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What about context in internal brand management? 
Understanding employee brand commitment in the public 
sector
Ulrika Leijerholt

Umeå School of Business, Economics and Statistics, Umeå University, Umeå, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Branding has become an established means for many public sector 
organisations to support the desired perceptions of the organisa
tion. While branding is often presented as useful and advantageous 
for the organisations, this study cautions against oversimplifying 
the issue. By focusing on the perspective of employees, this case 
study investigates contextual factors that influence the affective 
outcome of internal brand management, employee brand commit
ment, in the public sector. The findings reveal the critical impor
tance of the identity and values of an organisation and its 
employees, and its leadership, in the form of political governance. 
These factors may have considerable influence on both the imple
mentation and the key principles of public sector branding, not 
least its internal brand management.
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Introduction

Branding is no longer solely a matter for companies and corporations, it is also becoming 
widespread in the public sector (Gromark & Melin, 2013; Sataøen & Wæraas, 2015). Its 
increase appears to coincide with the adoption of New Public Management (NPM). 
Indeed, public sector organisations have been faced with new challenges and pressures, 
sometimes to the extent that their whole existence is questioned (Gromark & Melin, 2013). 
For such organisations, branding can be a means of supporting greater legitimacy and 
trust (Dahlqvist & Melin, 2010; Sataøen & Wæraas, 2015). Thus, the emergence of branding 
in public sector organisations is not surprising.

Accordingly, research has begun to provide insight and an understanding of the 
nature and applicability of public sector branding. From a management perspective, 
research has provided evidence of its relevance and benefits (Leijerholt, Biedenbach 
et al., 2019). Certain insight have also emerged regarding how public sector organisa
tions can strengthen their relationship with external stakeholders (Leijerholt, 
Biedenbach et al., 2019). The key role of employees in public sector branding has also 
been highlighted (Hudson, 2009; Hytti et al., 2015; Kuoppakangas et al., 2020), although 
insight into the employee-brand relationship are quite scarce (Leijerholt, Biedenbach 
et al., 2019).
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The employee perspective is essential since employee behaviour influences the brand 
perception of external stakeholders (Bettencourt et al., 2001; De Chernatony et al., 2006; 
Sirianni et al., 2013). Building a strong and positive brand requires consistency between 
employee behaviour and the brand values. Thus, internal brand management is necessary 
as a means of reinforcing the consistency between the brand values and employee 
behaviour (Harris & De Chernatony, 2001).

In order to achieve this, employee brand commitment is generally considered 
a prerequisite (Burmann & Zeplin, 2005; King & Grace, 2012). Employee brand commit
ment can be defined as ‘the extent of psychological attachment of employees to the 
brand, which influences their willingness to exert extra effort towards reaching the brand 
goals – in other words, to exert brand citizenship behaviour’ (Burmann & Zeplin, 2005, 
p. 284). Brand logic suggests that employees who are committed to the organisational 
brand are more likely to live up to its values. Indeed, employee brand commitment is an 
antecedent of employee brand-related behaviour (Burmann & Zeplin, 2005; King & Grace, 
2012). Such buy-in of the brand is often considered to be a prerequisite for employees to 
demonstrate the brand values in interactions with external stakeholders (King & Grace, 
2012). The link between internal brand management and employee brand commitment 
has been established in the literature (Burmann et al., 2009; King & Grace, 2008; Suomi 
et al., 2019). Studies have highlighted a number of key considerations for supporting an 
emotional relationship between the employees and the brand. Such factors include core 
organisational features (e.g., organisational culture, working environment, and values) 
(Suomi et al., 2019), HR (e.g., training, reward structures and other HR practices) (Suomi 
et al., 2019), and communication (e.g., organisational and brand-related information) 
(King & Grace, 2008). Further, the role of leadership and social interaction are also high
lighted (Burmann et al., 2009; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013). However, organisations also 
need to recognise that in order to support employee brand commitment, a holistic and 
strategic mindset is required that consider employees as active participants in the co- 
creation of the brand value (Saleem & Iglesias, 2016; Suomi et al., 2019).

However, in internal brand management research private companies have received the 
majority of the attention. Further, there is cause to question whether theories and models 
from the private sector can be directly transferred to a public context. While similarities 
exist between the two sectors, for example, the perceived usefulness of marketing and 
branding (Gromark & Melin, 2013; Wright et al., 2012), differences are also evident 
(Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019; Wæraas, 2008; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009). For example, 
previous studies have highlighted the need to reconsider some core brand strategies 
(Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019) and the role of consistency in identity structures (Wæraas, 
2008; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009). These differences suggest that branding, not least internal 
brand management, needs to be approached in a cautious manner. Public sector orga
nisations should not expect the implementation and effect of brand-related efforts to 
automatically adhere to traditional knowledge (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Rather, con
text matters as it may constrain and enable organisations and provide specific sector- 
related challenges and opportunities (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). Thus, this paper argues 
for the need to understand the integrated role of the public sector context in internal 
brand management. The automatic application of traditional brand principles to the 
public sector should be scrutinised.
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This paper answers the call for further studies on internal brand management out
comes related to the employees of public sector organisations (Leijerholt, Biedenbach 
et al., 2019; Piehler et al., 2018). One critical knowledge gap relates to how to ensure 
internal brand support among public sector employees (Leijerholt, Biedenbach et al., 
2019). Research often highlights the challenges of gaining internal support for the brand 
in the public sector (Chapleo, 2015a, 2010). However, ‘it is necessary to determine 
whether the problems in gaining support and employee commitment are caused by 
the implementation of branding activities or if these problems are symptoms of deeper 
conflicts that have little, if anything, to do with the branding efforts.’ (Leijerholt, 
Biedenbach et al., 2019, p. 134). Indeed, research has highlighted the outcomes of internal 
brand management as ‘a context-bound phenomenon’, influenced by the role and 
professional identity of employees (Suomi et al., 2019). It is therefore not unreasonable 
to suggest that there is a need to understand the role of the public sector context in 
internal brand management outcomes. Thus, the purpose of this paper is to provide 
insight into how contextual factors in the public sector influence internal brand manage
ment, specifically focused on its main affective outcome, employee brand commitment.

Theoretical framework

Internal brand management

Drawing on De Chernatony (2002), a brand can be defined as a cluster of the functional 
and emotional values that users of the brand can expect to experience. Brand manage
ment aims to support a consistent perception of the values in all stakeholder groups, 
including management, employees, and external stakeholders (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). 
Thus, the interrelated nature of the strategic vision, organisational culture, and corporate 
image must align (Hatch & Schultz, 2003). From a brand management perspective, it is 
important to recognise that the brand is not solely communicated through advertising 
and other communication activities, but also through interactions between employees 
and various stakeholders (De Chernatony et al., 2006). Indeed, employees play a critical 
role in influencing external stakeholders’ brand experience and perception (Berry et al., 
2006). Thus, internal brand management is a means of supporting consistency in how the 
brand is communicated and delivered (Burmann & Zeplin, 2005; Punjaisri & Wilson, 2007).

For public sector organisations involved in branding, internal brand management is 
arguably equally important as it is in the private sector. However, research on internal 
brand management in public sector organisations is still quite underdeveloped 
(Leijerholt, Biedenbach et al., 2019). Existing studies provide insight into aspects such as 
the role of brand architecture (Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019) and how to manage 
a rebranding process (Chapleo & Clark, 2016; Kuoppakangas et al., 2020), including the 
need for organisations to involve and empower employees in order to manage the 
rebranding process (Kuoppakangas et al., 2020). Studies have also highlighted the role 
of the employee experience in internal brand management: organisations need to recog
nise the significance of the employees’ experiences of the brand (Juntunen et al., 2013) 
and how this brand experience and social interaction co-create brand meaning (Dean 
et al., 2016). Evidence is beginning to emerge of the organisational factors that support 
internal brand management.
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Interestingly, research suggests that there are certain differences between branding in 
the public and private sectors. Some of these differences relate to brand identity (Wæraas 
& Byrkjeflot, 2012; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009) and cultural challenges regarding employee 
relationships with the brand (Chapleo, 2015a, 2010). The complexity of gaining internal 
brand support in public sector organisations should not be underestimated (Chapleo, 
2015b; Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009); it has been suggested 
that organisations may fail to support integration of brand values in the minds of employ
ees (Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019). This may not solely be about a lack of sufficient 
internal brand management but about underlying motivational forces among employees 
that impact the employee-brand relationship (Leijerholt, Chapleo et al., 2019).

To get to the core of this complexity, it may be necessary to examine the differences 
between the public and private sector regarding its purposes, in which private companies 
rely on profit maximisation and financial success while the survival of public sector 
organisations rely on how well they provide societal values (Hoggett, 2006), as well as 
the institutional pressure within the sectors, with its coercive, mimetic, and normative 
mechanisms (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The latter influences organisations in the form of 
the ‘rules, norms, and beliefs that describe reality for the organisation, explaining what is 
and is not, what can be acted upon and what cannot’ (Hoffman, 1999, p. 351). This is in 
line with the literature, which suggest that the core of internal brand management efforts 
comprises functional, symbolic, behavioural, and experiential components that reflect 
what the organisation does and what it stands for, management behaviour, as well as 
experiences in the organisation (Hankinson, 2004). However, public sector organisations 
may need to consider these components in light of contextual factors related to the 
distinct nature of the sector.

Therefore, it is necessary to understand how sector-specific factors affect employee 
brand commitment in public sector organisations. From the preceding discussion, it can 
be concluded that these factors may reside in identities, values, leadership, and employee 
experience, which are discussed in the upcoming sections.

Identity and values
Organisational identity and values lie at the core of internal brand management (Saleem & 
Iglesias, 2016). However, scholars have found that organisational identity is seldom uniform. 
Instead organisations have a multiplicity of identities, with various internal perceptions of 
what constitutes organisational identity (Pratt & Foreman, 2000; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009). 
Multiple identities and inconsistent values are often a reality in the public sector (Albert & 
Whetten, 1985; Wæraas, 2008). This can be explained by the need for public sector 
organisations to secure both public and individual interests, as well as the need to be 
both authoritative and user-friendly (Wæraas, 2008). Further, many public sector organisa
tions are characterised by plurality in which, despite management efforts, the notions of the 
essence and identity of the organisation varies between units and individuals (Wæraas & 
Solbakk, 2009). Thus, it has been suggested that the complexity and fragmented nature of 
many public sector organisations may make it difficult to achieve a single identity and 
consistency (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009).

This is interesting as brand literature argues that ensuring employee brand commit
ment requires consistency in identity structure, brand communication and shared values 
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(Harris & De Chernatony, 2001; Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2006). Indeed, internal silos or 
division can complicate brand orientation in an organisation (Gyrd-Jones et al., 2013).

Thus, a lack of consistency because of a fragmented organisation can be problematic 
when considering that the literature highlights the critical role of aligning employee 
values with brand values (Matanda & Ndubisi, 2013); employee acceptance and buy-in 
of brand values increase the likelihood of brand success.

Viewing this traditional brand principle of consistency in light of the inherent reality of 
the public sector environment reveals a potential conflict between brand principles and 
the context. The multiple identities, inconsistent values (Albert & Whetten, 1985; Wæraas, 
2008), and plurality of organisations (Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009) would appear to create 
a challenging environment for branding. It should be noted that even in the private 
sector, gaining employee buy-in may be easier said than done as it is common for 
companies to experience a misalignment between employee and organisational values 
(Burmann et al., 2009; MacLaverty et al., 2007). However, in the public sector, there is 
reason to believe that such value alignment may potentially be less difficult to achieve. 
The underlying rationale of this argument is that public sector employees tend to have an 
ambition to do good for society and others (Hondeghem & Perry, 2009; Perry & Wise, 
1990). While not exclusive to this sector, such public service motivation tends to be more 
common in public sector organisations (Perry & Hondeghem, 2008) and may serve as 
a potential advantage in internal brand management. This makes it interesting to exam
ine how such identity and value motivation influences employee brand commitment in 
this context.

Leadership
The literature suggests that leaders play a crucial role in internal brand management. 
Employee-leader relationships help to shape employee perceptions of the organisational 
environment (Punjaisri & Wilson, 2011). Further, the leaders of an organisation can define 
and direct the brand vision and support the alignment between brand values and 
employee behaviour (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005). Leaders can also enhance 
employee internalisation of brand values (Burmann & Zeplin, 2005; Morhart et al., 2009). 
However, in order to achieve this, it has been argued that management behaviour must 
reflect the brand and be a good role model for other organisational members (McCoy & 
Venter, 2016; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013). Indeed, management set the standards for the 
rest of the organisation. Top management is said to play a key role in this process, which 
requires it to show its commitment, live the brand, and trust its employees (Vallaster & 
Lindgreen, 2013). Further, management can encourage greater employee brand respon
sibility and improve employee receptiveness to brand-related information (Vallaster & 
Lindgreen, 2013) through communication characterised by dialogue (Whisman, 2009) and 
interaction (Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013).

Compared to the private sector, public sector organisations are subject to an additional 
level of leadership: the political management level. Consequently, the organisational 
mission, objectives, and strategy decisions are not in the hands of its civil management. 
Rather, public sector organisations are the means by which politicians implement their 
policies (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). As a ‘political, superordinate level’ (Wæraas & 
Byrkjeflot, 2012, p. 193), political leadership has a major influence on the organisation 
and its strategic decisions, yet it is separated from its daily organisational activities and 
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operations. Thus, this governing body represents an additional management level which, 
in practice, conducts brand management, while preventing full organisational autonomy.

It has been suggested that there may be a number of differences and challenges in the 
political aspects of the public sector regarding brand considerations (Wæraas et al., 2015). 
There may be potential conflicts between organisational and political concerns (Wæraas 
et al., 2015) that could affect internal brand management efforts. However, while research 
has argued for the essential role of both top and middle managers in the implementation 
of public sector branding (Wæraas et al., 2015), virtually nothing is known about the role 
of political leadership in internal brand management. Consequently, it is of interest to 
examine how political management influences employee brand commitment.

Employee experience
Employee experiences of the brand should not be underestimated regarding internal 
brand management. Research suggests that employees continuously learn about the 
brand from their experience with the organisation (Dean et al., 2016). This experi
ence, in terms of interaction with management, other employees, and external 
stakeholders influence employees’ interpretation of the brand (Dean et al., 2016). 
When there are perceived discrepancies between what employees are told about the 
brand, and what they experience, their own brand experiences will take precedence 
in the way they interpret the brand meaning (Dean et al., 2016). This, in turn, shapes 
how the brand is communicated to external stakeholders. Employee experiences are 
generally reflected in their interactions with external stakeholders (King & Grace, 
2008, 2012).

The need to recognise the key role of employee experience in internal brand manage
ment appears to also be true in the public sector. Indeed, research suggests that to 
support the desired outcomes regarding external stakeholders, public sector organisa
tions need to ensure positive brand experience among employees and how this is 
communicated to external stakeholders (Juntunen et al., 2013). However, in order to 
achieve this, it is imperative that we gain a thorough understanding of how this brand 
experience is formed and influenced in relation to the public context.

Method

A case study involves the holistic study of a ‘bounded entity’, i.e. a social phenomenon 
such as a person or an organisation (Yin, 2012, p. 6) using one or more methods (Thomas, 
2011). It allows researchers to explore complex issues that influence everyday work 
activities (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Silverman, 2011). By simultaneously considering 
the subject of the case, in this instance, a public sector organisation, and the object of the 
study, i.e. internal brand management and employee commitment, it provides a basis for 
understanding the topic at hand (Thomas, 2011). A case study approach is therefore 
particularly suitable when the phenomenon and context are deeply intertwined (Yin, 
2003). Thus, a case study approach was deemed appropriate for this study.

The selected case organisation is a Swedish county council. Thus, it represents 
a public sector organisation that is publicly owned and funded, and is subject to 
government steering and control, also called a bureau (Perry & Rainey, 1988). Its main 
responsibility is to provide health care in the region, along with some other 
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responsibilities, for example, dental care for adolescents up to 20 years of age, public 
transport, regional development, and culture. The focus of the case study is on the 
organisation’s health care responsibilities.

The organisation is well-established and is a familiar brand in the region. Its brand has 
been developed in the form of brand values: a vision, a mission (in the form of a core 
values statement), as well as various core values that are communicated both internally 
and externally. The organisation also conducts regular employee surveys on its brand 
values.

In the case organisation, theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1967) has been utilised. In order to provide a valuable basis for developing insight 
into the topic at hand, it is necessary to select cases that will contribute to an under
standing of the phenomenon. Theoretical sampling allows researchers to select cases not 
on the basis of their randomness, but on the basis that they ‘are particularly suitable for 
illuminating and extending relationships and logic among constructs’ (Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007, p. 27). This can include either pursuing a study based on a single case, 
or including multiple cases in a particular case (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

A cross-section of departments was therefore selected in order to gain a thorough 
understanding of factors relating to the organisation’s internal brand management. This 
enabled insights to be gained from the different hierarchical levels, with different respon
sibilities, representing a diversity of organisational voices and perceptions. Thus, while the 
focus of the study remained on the healthcare responsibilities, the selected departments 
did not solely include departments with operational medical roles but also departments 
with strategic organisational roles. The selected departments comprised a strategic 
department, a strategic development department, an R&D department, and an opera
tional department. Representatives of the communications department were also 
included in order to gain the official brand perspective of the organisation.

Twenty in-depth interviews were conducted with twenty-one respondents represent
ing various levels and roles in the departments. The respondent sample comprised seven 
managers and 14 employees whose working tasks included operational and strategic 
issues. In one interview with the communications department, two respondents partici
pated: the head of communication and a communication strategist. Twenty interviews 
were deemed suitable as data saturation started to emerge during the latter part of the 
interview process. By the time that all employees had been interviewed all the main 
themes had emerged. This is in line with suggestions that data saturation can be achieved 
after twelve interviews, at which point the definitions of codes tend to be rather stable 
(Guest et al., 2006). All but one of the interviews was conducted between February and 
November, 2016. The final interview, with representatives of the communications depart
ment, was conducted in June 2017. The interviews lasted an average of one hour and 
13 minutes. All interviews were recorded and then transcribed verbatim, resulting in 462 
single-line transcriptions.

The interviews allowed for rich and detailed data to be collected, which provided 
a comprehensive understanding of employees’ feelings, actions, perceptions, as well as 
the context and structures of their environment (Charmaz, 2006). Thus, the interviews 
provided insight into how the organisational context and brand-related factors were 
received and understood, and how it influenced the employees’ relationship with the 
brand. A semi-structured interview guide was developed in order to elicit the employees’ 
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perspectives, including cognitive and affective employee-brand relationships, and probes 
were used to facilitate further reflection on the interview topics. The topics included, but 
were not limited to, leadership, brand values, internal and external communication, as 
well as perceptions and experience of the organisation and the public sector.

In addition to the interviews, the data collection encompassed observations of seven 
meetings, including weekly and monthly staff meetings, as well as bi-annual planning 
days. The observations at these meetings enabled an understanding to be gained of the 
relationships in the organisation and how the branding efforts were integrated into daily 
work and internal communication. While the interviews accounted for respondent per
ceptions and experience, the observations made it possible to understand how respon
dents talked about and explained various brand-related issues in the groups, thereby 
providing important insight into the topic, not least in combination with the interview 
data. The observations were documented by taking field notes, resulting in 57 single-line 
transcriptions.

The data were analysed manually using Nvivo. The coding procedures were in accor
dance with the steps proposed by Charmaz (2006) for extracting themes in the data. Each 
step allowed an additional level of abstraction and helped define themes that illustrated 
how the contextual factors influenced employee brand commitment. The first step analysed 
the whole text without any restrictions on topics. This provided a number of interesting 
issues concerning branding and its outcomes. In the second step, the focus shifted to the 
contextual factors that influenced employee brand commitment. In the final step, the 
themes were refined in order to analyse their underlying meaning and importance. This 
step-by-step refinement of the themes helped identify the key themes and explain how and 
why certain factors influence employee brand commitment in the organisation.

Quotes have been used to illustrate the empirical findings. As all interviews were 
conducted in Swedish, care has been taken to ensure that the message and tone has 
been translated correctly into English. Following an agreement with the respondents, 
their identities, the departments and organisation have been anonymised.

Empirical findings

Identity and values of employees and organisations

The interviews revealed that the heterogeneous service offerings and multitude of internal 
cultures across the different departments created a fragmented organisation that formed 
part of the organisational identity. One impact on employees appeared to be a greater 
psychological gap in the organisation, with a tendency to divide employees into ‘us’ and 
‘them’, depending on which department the respective employee belonged to. This was not 
necessarily in a negative sense, but an indication of the employees’ sense of belonging and 
the impact of the fragmented organisation on organisational relationships. In fact, it became 
clear that some departments had, or were perceived to have, an ‘internal stakeholder 
relationship’ with other departments, i.e. stakeholders could include not only external 
stakeholders, such as residents of the region, but also other departments in the organisa
tion. Thus, internal relationships could resemble a kind of ‘customer’ relationship, although 
the departments were part of the same organisation. Other departments could be seen as 
a target audience for departmental communication and relationships and as a separate 
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entity regarding financial considerations. The latter appeared to be enhanced by internal 
invoicing and departmental budget considerations. This internal stakeholder relationship 
could result in both positive and negative internal brand-related outcomes; it could con
tribute to bringing the organisation together or creating greater division in the organisation.

The various identities and stakeholder relationships in the organisation meant that 
developing and promoting a consistent and all-encompassing brand became 
a particularly complex and challenging task. As one respondent explained:

It’s difficult. In a way, the organisation is too big for you to . . . it is too fragmented . . . 
I mean, it’s one thing to create a brand for IKEA. They make various kinds of furniture, right? 
But, a county council, which is supposed to manage communication, culture . . . Then it also 
offers healthcare, including everything from brain surgery to looking after infants or maternal 
care and such like . . . finding a common denominator for such a large organisation, it 
becomes too difficult. (manager)

This has geared the organisation towards a rather condensed version of the brand, 
suitable for most of the organisation, despite its variety of responsibilities and services. 
Thus, while recognising the complexity of defining a common organisational brand for 
this organisation, the solution has been to take a more fundamental approach, making 
the brand as simple and general as possible. However, integrating various parts of the 
organisation into the brand values may not be a completely straightforward task. 
Different departments may associate with the brand to a greater or lesser extent, based 
on their role in the organisation. Thus, there could be certain internal complications 
regarding department-brand relationships in which employees could take a rather 
detached view of organisational brand values.

The main organisational vision – we might discuss it tomorrow. Otherwise, we’ll e-mail it out. 
It doesn’t affect us directly, but it’s good to know the overarching organisation’s vision. 
(statement by a manager during a meeting)

This is not surprising, considering the brand values sometimes reflect a strategic ambition 
relating to the management’s desire to highlight certain areas of the organisation. This is, 
for example, the case with the vision, which clearly highlights a specific aspect of the 
organisation.

The brand is pretty fragmented in [the organisation]. The vision is aimed more towards [one 
aspect of the organisation] as it originated in the idea that this work needs to be emphasised. 
(employee)

The result is that some parts of the brand values, i.e. the vision, appeared to primarily gain 
a cognitive understanding among the employees. This was also the case with other brand 
values. However, one exception was the brand values that were connected to the 
employees’ motivation to do good for society and others. These values appeared to 
create an emotional connection with most of the employees.

Thus, it is clear that a fragmented organisation affects the brand in the organisation. 
This appears to originate in the varied and heterogeneous responsibilities of this kind of 
public sector organisation, and complex internal relationships, which complicate the 
organisational relationships, both between departments and between employees and 
the organisational brand. This also served as a complicating aspect in defining the brand 
values.

JOURNAL OF MARKETING MANAGEMENT 1251



That said, there also appeared to be an aligning force in the organisation in the form of 
public service motivation among the employees, i.e. a desire to be of benefit to society 
and others. This was generally a significant motivation for employees in their work and 
was at the core of many employees’ mindsets:

The main reason [that I work for the organisation] is that I want to be part of and contribute to 
change. I also feel that it’s a large and interesting organisation that actually has excellent staff 
who want to make a difference. So that’s pretty unique in a way. This also goes on in private 
companies, but not in the same way as here. (manager)

Another respondent agrees.

Like, everyone who works, particularly in health care and the public sector has another focus, 
and that is to take care of other people, make a difference to other people. It attracts 
a different type of personality than someone who merely produces for the benefit of share
holders. That’s another type of person. (manager)

Many of the respondents expressed such sentiments. This happened in all departments 
included in the study, whether on a more strategic or operational level, creating a sense of 
meaningfulness and affective commitment among the employees:

It’s clear that we have an important role to play . . . in our work and we do that where we work. 
It becomes clear that if this isn’t done, it’s bad for the patients. So, you see, this is important. 
And that makes it easy to feel commitment to your workplace. (employee)

It’s like, when you work for the county council you may consider, you may ask, who does my 
work benefit? Because in some way I feel that my salary is paid for by the general public. And 
then I shouldn’t just sit idly by but try to do some meaningful work. So, I think it’s important to 
think about these core values and such like. (employee)

Indeed, the interviews suggest that employees may be more committed to doing good 
for others and society than being committed to the organisational brand. Having brand 
values that are aligned with the sector-specific purpose of the organisation, and having 
a greater sense of purpose, was key to employee brand commitment and supporting 
alignment in the organisation. The organisational brand values that were associated with 
this motivation appeared to have a stronger employee brand commitment. However, it 
should also be mentioned that this motivation may be challenged by the NPM principles 
that have clearly permeated the organisation. Increased focus on efficiency and produc
tion have become a feature of the organisation, to a point where these values are 
sometimes perceived as overshadowing other aspects of organisational life, including 
the official brand values. Becoming part of the organisational identity, these values are 
continuously communicated throughout the organisation in the form of practical con
siderations, for example, aims, targets, and communication from management. This 
greatly influences the employee experience and voices have been raised that the work 
increasingly resembles an assembly line rather than a service organisation, particularly for 
patient-interactive roles. While a moderate focus on production and efficiency is certainly 
not regarded as negative, the intense focus on such NPM values is problematic due to the 
underlying public service motivation of many employees. When employees felt that there 
was a conflict between their underlying commitment related to public service motivation 
and NPM considerations, it appears that the employee-organisational relationship some
times suffered.
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It should also be mentioned that a focus on production and efficiency often seems to 
drive employees towards a more local departmental identity. This may complicate orga
nisational relationships and psychological attachment to the organisation and its brand. It 
may also result in less consideration being given to other departments and the organisa
tion as a whole. This may naturally magnify an already fragmented organisation, compli
cating the internal brand management efforts and outcomes.

The role of leadership

Empirical data show that, like in the private sector, leadership in the organisation had 
a central influence in its internal brand management. However, it was interesting to note 
that political leadership also appeared to play a major role, and not necessarily in 
a positive manner. While the respondents generally expressed a detachment from the 
political management, its influence was noticeable in the organisation and created an 
environment that influenced the outcomes of internal brand management. The behaviour 
of the political leadership sometimes appeared to complicate the organisational identi
fication and psychological attachment of the employees. Indeed, the relationship 
between the employees and the political leadership often appeared to be rather strained. 
This was particularly noticeable with regard to the political leaders’ short-sighted election 
focus, conflicts related to political ideologies, and a psychological gap between the 
organisation and its political leadership.

First, many respondents felt there was a short-term political focus that created an 
inconsistent organisational environment. With different priorities during the political 
periods, driven by what was perceived as political populism, the organisation may be 
subject to conditions influenced by the ‘topic of the day’. As one respondent explained:

We clearly notice when it’s election time . . . that’s when certain types of decisions are made - 
then the following year, the decisions are completely different, because the focus is often on 
savings. And in previous years, they don’t save, but spend. So, they grandstand for electoral 
reasons, which we really need to get away from. (manager)

Thus, the official brand values may be undermined as political decisions and short-term 
focus influence organisational considerations. Further, several respondents suggested 
that this made long-term planning difficult and also created a sense of uncertainty. This 
was the result of short-sighted election focus and the nature of political governance, not 
knowing which political ideology would be dominant in the next term. Such uncertainly 
had a negative influence on organisational life, although not in the form of daily concerns 
for employees. Rather, these uncertainties created a negative perception of the political 
leadership, which also influenced employee relationships with the organisation and its 
brand.

Second, the respondents repeatedly mentioned issues related to conflicts of political 
ideologies. There were clear indications that differences between political ideologies – 
which manifested in political squabbles – influenced organisational relationships. As one 
respondent stated: ‘In a politically governed organisation, the political conflict is 
embedded’ (employee).
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This was relevant as the organisation’s political nature appeared to create a situation in 
which the organisation could find itself in the middle of, and a target of, the political 
debate. One employee stated:

I’m almost afraid that one party is going to pursue the issue because, if it comes from the 
wrong political side, it ends there. It’s not like they [the politicians] consider the proposals, if 
they are good or bad. Instead, it’s very much a question of where [which political party] it’s 
coming from. (employee)

Thus, the political leadership often communicated values that did not align with core 
organisational concerns and brand values, but rather originated in political considera
tions. Employees may therefore feel that living up to the organisational brand values are 
not a priority for the political leadership.

Further, conflicts between political ideology and organisational concerns could com
plicate matters. Indeed, the brand values may sometimes be overshadowed by political 
ambitions:

Like, this business about new jobs versus good health care, [organisational brand values], 
efficiency, where I am 100 % focused on offering good health care for the residents [of the 
region], and efficient health care, and such like. And the other things are secondary, such as 
how many job opportunities there are in a certain location. But for a politician, it may not be 
about that, it’s about getting votes. (employee)

Thus, employees may feel that the best decisions and the well-being of the organisation 
and its stakeholders were not necessarily in focus, but rather, it was a matter of winning 
the political argument. From a brand perspective, this may be problematic as it creates 
a challenging environment for internal brand management efforts. It may be difficult to 
successfully promote brand values in an organisation in which the main loyalty of its top 
management, i.e. political leadership, lies in its political ideology rather than the organisa
tion and its brand.

The conflicting political ideologies required the organisation to distance itself from the 
political game, while recognising that it also influenced brand perceptions:

It’s about keeping track of what has been decided and the current situation so that we don’t 
end up in some kind of political debate, but respond to the decisions made and the focus that 
has been decided. And this is decided by the [political] majority – that’s how it works. But 
then, of course, it affects [the brand] in the way that the image of our organisation is affected 
by everything that is communicated. But, that’s part of the democratic process, that’s how it 
is. (manager)

Collectively, the political leaders’ short-sighted election focus and conflicts related to 
political ideology sometimes created what could be described as antipathy towards 
the political steering, but also an awareness of the political game. While the respon
dents were able to differentiate between the organisation and the political leadership, 
the nature of the political game certainly influenced the employee-organisational 
relationship. Indeed, it sometimes created a misalignment between organisational 
concerns and the brand values compared to the behaviour of the political leadership. 
Third, the data analysis revealed that the political level was perceived as being rather 
unclear, lacking a close organisational relationship. Thus, there was a gap between the 
political level and the organisation, manifesting in a psychological distance. While 
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politicians were responsible for the strategic direction of the organisation, many 
respondents thought that the political leadership had limited understanding and 
knowledge, not least regarding what could be operationally implemented in the 
organisation.

Indeed, the respondents often felt that the political leadership was very distant from 
the everyday operations and reality of a health care environment, yet their decisions had 
considerable influence on the organisation. Thus, many employees appeared to experi
ence a sense of divide in the employee-top management relationship. This divide was not 
only physical, but also appeared to have an emotional aspect where the political leader
ship may be perceived to provide a firm, top-down, leadership with little or no employee 
involvement and consideration.

The feeling I get is that they have no grasp of the reality of operations, how things are down 
here at a lower level. Instead, they sit in a completely different building, quite far away from 
operations and you never see them around. It’s not like . . . let’s do this - this is how things are - 
visiting the departments and giving a briefing. Instead, it’s like, they sit over there in their 
building and we’re over here having to implement their decisions . . . And it feels like there is 
too much ignorance of healthcare and what it means. It doesn’t feel like they really grasp the 
consequences of their decisions. (employee)

In the departments in which there were political interests and which received visits from 
politicians, perceptions tended to be somewhat more positive as it was understood that 
politicians wanted to learn about the organisation and its operations. As such, it created 
a sense of importance that seemed to create positive emotional outcomes.

That said, the perceived distance sometimes manifested as a sense of disdain for the 
political leadership, creating further internal schisms:

I don’t think they are competent, really. It doesn’t feel right that they have so much power 
over certain issues, because, the civil management has both awareness and knowledge of 
various issues. So I think it’s a bit strange when certain decisions are made. I’ve seen quite 
a few organisations . . . in my previous jobs and . . . I think there are better ways to govern an 
organisation. (employee)

This psychological distance between the organisation and its political leadership some
times made it difficult for political decisions to gain internal support. Further, scepticism 
about the political leadership increased the distance between employees and the orga
nisation, thereby complicating the internal brand management. Although the employees 
were able to differentiate between the political leadership and the organisation it influ
enced their perception of the organisation, particularly its strategic levels. Further, it made 
it difficult to direct the brand identity and values as the political leadership might fail to 
set the standards for the organisation.

Summary of empirical findings

The empirical data highlights several key findings that help provide an understanding of 
the complexity of internal brand management and the nature of employee brand com
mitment in the public sector. These are presented in Table 1, which provides a brief 
summary of the findings, associated with contextual factors in the public sector that 
influence internal brand management.
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Discussion

The findings reported in this study are based on the identification of three contextual 
factors with important internal brand management implications in the form of their 
influence on employee brand commitment, as illustrated in Figure 1.

Table 1. Key factors influencing internal brand management in the public sector.
Key findings Contextual factors

● A fragmented organisation that is part of the identity
● There is complexity in the organisation related to internal stakeholder relationships
● Brand values that may be more related to a specific part of the organisation, with varying 

association with other departments
● NPM principles may magnify the fragmentation of an already fragmented organisation

Multiple identities

● Public service motivation form part of employee identity and values, and are key to employee 
brand commitment

● Internal alignment is enhanced by employee public service motivation
● NPM principles may overshadow brand values and employee public service motivation, as 

well as undermine employee brand commitment
● Brand values should be aligned with the sector’s purpose and employee motivation

Public service 
motivation

● Political considerations and ambitions may take precedence over or undermine the brand 
values; organisational brand values may not be a key consideration for the political 
leadership

● Conflicts of political ideologies complicate employee brand commitment
● There is a psychological distance between the organisation and its political leadership that 

may complicate employee brand commitment
● The nature of political governance may be incompatible with organisational brand 

considerations

Political leadership

Employee 
brand 

commitment

Multiple 
identities

Public service 
motivation

Political 
leadership

Figure 1. Public sector contextual factors influencing employee brand commitment.
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Multiple identities

The data confirms the assertions of fragmented organisations with multiple identities 
(Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012; Wæraas & Solbakk, 2009), that exist within the realms of the 
organisation. From an internal brand management perspective this might be problematic 
as multiple internal identities could cause various departments to lack a strong relation
ship with the brand values. Indeed, the empirical evidence suggests that a fragmented 
organisation makes it difficult to define and promote a suitable brand that was integrated 
into the entire organisation.

However, this study also provides evidence that fragmentation in this type of organisa
tion may be amplified by the implementation of NPM. The existing internal brand 
management literature highlights the need to consider the culture, working environment 
and values in order to support the emotional employee-brand relationship (Suomi et al., 
2019). From a public sector perspective this is interesting as this study indicates that 
implementing NPM may further fragment the organisation. This is because NPM-related 
values may cause an internal value shift that may supersede existing internal considera
tions and brand values, push employees towards a greater departmental focus, and 
worsen employee-organisational relationships.

This is particularly interesting as this organisation appears to be subject to a rather 
complex internal relationship in which many departments have an ‘internal stake
holder relationship’ with other departments. Contemporary brand management recog
nises employees as co-creators of brand values (Saleem & Iglesias, 2016; Suomi et al., 
2019). Thus, the implications of this complex internal relationship are twofold. First, an 
organisation in which individual departments may perceive other departments 
through a customer-like lens may contribute to greater internal fragmentation and 
push employees towards a greater departmental commitment. In such situations, 
organisations need to be careful about how this may impact internal brand manage
ment efforts to infuse and influence the brand values in the organisation. Second, 
internal brand management may not solely be a means of influencing the external 
stakeholders’ perceptions of the brand (De Chernatony et al., 2006; Sirianni et al., 2013). 
Rather, internal stakeholders, in the form of various departments, may need to be 
regarded as a secondary audience, and an indirect means of supporting the organisa
tion’s brand values. This is particularly interesting considering that public sector 
organisations need to consider the employee brand experience and how this is com
municated to external stakeholders (Juntunen et al., 2013). In this organisation, the 
same may be true from an internal perspective. Thus, through departmental interac
tion, positive brand experiences in one department could be communicated to, as well 
as serve to provide positive brand experiences in other departments, thereby influen
cing internal brand perceptions of those departments. The internal brand management 
aimed at one department could thereby serve as an internal brand management effort 
in another.

A very interesting finding is that while a consistent identity structure (Harris & De 
Chernatony, 2001; Vallaster & de Chernatony, 2006) may be difficult to achieve, in this 
context it may not be as problematic as traditional brand knowledge suggests. Rather, 
in a public sector organisation, employees tend to share similar values, which act as 
a buffer.
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Public service motivation

This study confirms the prevalence of employee ambitions to do good for society and 
others in the public sector (Hondeghem & Perry, 2009; Perry & Wise, 1990). Thus, there is 
a certain public service motivation among employees in this organisation and this 
motivation is part of their employee identity and values. Further, it acts as an aligning 
force in the organisation. These motives lie at the core of the employees’ commitment; it 
is the public sector purpose that appears to gain employee commitment rather than 
brand values.

These are noteworthy findings that have implications for both brand development and 
internal brand management. Many public sector organisations have adopted branding as 
a means of supporting the desired perceptions of and benefits for the organisation 
(Gromark & Melin, 2013; Sataøen & Wæraas, 2015). Yet, a brand logic requires employee 
behaviours that support the brand values (Bettencourt et al., 2001; De Chernatony et al., 
2006; Sirianni et al., 2013). If employees’ commitment is mainly related to their motivation 
to do good for society and others (Hondeghem & Perry, 2009; Perry & Wise, 1990), the 
brand may actually become a source of conflict if it does not enhance this motivation.

Thus, public sector organisations may need to carefully integrate these values and 
motivation into their organisational brand values. Indeed, the evidence in this study 
indicates that such brand values have an increased ability to achieve an emotional 
connection in employees. Consequently, the role of the organisation in society and the 
employees’ motivation to help others should be highlighted in internal brand-enhancing 
efforts. By aligning the brand with the employees’ motivation rather than attempting to 
align the employees’ values with the defined brand values, employee-organisational 
value misalignment may be reduced, and greater employee brand commitment may be 
supported. Thus, this approach may actually become an opportunity for public sector 
organisations to overcome value misalignment between employees and the organisation, 
a misalignment that is not only common, but may also prevent employee acceptance and 
buy-in of the brand values (Burmann et al., 2009; MacLaverty et al., 2007). This may result 
in internal brand management that requires a more moderate approach as the alignment 
between the employees and the brand is already in place. Naturally, this relationship only 
holds true if organisations can recruit and retain employees with public service 
motivation.

However, it should be noted that this motivation could be threatened by NPM 
principles becoming institutionalised in the organisation. Thus, a greater focus on effi
ciency, production and performance may sometimes overshadow the official brand values 
and shift employee focus towards quantitatively rather than qualitatively measured 
targets. If employees feel that the focal point has been shifted from patient to production 
considerations, it will influence the values that they associate with the organisation and 
the brand; employee brand experience takes precedent over official brand claims in 
interpreting the brand meaning (Dean et al., 2016). As brand values that integrate the 
employees’ public service motivation tend to receive greater employee brand commit
ment, implementing values that overshadow this motivation may be problematic for 
employee brand commitment.

Previous research has demonstrated that employee experiences triumph over official 
brand communication (Dean et al., 2016) and that those experiences are often reflected in 
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employee interactions with external parties (King & Grace, 2012, 2008). While a mindset 
that ensures efficiency in operations may be perceived as positive, if applied in modera
tion, organisations must be careful to ensure that production focus does not triumph over 
brand values, particularly in this kind of organisation, in which public service motivation is 
prevalent among employees. There would appear to be an important lesson here for 
public sector organisations, i.e. finding a suitable middle ground between a production 
and a human-centric focus.

Leadership

Previous studies have emphasised the critical role of leadership in internal brand manage
ment. Management behaviour can enhance employee internalisation of brand values 
(Burmann & Zeplin, 2005; Morhart et al., 2009) and support alignment between brand 
values and employee behaviour (Vallaster & De Chernatony, 2005). The role of top 
management in supporting these outcomes is essential; it can be facilitated by showing 
commitment to and living the brand, as well as showing trust in its employees (Vallaster & 
Lindgreen, 2013). Thus, managers need to be good role models for brand values (McCoy & 
Venter, 2016; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013).

However, in the public sector, organisations are subject to an additional management 
level in the form of political leadership. On the one hand, this level represents a top 
management level in its role as a policy maker that directs and focuses organisational 
decisions and strategies, yet, on the other hand it represents an external stakeholder in its 
role as a representative for the general public. It has been suggested that this conflicting 
role is a potential reason for challenges regarding brand concerns (Wæraas et al., 2015). 
This study provides evidence for such suggestions. Thus, this study shows that the values, 
decisions and behaviour of political leadership are often inconsistent with the officially 
defined brand values. This appears to represent a major challenge for internal brand 
management and employee brand commitment.

The nature of political leadership, with its innate ideological differences and tendency 
to play the political game, may be problematic for a number of reasons. First, it may serve 
as a basis for misalignment between the values of the political leadership and the official 
brand values. For the political leadership, its main loyalty may reside in the brand of the 
party and its ideological foundation, rather than in organisational brand values. From 
a traditional brand perspective this may be problematic for two reasons. First, the 
literature advocates for the need to support alignment between the vision, culture, and 
image (Hatch & Schultz, 2001). If the political leadership has separate loyalties and 
a tendency to use the organisation as a political tool, not least in the political debate, 
alignment may be difficult to achieve. Second, top management has a key role in 
supporting brand-aligned values and behaviours among employees (Vallaster & de 
Chernatony, 2006; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013). The findings in this paper suggest that 
the nature of the political leadership may result in a psychological distance between 
employees and top management. This kind of psychological distance may cause pro
blems for managers in setting the standards for the brand (Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013). 
Indeed, it may prevent the political leadership from serving as role models regarding the 
brand (McCoy & Venter, 2016; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013). Problems that negatively 
influence employees’ brand commitment are likely to occur if employees perceive that 
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there are discrepancies between the official brand values and the values conveyed by the 
political leadership; employee experience strongly influence employee interpretation of 
the brand meaning (Dean et al., 2016).

Second, decisions may not always be based on what is in the best interests of the 
organisation, but rather on political standpoints and a desire to win the political argu
ment. Decisions that would otherwise be beneficial to the organisation may be aban
doned if they originate on the wrong side of the political spectrum. The implications for 
employee-brand relationships could be serious if the political leadership fails to act in the 
best interests of the organisation and its brand; employee internalisation of brand values 
requires managers to take the lead and act as good role models for the brand (McCoy & 
Venter, 2016; Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013).

Third, it may enhance the short-term focus on decisions whereby different decisions 
are taken depending on the current phase of the election process, more generous 
approach before elections, and increased stringency afterwards. This may have an unfa
vourable effect on organisational life. The consequences could be an unfavourable 
perception of the political leadership among employees, a perception that was also 
reflected in employee relationships with the organisation and its brand. Thus, the short- 
term focus of political leadership stands in sharp contrast to the recommendations in 
brand management research that advocate a long-term approach and alignment of 
stakeholder image (Hatch & Schultz, 2001).

Finally, the physical and psychological distance between politicians and the organisa
tion may cause employees to question the competence of its political leadership. This is 
because of decisions being made that could sometimes be perceived as being unsuitable 
for implementation. Management-employee trust (Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013), dialogue 
(Whisman, 2009) and interaction (Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2013) are key factors to successful 
internal brand management. This study confirms this and shows that the rather complex 
relationship between political leadership and the organisation unfavourably influences 
employee perceptions of their organisation and its brand. In order to ensure a positive 
relationship, employees need to perceive that politicians understand and consider 
employee experiences at lower levels of the organisation. In an organisation where 
employee involvement and consideration are not perceived to be a main concern for its 
political leadership, it may be difficult to ensure an affective commitment among 
employees.

To conclude, in many cases, the nature of political leadership is in contrast to what 
traditional brand literature describes as brand-enhancing management influences. This 
may seriously complicate the issue of internal brand management in the public sector to 
the extent that the political governance may be considered incompatible with organisa
tional brand considerations.

Conclusion

This study answers the call for further research on public sector organisations and internal 
brand management outcomes (Leijerholt, Biedenbach et al., 2019; Piehler et al., 2018). It 
provides insight into how contextual factors in the public sector influence employee 
perceptions and relationships with the organisational brand, focusing on the affective 
outcome of internal brand management, i.e. employee brand commitment. Empirical 
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evidence has been found to suggest that such an influence relates to the identity and 
values of employees and organisations, in the form of multiple identities and public 
service motivation, and its leadership, in the form of political leadership. These factors 
shape the conditions for branding and internal brand management. They therefore have 
important implications for both brand implementation and key brand principles.

Theoretical and managerial implications

This study confirms the fragmented nature of many public sector organisations, but also 
contributes to the literature on public sector branding by adding a level of complexity in order 
to understand this fragmentation and its impact on internal brand management efforts and 
outcomes. It has been found that NPM implementation may increase internal fragmentation 
and push employees towards greater focus and commitment in the individual department, 
rather than on the organisational brand. Further, in this public sector organisation, there 
appears to be a complex internal relationship between departments in the form of an ‘internal 
stakeholder relationship’ that could both assist and complicate internal brand management. 
However, public sector organisations may not have to regard such fragmentation as being 
a critical problem for internal brand management efforts as there are aligning factors in 
employee public service motivation that provide a certain level of support.

Thus, the second contribution of this study is the role of public service motivation in public 
sector branding. In this organisation, the employees’ motivation to do good for society and 
others appear to act as an aligning force, serving as a potential benefit to internal brand 
management. Therefore, in the public sector, organisations can facilitate greater employee 
brand commitment by integrating values related to the public sector into their brand values. 
Indeed, this study has found that it is employee public service motivation that lies at the core of 
employees’ commitment. The role of the brand itself appears to be rather marginal in 
supporting employee brand commitment, unless it is rooted in employee public service 
motivation. Thus, the core aligning force may not lie in the brand but in the purpose of the 
sector. The implication of this finding is that the defining of the brand must originate in the 
context rather than in organisational ambitions. This could naturally enable greater employee 
brand commitment, requiring a more moderate internal brand management effort that is 
focused on the cognitive and behavioural aspects of the outcomes. However, it should be 
mentioned that this public service motivation could be undermined by a strong NPM 
approach that may shift organisational focus towards performance-related issues, at the 
expense of brand values. It is therefore important that increased production focus is managed 
with care, ensuring that it is used as a supportive tool rather than as a behavioural driver in the 
organisation. If this does not happen, employee motivation may be undermined, which could 
seriously damage the organisational brand.

A third contribution of this paper lies in the area of internal brand management and 
leadership. This study shows that political leadership complicates internal brand manage
ment and the relationship between employees and the brand. The core issue of this 
argument lies in the nature of political leadership with its innate ideological differences 
and tendency to play the political game. The influence of political leadership on employee 
relationships with and commitment to the brand should not be underestimated. Indeed, 
the findings of this study suggest that political leadership may be incompatible with some 
key principles of branding.
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To conclude, this study shows that public sector organisations need to carefully 
consider how branding, not least internal brand management, is approached in the 
sector. While organisations may consider branding to be a necessary means of supporting 
the desired perceptions and assets of the organisation (Gromark & Melin, 2013; Sataøen & 
Wæraas, 2015), there are contextual issues that may serve as both an advantage and 
a challenge to internal brand management efforts and employee brand commitment. 
Indeed, there are a number of brand-related contextual challenges and opportunities in 
the public sector that need to be considered (Wæraas & Byrkjeflot, 2012). This study 
questions a number of current perspectives on the construction and implementation of 
public sector branding and demonstrates that it is critical to understand how contextual 
factors influence internal brand management efforts and their outcome in the form of 
employee brand commitment in a public sector organisation. Thus, while branding may 
not be at odds with a public context, it needs to be carefully fostered to suit its nature.

The managerial implications of these findings are that the implementation of brand 
management principles directly drawn from a private context need to be reconsidered 
regarding its suitability for organisations in this sector. Indeed, public sector managers 
need to carefully consider traditional brand principles and how well-suited they are for 
a public context. It is necessary that organisations must carefully consider how their 
organisational structure, in terms of both architecture and the means of steering, supports 
alignment in the organisation rather than unnecessarily adding to its fragmentation, as 
well as the role of employee motivation in minimising this fragmentation. Further, 
employees’ public service motivation can benefit internal brand management efforts if 
handled properly. This requires the consideration of both brand-defining issues and 
organisational experiences. Finally, public sector organisations must carefully analyse 
how their political leadership influences their internal brand management efforts and 
outcomes in order to minimise the negative consequences.

Limitations and further research

The applicability of this study is believed to have relevance for comparable public sector 
organisations subject to an NPM approach, the political management level and employees 
who demonstrate public service motivation. However, one limitation of this study is its case 
study approach. While it provides an in-depth understanding of the topic at hand, this study 
cannot claim to have exhausted all the contextual factors that may exist regarding internal 
brand management and employee brand commitment in this sector. Nor does the study claim 
that the findings are representative of all public sector organisations, or of all national contexts.

Further studies are therefore needed. For example, our knowledge can be further 
enhanced by multiple-case and cross-country studies, qualitatively or quantitatively, 
which offer greater understanding of how contextual factors influence the branding in 
public sector organisations. Indeed, further research may wish to investigate whether 
these findings are mainly relevant to large public sector organisations, with varied 
offerings, and subject to political steering, and whether there are other contextual factors 
that may need to be considered in this type of organisation. Also, the political leadership 
perspective and its role for employee brand commitment may be an interesting avenue 
for future studies.
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