study research. It namely broadens the perspective that researchers have and increases the 

chances of discovering further aspects that are relevant for the study. The idea in this 

study was to make the respondents feel comfortable with the situation, with the additional 

benefit of generating a template of notes that could be beneficial afterwards when 

analysing the data collection. The latter further contributed to the facilitation of data 

management and to decrease the risk of missing important aspects or make false 

interpretations of respondent’s statements. 
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Upon starting the interview, every respondent received information regarding the study 

and its purpose, the freedom to leave the interview at own will and the question if the 

interview could be recorded digitally. Every respondent’s anonymity was also guaranteed 

prior to the interview. 

4.4 Processing and Analysing the Data 
 

In this study, we collected data by interviewing relevant respondents, using the theoretical 

themes B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication as points of 

departure. This is followed by outlining notable aspects as well as similarities and 

differences between the empirical findings and the theoretical framework, and analysing 

what, how and why in relation to the purpose of this study. Trost (2010, pp. 147-148) 

highlights three steps of collecting data in qualitative research, firstly the actual collection 

of data by conducting interviews, secondly analysing the data and thirdly the 

interpretation of data. Furthermore, Trost (2010, p. 149) notes that the three steps are 

intertwined and are taking place simultaneously sometimes. For example, already during 

the interviews we made some interpretation about the empirical findings and how it could 

be connected to the different theories. In alignment, Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 

304) argue that continuous analysing of everything related to the study is beneficial 

during the entire research process. 

 

In regards to the second step of analysing the data, Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 304) 

note three key points, data management and organization, asking questions of data and 

interpretation, when it comes to qualitative data analysis. Data management and 

organization implies the transformation of mass data into structural patterns and 

distinguish what is relevant for the study and what is not (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 

304). In order to address this issue, we clearly separated the different theoretical themes 

B2B brand management, sustainability and brand communication and further applied 

subcategories to each theme. This was further done in accordance to address the outlined 

sub-purposes of this study, and consequently the overall purpose.  

 

After every interview session, we immediately transcribed the interviews in full from our 

digital recorder so that we still had the session in fresh memory. In accordance to our 

study purpose, we can conclude that qualitative interviews should be conducted in this 

way, mainly because of addressing the issue of fully grasping the depth of the respondents 

thinking. Since the interviews were conducted in Swedish, the next step was to translate 

the empirical findings to English. In this step, we removed answers and expositions that 

we identified as redundant information. This was mainly done because of easing the data 

management, which Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 304) relate to the importance of 

organizing the data at an early stage of the process.  

 

The authors note that a big part of handling the data is about outlining the perspective 

from which respondents views the world (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 304). In our 

study, it is therefore important to understand the different roles of the employees and how 

that might affect how they perceive and understand the theoretical themes B2B brand 

management, sustainability and brand communication. 

 

The latter is part of the last step of the analysing process, namely the interpretation of 

data. Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 316) define the interpretation of data as the way 

of assign meaning to the collected data. It is viewed as the way to explain how the 



39 
 

empirical findings relate to the investigation (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 316). This 

is furthermore a two-way process in the qualitative research process, due to the 

interpretation of respondents answer in relation to the authors owns understanding of the 

data (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 316). 

 

In this study, the empirical findings have been connected to the sub-purposes, so that 

relevant information is not excluded. As noted, based on the sub-purposes, the set 

question templates were derived from the theoretical themes B2B brand management, 

sustainability and brand communication. The respondents were divided into groups from 

which they origin, which leaves us with two groups, namely the company group and the 

external group consisting of a customer respondent and a branch organisation respondent. 

To follow the set practical research process, the same structure was used in the subsequent 

parts of this study. In alignment with this study and as Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 

318) note, qualitative research does not always imply generating theory, instead the goal 

is to outline the connection between empirical findings and theory into the context in 

which the study aims to explore and understand. In the context of a case study, Creswell 

(2013, p. 199) states that the data interpretation is about making small pieces of a big load 

of data, followed by a process of putting the pieces together into the specific context of 

the study. Eisenhardt (1989, p. 540) notes that one way of analysing case study data is to 

categorize respondents into groups and then investigate and analyse similarities as well 

as differences. Similarities and differences should preferably have close connection with 

the existing research theories (Eisenhardt, 1989, p. 540). 

 

The empirical findings in the text are presented with structure of interview citations, 

which is noted as the most common way of presenting qualitative data (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2014, p. 330). The authors highlight three benefits of using interview 

citations as the presentation structure, namely a clear picture of the interview’s content, 

the personal interaction and the basis of which the researchers analyse and interpret data 

and consequently draw conclusions (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2014, p. 330).  

 

This implies that the empirical findings in this study are presented with direct citations, 

interpretation and contextualisation of the data. In the context of business administration 

studies in general and Marketing research in particular, we believe that colourful and 

vivid descriptions of certain themes add value to the study, from a descriptive perspective 

as well as a more intriguing perspective.  

 

From a source perspective, we believe that it is important to critically analyse the findings 

and potential underlying reasons for certain directions. With the regards to the case study 

approach, we realize that the case study context consequently disqualifies us from making 

general conclusions. Moreover, there is a possibility that the respondents misinterpret our 

questions and we in turn misinterpret the fundamental meaning of their answers. This 

implies that the empirical findings can have been affected, which in turn would negatively 

affect the study’s overall application to reality. 

 

Moreover, it should be noted that the respondents were sampled through subjective 

selection criteria. As mentioned, this is done in order to interview respondents with 

knowledge about the themes in the study. However, this also means that we cannot make 

generalization about the case company as a whole, and perhaps have missed respondents 

that could have contributed further to the study.   
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5. Empirical Findings 

In this section we firstly present the case company and the industry that it operates in. 

Throughout the study, the case company and the respondents are anonymous. This also 

means that sources of information of the case company are excluded from this chapter. 

The empirical findings are derived from the qualitative interviews in accordance with the 

research design of this study. This chapter follows a thematic structure to create an 

overview of the empirical findings. From the translation and transcription of the 

interviews, we present the results according to the theoretical themes B2B brand 

management, sustainability and brand communication. Each pillar is divided into two 

parts, all in relation to the sub-purposes of this study and with each respondent's 

contribution presented separately. At the end of each theme section, a summary of 

respectively theme is presented. In order to follow the thematic structure, data that we 

assess as “not applicable to the study” is excluded. 

5.1 The Case Company and Industry Setting 

5.1.1 The Case Company 
 

The case company was founded in 1961 as a joint venture between a Swedish 

entrepreneur and a Finnish state-owned company. Combined, the newly formed company 

started to build the reputation of being an innovative precursor in the forest industry. 

 

As of today, the case company is a major player in the forest industry, in Scandinavia as 

well as globally. The ownership is now in the hands of a non-Nordic conglomerate, but 

the subsidiary in Sweden operates under its own brand and with its own affiliated 

companies throughout the world. The company operates on six continents, with Europe, 

South America and North America as the biggest markets. In total, the company employ 

roughly 1 500 people worldwide. 

 

In Sweden, the company have customers throughout all regions, and the main office is 

located in the north of Sweden. Revenues stem from both manufacturing and after sale 

services.  

 

Communication to external stakeholders are mainly done via customer magazine, trade 

shows and exhibitions, company website and social platforms like Facebook, YouTube 

and Linkedin.  

5.1.2 The Industry 
 

The forest industry engages 175.000 workers in Sweden and the country is the third 

biggest exporter of paper, mass and sawn wood (Skogsindustrierna, 2015). 28 million of 

Sweden's 41 million hectares are covered by forest (SLU, 2015). Half of the forest is 

owned by private actors, around 25 per cent belongs to forest companies, 19 per cent 

public owners and the rest to other institutional owners (Skogsstyrelsen, 2014). 

 

The most forested countries in the world are Russia, Brazil, Canada, the United States 

and China, and these countries account for more than half of the world’s forest area 

(Skogsstyrelsen, 2012). The industry as a whole is facing challenges in deforestation, 5.2 

million hectares per year were deforested between the years 2000-2010 (Skogsstyrelsen, 

2012). However, wood and recovered paper are two of the most sustainable raw materials 
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in the world because they are recyclable and renewable (Cepi). Africa, Oceania and South 

America stand for the biggest part of the deforestation (Skogsstyrelsen, 2012). 

 

The demand of paper and pulp are expected to grow globally in the near future, according 

to the organisation Finnish Forest Industry (2013). Today approximately 400 tonnes of 

paper and paperboard are produced globally and the number is expected to grow to 500 

tonnes until 2025 (Finnish Forest Industries, 2013). Europe and North America stands for 

around one third of the global consumption of forest related products while Asia's share 

is 44 per cent (Finnish Forest Industries, 2013). 

 

The forest industry has a vital role in global sustainable development due to its unique 

raw material basis and increasing internationalisation (Mikkilä & Toppinen, 2008, p. 

500). According to Mikkilä (2006, p. 10) the Nordic paper and pulp companies are 

reckoned to have a greater role of responsibility than forest industries in Asia and North 

America. The author further states that there are three reasons behind the different regions 

role of responsibility; the degree of globalisation of the companies, their location of their 

markets and their interaction within the surrounding societies (Mikkilä, 2006, p. 10). 

 

When it comes to sustainability initiatives, the Swedish Forest Industries Federation have 

set a comprehensive and tough sustainability policy document that each member must 

address (Skogsindustrierna, 2015).  The environmental aspects include regulations 

regarding the annual forest growth, energy usage and carbon emissions 

(Skogsindustrierna, 2015). The Swedish Forest Industries Federations overall 

sustainability profile is built upon the mentioned Brundtland report from 1987, with 

periodically new set standards for sustainability initiatives and activities 

(Skogsindustrierna, 2015). 

 

5.2 B2B Brand Management 
 

Respondent A 
 

Role of Brands 
The respondent describes the role of brands as “...the carrier of the company's core values 

and it is something that the company possess and control”.  

 

From a marketing perspective, the respondent believes the brand function more as an 

emotional asset, which purpose is to create long lasting relationships with customers by 

replicating what they think are important. The brand should function as a mediator 

between the company and the customer to enhance their relationship. 

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
The functional brand values stand for product quality, for example delivering offerings 

on time and providing products that are technologically well-developed. The respondent 

believes that the industry is characterised by functional values, but the emotional brand 

values are becoming more important. 

 

Brand loyalty is a buying criteria that is becoming more important according to the 

respondent. The customer should be rewarded for being loyal because it is a way of 

creating long lasting relationships. 
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Company Perspective 
The company has been product-oriented, but recently they have started to put more 

emphasis on brand building. The purpose of the new strategy is to focus on maintaining 

customers and find new customers, and improve the overall engagement with customers. 

In relation to competitors, the company's brand is strong. One competitor emphasizes 

emotional brand values in their marketing according to the respondent. 

 

Respondent B 
 

Role of Brands 
Respondent B argues that the B2B brand is something that represents the entire 

organisation, the brand is a way of summarizing the company by embedding company 

values, visions and offerings into coherent messages. In contradiction to B2C markets, 

the role of brands in B2B markets is mainly about the relationship with customers and 

how the brand signals the organisation. 

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
Regarding functional values of the brand, the forest industry companies have generally 

promoted the quality and technology of their products. However, the respondent notes 

that other brand values have gained increased attention in recent years, mainly due to the 

fact that customers nowadays expect a certain level of quality, called hygiene factors. The 

respondent argues that companies in the forest industry cannot compete solely on product 

quality anymore. Brand values such as reliability and customer assistance are highlighted 

as crucial aspects of decision-making. 

 

In alignment with the latter, the respondent argues that emotional brand values play a 

major role in brand management. It is not only about selling a product with certain “hard-

qualities”, it is about engaging in an actual relationship with the customer, committing to 

help the customers in every way possible. The latter is a promise that the respondent 

values highly in the forest industry. 

 

The respondent means that profitability is what industrial buyer’s search for primarily. 

Regardless of the size of customers, they always count on return on investment first and 

foremost. What return on investment and profitability implies is something that can differ 

between customers and industries. In all essence, companies can have a world-class 

design, but if the product do not fulfil the profitability parameters, “the battle is lost”. 

 

Company Perspective 
Since the case company have a history of changes of ownership and brands, a key to 

continuous business success has been the continuity within the company. Even though 

the company have changed owners and consequently brand, the relationships with 

customers has been intact due to the personal input that is unaffected by the changes. The 

brand is therefore more connected to the organization and employees than the actual 

company name. 

 

In relation with the importance of customer relationship, the respondent states that the 

case company is known for its close contact with customers and the promise that the 

offerings are provided with the customer’s best interest at heart. 
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Respondent C 
 

Role of Brands 
A brand is everything the company communicate according to the respondent. It is an 

intangible asset and takes shape through everything the employee’s do, direct or indirect. 

When describing the role of brands, the respondent state, “The brand is the soul of the 

company”. 

 

The respondent believes that the brand is more important in B2B markets than B2C 

markets due to the vitality of relationships in B2B. The investments in B2B are bigger 

and if a company is not considered to be trustworthy and credible, the company will lose 

customers. The brand can work as an asset to build up the relationship with customers. 

 

The respondent further believes brands are equally important in the forest industry as any 

other B2B industry. “Brands are like love, they cross all borders”.  

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
The respondent believes that more aspects matter to sell a product then just having a 

qualitative and functional product. The hygiene factors in the forest industry are less 

important today according to the respondent. Therefore, the importance of having a strong 

brand has increased tremendously in recent years.  

 

The respondent believes emotional brand values are feelings about how customers 

interpret the company beyond the actual products. The emotional communication is not 

as straightforward as the communication of functional values.  

 

According to the respondent, buying criteria in the B2B setting is about faith and 

commitment. The respondent refers to a situation where you believe a product is good 

but you do not get a good impression of the retailer, which makes you to not buy the 

product because there are other alternatives with equally good quality but better retailers. 

The respondent states: “You can compromise with the rational arguments, but never with 

relations”. 

 

Company Perspective 
The respondent states that the company do not work with emotional brand values in their 

marketing communication, but is in the starting blocks of doing so. The company's brand 

is perceived to be strong and well known in the forest industry. 

 

Respondent D 
 

Role of Brands 
The respondent argues that the brand is the platform for the company. Every activity in 

the company is operated through the brand, which subsequently transforms into 

communication messages, externally as well as internally. 

 

Within the B2B setting, the role of relationship with suppliers is highlighted as an 

important aspect. The role of brand is to be the mediator of what the brand stands for and 

be the influencer of buying decisions. 
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Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
Emotional brand values play a more vital role than functional brand values, especially 

when it comes to after sale services. The respondent acknowledges the role that functional 

brand values play, but argues that product development have reached the level where 

customers expect a specific minimum-value, which all competing actors on the market 

offer. Therefore, something more than product specific functional brand values need to 

be addressed in order to provide customers with value-added propositions that make 

customers choose their brand over competitors. 

 

The buying criteria in the forest industry are built upon the previously mentioned hygiene 

factors that customers expect nowadays. Logistic solutions, availability and service 

support are examples of aspects that now are embedded in the set standard that customers 

expect. Therefore, solutions that address the customer’s whole value chain, engaging in 

the customer’s own value creation and consequently building strong relationships with 

customers are aspects that are highlighted as especially important when it comes to 

industrial buying decisions. According to the respondent, B2B managers search primarily 

for security when engaging in buying decisions, consequently choosing brand that 

signal’s security rather than newcomers on the market. B2B managers want to avoid risk 

by searching for brands that are seen as risk-free and safe. 

 

Company Perspective 
The case company brand indicates trustworthiness and reliability. It is further argued that 

the case company engagement with customers really starts with after sale services, where 

the company promises to help the customers to optimise their operations by securing the 

performance of the sold products. 

 

Respondent E 
 

Role of Brands 
According to the respondent, a brand consists of all the associations and feelings in 

people’s mind when they are thinking of the brand. In B2B settings, the brand primarily 

concerns customer values and the purpose is to build commitment and trust with the 

customer. The products itself focus more on performance, price and other related features. 

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
The respondent considers functional brand values connected to product traits such as 

performance, ground pressure, price and stability. Emotional brand values on the other 

hand, are more abstract in nature and focus more on the building of relationships and 

proudness of having a specific product for example. 

 

The buying criteria in the forest industry that customer’s value are primarily technical 

aspects related to the product according to the respondent. Despite the importance of 

technical features, the respondent believes other aspects, such as emotional brand values, 

play a vital role in the buying process. However, the case company and the forest industry 

as a whole act predominantly like the functional brand values influence customers. The 

respondent believes the described characteristics can be applied in other B2B settings, as 

well as in B2C settings. 
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Company Perspective 
According to the respondent, the company brand is perceived to offer qualitative 

products. The brand is focused on external communication of techniques and it can be 

related to the brand country of origin. The respondent further argues that product quality 

has become a hygiene factor of the industry, meaning that every company need to offer a 

certain level of quality in order to stay competitive. 

 

The respondent states that there are two main competitors and both of them are less 

product-oriented than the case company. For example, one competitor is much more 

market-oriented and simply put work from product to customer while the case company 

work from fabric to product by focusing on product quality. The respondent states: “The 

brand is a guitar with six strings, the first three strings are product related for example 

quality, price and therefore more functional. The next three strings should be more 

customer- and emotional related to make the customer feel safe and build strong 

relationships. The company needs to play on all strings in order to play better chords and 

therefore create wonderful music”. 

 

Respondent F 
 

Role of Brands 
The respondent believes that the brand is summed up by the values that is communicated 

and consequently perceived by all stakeholders. “The brand is what conveys loyalty and 

trust from us to our customers”. 

 

The respondent argues that the brand’s role in the forest industry is clearly visible, naming 

that many shifts in ownership has not changed the way customers think, feel and act 

towards the company. One important aspect is the different colour’s that are clearly linked 

to different brands. The respondent means that the customers show great loyalty to the 

colours involved and what they represent. Shifting between different operators is rare, 

which according to the respondent speaks for the importance of the brand in the industry. 

One strategic decision of importance was when the company decided to make the specific 

colour of the company as part of the core values. 

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
The respondent further argues that availability of small parts is one example of an 

important functional value of the brand. Emotional brand values are more connected to 

the relationship with customers. The attention that companies pay to help customers in 

their daily operations is especially important. The respondent furthermore believes that 

emotional brand values of the brand will increase significantly in importance in the near 

future, especially the role of service offerings that are not directly linked to product 

performance. 

 

The respondent highlights after sale services as an important buying decision criteria in 

the forest industry. Therefore, the trust for a service provider is a big determinant of brand 

preferences according to the respondent. 
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Company Perspective 
According to the respondent, the case company’s, as well as competitors, ability to stay 

competitive is derived from the brand. “It is what we do and how we act in every business 

activity that determines how customers perceive us”. 

 

Historically, the product technology has been the driving factor for the company success. 

The case company was known to be the leader of product innovation, which gave the case 

company a price-premium brand image and therefore an advantage in price setting. “I 

think we were seen as the Ferrari brand of the forest industry.” Nowadays, the case 

company do not hold the same position as the market innovator, which mean that other 

aspects need to be considered when it comes to brand management. 

 

Summary 
The respondents all acknowledge the role of brands in today’s B2B settings. Primarily 

the brand works as a mediator of trust and loyalty, which is seen as crucial factors in the 

relationship emphasizing forest industry. It is stated that a brand should be viewed as the 

strategic asset that summarize the core values of the company. Every business activity 

should build upon what the brand consists of. 

 

When discussing functional brand values and emotional brand values, the respondents 

differ in what they perceive as attributes connected to those. Functional brand values 

mainly concern technology and product quality, whilst emotional brand values are 

highlighted as business relationship with customers as well as overall perceptions of the 

company. The respondents agree on the growing importance of emotional brand values, 

the hygiene factors, such as product quality, namely implies something more to stay 

competitive in the long run. Regarding buying decision criteria in the industry, the 

respondents differ in responses. Quality on after sale services, product quality, business 

relationships are all highlighted as important aspects in the B2B buying process. 

5.3 Sustainability 
 

Respondent A 
 

Role of Sustainability 
According to the respondent, sustainability is dynamic and is constantly developing. One 

part of sustainability is about being updated to the customer’s needs and keep them 

satisfied. Another concrete example of sustainability that the respondent mentions is to 

not waste environmental resources. Assets should rather be recycled when they have 

reached the end of the lifecycle. From the forest industry perspective, the respondent 

believes that environmental aspects play an important role in sustainability, “The 

environmental perspective in the forest is of vital importance”. 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
From a brand perspective, sustainability is an emotional brand value that highlights 

vicinity, knowledge and safety to the customer. The respondent believes sustainability 

can be a way to differentiate from competitors.  

 

Company Perspective 
The company itself always strive to choose environmental friendly options and not solely 

focus on product enhancing features. The respondent believes that the company has good 
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opportunities to develop the communication of sustainability to stand out from 

competitors. The company is working with sustainability but needs to be better in 

communicating it.   

 

Respondent B 
 

Role of Sustainability 
The respondent defines the forest industry as a renewable industry, where the 

development and usage of biomass fuel contributes to a more sustainable environment 

for everyone. The respondent further notes that the focus on reforestation is something 

that is addressed in the industry. 

 

However, the respondent notes that the focus on sustainability differs between countries 

and that in many cases is more about communication of doing good instead of actually 

doing good. The respondent notes that the focus on sustainability is typically Swedish, 

and is something that not always adds value for foreign customers. 

 

According to the respondent, the role of sustainability has increased significantly in recent 

years, mainly due to the opinion of the public. Especially for publicly traded forest 

companies, the need for acting and operating in a sustainable way is of utter importance. 

It is stated that such companies are dependent on positive press, which creates further 

incentives to act accordingly. “In the last ten years, specific sustainability related 

customer demands have popped up like mushrooms from the ground”. The respondent 

further notes that the Swedish forest industry contributes to the issue abroad, using the 

development of sustainable paper mill in other parts of the world as an example of that. 

 

Moreover, when relating to who operates in the forest industry, the respondent concludes 

that it is natural that the nature and environment are of interest, since the people active in 

the industry tend to have a big interest in the nature, being active fishers and hunters for 

example. 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
From a brand perspective, sustainability signals long-term commitment according to the 

respondent. Companies that promote sustainability imply that they are present for the next 

30 years or so. The respondent does not believe that sustainability is a way of differencing 

the brand from competitors. Sustainability is important for every company and it would 

therefore be difficult to differentiate in a way that really creates a competitive advantage. 

The respondent argues that since everyone is in a renewable industry, the competitive 

companies on the market have sufficient sustainability profiles. 

  

Company Perspective 
The respondent considers the case company work in sustainability as thoroughgoing, 

which is seen in the company’s ambition to go beyond the tough legislation of emissions. 

However, that is something external stakeholders only can detect if they are true experts 

on the subject. 

 

The respondent believes that the case company can put even more emphasize on 

sustainability issues, but simultaneously the respondent express concerns whether it is 

worth it or not. The respondent notes that the case company’s ambition to exceed 

environmental legislation implies a higher price for their products, which is a cost that 
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the case company has to take. The respondent concludes that sustainability is something 

that is good to work with, however it is not always good for business. 

 

Respondent C 
 

Role of Sustainability 
According to the respondent, sustainability concerns the fact that companies should 

contribute to the community as a whole on more dimensions than only economical. In 

B2B settings, companies have to work with sustainability matters in order to be seen as a 

serious actor by employees and other collaborators. Therefore, there is no difference in 

working with sustainability concerns between B2C and B2B settings. According to the 

respondent, sustainability is starting to become a hygiene factor and the respondent 

concludes: “If you do not work with sustainability in the near future, you are screwed”. 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
From a brand perspective, the respondent believes sustainability has an impact on overall 

interpretation of the company, but mostly engages employees and potential employees. 

To connect sustainability with functional or emotional brand values, the respondent 

believes that sustainability is primarily perceived to be an emotional brand value. 

However, since sustainability is becoming a hygiene factor, the respondent argues that 

functional brand values, such as product quality and technology, need to incorporate 

sustainability solutions as well. 

 

Company Perspective 
Moreover, the respondent states that the company is working a lot with sustainability 

issues, but needs to get better in communicating what they actually are doing. As the 

situation is today, the company are doing more sustainability work than employees and 

customers actually know. 

 

Respondent D 
 

Role of Sustainability 
Sustainability is according to the respondent the complete opposite to today’s fast 

consumption society. “Humans should live on the planet without doing more harm than 

good.” 

 

Sustainability has an ambiguous nature in the forest industry. In the business relations 

with suppliers, sustainability plays an insignificant role. Sustainability is something that 

is not up for the discussion when engaging in business relationships with suppliers. 

However, in business relationships closer to the forest, primarily the end-users, 

sustainability fills its fair share of the cake. The respondent argues that customers closer 

to the forest cherish the environment to a larger extent. 

 

The respondent further argues that issues, such as sustainability, are something that easily 

can be viewed as negative if one forces it upon someone else. The respondent urges the 

need for identification of sensible inputs to convey customers to engage in sustainability 

activities. One practical example is the usage of environmentally friendly chain grease 

instead of chain oil. According to the respondent, the latter solution is beneficial both for 

the economy and the environment, but companies primarily only promote the economic 

aspect. 



49 
 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
Regarding brand values and sustainability, the respondent instantly connects emotional 

brand values to sustainability. However, immediately after that spontaneous statement, 

the respondent means that the functional brand values of sustainability hold as much merit 

as emotional brand values. The respondent argues that the case company offers 

sustainability solutions that facilitate the daily operations in the forest. However, the fact 

that many offerings are sustainable as well, is something that the case company do not 

communicate. In order to create understanding and engagement concerning sustainability, 

incorporating the benefits of product specific nature as well as environmental specific 

nature is something that the respondent highlights as a stepping-stone towards enhancing 

the brand value. 

 

The respondent believes that a sustainability approach is a way of differentiating the 

brand from competitors. The respondent argues that the hygiene factors imply that 

something extra is needed in order to create competitive advantage, and sustainability 

could be that differentiating factor. Furthermore, since the ownership of forest contractors 

is undergoing a generation change, for the upcoming stakeholders in the forest industry, 

sustainability is a more stressed issue in comparison with the predecessors. 

 

Company Perspective 
The case company does not integrate sustainability in their brand. The respondent 

believes that the company is still stuck in a product specific thinking, primarily addressing 

what their products are capable of doing in terms of functional brand values. The 

respondent argues that the company should address more soft values to generate a more 

comprehensive brand platform. The respondent argues that incorporating sustainability 

in the work is dependent on the individual itself being interested in the issue. 

 

Respondent E 
 

Role of Sustainability 
According to the respondent, sustainability is about utilizing the resources on earth 

responsibly. The respondent argues that sustainability is important in the forest industry 

and most of the sustainability work is centred on fulfilling the demands of legislation. 

The environmental challenges within the industry concerns for example responsible 

forest harvesting, ground pressure and rutting. One incentive to work with sustainability 

is the tough environmental legislations regarding the subject. Other aspects are cost 

features and usability of the products. Usability can be connected to ergonomic and 

working environment, which can mean reducing vibrations and noise from forest 

machines. The respondent further states, “It is very much the public that drives the 

sustainability work”. 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
From a brand perspective sustainability signals that the company is trustworthy in the 

long term. As for today, the respondent does not believe sustainability can be a tool to 

differentiate from competitors but it could be in the future. For example, if a company 

develop products that can work in the forest without leaving any ground pressure tracks, 

it will be an innovation that creates a competitive advantage.  
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Company Perspective 
The company has been in the leading edge in adjusting to environmental legislation, but 

the respondent argues that this has not increased sales in a notable way. Higher production 

prices are a consequence of working in the leading edge with governmental regulations 

and legislation. From a market perspective, the respondent believes it might had been 

more monetary profitable to only adjust to legislation and not be a company in the leading 

front, the price of the products has namely not been raised as a consequence. However, 

the respondent states that it is a conscious tactic to adjust quickly to legislations because 

it is beneficial in the long term.  

 

According to the respondent, the case company is trying to integrate sustainability in the 

brand. The case company has been successful in reducing the fuel consumption of the 

products. One driver is the emission legislation. Another aspect related to the productivity 

is that services of the products should be easily performed, for example changing filters 

effectively without oil spillage. 

 

Respondent F 
 

Role of Sustainability 
The respondent defines sustainability with the following statement: “We should not act 

in ways that implies cutting of the tree branch on which we sit.” Forest industry companies 

are dependent on the forest, and consequently cannot support operations that are not 

sustainable. Primarily, the usage of energy resources are the main agenda of sustainability 

in the industry. Secondly, the impact that forest machines have on the environment is also 

a topic of discussion among forest industry people. 

 

Regarding the role of sustainability in the forest industry, the respondent means that the 

issue have grown dramatically in importance in recent years. First and foremost, the 

respondent believes that markets in Europe, especially the Nordic countries Sweden and 

Finland, are highly influenced by the public’s awareness and demands regarding 

sustainability. “It is the public demand that drives legislations and restrictions regarding 

sustainability.” This in turn, creates new demands from forest companies that products 

have to meet the environmental requirements. “All development within the industry 

nowadays has direct connection to environmental issues. “ 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
Sustainability signals that a company has a holistic and long-term view of their 

operations. The respondent believes that forest industry companies can create a 

competitive advantage by further develop the maintenance and support of the products so 

that the machines productivity can be further increased. The difference in stages of the 

after sale landscape is big between markets, according to the respondent. Part of 

sustainability engagement is to make sure that products do not harm the environment 

more than makes use. 

 

Company Perspective 
Part of the company’s core values is having respect for the forest. Regarding sustainability 

in the daily operations of the case company, the respondent argues that the company 

works a lot with sustainability issues, especially since the previously mentioned demand 

from customers have changed completely. The respondent concludes that issues such as 

fuel efficiency need to be addressed in order to stay competitive. Depending on what 
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perspective one uses, the latter could be seen as a sustainability issue as well as a 

profitability issue. Regarding stakeholders, the respondent argues that forest company 

owners are the one who are primarily demanding sustainability solutions. 

 

The respondent also notes that different markets have different demand, and many 

markets do not take sustainability into consideration. Therefore, there are forest areas that 

are not supposed to be harvested and therefore the case company should not be involved 

in any business related activities in those areas. 

 

Summary 
The respondents agree on the vital role the forest industry have in progressing the society 

in a sustainable way. Examples of drivers to the sustainability work are the public interest, 

governmental regulations and employees own interest of the subject. However, customers 

do not value sustainability as an influential buying criteria according to the respondents. 

Some technological solutions are beneficial from a cost perspective and a sustainability 

perspective, for example fuel efficiency, and therefore the customers appreciate the 

solutions. Some respondents believe sustainability primarily is an emotional brand value 

while other respondents argue it is a functional brand value. 

 

The majority of the respondents believe the company is working with sustainability 

concerns in a higher extent than what is being communicated. Mainly the governmental 

regulations have driven the company's sustainability work and the respondents state that 

the company is in the leading front in adapting quickly to legislations. However, some 

respondents also question whether or not it is worth it from a pure economical 

perspective. 

5.4 Brand communication 
 

Respondent A 
 

Role of Brand Communication 
To the respondent, brand communication is mainly what is shown on company's booklets 

and the website. Brand communication has not been important in the forest industry, but 

is gaining ground according to the respondent. A big part of brand communication is to 

integrate the customer in planning the product and the service. The overall purpose is to 

gain market share. 

 

The respondent further states that the core values and sustainability are the most important 

features to communicate. The respondent believes that the forest industry is characterized 

by analogue communication but the digital channels are becoming more important. The 

traditional way of communicating has been through booklets and events. In the forest 

industry, local events stand out as an important brand communication channel because 

the company can show the products and increase contact with customers in order to create 

beneficial relationships with the actors.  

 

Communication of Sustainability 
The respondent interprets the company´s communication as “...it is fuzzy but with good 

hope to improve the communication with a new website and with more digital 

communication”. The case company uses the event channel frequently to communicate 

the brand and the respondent believes the channel has high values in the industry. The 



52 
 

company is also focusing on being locally visible by organising workshops available in 

different regional spots in Sweden.  

 

The company do not communicate sustainability in a high extent but the respondent 

believes that sustainability can add a safety aspect to the brand. The respondent further 

believes many employees in the company are interested in sustainability. The case 

company should integrate sustainability in their brand communication when meeting 

customers.  

 

Respondent B 

 

Role of Brand Communication 
Throughout the years, the case company has been consistent in communicating their core 

values. This is a consequence of understanding the industry and the customers. The 

purpose is namely to communicate the ambition to be more than a business partner to 

customers. “We want to support the customers in developing their own business 

operations and make them successful. One could say our purpose is to help the forest 

entrepreneurs put food on their table.” 

 

The role of digital communication has gained increased importance in the forest industry 

in recent years, according to the respondent. The website works as a spider in the web, 

connecting products and after sale services with easy accessible contact information, no 

matter where in the world the customers are located. The respondent argues that almost 

all business related activities nowadays originate from the website. Furthermore, social 

platforms such as Facebook and YouTube work as communication tools to increase the 

dialogue with customers and create incentives for discussion of the industry in general. 

For a global company like the case company, it is beneficial to use different social media 

sites for every country, thus making the company coherent in their communication, while 

at the same time address different market cultures. In the future, with an upcoming 

generational change in forest ownership, the need for developed digital solutions will be 

even more crucial for company success according to the respondent. Moreover, the 

respondent highlights digital transactions as a future business opportunity. 

 

Communication of Sustainability 
The respondent does not think that the case company communicates sustainability. The 

respondent believes that the company puts more focus on other aspects, without having a 

clear statement of the reason why. “The question is whether it is worth it or not. I honestly 

do not know”. The respondent concludes that communicating sustainability issues in a 

brand context are something that probably would not distinguish the case company from 

competitors. 

 

Respondent C 
 

Role of Brand communication 
“Brand communication should permeate everything the company does”, the respondent 

states. The company should consciously package a message, which communicates the 

values the case company stand for. It is the combination of what the case company wants 

to be and how customers actually perceive them. Summarized, the purpose of brand 

communication is to affect the customer's view of the company according to the 

respondent. 
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The respondent further states that digital communication becomes incrementally more 

important. “The whole world is digitalizing and the next generation of forestry workers 

are used to work with computers”. However, the traditional channels are still vital and 

the company needs to find relevant communication channels to reach out to the target 

group. Events and other personal meetings are extremely important channels according 

to the respondent and the digitalized channels such as the website and social media are 

important in terms of informing internally. Brochures and ads are available at the website 

and the printed format is getting less important. 

 

Communication of Sustainability 
In the forest industry the respondent believes communication has to be executed 

differently depending on who the receiver is. For example, forestry workers are aware of 

how the industry overall are approaching environmentally issues. On the other hand, it is 

important to inform the broad mass how the forest industry works practically to enhance 

sustainable development. 

 

Overall the respondent perceives the company´s brand communication as good, but the 

case company needs to move from functional to emotional arguments and work more 

directly with the brand. Moreover, the respondent notes that the company do not 

communicate sustainability directly, but for example different environmental 

certifications are mentioned in the communication. Digital communication is beneficial 

in many aspects, for example in the way that it is outlined, which itself is sustainable 

since nothing is produced. 

 

Respondent D 
 

Role of Brand Communication 
The respondent argues that brand communication is part of the strategic platform, the 

brand, which the entire organization's activities are built upon. Furthermore, the 

communication can be external as well as internal. The purpose and role of brand 

communication in the forest industry is according to the respondent to signal safety and 

thereof create incentives for brand loyalty. The respondent notes that customers in the 

forest industry are often very brand loyal and really wants to promote the brand. 

 

Furthermore, the respondent acknowledges the role of digital communication as very 

important in the forest industry. A big part of the company’s value proposition concerns 

customer solutions that are based on digital tools. Forest contractors can monitor the 

operations digitally, which further facilitates the role the case company plays in working 

alongside customers. Moreover, from a work environmental perspective, the upcoming 

generation of forest owners have a completely different relation to technological solutions 

than its predecessors. 

 

Core values are crucial for companies to communicate. There should be no room for 

doubt of what the company stands for. The respondent argues that the brand works as the 

mediator of company core values and the value proposition to customers. 

 

Own facilities around Sweden and external resellers globally, work as important 

communication channels for the case company. The service scape in those settings is seen 

as influential communication channels according to respondent. Moreover, the company 
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website and social media channels such as Facebook and YouTube are being used to 

engage in discussion with stakeholders. The company try to nurture the external 

knowledge and capabilities that exist outside the company, this by using content 

marketing as a strategic tool. 

 

The respondent views customers in the forest, suppliers, customers without case company 

products and own employees as important stakeholders. Once more, the respondent 

highlights the brand as the platform where employees have their common foundation in 

all business activities. 

 

Communication of Sustainability 
The respondent means that the case company has a strong product focus in their 

communication, today as well as historically. It is stated that the latter was “the way to 

go”, but with the upcoming changes in business landscape, the company need to adapt to 

the upcoming change in ownership of forest enterprises. 

 

According to the respondent, the case company do not communicate sustainability. The 

case company communicates product quality and technology instead. To communicate 

sustainability, the respondent would focus primarily on content marketing, mainly to raise 

awareness of the issue and gather information and knowledge from external stakeholders. 

The basic purpose for the case company should namely be, to assist customers in their 

operations, and not focus on specific product sales. 

 

Respondent E 
 

Role of Brand Communication 
Brand communication can take shape in different forms according to the respondent. One 

part is through customer meetings, but the most important communication form is through 

the product. It should be visible in the product what the case company is prioritizing and 

stands for. 

 

The respondent believes brand communication has a vital role in B2B settings. “If you do 

not like what you see, you are going to find reasons why to not buy the product. Sometimes 

it does not matter how much you change a certain product because fundamentally it is 

not about product features only”. Another example is if the customer has personal issues 

with a seller. Then the customer most likely will choose another brand even though the 

product features are better. “Sometimes it does not matter how much the company improve 

a product because the customer has already decided to not like it”.  

 

According to the respondent, digital communication plays a vital role in the industry and 

it is incrementally increasing. Digital communication takes shape mainly through the 

website and social media platforms. However, brochures and other traditional channels 

still plays an important role but the digitalization is taking over incrementally and it is a 

question of generation according to the respondent. The new generation is more used to 

today's connectivity and technology. The traditional channels that are most important 

according to the respondent are fairs, exhibitions and other personal meetings with 

customers. These face-to-face communication channels are beneficial to build 

relationships with customers and to present the products. 

 

 



55 
 

Communication of Sustainability 
The respondent believes it is important to communicate that the company cares about the 

customer and is interesting in their opinions. Further on, the respondent think it is very 

important that the company has a well thought brand communication strategy that should 

permeate the whole company, both from a product feature perspective as well from a 

marketing point of view. 

 

According to the respondent the company communicates sustainability mainly by 

pointing out that they are in the front edge of following the emission legislations. In the 

long term, the respondent believes it is important that the company takes responsibility 

and enhance their communication of sustainability. More on, the respondent states that 

both the environmental aspects and the working environment features should be 

communicated. 

 

Respondent F 

 

Role of Brand Communication 
The respondent argues that everything that is being communicated, with the company as 

the sender, is brand communication and in that sense part of the brand. The respondent 

further notes that everything the company does and how they act is also part of the brand 

communication. In order to build the brand, companies can communicate the values in 

different ways according to the respondent. An important aspect is to convince customers 

of the values that the brand holds. This is something that the customers and stakeholders 

can relate to. Moreover, the most important thing to communicate is the core values of 

the brand. It is important to communicate and live up to them in every business activity. 

A trend in the forest industry is to increase the time spent with customers. 

 

Regarding digital communication, the respondent argues that benefits of personal 

contacts cannot be replaced. However, the digital development has facilitated the contact 

points between company and customers. The upcoming change in ownership of forests 

indicates further for the increased importance of digital communication according to the 

respondent. 

 

The respondent further believes that digital solutions will be able to solve more problems 

in the future. However, the personal contact and the trust that it generates, also show 

growth in importance according to the respondent. According to the respondent, one 

difference in the future is that the forest owners will probably appreciate the spare time 

even more, and not be willing to take care of the forest related products completely on 

their own. 

 

Communication of Sustainability 
The respondent believes that the case company communicate sustainability, however it is 

also stated that this is something that do not distinguish them from competitors. When 

scrutinizing sustainability and the usage of fuel, the important aspect of today is that the 

machines are more fuel-efficient and therefore more profitable. Consequently, the 

sustainability aspect of it is not communicated. According to the respondent, one way of 

communicating sustainability is to completely ignore markets that do not take 

sustainability issues into consideration.  
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Summary 
Brand communication builds upon what the brand stands for and how the messages from 

the company are outlined. In alignment with the role of the brand, brand communication 

should focus on messages that convey what the company stands for, primarily in order to 

show customers that the sender is a trustworthy and credible business partner. 

Consequently, the role of brand communication is recognized as a crucial business 

activity in the forest industry according to the respondents. The respondents note the 

growing importance of digital communication and highlight the usage of the website as 

an essential contact point for business relationships. 

 

However, the communication that takes place during personal contacts, for example via 

exhibitions and events, is still acknowledged as a major influential factor to business 

deals. The respondents argue that the latter is part of the importance of conveying trust 

and loyalty to customers. 

 

Regarding communication of sustainability, the respondents disagree whether the case 

company communicates sustainability or not. Furthermore, whether sustainability is a 

way of differentiating the case company from competitors is also viewed differentially 

among the respondents. What the respondents agree on, is that brand communication of 

sustainability is not prioritised in the case company. 

5.5 External Stakeholders  
 

Respondent G - Regional Forest Owners’ organisation  

 

B2B Brand Management 
“Strong brands convey the feeling of believing in something.” The respondent argues that 

brand management is about building credibility. “The brand is essentially a feeling, and 

as a customer, that feeling is something that you believe in”. To create and develop a 

brand, the respondent argues that companies must continuously and simultaneously work 

with developing products and services, developing and optimizing processes and adapt it 

to the market conditions. “It is not enough to only work with one of them”. 

 

Regarding the role of brands in the forest industry, the respondent means that brands 

always fill the same basic purpose, namely to convey customers to believe in something. 

“Essentially brand management is about storytelling. It goes without saying really, it is 

namely when you tell stories, something in the brain starts to happen. People start to 

reflect, discuss and thereby create perceptions of the brand. That is why the brand is so 

important and why it fills the same purpose in every industry”. 

 

In alignment with the stated argument that the brand is about making customers believe, 

the respondent argues that emotional brand values surpasses functional brand values in 

importance. “Essentially many products are the same, or at least extremely similar. Here 

comes the storytelling and the belief in something in play. For forest industry companies 

the functional brand values are of course important, but at the end of the day, those values 

become subordinate to the emotional brand values. You can overlook certain product 

flaws, but never compromise with the emotional feelings you have towards the brand”. 

 

As an external part, the respondent describes the case company’s brand as trustworthy 

and very strong in comparison to competitors, especially in the local area. The close 
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historical connection to the local community could be the explanation why the local 

support is perceived to be so strong. 

 

Sustainability 
The respondent defines sustainability as the quest for equality in all aspects of life on 

planet earth. “Forest raw material is the only raw material we have that grows up again. 

That is sustainability to me”. Within the forest industry, the respondent notes that the 

importance of sustainability cannot be stressed enough. On an environmental level, the 

latter has implications. “To my best knowledge, the forest raw material is the only 

renewable source on this planet, and if we handle that in the wrong way, things can go 

really south”. 

 

The contribution that the forest industry makes to the Swedish economy is one crucial 

aspect on a more social and local level of sustainability. “Without the economy that the 

forest industry generates to Sweden, we cannot live the way we are and want to do. As a 

country, we need that money to survive”. 

 

From a brand perspective, the respondent argues that there is not one ultimate solution 

for how to successfully incorporate sustainability in the brand. However, when discussing 

the role of sustainability in the forest industry, the respondent argues that the position of 

being the only renewable raw material source on the planet is something that is really 

important for the industry. 

 

The respondent immediately connects functional brand values to technology. When 

incorporating sustainability, the respondent notes that it is not good for the environment 

to keep on producing products. “It’s only sustainable if you do it in the right way”. 

Regarding the case company’s sustainability work, the respondent believes that it is fairly 

good.  

 

Brand Communication 
In alignment with the role and purpose of the brand, the respondent argues that the 

communication should convey credibility. “It is neither long-term, sustainable nor smart 

to solely boast about yourself in brand communication. Today, people have access to so 

much information that no one would find such communication credible”. In all essence, 

the respondent means that communication is about making people understand what the 

company is doing, primarily by communicating credibility and being consistent. 

 

Taking a wider perspective on the forest industry, the respondent argues that the most 

important thing to communicate is the forest raw materials as the only renewable raw 

material source. “We truly believe that this is the solution to the climate issue. This is 

therefore much bigger than a local deforestation”. 

 

Which communication channels to use is dependent on where the actual target segment 

operates. But overall, the respondent notes that using moving media is the future for 

communication. “Of that, I am totally convinced. People are not interested in reading in 

the same extent any more. It is much easier to absorb information that you can see and 

hear.” In the upcoming change in forest ownership, the respondent argues that the need 

for moving media communication is further emphasized. “Generally, the forest industry 

has been slow in adopting digital communication techniques. But now we can see how 
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important it is with digital communication, especially with the upcoming change in forest 

ownership.” 

 

Respondent H - Customer 
 

B2B Brand Management 

According to the respondent, brands play a major role in the forest industry. The three 

major brands and their individual colours are according to the respondent significant for 

the given part of the forest industry. When it comes to loyalty, the respondent uses two 

of the big brands in the daily operations, but with a clear majority of the case company 

products. Moreover, the respondent acknowledges that the experience from using the case 

company products for many years contribute to maintaining the business relationship. 

“That is why it is inconvenient to change brand.” 

 

When it comes to functional brand values, the respondent primarily highlights 

dependability as the most important aspect. It is stated that the outcome of the products 

is what makes the forest entrepreneurs make their living, and consequently dependability 

on the products is a vital factor for the respondent. Regarding the impact of emotional 

brand values in the forest industry, the respondent connects it primarily to a company’s 

availability. 

 

In alignment, the respondent highlights after sale services as the most important buying 

criteria in the forest industry. “The range of provided after sale services and the 

geographical proximity is important to me”. 

 

The respondent further notes that the availability of the case company’s after sale service 

is a major influencer to the choice of brand. 

 

Sustainability 

The respondent primarily connects the Swedish word for sustainability, “hållbarhet”, to 

the quality of the products and services within the industry. When asked about 

environmental aspects of the industry, the respondent means that the latter plays an 

important role today and in the future will be the most important aspect of doing business 

in the forest industry. “Everything should be as environmentally friendly as possible”, the 

respondent notes.  

 

The respondent further argues that providing sustainability solutions is necessary today, 

especially because of the demand from the major forest companies. “Taking emissions 

and footprint in land and nature seriously is something that our customer’s demand from 

us”. 

 

The respondent perceives the case company’s sustainability work as good enough, but 

also add that the case company is slow in adapting to new trends and express a desire for 

the case company to adapt quicker to new sustainability solutions. 

 

Brand Communication 
The respondent means that communication is an important aspect of the industry. It is the 

way to reach out to customers with offerings, product enhancements and product 

guidance. 
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The respondent further acknowledges the influential role digital communication has in 

the forest industry, but also stress the fact that many of the stakeholders within the 

industry are from a generation without well-developed computer skills. “For the older 

generations it is much harder to absorb digital information. I believe that communication 

via paper still holds great merit. Brochures and information papers are still very 

important factors when it comes to communicating the company.”   

 

When it comes to the case company’s communication, the respondent notes that a 

competitor is much more active when it comes to marketing their brand. “They send 

information to all forest entrepreneurs, not only their customers, with different offers and 

discounts. In that way the company is more visible and noisy.” 

6. Analysis 

The analytical chapter of this study combines the theoretical framework with the 

empirical findings. In accordance with the deductive research approach, the purpose is 

to relate the empirical findings to the outlined theoretical themes. In order to fulfil the 

purpose of this study and answer the research question, the structure of the analysis 

follows the set sub-purposes of this study. This is done to illustrate the connection between 

study purpose and the theoretical framework and empirical findings. Derived from the 

analysis, we end the chapter by presenting the key insights of each theoretical theme. 

 

Figure 10. Practical research process. Overview of analysis in this study. 
 

6.1 B2B Brand Management 

6.1.1 Sub-purpose 1: Examine the overall role and purpose of B2B brands 
 

Our study suggests that industry companies look for business partners that will assist them 

in facilitating their own production capabilities and profitability. Since a big part of the 

forest industry consists of small private actors, it is all about securing the income that 

essentially put food on the table for the actors involved. Consequently, one aspect of 
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building a strong brand in the forest industry involves conveying the feeling of being a 

trustworthy business partner. For the case company, the emphasis has therefore been on 

presenting themselves as a business partner rather than a customer. 

 

Arguably, the brand is something that can be perceived differently by individuals, and 

with different definitions as well. Every contact with external stakeholders therefore 

contributes to the overall perception and value of the brand. If customers receive 

insufficient service, the perception of the brand will be affected accordingly. What a 

brand essentially is and how the strategic asset should be defined is something that sets 

all respondents apart. The question is a watershed that cannot be justly addressed with a 

quantitative approach due to its subjective and experiential nature. A notion that further 

nourishes the usage of a qualitative approach to the study subject. Based on the definition 

of Kapferer (2012, p. 8), as brands being the determining criteria that influence buyers, 

the perceptions of how the latter is explained differ between the respondents. In all 

essence, our findings suggest that brands in fact influence industrial decision-making, but 

the pathway there stretches from involving merely a feeling of believing in something to 

brands being the company foundation, from which every business activity is derived. 

Respondent D means that the brand is a platform, while respondent C describes the brand 

as an intangible asset that can be seen as “the soul of the company”. In alignment, 

respondent F argues that the brand is a summarized version of all the feelings, values, and 

associations that the case company signals to customers.  

 

A common theme among the respondents is to connect the core values of the company to 

the brand, and especially the communication of the latter. In alignment, Kotler and 

Pfoertsch (2006, p. 52) note that the brand serves as a way of conveying attributes, values 

and benefits of a specific company. In B2B settings that are increasingly competitive, 

homogenous and limitless, the need for differentiation cannot be stressed enough. This is 

further in alignment with Kotler and Pfoertschs (2006, p. 52) view of the brand as a 

symbol of differentiation. This means that the brand can further be viewed as an indicator 

and a mediator of preferences, thus additionally addressing the role of the brand as an 

influencer of buying decisions (Kapferer, 2012, p. 8). 

 

This study indicates that the notion of differentiation is of vital importance. In the context 

of the forest industry, the respondents argue that the dominant focus on product 

technology and quality have led to a streamlined view of forest industry brands and 

certain hygiene factors. 

 

Our findings demonstrate that Intangible aspects of the brand can be expressed and 

utilized through simple visualisation. In the part of the forest industry where the case 

company operates, the main actors are defined by an individual colour. This further 

encompasses what the brand is for the practitioners within the industry, simply by directly 

connecting the brand to a specific colour. The external respondents all refer to the case 

company as the name of its specific colour.  

 

This study’s findings suggest that the major role of a B2B brand in today's business world 

is to work as a mediator of credibility, trust and loyalty to build relationships with 

customers. In alignment, the difference of meaning of brands in B2B and B2C settings 

are something that is well discussed in scientific research (Leek & Christodoulides, 2014, 

p. 830). Brand management as a concept has traditionally been connected as a marketing 

tool for B2C managers primarily, where the focus is on criteria that appeal more to the 
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emotional aspects of choosing among alternatives (Leek & Christodoulides, 2014, p. 

830). 

 

In alignment with this study’s findings, Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 52) state that the 

brand serves eight primary roles and in accordance to the respondent’s perception, the 

authors state that an important task of the brand is to create strong relationships with 

customers and consequently secure long-term business. Kapferer (2012, p. 85) notes that 

B2B brands are often more relational in nature than B2C brands, emphasizing the 

dependence that production companies have to each other. Respondent B, responsible for 

sales and product development within the company, notes that the working tasks are more 

about maintaining relationships rather than promoting sales. 

 

The role of trust and fruitful relationships are emphasized in the forest industry where the 

case company operates, mainly due to the fact that the low number of sales per year and 

the importance of continuously providing after sales services. In alignment with the 

previously highlighted roles of the brand by Kotler and Pfoertsch, Zhiang et al., (2008, p. 

51) state that a key task of the brand, especially in the B2B setting, is to form trust with 

customers. As respondent C states, “The investments in the B2B setting is much higher 

than in B2C, therefore creating relationships with customers built on trust is of vital 

importance. If you fail in doing that, you are outmanoeuvred”. 

 

The findings of this study emphasize the importance of trust and risk reduction in the 

industry and highlight those aspects as an industrial buying criteria. In alignment, Herbst 

and Merz (2011, p. 1078) identify trust as a mechanism for creating long lasting B2B 

brand relationships, and credibility as a way of addressing buyers search for risk 

reduction. In the context of many B2B settings, where managers often are budget-

constraint and profit driven, it can be argued that this create further incentives for brands 

to convey the highlighted emotional brand values. Moreover, it can be argued that risk 

reduction and trust are a consequence of the dependence that buyers and suppliers have 

on each other. The case company is dependent on the deliverance of their suppliers in 

order to deliver their own promise when engaging in relationship with their buyers. 

Consequently, the end-users in the forest industry are dependent on after sale services in 

order to secure the delivery of their promise. Customer respondent H, who argues that 

after sale services are the major buying criteria that influence the choice of brand, further 

highlights this. 

 

Moreover, the need for credibility and trust are factors further emphasized in B2B 

settings, mainly due to the fact that B2B managers are often profit driven and budget 

constraint. In all essence, respondent B highlights that at the end of the day, what matters 

is profitability for the individual forest entrepreneur. Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 

831) conclude that rational thinking is in centrum of argument when B2B managers face 

buying decision-making situations. 

 

6.1.2 Sub-purpose 2: Explore the impact of functional brand values and emotional 
brand values in B2B settings 
 

Our findings indicate that the combination of functional brand values, defined as the 

hygiene factors, and the emotional brand values firmly contribute to create profitable 

business relationships. In accordance, the role of relationships in B2B settings is further 
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emphasized in the theoretical model of Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 112), where 

the environmental factors, supplier characteristics, situational factors contribute to the 

overall combination of functional brand values and emotional brand values. This in turn 

leads to enhanced relationship value. The supplier characteristics, highlighted as 

knowledge and experience, are something that the case company respondents relate to 

several of the different brand values. The customer respondent H stresses the importance 

of after sale services, thus arguing that supplier characteristics are a highly influential 

factor when it comes to decision-making from a customer perspective. Moreover, our 

findings demonstrate that emotional brand value of conveying risk reduction is part of 

possessing the experience of having dealt with problematic situation in the past. As 

respondent D puts it, “B2B managers want to avoid risk by searching for brands that 

signals security and are seen as risk-free and safe.” In accordance with the latter, Leek 

and Christodoulides (2011, p. 112) highlight the relationship between functional brand 

values and emotional brand values, concluding that after sales service is a way of 

addressing the emotional brand value of risk reduction.  

 

The encouragement for communicating credibility and trust also implies that the 

corporate brand should be more centralized then specific products. In order to be a 

business partner that really devotes itself to assisting customers in every way possible, 

the products and its features are means to reach the goal of helping customers rather than 

being definitive solutions. Despite several changes in ownership and logos, the case 

company has kept similar organizational structure and customer approach throughout the 

years, thus creating conditions for maintaining and developing beneficial business 

relationships. In accordance, respondent B therefore argues that the brand should 

represent the entire organization, and not certain products. In alignment, the relationship 

focused setting that characterizes B2B settings (Kapferer, 2012, 139), creates the need to 

focus on promoting corporate brand rather than products (Simões et al., 2015, p. 60).  

 

The respondents differ in what attributes they identify to be functional brand values and 

emotional brand values. Respondent E states functional brand values to be connected to 

product traits like performance, ground pressure, price and stability, and emotional values 

to be more abstract and focusing more on proudness and building relationships. On the 

other hand, respondent A names functional brand values to be linked to delivering 

offerings on time and providing technical developed product, while customer respondent 

H primarily connect functional brand values to dependability. 

 

The findings of this study demonstrate that the functional brand values are primarily 

related to technology and product quality, while emotional brand values are connected to 

beneficial relationships with customers, as well as overall perceptions of the company. In 

alignment, customer respondent H connects emotional brand values primarily to 

company's availability. In accordance with the respondent’s different perception, the 

previous research has not established any clear definition what functional brand values 

and emotional brand values are. However, the importance of building a brand based on 

both functional brand values and emotional brand values cannot be stressed enough 

(Lynch and de Chernatony, 2007, p. 131). Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 111) agrees 

with the previously mentioned authors, arguing that functional and emotional qualities 

are the core pillars to build a strong brand. Our findings indicate that functional factors 

have permeated the brand values within the forest industry and the case company. Despite 

the respondent's statement, the majority of them believe emotional brand values are the 
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future to success in building a strong brand and create long-term relationships with 

customers.  

 

Customers within the researched industry expect for instance a certain level of quality of 

the products, a certain level of technology and a certain level of price, all controlled by 

the market forces. Lynch and de Chernatony (2007, p. 131) conclude that competitors 

easily imitate functional values, such as product quality, while emotional values 

differentiate the brand from competitors. In alignment with the need for differentiation, 

the respondents connect functional brand values such as product quality, technology and 

price to hygiene factors, which are factors that customers expect that competitive 

companies within the industry always include in their value propositions. 

 

Leek and Christodoulides (2011, p. 831) argue that decisive factors when choosing 

suppliers involves functional brand values such as service quality, price and after sale 

services. However, aspects of the latter are directly connected to the hygiene factors, 

which create room for discrepancy between the theoretical framework and empirical 

findings. In the context of the forest industry, the respondents mean that functional brand 

values are fundamental for being perceived as a competitive alternative, and consequently 

not a decisive buying factor.  

 

In alignment with the highlighted importance of B2B brands conveying trust and 

credibility, and the rational thinking that characterises B2B settings, it can be argued that 

emotional brand values, such as the highlighted ones, are rational arguments for engaging 

in business agreements. In accordance, Backhaus et al. (2011, p. 1090) note that brands 

relevance in B2B settings is mainly determined by company’s ability to convey the low 

risk of doing business. In alignment with notion of B2B managers being risk-averse 

(Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007, p. 45), Herbst and Merz (2011, p. 1078) identify trust as a 

mechanism for creating long lasting B2B brand relationships, and credibility as a way of 

addressing buyers search for risk reduction. It is for B2B managers rational to choose the 

supplier that possesses the brand with the highest degree of perceived credibility and trust, 

consequently with risk reduction in mind. Moreover, Ballantyne and Aitken (2007, p. 

369) argue that trust and commitment to customers are aspects generated from engaging 

in emotional branding. 

 

Our findings indicate that the forest industry consists of several hygiene factors that are 

neither decisive factors when it comes to buying decisions nor means for differentiation 

from competitors. Engaging in customers’ own value creation, thus generating customer 

specific solutions is a way of addressing the need for differentiation from the set standards 

as well as the competitors. From a brand perspective, respondent D argues that addressing 

the mentioned hygiene factors is an insufficient promotional strategy.  

 

Herbst and Merz (2011, p. 1078) note the same pattern, namely that emotional brand 

values are especially important in today’s competitive and increasingly product 

homogenous business world. This can be explained by the increased competition in B2B 

settings and easy access to product information. In accordance with Lynch and de 

Chernatony´s and Herbst and Merz statements, the case company respondents believe 

that emotional brand values are incrementally becoming more significant within the 

industry. For example, respondent E states; “If you do not like what you see you are going 

to find reasons why to not buy the product. Sometimes it does not matter how much you 

change a certain product because fundamentally it is not about product features only”. 
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As well, the external stakeholder G agrees on the conclusion that emotional brand values 

emerge in importance. “You can overlook certain product flaws, but never compromise 

with the emotional feelings you have towards the company”. An indicator is a 

competitor´s high investment in marketing and emphasize on building relationships on 

emotional brand values. The case company respondents conclude that the used strategy 

is one determinant to the competitor´s increase in market shares in recent years. 

6.2 Sustainability 

6.2.1 Sub-purpose 3: Examine the role of sustainability in B2B settings 
 

Our findings suggest that public demand is a major driver of sustainability in the forest 

industry. The raised public interest in sustainability has arguably made it profitable for 

companies to get involved in the topic and further incorporate the concept in their 

business activities. The case company respondents mean that sustainability is important 

and the public demand is a main driver for companies to engage in the topic. In alignment, 

customer respondent H highlights the demand for sustainability solutions from the major 

companies within the industry as an influencing driver. Arguably, the forest industry 

companies are dependent on the forest as a resource, and consequently cannot back 

operation that not takes care of the forest in a sustainable way.  

 

Past research conclude that incorporating sustainability into the business can be a tool to 

achieve greater financial performance and competitive advantage in B2C settings 

(Sharma et al, 2010, p. 330). Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 8) argue that the 

increased attention to sustainability from the public has highlighted the sustainability 

topic within B2B markets as well. 

 

However, Sheth and Shinha (2015, p. 82) state that pressure from the public and involved 

stakeholders create situations where some companies rather view the integration of 

sustainability as necessary evil than a tool to differentiate. With the words of Sheth and 

Sinhas, and the respondent's point of views in mind, sustainability can be interpreted to 

be something that companies have to do in order to work in line with legislation and 

therefore be seen as a necessary evil. Respondent B questions whether it is profitable to 

engage in sustainability activities in a high extent and be in the leading edge of adapting 

to legislations. However, respondent F states that companies within the industry, that not 

take sustainability issues in account, would be considered as un-credible actors. 

 

Incorporating sustainability in the company can enhance the job satisfaction and make 

the employees proud of representing the company. It can also be an incentive to create 

fruitful and long-term relationships with the upcoming forest actors as well as attracting 

desirable employees. The case company respondents argue that a driver to sustainability 

work is the personal interest from employees. For example, respondent D argues that 

incorporating sustainability in the work is partly dependent on the interest from the 

employees. In alignment, Hartmann et al. (2005, p.11) state that people with sustainability 

conscious minds gain personal satisfaction of working with sustainability. Chan et al. 

(2012, p. 560) urge that engaging in business with like-minded partners creates beneficial 

and long-term relationships. The respondents further state that the forest industry is 

undergoing a generational change and the new generation is believed to value 

sustainability concerns in a higher extent than previous generations.  
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A further incentive to engage in sustainability activities in the forest industry is the 

potential cost beneficial aspects of sustainability solutions. The company kills two birds 

with one stone by incorporating solutions that are both environmental friendly and cost 

effective. Respondent E states that the strive for reducing fuel emission is an 

environmental friendly activity, which customers primarily acknowledge to be a cost 

effective solution. It is thereof a technical aspect that customers value. In alignment with 

respondent E’s statement, Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 14) argue that the 

increased attention to process development, such as sustainability operations, can 

decrease costs. Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11) further argue that sustainability based brand 

values are conducted by communicating the functional benefits of the environmentally 

friendly initiative. In accordance, respondent D urges the need for identification of such 

inputs to make customers involved in sustainability issues. One practical example is the 

usage of environmentally friendly chain grease instead of chain oil. The latter solution is 

profitable both from an economical aspect and for the environment but the case company 

mainly promotes the economic advantage.  

 

Sustainability is arguably a fairly new concept in B2B settings and that can be a reason 

why companies still are struggling in knowing how to incorporate the concept in daily 

operations. In alignment, the case company respondents argue that the company works 

with and implements sustainability more than what is being communicated. Kumar and 

Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9) state that B2B companies still are in the midst of figuring 

out how to incorporate sustainability activities. The authors further propose that the 

company brand can be a tool to integrate sustainability in the business (Kumar and 

Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 9), primarily by connecting sustainability associations to 

the brand and consequently add value (Kumar and Christodoulopoulou, 2014, pp. 11-13). 

6.2.2 Sub-purpose 4: Understand sustainability from a B2B brand perspective. This is 
done by exploring emotional brand values and functional brand values in a 
sustainability context 
 

In alignment with the different definitions of what a brand is, whether sustainability is 

connected to functional brand values or emotional brand values are something that 

becomes a question of perspective. The nature of the employee's role can explain why 

our findings demonstrate different perceptions whether sustainability is connected to 

emotional brand values or functional brand values. Respondent D initially connects 

sustainability to emotional brand values, but notes shortly afterwards that it could be 

connected to functional brand values as well. Respondent C primarily connects 

sustainability to employee related issues, whilst respondent E connects it to efficient fuel 

emissions. Respondent C works at the communication department where the daily 

operations involved engaging in communication with external stakeholders as well as 

internal stakeholders. Respondent E on the other hand works closely with product 

features, where fuel efficiency is an important topic. From a brand perspective, Hartmann 

et al. (2005, p. 11) argue that both functional brand values and emotional brand values 

are closely related to sustainability.  

 

However, by communicating product qualities that are environmentally friendly, a 

company accordingly incorporates sustainability into the brand (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 

11). Furthermore, Gupta et al. (2013, p. 290) argue that sustainability connects 

environmental and societal issues with the rational thinking through cost-conscious 

business perspective. In alignment, several respondents argue that the case company offer 
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a lot of solutions that are sustainable, but fail to promote those qualities in the 

communication. According to respondent B, the reason for not communicating and 

promoting the sustainability aspect of having products with low emissions for instance, 

is a consequence of customers being more interested in the profitability aspect of it all. 

Forest entrepreneurs will decrease their cost if the used forestry products are more fuel-

efficient. 

 

In their research, Lai et al. (2010, 459) also draw the conclusion that sustainability 

initiatives contribute to the brand value, mainly by enhancing brand loyalty, perceived 

quality, brand awareness, brand association and brand satisfaction among customers. In 

alignment with important aspects of the forest industry, Lai et al. (2010, p. 459) highlight 

overall company reputation, distribution management, support service and product 

development as areas in which initiatives related to sustainability assist in enhancing 

brand performance. As stated by respondent F, developing the support service is 

something that can be beneficial for forest industry companies from a monetary and non-

monetary perspective. Respondent E notes that product development that further decrease 

the impact on nature can enhance the value of a brand.  

 

Apart from on-going product homogenization and increased competition, the forest 

industry contains of a number of stakeholders along the value chain, all with different 

problem areas and views of how to enhance profitability, which further nourishes the idea 

to search for ways for differentiation. Nevertheless, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 21) argue 

that solely promoting functional brand values, exemplified above with fuel efficiency, is 

a pathway to failure in differentiating the company from competitors as well as a way of 

departing from creating individual customer solutions.  

 

As mentioned earlier, the respondents mean that the core values of the company should 

be the foundation of the brand. Therefore, the emotional brand values should be rooted in 

the company and target emotional aspects rather than functional aspects. Hartmann et al. 

(2005, p. 21) note that emotional brand benefits can address the limitations that functional 

brand values create in competitive B2B markets. It is stated by the authors that emotional 

brand values should be at the centre of the brand, surrounded by environmentally friendly 

associations (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 21).  

 

In contradiction to Kumar and Christodoulopoulous (2014, p. 9) statement that integrating 

sustainability into the brand can lead to a competitive advantage, our findings indicate 

that sustainability also is a hygiene factor nowadays, and consequently difficult to create 

a competitive advantage of. Especially in the Nordic countries, the mentioned tough 

legislation makes it arguably difficult to differentiate the brand from a sustainability 

perspective. As respondent B states, “You need to be a real industry expert to outline the 

differences in sustainability work among the companies”.  

 

In alignment with the non-communication of the sustainability aspect of efficient fuel 

emissions, respondent F argues that a competitive advantage can be derived from further 

developing the maintenance and support of the products, creating more efficient 

machinery and thus add value for customers. This is primarily done in terms of enhancing 

productivity and decrease costs. The sustainability aspect of creating more efficient 

products is at best a positive by-product, but not something worth communicating. As 

noted in research, sustainability solutions and initiatives might not influence buyers in 

B2B settings (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11; Kumar & Christodoulopoulou, 2014, p. 9), 
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the latter however note that the brand is the way to make sustainability a more influential 

aspect for B2B buyers. This is further supported by Gupta et al. (2013, p. 294), who claim 

that sustainability issues should be approached through the brand management in order 

to create brand preferences in competitive markets. 

 

Our study suggests that sustainability from a brand perspective can be a way of conveying 

long-term commitment. When faced with the question of what sustainability signals from 

a brand perspective, the respondents mean that sustainability can be seen as a long-term 

commitment from the sender. Respondent F argues that sustainability signals that “a 

company has a holistic and long-term perspective of their operations” while respondent 

E notes that sustainability from a brand perspective signals trustworthiness, both in the 

short-term and the long-term. Taking another perspective on what brands should signal, 

the external respondent G means that the brand should first and foremost signal 

credibility. The respondent concludes that solely bragging about the company in the 

communication signals neither credibility, sustainability nor long-term commitment. “It 

is about making people in general, and the customers in particular, understand what the 

company is doing. According to me, this is done by consistently communicating that the 

company is a credible actor.” 

 

Our study highlights sustainability promotion as a mediator of trust and credibility rather 

than a pioneer of environmental protection. Creating brand sustainability associations 

should incorporate the emotional brand values of trust, credibility and long-term 

commitment. Kumar and Christodoulopoulou (2014, p. 9) highlight the importance of 

creating brand sustainability associations in order to build brand value.  

 

In alignment with the importance of the brand functioning as a mediator of trust and 

credibility, our study demonstrates that sustainability can further be an endorser of 

conveying those aspects to customers and other stakeholders. Rather than examining 

sustainability from a product specific perspective or environmental perspective, it can be 

argued that sustainability is a further incentive for building fruitful business relationships, 

thus signalling that a given company has a long-term perspective and will be a partner of 

today and tomorrow. In alignment with trust and credibility, the conveying of long-term 

commitment is primarily an emotional brand value, connected more to the company 

making a promise rather than promoting functional brand values such as product specific 

features or after sale services. 

 

However, incorporating functional brand values into the notion of signalling long-term 

commitment, trust and credibility, can happen in the shape of communicating continuous 

assistance in terms of service and direct partnership outcomes such as price evaluation 

and research and design collaboration. Furthermore, Gupta et al. (2013, p. 295) note that 

sustainability is a way of building profitable business relationships in competitive 

markets, which therefore can be a result of building the brand around trust, credibility and 

long-term commitment, all signalled by sustainability. 
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6.3 Brand Communication 

6.3.1 Sub-purpose 5: Examine the role of brand communication in B2B settings and 
what to communicate 
 

This study’s findings highlight the need for an elaborated brand communication strategy 

that reflects the company's core values, which should permeate what the company stands 

for. According to Keller (2009, p. 139), this is especially important in today's business 

world, where the digital development has facilitated the access to information concerning 

brands, companies and products. 

 

Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006, p. 106) state that the main purpose of brand communication 

in B2B is to communicate messages that clearly address customers’ problems and needs. 

Contradictory to the words of Kotler and Pfoertsch, our study suggests that the company 

core values are the most important aspect to communicate. As mentioned above, our 

study’s findings highlight company core values as the most important aspect to 

communicate from a brand perspective. In addition, Simões et al. (2015, p. 66) state that 

the mix of core values with sustainability activities, heritage and personality of the brand 

contribute to a successful way of presenting the company and the brand in a consistent 

and beneficial way online.  

 

In alignment, respondent D states that there should be no doubt about what the company 

stands for. In accordance to respondent D’s statement, respondent E argues that it should 

be visible through the brand communication what core values the company is built upon. 

Respondent E further argues that everything the company does and how they act is part 

of the brand communication. Moreover, according to respondent B, the purpose is to 

communicate the case company’s ambition to be more than a business partner to 

customers. The goal is to communicate that the case company will be at the customer’s 

side throughout the whole product life cycle. 

6.3.2 Sub-purpose 6: Explore how to communicate the brand in B2B settings 
 

Our study demonstrates that trade shows and exhibitions are especially important in the 

forest industry, where relationships between business partners are highlighted as a crucial 

aspect of successful brand management. Trade shows and exhibitions are personal forums 

where to communicate the brand values and the advantages of engaging in business 

relationships. The empirical findings demonstrate that face-to-face interactions are 

acknowledged to be an influential communication channel in the forest industry. 

 

Moreover, Danaher and Rossiter (2011, p. 6) state that marketing managers have a 

plethora of communication channels through which marketing messages can be 

communicated. Keller and Kotler (2006, p. 536) note that there are eight main 

communication channels by which brand values are communicated. In the context of B2B 

settings, the authors highlight trade shows and exhibitions to be significant 

communication channels to reach out to customers and create substantial relationships 

(Keller & Kotler, 2006, p. 536). This study indicates that this communication channel has 

traditionally been very useful to interact with customers and other actors within the forest 

industry. Respondent A states that customer events and exhibitions are important 

communication channels to show products and get closer contact with customers. 

Respondent A highlights an event that the case company hosts every year. Customers and 
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actors within the industry are invited to an event that the company organizes to show and 

inform about the products with the purpose to create closer relationship with practitioners.  

 

The findings of the study indicate that the upcoming generation of forest owners have a 

completely different relation to digital tools and therefore the need for developed digital 

solutions will be even more crucial in the future. Apart from trade shows and exhibitions, 

the importance of digital communication channels cannot be stressed enough in today's 

business world (Jensen, 2006, p. 357). According to respondent B, digital communication 

in the forest industry has gained increased attention in recent years. In alignment, 

respondent E states that the digital communication channels’ importance is incrementally 

increasing and it takes shape mainly through the website and social media platforms.  

 

In the forest industry, where actors are operating in different geographical places, digital 

communication is a practical tool to reach out to a wider mass of stakeholders. Lipiäinen 

and Karjaluoto (2015, p. 733), state that globalization and digitalization have facilitated 

the information flow and additionally increased competition. Simões et al. (2015, p. 61) 

further argue that in the high competitive business environment, companies seek for 

differentiation sources. The authors further argue that one source to effectively 

communicate the brand and gain brand awareness is online platforms (Simões et al., 2015, 

p. 61). Respondent C argues that the traditional communication channels, such as industry 

papers and booklets, have dominated the industry but the digital communication channels 

are gaining more foothold. From a customer point of view, the digitalization has also 

facilitated the contact points between customer and company according to respondent F.  

 

Moreover, from a brand perspective, the website works as the initial area where the 

process of influencing customers begins. In the forest industry, the company website is 

referred to as the display window where product offerings, company core values and other 

company related information are gathered at one place. Simões et al. (2015, p. 60) note 

that the first contact point between company and customer is primarily taking place on 

the company website. According to Simões et al. (2015, p. 60) a company website provide 

the opportunity to convey consistent messages to stakeholders.  

 

In the context of B2B settings, Simões et al. (2015, p. 60) mean that brands work as a 

generator of brand loyalty and consequently create possibilities for premium price setting. 

In order to take advantage of the possibilities that an online platform provides, the authors 

emphasize the need for expressing and communicating corporate values, sustainability of 

the corporate brand, heritage and personality of the corporate brand and the company 

whereabouts (Simões et al., 2015, p. 66). Respondent C means that the brand 

communication should include what the company wants to be and how the customers 

actually perceive the brand. The latter can further be viewed from the external perspective 

of respondent G, who concludes that there are no beneficial aspects of solely 

communicating company strengths and how good the company is. It merely puts the 

company in a position where they have to live up to unreasonable expectations and 

therefore later on not deliver according to promises that the brand communication 

mediates.  

 

The website further creates opportunities to connect company information, product 

offerings with own produced media, either via social media platforms or with own 

resources. When it comes to well-debated topics such as sustainability, one can argue that 

presenting the issue in a video format can be a way to facilitate the absorptive capacity 
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for the information receiver, primarily by using emotionally charged illustration of the 

environment. Respondent G means that the usage of videos and films to present the 

company brand is a crucial instrument in today’s business world. With regards to the 

information overflow and the need for differentiation in the business environment of 

today, the respondent argues that moving picture is the future of communication. It is 

highlighted in the study findings that information via videos is easier absorbed, mainly 

due to the fact that the intended information receiver only has to see and listen, and not 

actively read.  In the context of the forest industry, videos can arguably be used as a way 

to present the company and what it stands for, but also be a medium for learning of what 

the company do and how the business activities impact the environment.  

 

Respondent B argues that the website is from where all business related activities 

originate, especially highlighting the fact that a global company, such as the case 

company, benefits from providing consistent information to everyone, everywhere. 

Simões et al. (2015, p. 66) conclude that communication of the brand on the website 

influence the perception of the brand, consequently having an impact on the overall 

company performance. In all essence, clear and well-developed communication on the 

website creates incentives for taking a clear position on the market and consequently 

improve company performance (Simões, et al. 2015, p. 66). 

 

As highlighted in the theoretical framework, today’s business world is global and over-

flooded with information, which makes it possible to outline a complete company profile 

with only a few mouse clicks. Altogether, this leads to increased competition from all 

over the world as well as more knowledgeable customers. In alignment with the 

highlighted need for differentiation in B2B settings in general and forest industry in 

particular, Simões et al. (2015, p. 611) stress the role of the corporate brand as a 

differentiator, especially in markets where product offerings tend to be increasingly 

similar in terms of quality, price, distribution and other functional aspects. Moreover, 

with regards to the website as the basis for company brand information, Simões et al. 

(2015, p. 61) emphasize the importance of intangible aspects in order to address the issue 

of separation from competitors.   

 

In alignment, Swani et al. (2014, p. 879) acknowledge emotional brand communication 

as a way of addressing the issue of differentiation as well as create incentives for 

profitable business relationships. As mentioned earlier are the respondents highlighting 

the core values of the company as the most important aspect to communicate, while 

simultaneously point out that the forest industry has always focus on the functional values 

of the products and brands. With regards to the notion of B2B settings being 

predominantly rational-thinking focused, primarily connected to functional brand values, 

Swani et al. (2014, p. 879) study of big companies in America show that emotional brand 

values are communicated more extensively than functional brand values in B2B 

companies. This can be explained by the importance of building business relationships in 

B2B markets, which all respondents also highlight is the major role of the brand. 

 

Incorporating emotional brand values to environmental impact in the forest industry can 

arguably be a way to concretize emotional brand values, that are defined as feelings and 

meanings that are over and above physical functioning. In alignment, Hartmann et al. 

(2005, p. 21) state that functionally based brand values might fail in differentiating the 

company and also create discrepancy between the company and individual customer 

wants and needs. However, focusing on emotional brand values can also create 
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communication messages that are perceived as vague and a stray from the practical 

environment (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 21). To counteract vague communication 

messages, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 21) propose to embed emotional brand values into 

actual environmental impact.  

 

Moreover, Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11) argue that generating fruitful brand associations 

is the key to implement successful sustainability brand communication. Emotionally 

charged nature illustrations with information about the company and the actual impact on 

the environment are highlighted as important content (Hartmann et al., 2005, p. 11). The 

latter is highlighted as an emotional brand benefit, which fills the purpose of creating an 

emotional bond between the brand, the nature and customers. Respondent E stresses the 

importance of visualisation, stating that communication should illustrate what the 

company stands for, even on a product level. Perhaps related the role in the product 

development team, the respondent further argues that product design is one of the features 

that will influence buyers in a high degree.  

 

In alignment with the words of Hartmann et al. (2005, p. 11), the usage of scenic nature 

in combination with the brand could arguably provide with beneficial brand associations. 

This is furthermore especially applicable in the forest industry where the industry is built 

upon the nature of the forest, consequently creating stakeholders that have interest in 

maintaining a prosperous forest environment. The purpose of connecting the brand to 

scenic nature illustration is also done in order to evoke feelings of joy (Hartmann et al., 

2005, p. 11), consequently a beneficial way of creating fruitful brand associations. Brand 

communication of sustainability on the website is according to Simões et al. (2015, p. 66) 

a way of displaying the impact that the company has on society. 

6.4 Key Insights 
 

In order to present a structural and summarized version of the analysis, the figures below 

illustrate the key points, drawn from the analysis in relation to this study’s sub-purposes 

and consequently the research question. In accordance to the overall structure of this 

paper, the different sub-purposes are divided into the three theoretical themes, B2B brand 

management, sustainability and brand communication. In order to fulfil the purpose of 

this study, the outlined key points are the pieces that form this study’s scientific puzzle 

that we aim to contribute to research with. 



72 
 

 
 

Figure 11. Key points of B2B brand management. The figure shows the key points from 

the analysis of B2B brand management. 

 

Figure 12. Key points of sustainability. The figure shows the key points from the analysis 

of sustainability. 
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Figure 13. Key points of brand communication. The figure shows the key points from the 

analysis of brand communication. 

7. Conclusions 

In this chapter we present the contributing key insights that emerged from the analysis 

chapter. We firstly repeat the research question and purpose in order to highlight what 

we are aiming to achieve with this study. In alignment with the structure of the analysis, 

we answer the sub-purposes in a chronological order before lastly answer the research 

question and provide with an explanation of this study’s contribution to the research field 

of B2B Marketing. 

 

 

Figure 12. Practical research process. Overview of conclusions in this study. 
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7.1 Research Question and Purpose 
 

In order to fulfil the overall purpose of contributing to existing knowledge of Brand 

management in the research field of B2B Marketing, answering the following research 

question was the goal for completion: 

 

 How can B2B brands in the forest industry communicate sustainability? 

 

The initial comprehensive literature review of the study field indicated a notable request 

for further studies of marketing management in the B2B setting, especially from a brand 

perspective. Moreover, the impact of sustainability on the business world further 

contributed to the overall structure that shaped this study. The constant changes in 

communication techniques further call for new insights and perspectives on the marketing 

side of business. Consequently, the overall purpose was to contribute to existing 

knowledge of brand management in the research field of B2B marketing. By using a case 

study research approach, the overall purpose was addressed by exploring how a B2B 

company in the forest industry manage their brand while addressing sustainability factors 

in the brand communication. 

 

In order to answer the research question, and consequently fulfil the purpose, six sub-

purposes were outlined from research theory, all in accordance with the deductive 

research design. The case study approach allowed us to go in depth of how the case 

company view the given topics of B2B brand management, sustainability and brand 

communication. The empirical findings consisted of qualitative interviews from internal 

respondents of the case company, who all belong to different departments at the case 

company and consequently might have different perspectives on the topics. Furthermore, 

empirical findings were also derived from conducting interviews with external 

stakeholders, which gave the collected data additional depth via an outside perspective of 

the case company. The empirical findings were subsequently analysed in relation to 

existing theories of the given theoretical themes and the stated sub-purposes. 

 

This practical research process, as illustrated in figure 12, ultimately led to conclusions 

and recommendations, which can be used by B2B managers to gain deeper understanding 

in the dynamics of brand management and how sustainability can be incorporated to 

further engage in business relationship building. 

7.2 Sub-purpose 1: Examine the overall role and purpose of B2B brands 
 

This study indicates that brands play a major role in the examined B2B setting. From the 

analysis, we draw the conclusion that unlike the role in B2C markets, brands primarily 

function as the building stone and coordinator for business relationships in B2B settings. 

Considering that this study highlights the relational aspect of brands in B2B settings, we 

draw the conclusion that the brand is connected to all business activities and what they 

consequently signal to customers and other stakeholders. This include direct activities 

such as participating on trade shows and exhibitions, organizing customer events as well 

as all the intangible aspects, such as feelings, attributes and values, that are connected 

with the brand. In all essence, we draw the conclusion that the overall role and purpose 

of a brand in B2B settings is to be the mediator and coordinator of being a beneficial 

business partner. We realize that “being a beneficial business partner” differs depending 

on market, but in all essence it is first and foremost about signalling the emotional brand 
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values of trust, credibility and long-term commitment. We therefore conclude that 

customers essentially want to be assured that the potential customer delivers as promised, 

is a serious business player and is present in the long run for future business deals. This 

in alignment with B2B managers being profit driven, budget constraint and consequently 

perceived as risk-averse. Moreover, the brand also works as a mean for differentiation, 

especially when taking a holistic brand-approach on the company. Furthermore, in the 

context of the given part of the forest industry, where the main competitors are signalled 

by a specific colour, the importance of adding additional value to the brand, and the 

colour, are arguably crucial. In a highly competitive marketplace, further characterized 

by increasing product homogenization, the need for differentiation is arguably in place.  

7.3 Sub-purpose 2: Explore the impact of functional brand values and emotional 
brand values in B2B settings 
 

In the forest industry, where great emphasize has traditionally been on communicating 

functional brand values such as technology and product quality, the set standard, termed 

hygiene factors, of the previously mentioned brand values have reached a level where 

differentiation from competitors is arguably difficult. We can conclude that the impact of 

functional brand values in the given B2B cannot be stressed enough, however it can be 

argued that this is no longer a factor for differentiation from a communication perspective. 

In alignment with the stated conclusion in sub-purpose 1, we draw the conclusion that 

emphasizing the emotional brand values trust, loyalty credibility and long-term 

commitment both address what customers want and the need for differentiation. We can 

further conclude that the notion of rational decision-making in B2B settings implies 

search for brands that signal trust, credibility and long-term commitment, emotional 

brand values that furthermore can incorporate a company’s strong product quality and 

technology focus. Moreover, it can further be argued that the highlighted emotional brand 

values are in alignment with the highlighted search for risk-reduction among B2B 

managers. Furthermore, this can arguably be a way of addressing the need for 

differentiation in B2B markets, which predominantly are characterized by intense 

competition and product homogenization.  

7.4 Sub-purpose 3: Examine the role of sustainability in B2B settings 
 

This study indicates that the main driver for sustainability engagements in B2B settings 

is the public demand. Moreover, we draw the conclusion that legislations and employees 

own interest in the issue are further drivers of sustainability focus. We can conclude that 

the two latter named factors at the end of the day are intertwined with the public demand. 

However, cost effective solutions, that in many cases are environmental friendly as well, 

are being solely communicated for being economically beneficial. Contradictory to the 

B2C setting, where research shows that sustainability can be a tool for differentiation, we 

can conclude from our study that sustainability alone in B2B settings is not a concrete 

factor to differentiate the brand with, mainly due to the fact that sustainability is a hygiene 

factor and consequently generate thoroughgoing regulations and legislations that every 

company have to incorporate. 
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7.5 Sub-purpose 4: Understand sustainability from a B2B brand perspective. 
This is done by exploring emotional brand values and functional brand values 
in a sustainability context 
 

Our study demonstrates that both functional and emotional brand values are connected to 

sustainability. Stakeholders expect companies to have a certain sustainability standard in 

the organization and from that point of view sustainability can be considered to be a 

functional brand value. From that stance, we argue that sustainability cannot be a source 

for differentiation from a communication perspective. However, based on the analysis we 

can draw the conclusion that sustainability signalizes the emotional brand values 

credibility, trust, loyalty and long-term commitment. Consequently, we can assume that 

in B2B settings, sustainability cannot be a tool for differentiation as a pioneer for 

environmental protection. However, based on this study’s findings and in alignment with 

the notion of the brand as a mediator and coordinator of business relationships, we can 

conclude that sustainability can signal credibility, trust, loyalty and long-term 

commitment and consequently might be a source of differentiation. In alignment with the 

notion of B2B managers searching for risk-reduction brand opportunities, the highlighted 

emotional brand values can be ways to further address the risk-adversity of the B2B 

managers. 

7.6 Sub-purpose 5: Examine the role of brand communication in B2B settings 
and what to communicate 
 

With regards to the viewpoint of the respondents and the theoretical themes, we can 

conclude that the communication of the brand involves every business activity of the 

company. Accordingly, the communication of the brand involves specific marketing 

activities such as ads and exhibition participation, as well as the sale employee’s contact 

with potential customers. Furthermore, we can conclude that core values are the aspects 

that companies in B2B settings should primarily communicate. Core values should 

incorporate what the company stands for and what the future holds from a company 

perspective. In alignment with the role of the brand as a mediator and coordinator of trust, 

loyalty, credibility and long-term commitment, the core values of the company should 

arguably reflect those emotional brand values. This is also in alignment with the 

viewpoint of sustainability as a mediator of the highlighted brand values.   

7.7 Sub-purpose 6: Explore how to communicate the brand in B2B settings 
 

This study indicates that digital communication channels gain incrementally more 

foothold in the forest industry. Special emphasis is put on company website, which 

arguably works as a communication centre as well as a company information provider 

and influential contact point with customers. However, our study indicates that the 

traditional communication channel of events, such as participation at trade shows and 

exhibitions and organising customer specific activities, still holds merit. In alignment 

with the stated purpose of brands as a mediator and coordinator of business relationships 

and communication of core values, it can be argued that organizing customer events is a 

fruitful way of addressing the need for development of beneficial business relationships. 

Digital communication channels, especially the website but also social media platforms, 

can consequently serve as direct, limitless and borderless contact points with customers 

in order to further nurture the relationships. 
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Moreover, our study demonstrates that embedding the core values into moving media can 

further be a way to communicate the brand and simultaneously create beneficial brand 

associations. Using emotional brand values connected to the identified sustainability 

connected keywords trust, loyalty, credibility, and long-term commitment is further 

advised.  Therefore, creating brand associations derived from the core values of the 

company, using emotional brand values connected to sustainability can create room for 

differentiation in B2B settings. 

7.8 Research Question 
  

 How can B2B brands in the forest industry communicate sustainability? 

 

Based on the conclusion from respectively sub-purpose, we argue that B2B brands in the 

forest industry can communicate sustainability by mediating emotional brand values such 

as trust, credibility, loyalty and long-term commitment. This is in alignment with the need 

for differentiation in B2B markets, the role of a brand as a mediator and coordinator of 

business relationships in B2B settings, the role of functional brand values and emotional 

brand values, the role of sustainability in B2B settings from a brand perspective and the 

role of brand communication. We mean that using sustainability as a way of 

communicating emotional brand values trust, loyalty, credibility and long-term 

commitment can be beneficial aspects from both an economical and environmental 

perspective.  

7.9 Contribution 
 

In accordance to the overall purpose of this study, we argue that the stated conclusions 

and answer of the research question contribute with further knowledge of brand 

management to the research field of B2B Marketing. A big part of the reason why we 

chose to study the role of sustainability in B2B settings and from a brand perspective, 

was to outline to what extent sustainability is a factor when companies deal directly with 

each other. With regards to our conclusion, we can note that sustainability has a role in 

the B2B context, but rather as a mediator and coordinator of business related relationship 

aspects rather than emphasising environmental aspects. We believe that this is a different 

perspective on sustainability in the business context, and that the study consequently 

provides with incentives for B2B managers to further engage in brand management by 

outlining the potential beneficial outcomes that communicating sustainability from that 

perspective generates.  

 

Furthermore, practitioners within the field of B2B Marketing can benefit from the study 

by gaining more insight regarding the purpose and role of functional brand values and 

emotional brand values. Moreover, it should be noted that it is crucial that B2B companies 

recognize the value of the brand as a strategic asset and outline the pathway needed for 

generating the outcomes that the strategic asset entails. 

 

From a societal perspective, this study concerns a subject that is connected to the well-

being of this planet. We believe that everything connected to the concept of sustainability 

contribute to develop the society, from a societal, economic and environmental 

perspective. From an industry point of view, the forest raw material is a renewable 

resource and consequently a key aspect in contributing to the local community as well as 

developing the planet in a sustainable way.  
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8. Recommendations 

In this chapter, we provide with practical recommendations for the case company and 

theoretical recommendations for future research. In accordance with the purpose of this 

study, we mean that the practical recommendations of this study can assist the case 

company as well as other forest industry companies in their brand management, 

sustainability and brand communication activities. We further believe that B2B 

companies in other industries can benefit from the study as well.  

8.1 Practical Recommendations 
 

 Clearly outline the company's core values and convert them to communication 

messages that address the benefits of business relationships. Emotional brand 

values such as credibility, loyalty, trust and long-term commitment should be 

highlighted in the case company’s core values and consequently in the 

communication messages. 

 

 The case company should outline the company’s sustainability initiatives and 

product related solutions and connect those to the value of doing business with 

the company. From a brand perspective, this should signal the emotional brand 

values credibility, loyalty, trust and long-term commitment. 

 

 Use the website, social media platforms and customer events, such as trade shows 

and exhibitions, as the main communication channels to make customers engage 

in conversation with the company and thereby nurture business relationships. 

Special emphasis should be placed on the usage of moving media as an illustrative 

way of communicating the highlighted emotional brand values. 

 

 In terms of practical communication messages, the case company should utilize 

the scenic nature of the forest in order to convey the emotional brand values of 

credibility, trust, loyalty and long-term commitment. 

8.2 Future Research 
 

The constant evolving business environment and the mainly uncovered study field call 

for comprehensive and new approaches to basically all parts of the research field of B2B 

Marketing. Primarily, we recommend researchers to further uncover and explore how a 

brand can be a factor and a strategic tool for B2B companies in their quest for company 

growth. For example, we recommend future research to study the role of brands from a 

strategy perspective, thus conducting a study concerning which role the brand play in top-

management decision-making of a B2B company. Consequently, such a study would add 

further knowledge to the impact that the brand plays in B2B companies. From a B2B 

brand perspective, it would further be beneficial for the research field to study buying 

criteria in different industries. More precisely, a quantitative research method is advised 

in order to measure which specific attributes that B2B managers value in the decision 

making process.  

 

In this study, we have focused on external communication of the brand. Since there are 

two sides of the same coin, an internal approach on brand communication would be a way 

of further addressing the topic. The latter could outline the role that brands play in 

employee recruitment and human resource management in B2B companies. Moreover, 
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examining functional brand values and emotional brand values from an employee 

perspective would add further knowledge and understanding to the research field of B2B 

marketing.  

 

In the context of the forest industry, it would be interesting to conduct a comprehensive 

study of the impact of sustainability on all business related matters, from production to 

after sale services. Via its close connections to the nature, we believe that sustainability 

and the forest industry’s common ground create opportunities for growth and prosperity, 

from a company, environmental and societal perspective. 

 

Moreover, in this study we demarcated the sustainability area to only examine the 

environmental aspect. Since sustainability also incorporates social and economic 

responsibility, we propose future research to examine how these aspects influence brand 

management in B2B settings, especially with the upcoming generational change that the 

study respondents highlight. For example, the forest industry has shed light on the gender 

equality topic lately. It would be interesting to examine how a social topic like that has 

affected companies and more specifically brand value.  

9. Trustworthiness 

In this section, we present the trustworthiness criteria’s that are relevant for this study. 

These are credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. The purpose of 

this section is to affirm the scientific quality of the study. 

 

To confirm the scientific value of a qualitative study, the research has to meet four 

criteria; credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability (Daymon & 

Holloway, 2011, p. 85). According to Lincoln and Guba (1985, pp. 301-331), the named 

criteria are measuring the trustworthiness of the study and through that, the quality of the 

study. 

9.1 Credibility 
 

In order to meet the credibility criteria, the researchers have to ensure that the study has 

been conducted in accordance to the rules connected to the research (Bryman, 2011, p. 

354). Furthermore, Bryman (2011, p. 354) argues that the result of the study should be 

presented for the people involved in the social reality to confirm that the researchers have 

interpreted the social reality correctly (Bryman, 2011, p. 354). 

 

In accordance to the ethical considerations of this study, we have conducted the study in 

alignment with the set rules. By the start of the research, we signed a contract conducted 

by the case company to assure that the study was outlined in accordance with their 

business philosophy and research regulations, for example respecting the anonymity of 

the company. After the data collection we had a dialogue with each respondent in order 

to confirm that the interpretation of their view of reality was perceived correctly. 

9.2 Transferability  
 
The second criteria is transferability. Many qualitative studies are based on case studies 

or small samples, and it is the researcher´s role to help the reader transfer the knowledge 

provided from the study to other settings and situation where it can be applied (Daymon 
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& Holloway, 2011, p. 85). Shenton (2004, p. 63) states that in order to measure 

transferability in a qualitative study, the researcher should provide plenty of details of the 

study field and research process, which enable the reader to decide whether the studied 

environment is similar to another familiar context and whether the findings can be applied 

to the same. The author further suggests that it should be evident where the researcher 

has used own reflective commentaries and when the information is taken from a source 

(Shenton, 2004, p. 73). 

 

Since this study is based on a case study of an anonymous B2B company in the forest 

industry, we have provided contextual descriptions of the forest industry to help the reader 

decide whether the findings can be transferred to another context. Furthermore, to 

facilitate the reading experience and clarify the research order, the study contains 

descriptions about the implemented practical research method. Throughout the study, we 

use references to clearly point out when the information is derived from other sources and 

when it is own reflections. 

9.3 Dependability 
 

In the third criteria, dependability, researchers should ensure that all the phases in the 

study, for example collection of data, problem formulation and selection criteria’s, 

include brief descriptions and is rightfully performed (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 86). 

Shenton (2004, p. 63) argues that in qualitative studies, the dependability-criteria is hard 

to meet but the researcher should strive to provide sufficient information to enable future 

researchers to repeat the study. Daymon and Holloway (2011, p. 86) state that an audit 

trail is a good tool in order to meet the dependability criteria. An audit trail is a record 

providing a description of the research process and what decisions that has been taking 

by researchers before and during the work process (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 92). 

 

In order to facilitate for readers to follow the research path, we have provided an audit 

trail, in this study named practical research process, demonstrating the research 

procedure. Furthermore, to fulfil the dependability criteria the study contains thick and 

brief descriptions of the practical and theoretical method to enable future researchers to 

repeat the study.  

9.4 Confirmability 
 

The fourth criteria is confirmability, which concerns the fact that the researcher´s findings 

and conclusions meet the purpose of the study and are not influenced or biased by the 

researcher´s own assumptions (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 86). The authors further 

argue that the researcher needs to show how the empirical findings are connected to the 

sources to facilitate for the reader to establish that the conclusions and interpretations 

derive directly from them (Daymon & Holloway, 2011, p. 86).  

 

As far as possible, we have not let personal opinions influence the research decisions 

made. To have an objective perspective has been prioritized throughout the study. To 

indicate in an early stage how confirmability was fulfilled, the intentions of the study 

were expressed from the start.  
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Appendix 1 
 
Question template - Case Company 
 

Background 
 What is your role in the company and in brief, please explain your working tasks? 

 How long have you worked for the company? 

 How long have you worked within the forest industry? 

 

B2B Brand Management 

Role of Brands 
 What is a brand according to you? 

 What is the role of brands in the B2B context? Forest industry? 

 

Functional Brand Values and Emotional Brand Values 
 What are functional values in a B2B brand? What role do the functional values 

play? 

 What are emotional values in a B2B brand? What role do the emotional values 

play? 

 What are the buying criteria in the forest industry? 

 

Company Perspective 
 How do you perceive the company brand? 

 How do you perceive the company brand in comparison to your competitors? 

 What role does branding play in the marketing activities of your company? 

 In your specific profession, do you work with brand related questions? 

 

Sustainability 

Role of Sustainability 
 What is sustainability according to you? 

 What role do sustainability play in the B2B setting? 

 What role do sustainability play in the forest industry? 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
 What signals sustainability from a brand perspective? 

 From a brand perspective, what brand values (functional, emotional) do you 

connect sustainability with? 

 Is sustainability a way to differentiate the brand from competitors? 

 

Company Perspective 
 Do the company integrate sustainability in the brand? 

 In your everyday tasks at the company, what role have sustainability? 

 How do you perceive the company’s sustainability work? 

 Which stakeholders do you address with the company's sustainability work? 

 

Brand Communication 

Role of Brand communication 
 What is brand communication according to you? 

 What role and purpose has brand communication in B2B? 
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 What role do digital communication channels have? 

 What is important object to communicate from a brand perspective? 

 

Company Perspective 
 How do you perceive the company’s brand communication? 

 Which channels do the company use for brand communication? 

 Which stakeholders do the company direct brand communication towards? 

 Do the company have different brand communication strategies depending on 

channels? 

 Do the company communicate sustainability? 

 How would you communicate sustainability? 

 

 Do you want add something? 
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Appendix 2 
 

Frågeformulär - Case Company (svenska) 

 

Personlig bakgrund 
 Vad har du för roll inom ditt företag och vad består dina arbetsuppgifter utav? 

 Hur länge har du arbetat för ditt nuvarande företag? 

 Hur länge har du arbetat inom skogsindustrin? 

 

B2B Brand management 
 

Varumärkens roll 
 Vad är ett varumärke enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll har varumärken inom B2B affärsvärlden? Skogsindustrin?  

 

Funktionella och emotionella varumärkes värden 
 Vad är funktionella värden i ett varumärke i B2B? Vilken roll har funktionella 

värden i ett varumärke i B2B? 

 Vad är emotionella värden i ett varumärke i B2B? Vilken roll har emotionella 

värden i ett varumärke i B2B? 

 Vilka är köpkriterierna för företag i skogsindustrin enligt dig? 

 

Företagsperspektiv 
 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärke? 

 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärke i relation till era konkurrenter? 

 Vilken roll har varumärkesarbete företagets övergripande marknadsarbete? 

 Arbetar du med varumärkesrelaterade frågor i din yrkesroll? 

 

Hållbarhet 
 

Hållbarhetens roll 
 Vad är hållbarhet enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll har hållbarhet inom B2B? 

 Vilken roll har hållbarhet i skogsindustrin? 

 

Hållbarhet från ett varumärkesperspektiv 
 Vad signalerar hållbarhet ur ett varumärkesperspektiv? 

 Vilka varumärkesvärden (funktionella, emotionella) förknippar du hållbarhet 

med? 

 Är hållbarhet ett sätt att särskilja sitt varumärke från konkurrenter? 

 

Företagsperspektiv 
 Integrerar företaget hållbarhet i varumärket? 

 Är hållbarhet en del av dina arbetsuppgifter i din yrkesroll? 

 Hur uppfattar du företagets hållbarhetsarbete? 

 Vilka intressenter riktar sig företagets hållbarhetsarbete mot? 
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Varumärkeskommunikation 
 

Varumärkeskommunaktionens roll 
 Vad är varumärkeskommuikation enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll och syfte har varumärkeskommunikation i B2B? 

 Vilken roll har digital kommunikation i skogsindustrin? 

 Vad är viktigt att kommunicera ur ett varumärkesperspektiv? 

 

Företagsperspektiv 
 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärkeskommunikation? 

 Vilka kanaler använder sig företagets i sin varumärkeskommunikation? 

 Vilka intressenter riktar sig företagets kommunikation mot? 

 Har företaget olika strategier för varumärkeskommunikation beroende på kanal? 

 Kommunicerar företaget hållbarhet? 

 Hur skulle du kommunicera hållbarhet? 

 

 Är det något du vill tillägga? 
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Appendix 3 
 

Question template - External stakeholder 
 

Personal Background  
 

 What is your role in the company and in brief, please explain your working tasks? 

 How long have you worked for the company? 

 How long have you worked within the forest industry? 

 

B2B Brand Management 
 

Role of Brands 
 What is a brand according to you? 

 What is the role of brands in the B2B context? Forest industry? 

 

Functional and Emotional Brand Values 
 What are functional values in a B2B brand? What role do the functional values 

play? 

 What are emotional values in a B2B brand? What role do the emotional values 

play? 

 What are the buying criteria in the forest industry? 

 

Company Perspective 
 How do you perceive the company brand? 

 How do you perceive the company brand in comparison to your competitors? 

 

Sustainability 
 

Role of Sustainability 
 What is sustainability according to you? 

 What role do sustainability play in the B2B setting? 

 What role do sustainability play in the forest industry? 

 

Sustainability from a Brand Perspective 
 What signals sustainability from a brand perspective? 

 From a brand perspective, what brand values (functional, emotional) do you 

connect sustainability with? 

 Is sustainability a way to differentiate the brand from competitors? 

 

Company Perspective 
 How do you perceive the company’s sustainability work? 
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Brand Communication 

 

Role of Brand communication 
 What is brand communication according to you? 

 What role and purpose has brand communication in B2B? 

 What role do digital communication channels have? 

 What is important object to communicate from a brand perspective? 

 

 

Company Perspective 
 Do the company communicate sustainability? 

 How would you communicate sustainability? 

 

 Do you want add something? 
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Appendix 4 
 

Question template - Externa intressenter (Svenska) 

 

Personlig bakgrund 
 Vad har du för roll inom ditt företag och vad består dina arbetsuppgifter utav? 

 Hur länge har du arbetat för ditt nuvarande företag? 

 Hur länge har du arbetat inom skogsindustrin? 

 

B2B Brand management 

Varumärkens roll 
 Vad är ett varumärke enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll har varumärken inom B2B affärsvärlden? Skogsindustrin? 

 

Funktionella och emotionella varumärkes värden 
 Vad är funktionella värden i ett varumärke i B2B? Vilken roll har funktionella 

värden i ett varumärke i B2B? 

 Vad är emotionella värden i ett varumärke i B2B? Vilken roll har emotionella 

värden i ett varumärke i B2B? 

 Vilka är köpkriterierna för företag i skogsindustrin enligt dig? 

 

Företagsperspektiv 
 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärke? 

 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärke i relation till era konkurrenter? 

 

Hållbarhet 

Hållbarhetens roll 
 Vad är hållbarhet enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll har hållbarhet inom B2B? 

 Vilken roll har hållbarhet i skogsindustrin? 

 

Hållbarhet från ett varumärkesperspektiv 
 Vad signalerar hållbarhet ur ett varumärkesperspektiv? 

 Vilka varumärkesvärden (funktionella, emotionella) förknippar du hållbarhet 

med? 

 Är hållbarhet ett sätt att särskilja sitt varumärke från konkurrenter? 

 

Företagsperspektiv 
 Hur uppfattar du företagets hållbarhetsarbete? 

 

Varumärkeskommunikation 

Varumärkeskommunikations roll 
 Vad är varumärkeskommuikation enligt dig? 

 Vilken roll och syfte har varumärkeskommunikation i B2B? 

 Vilken roll har digital kommunikation i skogsindustrin? 

 Vad är viktigt att kommunicera ur ett varumärkesperspektiv? 
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Företagsperspektiv 
 Hur uppfattar du företagets varumärkeskommunikation? 

 Hur skulle du kommunicera hållbarhet?  

 

 Är det något du vill tillägga 
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