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The interplay between SME owner-managers and the brand-as-a-person 

Abstract 

Purpose – The objective of this paper is to investigate the largely unexplored conceptualisation 

of the brand-as-a-person metaphor in SMEs by examining its potential relation with the SME 

owner-manager, the pathways to its creation and development, and the intuitive nature of this 

relationship. 

Design/methodology/approach – A grounded theory approach was used, and data were 

collected through a set of thirty-six semi structured interviews with 30 SME owner-managers in 

various sectors in Mexico. 

Findings – The results indicate that SME owner-managers intuitively humanise their brands. The 

study revealed four pathways to develop the brand-as-a-person metaphor in the SME context: 

through 1) personality traits, 2) tastes and preferences, 3) abilities and knowledge, and 4) values, 

all suggesting that SMEs’ brand-as-a-person metaphors are largely an extension of their owner-

managers. 

Research implications – The paper presents a theoretical framework that illustrates the four 

pathways to the creation and development of brand-as-a-person that are derived from the brand’s 

relationship with the SME owner-manager. The results of cross-industry semi-structured 

interviews are limited to a single culture context. 

Practical implications – SME owner-managers should first undertake an introspective personal 

assessment of their intuitive and conscious decision-making, as SME owner-managers often 

make decisions in an intuitive way. The results suggest that they should act in a more conscious, 

responsible, and rational way when formulating their brand strategies. 

Originality/value – This is the first study to clarify the profound influence of SME owner-

managers’ personal characteristics, including personality traits, tastes and preferences, abilities 

and knowledge, and values, on the brand-as-a-person metaphor. This study also confirms the 

intuitive learning strategy formulation of SME owner-managers’ branding practices and SMEs’ 

need for a more rational approach to branding. 
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Introduction 

Brands are a valuable asset for small and large organisations as they produce a bundle of 

benefits which enhance the relationship among the firm, its owners, its customers, and other 

stakeholders (de Chernatony and McDonald, 2003; Kapferer, 2004; Keller, 2001). When seeking 

to position a brand successfully, brand managers connect their brands with consumers through 

intangible aspects of the brand, such as the brand personality, as a basis for creating affinity. This 

aspect of brands is part of the brand-as-a-person metaphor, which includes its personality, 

demographics, and behaviour (Machado et al., 2019). Prior studies have shown that consumers 

connect with brands whose personalities are similar to theirs (Freling et al., 2011; Huang et al., 

2012; Radler, 2018).  

A large part of the literature on brand personality seeks to determine how to improve the 

brand’s relationship with customers (Banerjee, 2016; Kervyn et al., 2012; Radler, 2018). 

However, there is little knowledge of, or research into, the extent to which brand managers have a 

similar connection with the brands they manage. This study seeks to describe the connection 

between brands and brand managers, as key decision-makers, at the time when the brand is being 

created and developed—that is, when the brand belongs to a small-to-medium-sized enterprise 

(SME), and the owner-manager has a major role in formulating the brand’s personality of the 

brand, among other intangible elements of the brand. Therefore, this paper seeks to identify the 

pathways that may structure the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-

a-person and to reveal the nature of this connection. 

In contrast to the analytical focus of a majority of research studies on brand-as-a-person, 

this study focuses on the management’s (cf. the consumer’s) perspective, thus addressing calls 

for additional theoretical underpinnings of this metaphor (Davies et al., 2018). This approach 

offers three key benefits: it helps to explain the nature of a humanising strategy that stems from 

the SME owner-manager’s personal characteristics and narrative; as the brand-as-a-person is 

created and developed during the initial stages of the business, it helps to clarify the brand’s 

origins and heritage as it becomes part of a larger organisation; and it helps owner-managers 

ensure that the brand-as-a-person remains true to its core values and relationship to the SME 

owner-manager who created and developed it. 
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SME branding is at an early stage of research development. Many studies have explained 

the importance of brand orientation and brand identity (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014; 

Muhonen et al., 2017), but little is known about the effect of the SME owner-manager’s 

transitional and powerful guidance (Spence and Essoussi, 2010). Since they play an important 

role in many brand decisions, an owner-manager builds his or her brand using personal intuition, 

passion, knowledge, expertise, and personality (Dion and Arnould, 2016; Kienzler, 2017). Prior 

studies have suggested that SME brands become an extension of their first owners’ characteristics 

(Mitchell et al., 2015; Renton et al., 2016; Spence and Essoussi, 2010). One study in particular 

makes reference that the brand becomes the personification of the SME owner-manager (Krake, 

2005). To illustrate this connection, Kate Spade began designing her own handbags with a jaunty 

style that are considered an iconic emblem of fashion, as was Kate herself (Hanbury, 2018). 

SMEs’ strategy formulation improves when SME owner-managers explore and make decisions 

using high levels of introspection, intuition, and consciousness. If strategy is intuitively 

formulated, it is possible to infer that brand-as-a-person is not formulated intentionally but is 

consciously learned, just as many other management skills are developed (Centeno et al., 2013; 

Mintzberg and Walters, 1985). Unfortunately, academic research on SME brands have neglected 

to understand the relationship between SME owner-managers and the brand-as-a-person 

metaphor including brand personality. 

The entrepreneurship literature has sought to understand the entrepreneurs’ personalities 

and their effect on their businesses (Holland and Garrett, 2015; Viinikainen et al., 2017; Yitshaki 

and Kropp, 2016). Many authors have argued that researchers should look to entrepreneurs’ 

values and cognition as primary psychological characteristics and as signals by which to 

understand how they manage their businesses and formulate their vision and strategies (Tomczyk 

et al., 2013). The literature has suggested that the entrepreneur’s personal characteristics affect 

his or her business, so while the entrepreneurship literature has focused on learning about the 

effect of the entrepreneur’s personality and other personal characteristics on his or her business, 

the branding literature has focused on determining how the brand’s personality and the 

customers’ personality connect and how that connection can be improved. To the best of the 

researchers’ knowledge, no study has yet analysed how the SME owner-manager’s personality 

influences his or her brand’s personality. 
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This study makes two primary contributions, one theoretical and one managerial. From 

the perspective of theory, this study provides empirical evidence of the various pathways to the 

SME owner-manager’s development of the brand-as-a-person metaphor. No other study captures 

the intuition of the SME owner-manager in creating and developing a brand-as-a-person that is 

close to her or his personal characteristics and that go beyond a distorted image of her/himself. 

Instead, as prior entrepreneurial literature has suggested, many activities of the entrepreneur are 

representations of herself or himself, as their activities including branding usually mirror their 

roles as owner-managers. This paper also offers a managerial roadmap for the development of 

brand-as-a-person to help SME owner-managers develop a less intuitive and more conscious 

strategy that matches their personal characteristics and those of their consumers. The SME 

owner-manager is then required to seek congruency between consumers and the brand and 

between herself or himself and the brand. 

Since the objective of this study is to analyse brand-as-a-person metaphor from the 

owner-manager’s perspective, the next section presents an overview of the literature on brand-as-

a-person metaphor, followed by a research focus section on the brand strategies used in SMEs 

and entrepreneurs’ key traits. Then the methodology section explains the grounded theory 

approach used in this research. Next, the findings are presented, along with analyses of the 

relationship between SME owner-managers and their brand-as-a-person. Theoretical and 

practical discussions follow, and the paper concludes with the study’s limitations and suggestions 

for future research. 

Brand-as-a-person: definition, purpose, and dimensions 

Animism (Flight and Coker, 2016; Guthrie, 1993; Nida and Smalley, 1959) and 

anthropomorphism (Epley et al., 2007; Tuškej and Podnar, 2018; Waytz et al., 2010) are the 

theoretical building blocks with which to study the brand-as-a-person metaphor (Aaker, 1997; 

Fournier, 1998; Davies and Chun, 2003; Gardner and Levy, 1955; Hanby, 1999; King, 1973). 

Animism, which is defined as “attributing life to the non-living” (Guthrie, 1993, p. 52), has also 

been referred to as the belief that objects acquire souls in the sense that they have a core essence 

similar to an ancestry or genealogy (Aggarwal, 2004). Anthropomorphism is defined as 

“attributing human characteristics to nonhuman things or events” (Guthrie, 1993, p. 52). Social 
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psychology provides extended research on how humans anthropomorphise inanimate objects and 

non-human actors like supernatural beings (Epley et al., 2008; Niemyjska and Drat-Ruszczak, 

2013), computers (Gong, 2008; Waytz et al., 2010b), and pets (Chartrand et al., 2008; Epley et 

al., 2008). With the expanded presence of brands in consumers’ lives, interest has increased in 

how animism and anthropomorphism can improve consumer–brand interactions and relationships 

between the brand and the brand managers, including SME owner-managers (Herskovitz and 

Crystal, 2010). 

Marketing researchers noted this consumer capability decades ago (Gardner and Levy, 

1955; Newman 1953) and brand managers began to encourage this anthropomorphising trend by 

humanising their brands (i.e. by creating brand characters like The M&M chocolate characters, 

Chester Cheetah, and Tony the Tiger) and consumers responded by portraying brands as humans 

(Aggarwal and McGill, 2012). This conceptualisation, then, can be analysed from the 

management and consumer perspectives. However, much of the literature on brand-as-a-person 

researches the metaphor mainly from the consumers’ side; leaving unanswered many questions 

about the humanisation of brands from the manager’s side.  

Brand anthropomorphism is a multidimensional concept (Guido and Peluso, 2015) of 

which brand-as-a-person is a major dimension. Brand-as-a-person has been defined as the 

expression of the brand’s humanistic characteristics, such as personality, values, and behaviour 

(Herskovitz and Crystal, 2010). A brand-as-a-person may have three key purposes: to act as a 

manifestation of the company, to place expectations about the type of relationship the firm has 

with its consumers, and to represent a group of qualities through which a customer-brand 

relationship can be developed (Stern, 1988).  

Brand-as-a-person is also a vehicle by which a compelling and differentiated narrative is 

delivered that reflects the brand’s values and behaviours (Herskovitz and Crystal, 2010). A 

favourable brand-as-a-person is one that remains true to its essence as the brand grows and 

develops during the business’s stages of development and as the firm grows from an SME to a 

larger firm. Dion and Arnould (2016) suggested that brands that connect particular brandable 

qualities with their owner-managers’ human characteristics are personafied brands. Their study 

found that firms manage their brand-as-a-person by fragmenting the various facets of a persona 

and by integrating these elements into a narrative at the operational and strategic levels.  
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Studies have found that, in larger organisations, when the CEO and his or her brand are 

aligned, CEOs may have a positive influence on brand value (Balmer and Greyser, 2006). 

Bendisch et al. (2007) recommended that this alignment should consider the flexible set of core 

values that emerge as business leaders shape their personal and managerial roles in response to 

business and personal interactions. Bendisch et al. (2013) also suggested that the CEO’s media 

exposure influence his or her brand and that the CEO’s personality and relationships are key 

characteristics that influence the brand. We contend that, similar to CEOs, SME owner-managers 

manage their brands by infusing part of their personas into their strategy and operations based on 

their personalities and core values. Brand-as-a-person may serve as a strategic device to assess 

the image of the business. 

Hypothesising the dimensions of brand-as-a-person is complex because of its relative 

newness to branding (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012), but the literature suggests three dimensions: 

demographic, behavioural, and personality (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012; Epley et al., 2008; 

Waytz et al., 2010). A brand’s demographics is related to its life cycle, just as human beings have 

a life cycle (Müller et al., 2013). Brands go through an ageing process, starting from their 

inception and first years of growth, when brands require careful management, as this stage is the 

basis for the brand for years to come. Brands’ age is perceived, not biological, and has been 

linked to a wide range of factors, including the brand’s managers, employees, and endorsers 

(Huber et al., 2013). As perceived age has been linked to personality traits (Huber et al., 2013), 

brands during their first years tend to be contemporary and trendy (Bontour and Lehu, 2002). 

When managed properly, they serve as a sound basis for their heritage and eventual history. 

Another demographic characteristic is brand gender which is linked directly to the dimension of 

brand personality (Azar, 2015) and defined as a “set of human personality traits associated with 

masculinity and femininity applicable and relevant to brands” (Grohmann, 2009, p.106). When 

measuring this dimension, studies refer to four brand genders: masculine, feminine, androgynous 

and undifferentiated (Grohmann, 2009). Studies on androgynous brands–those that have both 

feminine and masculine traits—indicate that the trait may have positive impact on brand equity 

(Lieven and Hildebrand, 2016). Machado et al.’s (2019) study on brand gender in social media 

showed that highly masculine or feminine brands tend to promote consumer identification with 

the brand and stimulate brand love. Their study also suggested that building a strong brand 

gender identity, whether feminine or masculine, helps consumers identify with the brands. 
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Therefore, it is possible to conclude that a brand gender helps consumers to define and identify 

with it, improving brand equity. 

The brand’s behavioural dimension, refers to the notion that brands have interior aspects 

like beliefs and values, desires and preferences, intentions, free will, emotion, and consciousness 

(Portal et al., 2018; Puzakova et al., 2009) that create the impulse for their behaviour. The 

organisation’s values appear to be an initial factor in constructing brand-as-a-person, as the 

expression of values create a sense of individuality (Simões and Dibbs, 2001). Therefore, 

management must control and discuss within the organisation the right values for the brand, as 

they are also related to the brand’s personality traits (Portal et al., 2018). 

Brand personality is defined as “the set of human characteristics associated with a brand” 

(Aaker, 1997, p. 347), a definition that many authors embrace (Aaker et al., 2001; Arora and 

Stoner; 2009; Avis, 2012; Sung and Tinkham, 2005) and others oppose (Azoulay and Kapferer, 

2003). Key findings include the notion that brand personality shapes consumers’ perceptions 

about a branded product when they evaluate its intrinsic product attributes (Freling and Forbes, 

2005), increasing purchase intentions and improving brand attitudes (Ivens et al., 2015), 

consumers’ inclination to cooperate with the brand (Stinnett et al., 2013), and brand trust (Li et 

al., 2008). Prior studies have recommended a fit between the brand’s personality and that of its 

consumers (Huang et al., 2012). As consumers prefer brands that are congruent with their 

personalities, brand managers seek to build brand personalities that may help consumers identify 

with them (Banerjee, 2016). This study proposes a parallel situation between brand personality 

and that of the SME owner-manager. As SME owner-managers develop their brand personalities, 

they intuitively create brand personalities that fit their own. As occurs with consumers when they 

express themselves by purchasing a particular brand (Belk, 1988), SME owner-managers express 

themselves through the creation and development of their brands. 

In regards to the dimensions of brand personality, they often vary (Veloutsou and Taylor, 

2012). Davies et al.’s (2018) literature review finds sixteen dimensions of brand personality in 

twenty-one scales and suggests that only sincerity, competence, and status are dimensions across 

cultures and nations, while the rest are context-related. Thus, researchers are motivated to 

consider context-related elements like culture, product categories, language, and respondents in 

their studies (Davies et al., 2018; Raushnabel et al., 2016; Sung et al., 2015). 
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Research on brand personality has matured in various contexts and perspectives and a call 

has been raised to be tested in new areas (Freling et al., 2011). For instance, Kervyn et al. (2012) 

suggest that admired brands exhibit traits of warmth and competence that can be traced to 

employee and management behaviour. Portal et al. (2018) extends that study by developing a 

human brand model that addresses the relevance of employee and management behaviour and 

suggests that sincerity, friendliness, and capability humanise brands. As brand personality also 

impacts purchase intention, Freling et al. (2011) suggest that, by using three dimensions of brand 

personality (favourability, originality, and clarity), brand managers can develop promotional 

brand strategies that will impact purchase intention. Freling and Forbes, (2005) analyse multiple 

brand personalities and suggest this approach as an effective brand strategy for reaching several 

consumer targets. Finally, Veloutsou and Taylor (2012) examine brand personality in the 

business-to-business (B2B) context and find that the brand personality must fit that which its 

customers expect. In particular, customers seem to appreciate the brand as a business partner 

when it is seen as reliable, responsive, trustworthy, and knowledgeable. Therefore, brand 

personality and other brand-as-a-person characteristics must be aligned with those of the 

customer and other brand stakeholders. While many studies assist in clarifying how brand 

personality works for the consumer, few studies look at brand personality from the management 

side. In particular, there is still a need to determine whether this dimension is present in SME 

brands and to identify its relationship with SME owner-managers.  

Congruity between the self and the brand is an important consideration in research on 

brand-as-a-person. It refers to the notion that anthropomorphised brands reflect consumers’ 

perceptions of themselves (Guido and Peluso, 2015). Consumers may select brands that they 

perceive as congruent with their views of themselves (Sirgy, 1982) and may help them express 

their actual, ideal, or social selves (Malhotra, 1988; Parker, 2009; Randhawa et al., 2015). Self-

brand congruity increases brand preference and brand loyalty (Puzakova et al., 2009). Studies 

show that, when consumers perceive congruity between their self-concepts and a branded 

product, they imbue personality traits into that product (Belk, 1988; Escalas and Bettman, 2005; 

Lam et al., 2013). Many consumers identify with their brands’ symbolic associations (Maehle 

and Shneor, 2010). This study proposes that a similar process occurs when an SME owner-

manager creates and develops his or her brand-as-a-person, in the sense that there is congruity 

between the brand and the owner-manager’s self-concept.  
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Research focus: The SME context 

From the beginnings of SME branding research in 2005 and after more than a decade of 

research, there is evidence to suggest that SMEs’ performance benefits from brand management 

(Agostini et al., 2015). While some studies have suggested that brand management is a secondary 

task for SME managers (Krake, 2005), others have suggested that branding is an essential activity 

for building brand reputation, marketing a product/service, and increasing profit (Spence and 

Essoussi, 2010; Törmälä and Gyrd-Jones, 2017). These contradictory results may be due 

primarily to the personal position that the SME owner-manager may take toward marketing and 

branding in particular and to how the SME owner-manager makes decisions.  

One of the main differences between managing SMEs and managing larger organisations 

is that, in smaller firms, decisions tend to be informal and to be taken by the SME owner-

manager (Jones and Macpherson, 2006). As the organisation continues to grow and more 

members participate in decision-making, the owner-manager’s influence decreases, especially 

when the firm begins a process of institutionalisation and formalises many corporate processes 

and structures so decisions are taken less intuitively and more rationally.  

Many studies on SME branding have given importance to two fundamental concepts: 

brand orientation (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014; Hirvonen et al., 2013; Renton et al., 2016; 

Wong and Merrilees, 2005) and brand identity (Muhonen et al., 2017). However, little is known 

about the effect of the SME owner-manager’s powerful and transitional guidance (Spence and 

Essoussi, 2010). In the SME’s early stages, the owner-manager directs the brand development 

process either as a static, purposeful activity or as an iterative process among internal and 

external stakeholders. 

Brand management researchers have found that while brand managers in larger 

organisations formulate and track brand elements with respect to brand personality to rationally 

suit consumer’s identity (Branaghan and Hildebrand, 2011), SMEs’ brand elements are 

developed through owners’ involvement and passion and their controlling influence (Centeno et 

al., 2013; Horan et al., 2011; Muhonen et al., 2017). Passion is a key characteristic of 

entrepreneurial activities because SME owner-managers identify themselves with these activities 

as they invest heavily in energy, time, and financial resources (Cardon et al., 2009; Powell and 

Baker, 2014). During the SME’s first years, its owner-manager imbues her or his personal values 
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and ideas into the firm to give it and its brand an identity and differentiation that often remain 

after she/he has left the firm (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013).  

When analysing key aspects of SMEs, prior studies have shown that managers’ 

personalities influence some managerial practices, especially under the conditions of uncertainty 

that are common to SMEs (Kienzler, 2017). Research has also found that, in particular, 

managerial style, salespeople, and brand personality should be aligned (Gammoh et. al., 2014), 

especially considering that SME owner-managers are usually their firms’ main salespersons. The 

owner-managers directly influence and decide how their brand is developed (Centeno et al., 

2013; Christmann et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2015). Since SME owner-managers have an 

important role in deciding on the brand activities, the brand may be built on their personalities 

(Krake 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). For SMEs, the creation of intangible brand elements like 

brand-as-a-person leads to lasting key differentiators, as opposed to functional elements, which 

are frequently temporary (Stride and Lee, 2007). Muhonen et al. (2017) reveal that brand values, 

as part of the brand, are an important driver of brand vision, brand positioning, and performance. 

Unlike branding activities in larger organisations, which are typically undertaken by a marketing 

department, an SME’s branding activities are embedded throughout the entire firm (Simões and 

Dibb, 2001). 

In part because of SMEs’ lack of resources, SME owner-managers’ intuition and 

creativity seem to influence SMEs’ brand-building (Reijonen, 2010). They develop new models 

of communication with their customers (Centeno and Hart, 2012; Lory and McCalman, 2002), 

such as making the owner-managers the key spokespersons for public relations and advertising 

activities and sometimes become the ‘celebrity’ of their brands (Centeno and Hart, 2012). Their 

engaging in publicity increases brand knowledge at a minimum cost (Agyapong et al., 2016; 

Verhees and Meulenberg, 2004), and acting upon their unplanned and intuitive decisions.  

Prior studies on entrepreneurship have proposed that many activities run by SME owner-

managers are based on the founder’s identity, defined as “the set of identities that is chronically 

salient to a founder in her or his day-to-day work” (Powell and Baker, 2014 p. 1413). 

Entrepreneurship is a highly complex activity because it is a job the entrepreneur defines himself 

or herself in which the entrepreneur’s personality appears to be a main construct (Frese and 

Gielnik, 2014). Owner-managers use their businesses as platforms from which to express their 
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social and personal identities. Therefore, of importance to the study is the identification of the 

entrepreneur’s characteristics, including their personalities as a major determinant of SMEs’ 

success (Elmuti et al., 2011; Kozubíková et al., 2015; Owens et al., 2013) and strategies (Odoom 

et al., 2017), especially in relation to the creation and development of the brand-as-a-person 

metaphor. The brand becomes a symbol and a platform for establishing brand authenticity, as 

reflects the owner-manager’s personality and value system (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013). 

Particular personal characteristics, such as knowledge and expertise, personality traits and 

emotions, abilities, tastes and preferences, and entrepreneurial values, may influence the types of 

strategies entrepreneurs adopt in their businesses (Wijewardena et al., 2008). Knowledge offers 

cognitive structures that determine how entrepreneurs interpret new information, so SME owner-

managers interpret and direct their businesses based on acquired knowledge and expertise (Shane, 

2000). The more of their skills and tacit knowledge SME owner-managers bring to the 

management of their firms, the better it is for their businesses (Frese and Gielnik, 2014).  

SMEs’ strategy formation and planning differ from those of larger organisations. While 

strategy is typically defined as the long-term direction and scope of an organisation (Hunt and 

Morgan, 1995), SMEs’ strategy formulation is less rational, more short-term, and oriented toward 

intuition, experimentation, exploration, instinct, and learning (Centeno et al., 2013; Mintzberg 

and Waters, 1985). There is far less empirical research on intuition in decision-making than there 

is on rationality in decision-making (Elbanna et al., 2013). Intuition has been defined as an ability 

acquired from years of experience, internal introspection, and knowledge (Adriotti, 2010) to 

make decisions based on one’s “feelings” or “gut.” Four situations in particular promote intuitive 

decision-making: high levels of uncertainty, rapid changes in consumer composition and 

preferences, scarce access to historical data when faced with new conditions, and limited 

availability of facts (Wiratmadja et al., 2016; Zacca et al., 2017). SME owner-managers 

continually face these situations. Importantly, SMEs’ strategy formulation improves when SME 

owner-managers explore and also learn to make rational-based decisions using higher levels of 

introspection and consciousness. SME owner-managers acquire this mind set through 

experimentation, rationalisation, and learning (Endres and Woods, 2010; Oguz, 2000), which also 

helps them with entrepreneurial learning. At their early stages, SMEs’ learning is experiential, 

often unconscious, informal, and sometimes unintentional (Cope and Watts, 2000; Politis, 2005; 

Wang and Chugh, 2014). Prior studies have shown that SME owner-managers often manage their 
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activities through symbols that represent their role as managers (Castrogiovanni, 1996). This 

study argues that a brand is such a symbol, as it establishes a framework and structure for the 

firm’s development (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013) and helps to legitimise the firm’s and the 

owner-manager’s persona.  

If strategy is intuitive in SMEs, it is logical that the strategy behind brand-as-a-person is 

similarly developed. SME owner-managers may not intentionally formulate brand-as-a-person, 

although they may learn how to develop their brand strategy through this process. If SME brand 

strategy has a learning formulation based on intuition and unconsciousness, it is reasonable to 

conclude that SME owner-managers develop their management skills by first becoming aware of 

such strategy formulation and then consciously monitoring their brand decisions.  

Considering the SME context, this study seeks to determine the nature and possible 

structure of the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person. Based 

on this connection, this research can infer that SME owner-managers create their brands by 

intuition and, in so doing, create them in close proximity to their personal characteristics. As how 

a firm manages its brand is a key part of the firm’s positioning success, this study seeks to 

provide a rational, rather than an intuitive, roadmap for branding in the SME context. 

Research Methodology 

Previous studies have called for qualitative research to determine how SME owner-

managers develop business strategies (Berthon et al., 2008; de Massis and Kotlar, 2014, Eriksson 

and Kovalainen, 2016; McCarthy, 2003) and to explore the changing and evolving context of 

marketing (Gummesson, 2005). The present study uses the grounded theory approach (Strauss 

and Corbin, 1990) to explore the brand-as-a-person metaphor and its relationship to SME owner-

managers. Such authors as Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Gehpart (2004) recognise grounded 

theory as a practical method for conducting research that focuses on the interpretive process by 

analysing the production of the meanings and concepts social actors use in real settings. The 

procedures of grounded theory are designed to develop a well-integrated set of concepts that 

provide a thorough theoretical explanation of a social phenomenon. Grounded theory should 

explain as well as describe, and may also import some degree of predictability but only with 

regard to specific conditions (Corbin and Strauss, 1990). 
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Grounded theory offers opportunities for theory-building in areas in which there is limited 

current research or new insights are needed (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The aim, like those of 

other qualitative research methods, is to develop new insights into phenomena in areas about 

little is known (Matteucci and Gnoth, 2017). Charmaz (2011, p. 361) considered grounded theory 

to be “an iterative, comparative, interactive, and abductive method” with which researchers can 

develop their own groupings instead of polishing current ones (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007). 

Gibson and Hartman (2014) emphasised five key principles of grounded theory: 

openness, explanatory power, generation vs. justification, theory structure, and the research 

process. Openness relates to research that is guided by the research questions that remain open 

throughout the examination. Explanatory power involves research that is trustworthy and 

pertinent to all or some group of people. Grounded theory focuses on generating insights or 

knowledge about a phenomenon, not on justifying pre-existing notions. Theory structure involves 

a group of theoretical propositions that are connected to core groupings that need to be explained 

and linked to other groupings. The fifth principle relates to a research process that is responsive 

and iterative, consisting of data coding and interpretative stages. 

Data for the study were drawn mainly from thirty-six semi-structured interviews–thirty 

during the first phase of exploration and six second phase interviews in which results were 

presented and confirmed with SME owner-managers who participated in the first phase of 

interviews. Interviews averaged between fifty and sixty minutes. During the initial stages of 

brand personality research, individual interviews are a common technique to elicit items and 

personality traits (Das et al., 2012). Semi-structured interviews provided a framework to keep the 

discussion on topic while allowing the flexibility to incorporate appropriate deviations and 

explore each owner-manager’s relationship with his or her brand. Curran and Blackburn (1994) 

recommend this type of interview for interacting with SME owner-managers. The interviews 

were built around seven questions: How did you start your business? How was it created? How 

was it developed? What do you consider to be the business’s functional/performance 

characteristics? What are its benefits? What are its values and beliefs? If the brand were a person, 

what personal characteristics would stand out most clearly?  

The first interview phase was mainly exploratory, while the second phase was 

confirmatory, as SME owner-managers were asked to reflect on their previous responses while 

validating and confirming preliminary findings. Both of the interview phases ended when they 
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reached theoretical saturation (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Following Miles and Huberman’s 

(1994) recommendations, interviews were not used only as instruments with which to gather data 

but also as means to explain the relationship between SME owner-managers and brand-as-a-

person. The main source of information came from the interviews. 

The rich data from the interviews were complemented with evidence from supplementary 

sources like observations that emerged from visiting offices to conduct interviews, print 

advertising, webpages, and publicity materials, including articles and books written by owner-

managers and those published by the media and SME trade organisations. These additional 

sources helped to match information derived from the interviews with communications from 

other sources, thereby strengthening the quality of the research. Table 1 provides a summary of 

the main supplementary research sources used for the analysis of the pathways of brand-as-a-

person. 

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE 

SME owner-managers, as key informants, were interviewed to achieve the objectives of 

this research (de Massis and Kotlar, 2014; Rode and Vallaster, 2005). In cases that had more than 

one owner-manager, the one owner-manager with the most involvement in the business and 

decision-making was interviewed. The Mexican government’s official definition of SMEs—

organisations with 10 to 250 employees and relatively small market presence that are 

independently owned and managed by their owners—was used to identify suitable firms. 

The units of analysis are the interplays between the interviewed SME owner-managers 

and the brand. A list of SMEs was developed from searching SME organisations, articles written 

in newspapers and magazines about SME brands, tradeshow directories, online trade 

organisations, development banking institutions, and Mexico’s Economic Ministry directory. 

Once a list was created, the SMEs were selected to approach for interviews based on whether 

they had a brand, a current webpage, and an email address. The SMEs on the resulting list were 

also evaluated to determine whether they were currently involved in brand communications 

(brand website; advertising, and articles in newspapers, business publications, and consumer 

magazines), sales, packaging design, distribution, and new product development, all of which 
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were evaluated to determine whether they were targeting a particular market. The presence of 

these activities helped to frame the study theoretically (de Massis et al., 2012; Silverman, 2005).  

A list of candidate SMEs was developed, and a letter was sent to each one. Of those who 

responded and were actively involved in brand activities were invited to participate in the study. 

The final group comprised a wide range of consumer product and services businesses 

representing the top five economic sectors of Mexico’s gross domestic product, including 

manufacturing, services and retail. The SMEs were from Mexico’s four largest cities: Mexico 

City, Guadalajara, Monterrey, and Toluca. Appendix 1 provides an overview of the general 

descriptors of the SMEs. Of the thirty SME owner-managers, nine were females; twenty-five had 

an undergraduate and two had double degrees (8 in engineering, 9 in business, 4 in art sciences, 3 

in health sciences, 3 in marketing, and 2 in finance); and seventeen had prior experience with the 

SME’s product/service category. 

All interviews were transcribed and systematically open coded by defining and describing 

both theoretical and data-driven codes (Boyatzis, 1998; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). Data 

were analysed using thematic coding (Boyatzis, 1998) following a concurrent process of data 

reduction, data displays, conclusion-drawing, and verification (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Data 

analysis used a combination of NVivo, which is one of the most popular Computer Assisted 

Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) for qualitative research, to organise and code all 

transcripts systematically, along with various writing and research tools to capture the thoughts 

driven by the research and to facilitate and stimulate the analytic insights. The writing tools were 

research memos created for each of the transcripts; a research journal, which was written 

throughout the implementation of the research design; and diagrams and tables, which assisted in 

the tracking and expression of connections and themes. Each tool was either critical or 

complementary, depending on its importance in each of the stages of data analysis. Used in 

conjunction, these tools helped to guide the emergence and development of the main themes 

(Gummesson, 2005). NVivo in particular helped to compare and contrast codes systematically 

within and among the transcripts, to distinguish the patterns that emerged from the data input, 

and to work with a large amount of data in an aggregate and iterative fashion.  

The iterative comparisons of data, a principle of grounded theory, was at the centre of this 

recurrent research process. Following Glaser and Strauss (1967) during the first exploratory 
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phase, interview 1 was compared to interview 2, then interview 2 to interview 3, then interview 3 

to interviews 1 and 4, and so on until each interview was compared to all others and patterns 

emerged. After each set of five interviews, comparisons were made between sets until the final 

set was complete. This method helped to structure individual findings by interview as well as 

overall findings and patterns derived from the six sets of five interviews. A similar process was 

followed during the second confirmatory phase. 

In grounded theory, data collection and analysis involve constant iteration and research is 

complete once theoretical saturation has been reached—that is, when new theoretical insights and 

new properties of key categories no longer emerge during the theory-development process 

(Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Following Goudling (1998) and Charmaz (2006), a coding procedure 

is followed by open/initial coding, which involved “breaking down [the] data into distinct units 

of meaning”; focused coding, which required selecting the most useful analytical codes; and axial 

(theoretical) coding, which involved making links between codes to develop categories and 

identifying the conditions that give rise to the categories, their context, and their connections and 

outcomes. Relating these categories to each other led to research propositions. 

Meanings emerged as themes were compared and contrasted, and patterns were revealed. 

Table 2 summarises the main theory and data driven codes used in the final stage of the analysis.  

 
TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE 

 
 

 

The set of theory-driven codes shown in Table 2 led to identification of the key theoretical 

elements from the study’s interviews (Aaker, 1997; Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). As other 

authors recommend, a qualitative analysis is useful in the early stages of exploration of new 

dimensions and items of brand personality (Das et al., 2012). The set of data-driven codes 

emerged from rich information that made reference to brand-as-a-person. In the final stage of 

analysis, the presence of brand-as-a-person was confirmed, as was the various pathways of the 

creation and development of brand-as-a-person and the nature of the connection between the 

SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person. 
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Results  

1. The pathways for the creation and development of brand-as-a-person 

Four pathways emerged when the analysis revealed that, rather than making a rational 

decision about how to develop a brand-as-a-person that was consumer-oriented, most of the 

interviewees expressed intuitively the characteristics of their brand-as-a-person in relation to their 

own characteristics. As the personal characteristics of SME owner-managers and those of the 

brand-as-a-person were compared and contrasted, a pattern emerged between the two that 

suggested that SME owner-managers used distinctive pathways to create and develop the brand-

as-a-person. The SME owner-managers did not consciously relate their own characteristics with 

those that describe their own brands. During the first exploratory phase, conversations about their 

own characteristics emerged spontaneously during the interviews without the interviewees’ being 

asked directly about these characteristics. When this finding was presented during the second 

phase of interviews, the interviewees reported an agreement that the descriptions of the brand-as-

a-person were also descriptions of themselves. This finding also supports prior studies’ 

suggestions that the brand reflects some aspects of the owner-managers’ self-concepts, resulting 

in the owner-manager’s identification with the brand and a subsequent ‘inter-personal’ 

relationship with it (Guido and Peluso, 2015; Randhawa et al., 2015).  

The main four pathways used by the SME owner-managers are humanistic associations: 

personality traits, tastes and preferences, abilities and knowledge, and values. Each of these four 

pathways helped to create and develop the brand-as-a-person in such a way that they may 

contribute to the establishment of brand differentiation and brand authenticity based on the 

personal manner in which it was built (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013). 

1. The pathway through brand personality 

Brand personality is the pathway that the owner-managers prescribed most often. The 

findings also suggest that these expressions of brand personality refer to the daily lives of the 

owner-managers in terms of their conduct and how they think and feel. This finding supports 

previous studies’ suggestion that personality is a pattern of behaviour, thoughts, and feelings 

(Lin, 2010). Brand personality was interpreted as the way the SME owner-managers express how 

they operationalise their day-to-day activities. This finding also supports the notion that 

entrepreneurs are usually pragmatic and action-oriented and that the owner-manager’s personality 
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influences his or her managerial practices (Kienzler, 2017). Table 3 provides examples of this 

finding. 

 
TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE 

 

 

 

 Most of the SME owner-managers referred to the gender of the brand-as-a-person as the 

same as their own gender, which is a central part of the SME owner-managers’ self-concept. 

However, other brand personality characteristics indicated that the brand-as-a-person’s age was 

not linked to that of the owner-manager but was a perceived age, often expressed as “being 

young,” “young and dynamic,” “young and energetic,” “young and contemporary,” and “young 

and trendy.” This finding suggests that age is linked to an ideal self-concept and supports prior 

studies’ findings that age is an important demographic variable that is not related to a biological 

age so much as a perceived age (Müller et al., 2013). This finding also suggests that the SME 

owner-manager believes that the brand has a future ahead and is optimistic about it (Bontour and 

Lehu, 2002; Kaplan and Warren, 2010). 

 Many of the key personality traits of the SME owner-manager as an entrepreneur were 

also given to the brand-as-a-person, including “passionate,” “tough,” and “hard-working.” 

Passion is a key trait of entrepreneurs, as it gives identity and meaning to SME owner-managers’ 

self-concepts (Powell and Baker, 2014). Passion also describes entrepreneurs who take risks, 

seek change, and compete aggressively in the market (Antonic et al., 2015; George and Marino, 

2011).  

2. Pathway through tastes and preferences 

The tastes and preferences pathway is expressed through the SME owner-manager’s 

tastes and preferences. SME owner-managers selected their businesses based on their preference 

for a particular market. The findings also show that antecedents to this pathway may include the 

ability to find a business opportunity, as they have usually a clear and rational decision-making 

approach to starting a business. For example, one SME owner-manager’s preference for football 
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(soccer) dates back to his teenage years, and his interest pulled him toward working in this sport 

(B13). When he described his brand-as-a-person, he reported it was someone who loved soccer. 

Another SME owner-manager who enjoyed being with children decided to open a childhood 

development pre-school (B3). Her brand was someone who cared about children’s development. 

Another SME owner-manager, a medical doctor, was keen on helping overweight people, so he 

launched a homeopathic line of diet products to help people lower their weight (B5). He 

described his brand as someone who was concerned about today’s obesity crisis. B22 had been 

conscious of maintaining good health, especially in terms of food, when he decided to start his 

company, so he started a restaurant with natural and organic produce and named his brand The 

Good Earth. A designer with interest in his children decided to build his company around 

educational toys that combined beautiful design with learning functionalities (B20). In particular 

this pathway seemed to address how owner-managers discover an opportunity to build their 

business and brand.  

The identification of the tastes and preferences pathway sees support from previous 

research that has found that SME owner-managers build their businesses at a personal level so the 

businesses are congruous with their tastes and preferences (Guido and Peluso, 2015; Puzakova et 

al., 2009; Wijewardena et al., 2008) This finding also suggests that, just as consumers identify 

with their perceptions of the brand’s congruity with their self-concepts (Lam et al., 2013), SME 

owner-managers develop the brand-as-a-person to be congruous with their own tastes and 

preferences. 

3. The pathway through skills and knowledge 

Findings on the skills and knowledge pathway support the construction of brand-as-a-

person. This finding helps to secure the future of the business by ensuring the brand-as-a-person 

is imbued with the right skills and knowledge to encounter challenges in market conditions. The 

extant literature on entrepreneurship refers to the relevance of entrepreneurial capabilities–

personal skills, abilities, and knowledge—because they determine the growth and success of their 

businesses (Oyeku et al., 2014). As Frese and Gielnik (2014) suggest, the more of their skills and 

tacit knowledge SME owner-managers bring to the management of their firms, the better it is for 

their businesses. This finding reveals that SME owner-managers are keen about extending and 
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‘armouring’ their brand-as-a-person with abilities and knowledge, so they can perform better in 

the market:  

“…the brand is very knowledgeable; he knows the tricks, he knows the keys to saving, 
how to make things easier, how to benefit from technology, how to find a way in the 
communications industry.” (interviewee B4, who holds an undergraduate degree in 
communications engineering and has many years of experience in the field) 

“… the brand-as-a-person is a medical doctor; he knows about looking after his 
patients, and he knows what works to help them out, improve their condition, and 
decrease their obesity ….” (interviewee B5, who holds an undergraduate degree in 
medicine and whose entrepreneurial project was sponsored by his university while he 
was a student) 

“The brand knows about fashion; she analyses the latest trends in clothing. In many 
cases, she sets a fashion, she has always been interested and knows about design, 
colours, lengths...” (interviewee B20, who has consistently followed fashion designs, 
and was told at school that she was the most fashionable in the class. 

“… the brand is someone who is well-known for being an expert on spices and knows 
where to buy the best spices at a good price….” (interviewee B26, who was about to 
publish a book about spices around the world) 

“… the brand is someone who knows what to do and what not to; he knows its 
limitations ….” (interviewee B27, who had difficulty learning how to compete against 
larger brands in the food industry and through his experiences discovered how to 
compete with a small brand) 

“… the brand knows about design and how to combine the latest trends in jewellery with 
ancient civilizations’ energies….” (interviewee B30, who is a designer who is 
knowledgeable about the Mayan civilisation) 

 

      This pathway is sustained by intuitive decision-making. As the literature has suggested, 

intuition is based on experience and knowledge (Wiratmadja et al., 2016). This pathway is 

particularly important to SME owner-managers, who are usually pressured to achieve results that 

are usually driven by skills and knowledge (Zacca et al., 2017). Therefore, it is likely that, the 

more experienced the SME owner-manager is, the more intuitive her or his decision will be in 

giving the brand-as-a-person appropriate skills and knowledge to compete in the marketplace. 

4. The pathway of values 

The values pathway of the brand-as-a-person is driven by the SME owner-manager’s 

personal values. This finding supports prior studies’ suggestion that values precede the brand 

associations developed by SME owner-managers (Spence and Essoussi, 2010) and are closely 
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and personally linked to those owner-managers (Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). In addition, 

as research suggests, brand values are key drivers of brand vision and positioning (Muhonen et 

al., 2017) especially during the first years of the business. The owner-manager’s personal values, 

vision, and philosophy help in establishing and aligning the business and the brand (Gammoh et 

al., 2014), especially when the owner-manager is doing long-term planning. Table 4 offers some 

examples of this finding: 

 
TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE 

 

 

 

2. The nature of the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person 

When informants were enquired about brand-as-a-person, only one of the SME owner-

managers had rationally formulated the brand-as-a-person metaphor for a brand, while the rest 

had never heard the term, although they had little difficulty verbalising and expressing their 

brand-as-a-person. These spontaneous expressions were rich in humanistic associations, 

suggesting the intuitive nature of the humanisation of their brands. These intuitive expressions 

support prior studies that suggest SME owner-managers manage their brands in their minds and 

with intuition, rather than in writing and consciously (Centeno et al., 2013; Mintzberg and 

Waters, 1985). Many SME owner-managers used their intuition, perhaps because of their 

conditions of uncertainty that are typical with new businesses, including lack of information and 

the absence of a co-decision-maker (Wiratmadja et al., 2016). 

During the interviews, SME owner-managers expressed without noticing the use of the 

possessive pronoun “my” or the personal pronoun “I” when they were referring to their brands. 

This type of verbalisation was as if they were the brand themselves. This finding indicates that at 

an unconscious level there was a strong connection that intuitively each SME owner-manager 

seemed to personified the brand, as indicated in the following comments:  

“I have to renew myself by developing new products year after year” (interviewee B1) 
“I have come to stay.… Some clients may say, ‘I have seen you somewhere’. .... They 
may be confusing me with some other brand….” (interviewee B2) 
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“That is what differentiates me from the rest of the brands; I am small… . They like me 
because I am high-quality; that’s what differentiates me from the rest.” (interviewee B8) 

“I knew that I had no brand image.” (interviewee B9) 

 

The finding of the strong connection between SME owner-managers and their brands 

supports prior studies on the influence of SME owner-managers’ intuition during brand-building 

activities (Centeno et al., 2013; Reijonen, 2010). The SME owner-managers in the second phase 

reported that they also realised spontaneously that many of the descriptions they had given about 

their brand-as-a-person in the first phase were actually their own personal characteristics. They 

reacted to this realisation positively and expressed that this “person” was linked to themselves; as 

one interviewee put it, they were the sole creators and developers of their brands through “gut-

feeling and with a lack of market data and marketing research”. The findings in general and in 

particular provoked significant interest, leading SME owner-managers to indicate their desire for 

a similar study specifically for their own brands: 

“Now I can see how clear the brand expresses many facets of who I am.” – B3 

“I wouldn’t have thought so many characteristics of myself are in my brand.” – B113.  

The finding extends prior studies that have suggested that brands mirror SME owner-

managers through their personalities and other personal characteristics (Blombäck and 

Brunninge, 2013). The brand-as-a-person is the brand element SME owner-managers use to 

reflect their personal characteristics in such a way that the brand-as-a-person personifies them. 

This finding extends the argument that the brand is linked not only to the SME owner but, as 

many authors have argued, that it is linked to the owner-manager. In this case, the brand-as-a-

person in linked to the SME owner-manager.  

While SME owner-managers intuitively develop their brands as brand-as-a-person, it 

must also match consumer preferences to establish differentiation, positioning, and reputation in 

the marketplace, which requires a rational, not an intuitive, approach (Arora and Stoner, 2009; 

Freling and Forbes, 2005; Veloutsou and Guzmán, 2017). 

Theoretical contribution 

The present study contributes to the extant literature on SME brand management in 

several ways and in relation to the influence of the SME owner-manager on the brand-as-a-
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person metaphor (Dion and Arnould, 2016; Odoom et al., 2017). First, it demonstrates 

empirically the presence of the brand-as-a-person in SMEs. It offers a conceptualisation of the 

brand-as-a-person by acknowledging the various paths by which the SME owner-manager may 

take in the creation and development of the metaphor. In doing so, the study demonstrates the 

congruence between the two. This study also reinforces that the entrepreneurial activity of SME 

brand management is guided by the leading role of the entrepreneur in a highly complex, self-

defined job based on aspects of his or her self-concept (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). To the best of 

the researchers’ knowledge, this is the first study to highlight the interplay between SME owner-

managers and the brand-as-a-person metaphor. Academic research on SMEs should consider that 

personality traits, abilities, and values imply a particular style of management and strategy 

formulation (Kienzler, 2017) and address the extent to which SME owner-managers are involved 

in the creation and components of particular brand strategies, such as brand-as-a-person. By 

exploring the presence of brand-as-a-person and the possible relationship between SME owner-

managers and their brands, this study offers a sound explanation of how SMEs’ brand strategies 

are developed.  

The study extends the conceptualisation of the self of SME owner-managers particularly 

during the humanisation of the brand (Davies et al., 2018; Portal et al., 2018). The research found 

that particular characteristics of the SME owner-manager are transferred to the brand. When this 

transferability occurs, the brand-as-a-person is better align with the SME owner-manager (Dion 

and Arnould, 2016). The more pathways the owner-manager uses in the creation and 

development, the more fully humanised in brand-as-a-person. This study suggests that, when 

consumers choose particular brands because they perceive them as congruent with their self-

concepts (Parker, 2009; Randhawa, 2015; Sirgy, 1982), it is similar to when SME owner-

managers develop brand-as-a-person by creating congruency between their self-concepts and the 

brand-as-a-person metaphor.  

As happens with many brands, SME brands must be aligned with consumers’ 

expectations in order to forge a relationship with them (Flight and Kesha, 2016; Fournier, 1998). 

In such case, brand-as-a-person is aligned with both the SME owner-manager and consumers. 

Alignment with the SME owner-manager means that the brand is empowered and driven by the 

SME owner-manager’s passion and commitment (Centeno et al., 2013; Horan et al., 2011; 

Muhonen et al., 2017). Alignment with the consumers means that the brand matches consumer 
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preferences and purchase intentions (Avis, 2014; Flight and Kesha, 2016). By taking a more 

rational approach, the SME owner-manager protects the firm from major competitors and market 

fluctuations. The research proposes a more rational than intuitive approach to developing brand-

as-a-person. In this sense, the study proposes that even if the brand is aligned with the SME 

owner-manager, if it is not aligned with consumers, the brand will not build a relationship with 

them and may fail in the marketplace. The study falls short of establishing that the brand-as-a-

person develops as strong a connection with consumers as the owner-managers do. Owner-

managers may need to look into other elements of the pathways in the creation and development 

of brand-as-a-person to include some aspects of the consumer’s self-concept and to add more 

rational decision-making to build stronger connections with consumers. Brand-as-a-person may 

serve also as a device to evaluate the image of the SME. 

By analysing brand-as-a-person, the study expands the literature’s exploration of the 

connection between SME owner-managers and their brands (Renton et al., 2016). This study 

illuminates the close and intuitive nature of that relationship, contending that brand-as-a-person is 

driven by the SME owner-manager, as prior studies also suggest (Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 

2017; Wijewardena et al., 2008). Specifically, this study proposes four pathways in the creation 

and development of brand-as-a-person: brand personality, tastes and preferences, skills and 

knowledge, and values.  

This study suggests that SME owner-managers humanise their brands intuitively 

because they are not consciously aware of this formation. This finding confirms that, unlike 

brand managers of larger organisations, SME owner-managers employ non-traditional, ad hoc 

approaches to formulate their brand strategies (Reijonen, 2010). In this sense, even when the 

SME owner-managers were unfamiliar with the brand-as-a-person metaphor, they could express 

rich descriptions of their brands as if they understood brand-as-a-person intuitively. This research 

supports other studies’ findings that SME owner-managers explore and make decisions at a 

subconscious level, and that they must learn from their experiences before advancing to a more 

rational, conscious level (Endres and Woods, 2010; Oguz, 2000). The SME brand literature holds 

that experimentation and learning take place as SME owner-managers question, introspect, and 

become conscious of the need to formulate strategy (Centeno et al., 2013; Reijonen et al., 2012; 

Wang and Chung, 2014). 
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The research also suggests SME owner-managers can use the various pathways to the 

creation and development of their brand-as-a-person according to the degree of intuition and 

rationality that guides their decisions about the business and its brand development.  

Managerial implications 

When entrepreneurs create and develop a brand as part of their entrepreneurial activities, 

they are involved in a self-defined job that involves their personalities and other personal 

characteristics (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). Therefore, when they are particularly interested in 

moving from an intuitive to a rational approach to creating brand-as-a-person, they should follow 

a managerial roadmap to help them establish a systematic process in the enterprise. As depicted 

in Figure 1, SME owner-managers should be conscious of the human characteristics already 

given to their brand-as-a-person and undertake a personal assessment of not only their own 

personality traits but also their abilities and knowledge, tastes and preferences, and values as to 

become more aware of her/his personal characteristics. 

FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE 

SME owner-managers should use what they know about their consumers to analyse their 

brands. This exercise will offer insights into the characteristics already established intuitively in 

their brand-as-a-person. In addition, being conscious of the various pathways that lead to the 

creation and development of brand-as-a-person and how consumers interpret these pathways can 

help SME owner-managers determine whether brand-as-a-person is suitable for consumers. 

A conscious questioning has the purpose of detecting and prioritising the components 

established in each of the four pathways to brand-as-a-person as a way to evaluate and assess the 

degree of intuition used. Such assessment will help SME owner-managers to move from an 

unconscious, intuitive formulation of brand strategy to a more rational approach. SME owner-

managers should also consider seeking support from key brand stakeholders to discuss brand 
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strategy and how the brand aligns with consumers so their brand-as-a-person can be redefined 

with a more rational orientation toward consumers. For instance, SME owner-managers could 

conduct meetings with collaborators to discuss whether the current brand-as-a-person is suitable 

for fully exploiting their firms’ competencies. These discussions should also consider how to 

improve firms’ performance in their markets by redefining brand-as-a-person. SME owner-

managers should also consider participating in coaching programmes that would assist the SME 

owner-managers in bringing some of their intuitive brand strategies to a more conscious level, 

enabling more rational formulation of their brand-as-a-person. 

Exercises in which SME owner-managers and brand collaborators discuss brand-as-a-

person may support entrepreneurial learning processes and help to develop more conscious 

approaches to formulating brand strategy. For instance, as Machado et al. (2019) suggested, SME 

owner-managers may want to develop a well-defined brand gender to help consumers identify 

with the brand. In the end, this process may help SME owner-managers align the SME owner-

manager’s characteristics with those of consumers by replacing the initial intuitive approach with 

a more rational approach to establishing their brand-as-a-person. To conclude, as the SME 

owner-manager establishes the firm, congruity between the SME owner-manager’s personal 

vision, values, and philosophy and those of the firm, the brand, and the consumers is needed 

(Törmälä and Gyrd-Jones, 2017). The organisation must continually reinterpret and execute this 

congruity in later years, basing its brand’s path forward on its brand heritage (Pecot et al., 2018).  

Limitations and Future Research 

This study is not without limitations. This is a qualitative exploratory study, and future 

research should test empirically the results presented across a wider variety of participants. As 

this study is the start of the exploration of brand-as-a-person in the context of SMEs, theory must 

be developed to address how brand strategy moves from an intuitive/unconscious to a 

rational/conscious level. Future research may draw on the entrepreneurial orientation and 

learning literatures to help fill many of the gaps in this area of branding, particularly regarding 

the close relationship between the SME owner-manager and his or her brand-as-a-person.  

As prior studies have suggested, culture is an important ingredient in entrepreneurial 

activity (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). As this study was undertaken in one cultural context, other 
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studies could analyse the cultural factors in entrepreneurship and their effect on brand-as-a-

person. Some cultural factors worth considering are the level of assertiveness, rationality vs. 

emotion, tolerance for ambiguity, values and personality traits, together with how these factors 

impact brand-as-a-person. This study analysed brand-as-a-person from the perspective of the 

organisation, but it offers no indication of how consumers perceive it. Therefore, future studies 

could include the consumer perspective to validate whether (and how) consumers perceive the 

relationship between brand-as-a-person and SME owner-managers. 

Aside from the major influence of SME owner-managers, future research could expand 

the scope of this study by including the dynamic group of independent network actors that 

perform direct branding activities in SMEs (suppliers, partners, funding agencies, other firms, 

non-profit organisations or governmental bodies)—that is, the branding pool (Mäläskä et al., 

2011a, 2011b). 
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The interplay between SME owner-managers and the brand-as-a-person


Abstract


Purpose – The objective of this paper is to investigate the largely unexplored conceptualisation of the brand-as-a-person metaphor in SMEs by examining its potential relation with the SME owner-manager, the pathways to its creation and development, and the intuitive nature of this relationship.


Design/methodology/approach – A grounded theory approach was used, and data were collected through a set of thirty-six semi structured interviews with 30 SME owner-managers in various sectors in Mexico.


Findings – The results indicate that SME owner-managers intuitively humanise their brands. The study revealed four pathways to develop the brand-as-a-person metaphor in the SME context: through 1) personality traits, 2) tastes and preferences, 3) abilities and knowledge, and 4) values, all suggesting that SMEs’ brand-as-a-person metaphors are largely an extension of their owner-managers.


Research implications – The paper presents a theoretical framework that illustrates the four pathways to the creation and development of brand-as-a-person that are derived from the brand’s relationship with the SME owner-manager. The results of cross-industry semi-structured interviews are limited to a single culture context.


Practical implications – SME owner-managers should first undertake an introspective personal assessment of their intuitive and conscious decision-making, as SME owner-managers often make decisions in an intuitive way. The results suggest that they should act in a more conscious, responsible, and rational way when formulating their brand strategies.


Originality/value – This is the first study to clarify the profound influence of SME owner-managers’ personal characteristics, including personality traits, tastes and preferences, abilities and knowledge, and values, on the brand-as-a-person metaphor. This study also confirms the intuitive learning strategy formulation of SME owner-managers’ branding practices and SMEs’ need for a more rational approach to branding.


Keywords: brand management, SMEs, brand-as-a-person, brand personality, brand anthropomorphisation, entrepreneurial intuition


Paper type: Research paper


Introduction


Brands are a valuable asset for small and large organisations as they produce a bundle of benefits which enhance the relationship among the firm, its owners, its customers, and other stakeholders (de Chernatony and McDonald, 2003; Kapferer, 2004; Keller, 2001). When seeking to position a brand successfully, brand managers connect their brands with consumers through intangible aspects of the brand, such as the brand personality, as a basis for creating affinity. This aspect of brands is part of the brand-as-a-person metaphor, which includes its personality, demographics, and behaviour (Machado et al., 2019). Prior studies have shown that consumers connect with brands whose personalities are similar to theirs (Freling et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2012; Radler, 2018). 


A large part of the literature on brand personality seeks to determine how to improve the brand’s relationship with customers (Banerjee, 2016; Kervyn et al., 2012; Radler, 2018). However, there is little knowledge of, or research into, the extent to which brand managers have a similar connection with the brands they manage. This study seeks to describe the connection between brands and brand managers, as key decision-makers, at the time when the brand is being created and developed—that is, when the brand belongs to a small-to-medium-sized enterprise (SME), and the owner-manager has a major role in formulating the brand’s personality of the brand, among other intangible elements of the brand. Therefore, this paper seeks to identify the pathways that may structure the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person and to reveal the nature of this connection.


In contrast to the analytical focus of a majority of research studies on brand-as-a-person, this study focuses on the management’s (cf. the consumer’s) perspective, thus addressing calls for additional theoretical underpinnings of this metaphor (Davies et al., 2018). This approach offers three key benefits: it helps to explain the nature of a humanising strategy that stems from the SME owner-manager’s personal characteristics and narrative; as the brand-as-a-person is created and developed during the initial stages of the business, it helps to clarify the brand’s origins and heritage as it becomes part of a larger organisation; and it helps owner-managers ensure that the brand-as-a-person remains true to its core values and relationship to the SME owner-manager who created and developed it.


SME branding is at an early stage of research development. Many studies have explained the importance of brand orientation and brand identity (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014; Muhonen et al., 2017), but little is known about the effect of the SME owner-manager’s transitional and powerful guidance (Spence and Essoussi, 2010). Since they play an important role in many brand decisions, an owner-manager builds his or her brand using personal intuition, passion, knowledge, expertise, and personality (Dion and Arnould, 2016; Kienzler, 2017). Prior studies have suggested that SME brands become an extension of their first owners’ characteristics (Mitchell et al., 2015; Renton et al., 2016; Spence and Essoussi, 2010). One study in particular makes reference that the brand becomes the personification of the SME owner-manager (Krake, 2005). To illustrate this connection, Kate Spade began designing her own handbags with a jaunty style that are considered an iconic emblem of fashion, as was Kate herself (Hanbury, 2018). SMEs’ strategy formulation improves when SME owner-managers explore and make decisions using high levels of introspection, intuition, and consciousness. If strategy is intuitively formulated, it is possible to infer that brand-as-a-person is not formulated intentionally but is consciously learned, just as many other management skills are developed (Centeno et al., 2013; Mintzberg and Walters, 1985). Unfortunately, academic research on SME brands have neglected to understand the relationship between SME owner-managers and the brand-as-a-person metaphor including brand personality.

The entrepreneurship literature has sought to understand the entrepreneurs’ personalities and their effect on their businesses (Holland and Garrett, 2015; Viinikainen et al., 2017; Yitshaki and Kropp, 2016). Many authors have argued that researchers should look to entrepreneurs’ values and cognition as primary psychological characteristics and as signals by which to understand how they manage their businesses and formulate their vision and strategies (Tomczyk et al., 2013). The literature has suggested that the entrepreneur’s personal characteristics affect his or her business, so while the entrepreneurship literature has focused on learning about the effect of the entrepreneur’s personality and other personal characteristics on his or her business, the branding literature has focused on determining how the brand’s personality and the customers’ personality connect and how that connection can be improved. To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, no study has yet analysed how the SME owner-manager’s personality influences his or her brand’s personality.


This study makes two primary contributions, one theoretical and one managerial. From the perspective of theory, this study provides empirical evidence of the various pathways to the SME owner-manager’s development of the brand-as-a-person metaphor. No other study captures the intuition of the SME owner-manager in creating and developing a brand-as-a-person that is close to her or his personal characteristics and that go beyond a distorted image of her/himself. Instead, as prior entrepreneurial literature has suggested, many activities of the entrepreneur are representations of herself or himself, as their activities including branding usually mirror their roles as owner-managers. This paper also offers a managerial roadmap for the development of brand-as-a-person to help SME owner-managers develop a less intuitive and more conscious strategy that matches their personal characteristics and those of their consumers. The SME owner-manager is then required to seek congruency between consumers and the brand and between herself or himself and the brand.


Since the objective of this study is to analyse brand-as-a-person metaphor from the owner-manager’s perspective, the next section presents an overview of the literature on brand-as-a-person metaphor, followed by a research focus section on the brand strategies used in SMEs and entrepreneurs’ key traits. Then the methodology section explains the grounded theory approach used in this research. Next, the findings are presented, along with analyses of the relationship between SME owner-managers and their brand-as-a-person. Theoretical and practical discussions follow, and the paper concludes with the study’s limitations and suggestions for future research.


Brand-as-a-person: definition, purpose, and dimensions

Animism (Flight and Coker, 2016; Guthrie, 1993; Nida and Smalley, 1959) and anthropomorphism (Epley et al., 2007; Tuškej and Podnar, 2018; Waytz et al., 2010) are the theoretical building blocks with which to study the brand-as-a-person metaphor (Aaker, 1997; Fournier, 1998; Davies and Chun, 2003; Gardner and Levy, 1955; Hanby, 1999; King, 1973). Animism, which is defined as “attributing life to the non-living” (Guthrie, 1993, p. 52), has also been referred to as the belief that objects acquire souls in the sense that they have a core essence similar to an ancestry or genealogy (Aggarwal, 2004). Anthropomorphism is defined as “attributing human characteristics to nonhuman things or events” (Guthrie, 1993, p. 52). Social psychology provides extended research on how humans anthropomorphise inanimate objects and non-human actors like supernatural beings (Epley et al., 2008; Niemyjska and Drat-Ruszczak, 2013), computers (Gong, 2008; Waytz et al., 2010b), and pets (Chartrand et al., 2008; Epley et al., 2008). With the expanded presence of brands in consumers’ lives, interest has increased in how animism and anthropomorphism can improve consumer–brand interactions and relationships between the brand and the brand managers, including SME owner-managers (Herskovitz and Crystal, 2010).

Marketing researchers noted this consumer capability decades ago (Gardner and Levy, 1955; Newman 1953) and brand managers began to encourage this anthropomorphising trend by humanising their brands (i.e. by creating brand characters like The M&M chocolate characters, Chester Cheetah, and Tony the Tiger) and consumers responded by portraying brands as humans (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012). This conceptualisation, then, can be analysed from the management and consumer perspectives. However, much of the literature on brand-as-a-person researches the metaphor mainly from the consumers’ side; leaving unanswered many questions about the humanisation of brands from the manager’s side. 

Brand anthropomorphism is a multidimensional concept (Guido and Peluso, 2015) of which brand-as-a-person is a major dimension. Brand-as-a-person has been defined as the expression of the brand’s humanistic characteristics, such as personality, values, and behaviour (Herskovitz and Crystal, 2010). A brand-as-a-person may have three key purposes: to act as a manifestation of the company, to place expectations about the type of relationship the firm has with its consumers, and to represent a group of qualities through which a customer-brand relationship can be developed (Stern, 1988). 


Brand-as-a-person is also a vehicle by which a compelling and differentiated narrative is delivered that reflects the brand’s values and behaviours (Herskovitz and Crystal, 2010). A favourable brand-as-a-person is one that remains true to its essence as the brand grows and develops during the business’s stages of development and as the firm grows from an SME to a larger firm. Dion and Arnould (2016) suggested that brands that connect particular brandable qualities with their owner-managers’ human characteristics are personafied brands. Their study found that firms manage their brand-as-a-person by fragmenting the various facets of a persona and by integrating these elements into a narrative at the operational and strategic levels. 


Studies have found that, in larger organisations, when the CEO and his or her brand are aligned, CEOs may have a positive influence on brand value (Balmer and Greyser, 2006). Bendisch et al. (2007) recommended that this alignment should consider the flexible set of core values that emerge as business leaders shape their personal and managerial roles in response to business and personal interactions. Bendisch et al. (2013) also suggested that the CEO’s media exposure influence his or her brand and that the CEO’s personality and relationships are key characteristics that influence the brand. We contend that, similar to CEOs, SME owner-managers manage their brands by infusing part of their personas into their strategy and operations based on their personalities and core values. Brand-as-a-person may serve as a strategic device to assess the image of the business.

Hypothesising the dimensions of brand-as-a-person is complex because of its relative newness to branding (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012), but the literature suggests three dimensions: demographic, behavioural, and personality (Aggarwal and McGill, 2012; Epley et al., 2008; Waytz et al., 2010). A brand’s demographics is related to its life cycle, just as human beings have a life cycle (Müller et al., 2013). Brands go through an ageing process, starting from their inception and first years of growth, when brands require careful management, as this stage is the basis for the brand for years to come. Brands’ age is perceived, not biological, and has been linked to a wide range of factors, including the brand’s managers, employees, and endorsers (Huber et al., 2013). As perceived age has been linked to personality traits (Huber et al., 2013), brands during their first years tend to be contemporary and trendy (Bontour and Lehu, 2002). When managed properly, they serve as a sound basis for their heritage and eventual history. Another demographic characteristic is brand gender which is linked directly to the dimension of brand personality (Azar, 2015) and defined as a “set of human personality traits associated with masculinity and femininity applicable and relevant to brands” (Grohmann, 2009, p.106). When measuring this dimension, studies refer to four brand genders: masculine, feminine, androgynous and undifferentiated (Grohmann, 2009). Studies on androgynous brands–those that have both feminine and masculine traits—indicate that the trait may have positive impact on brand equity (Lieven and Hildebrand, 2016). Machado et al.’s (2019) study on brand gender in social media showed that highly masculine or feminine brands tend to promote consumer identification with the brand and stimulate brand love. Their study also suggested that building a strong brand gender identity, whether feminine or masculine, helps consumers identify with the brands. Therefore, it is possible to conclude that a brand gender helps consumers to define and identify with it, improving brand equity.


The brand’s behavioural dimension, refers to the notion that brands have interior aspects like beliefs and values, desires and preferences, intentions, free will, emotion, and consciousness (Portal et al., 2018; Puzakova et al., 2009) that create the impulse for their behaviour. The organisation’s values appear to be an initial factor in constructing brand-as-a-person, as the expression of values create a sense of individuality (Simões and Dibbs, 2001). Therefore, management must control and discuss within the organisation the right values for the brand, as they are also related to the brand’s personality traits (Portal et al., 2018).


Brand personality is defined as “the set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (Aaker, 1997, p. 347), a definition that many authors embrace (Aaker et al., 2001; Arora and Stoner; 2009; Avis, 2012; Sung and Tinkham, 2005) and others oppose (Azoulay and Kapferer, 2003). Key findings include the notion that brand personality shapes consumers’ perceptions about a branded product when they evaluate its intrinsic product attributes (Freling and Forbes, 2005), increasing purchase intentions and improving brand attitudes (Ivens et al., 2015), consumers’ inclination to cooperate with the brand (Stinnett et al., 2013), and brand trust (Li et al., 2008). Prior studies have recommended a fit between the brand’s personality and that of its consumers (Huang et al., 2012). As consumers prefer brands that are congruent with their personalities, brand managers seek to build brand personalities that may help consumers identify with them (Banerjee, 2016). This study proposes a parallel situation between brand personality and that of the SME owner-manager. As SME owner-managers develop their brand personalities, they intuitively create brand personalities that fit their own. As occurs with consumers when they express themselves by purchasing a particular brand (Belk, 1988), SME owner-managers express themselves through the creation and development of their brands.


In regards to the dimensions of brand personality, they often vary (Veloutsou and Taylor, 2012). Davies et al.’s (2018) literature review finds sixteen dimensions of brand personality in twenty-one scales and suggests that only sincerity, competence, and status are dimensions across cultures and nations, while the rest are context-related. Thus, researchers are motivated to consider context-related elements like culture, product categories, language, and respondents in their studies (Davies et al., 2018; Raushnabel et al., 2016; Sung et al., 2015).


Research on brand personality has matured in various contexts and perspectives and a call has been raised to be tested in new areas (Freling et al., 2011). For instance, Kervyn et al. (2012) suggest that admired brands exhibit traits of warmth and competence that can be traced to employee and management behaviour. Portal et al. (2018) extends that study by developing a human brand model that addresses the relevance of employee and management behaviour and suggests that sincerity, friendliness, and capability humanise brands. As brand personality also impacts purchase intention, Freling et al. (2011) suggest that, by using three dimensions of brand personality (favourability, originality, and clarity), brand managers can develop promotional brand strategies that will impact purchase intention. Freling and Forbes, (2005) analyse multiple brand personalities and suggest this approach as an effective brand strategy for reaching several consumer targets. Finally, Veloutsou and Taylor (2012) examine brand personality in the business-to-business (B2B) context and find that the brand personality must fit that which its customers expect. In particular, customers seem to appreciate the brand as a business partner when it is seen as reliable, responsive, trustworthy, and knowledgeable. Therefore, brand personality and other brand-as-a-person characteristics must be aligned with those of the customer and other brand stakeholders. While many studies assist in clarifying how brand personality works for the consumer, few studies look at brand personality from the management side. In particular, there is still a need to determine whether this dimension is present in SME brands and to identify its relationship with SME owner-managers. 


Congruity between the self and the brand is an important consideration in research on brand-as-a-person. It refers to the notion that anthropomorphised brands reflect consumers’ perceptions of themselves (Guido and Peluso, 2015). Consumers may select brands that they perceive as congruent with their views of themselves (Sirgy, 1982) and may help them express their actual, ideal, or social selves (Malhotra, 1988; Parker, 2009; Randhawa et al., 2015). Self-brand congruity increases brand preference and brand loyalty (Puzakova et al., 2009). Studies show that, when consumers perceive congruity between their self-concepts and a branded product, they imbue personality traits into that product (Belk, 1988; Escalas and Bettman, 2005; Lam et al., 2013). Many consumers identify with their brands’ symbolic associations (Maehle and Shneor, 2010). This study proposes that a similar process occurs when an SME owner-manager creates and develops his or her brand-as-a-person, in the sense that there is congruity between the brand and the owner-manager’s self-concept. 


Research focus: The SME context


From the beginnings of SME branding research in 2005 and after more than a decade of research, there is evidence to suggest that SMEs’ performance benefits from brand management (Agostini et al., 2015). While some studies have suggested that brand management is a secondary task for SME managers (Krake, 2005), others have suggested that branding is an essential activity for building brand reputation, marketing a product/service, and increasing profit (Spence and Essoussi, 2010; Törmälä and Gyrd-Jones, 2017). These contradictory results may be due primarily to the personal position that the SME owner-manager may take toward marketing and branding in particular and to how the SME owner-manager makes decisions. 


One of the main differences between managing SMEs and managing larger organisations is that, in smaller firms, decisions tend to be informal and to be taken by the SME owner-manager (Jones and Macpherson, 2006). As the organisation continues to grow and more members participate in decision-making, the owner-manager’s influence decreases, especially when the firm begins a process of institutionalisation and formalises many corporate processes and structures so decisions are taken less intuitively and more rationally. 


Many studies on SME branding have given importance to two fundamental concepts: brand orientation (Hirvonen and Laukkanen, 2014; Hirvonen et al., 2013; Renton et al., 2016; Wong and Merrilees, 2005) and brand identity (Muhonen et al., 2017). However, little is known about the effect of the SME owner-manager’s powerful and transitional guidance (Spence and Essoussi, 2010). In the SME’s early stages, the owner-manager directs the brand development process either as a static, purposeful activity or as an iterative process among internal and external stakeholders.


Brand management researchers have found that while brand managers in larger organisations formulate and track brand elements with respect to brand personality to rationally suit consumer’s identity (Branaghan and Hildebrand, 2011), SMEs’ brand elements are developed through owners’ involvement and passion and their controlling influence (Centeno et al., 2013; Horan et al., 2011; Muhonen et al., 2017). Passion is a key characteristic of entrepreneurial activities because SME owner-managers identify themselves with these activities as they invest heavily in energy, time, and financial resources (Cardon et al., 2009; Powell and Baker, 2014). During the SME’s first years, its owner-manager imbues her or his personal values and ideas into the firm to give it and its brand an identity and differentiation that often remain after she/he has left the firm (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013). 


When analysing key aspects of SMEs, prior studies have shown that managers’ personalities influence some managerial practices, especially under the conditions of uncertainty that are common to SMEs (Kienzler, 2017). Research has also found that, in particular, managerial style, salespeople, and brand personality should be aligned (Gammoh et. al., 2014), especially considering that SME owner-managers are usually their firms’ main salespersons. The owner-managers directly influence and decide how their brand is developed (Centeno et al., 2013; Christmann et al., 2016; Mitchell et al., 2015). Since SME owner-managers have an important role in deciding on the brand activities, the brand may be built on their personalities (Krake 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). For SMEs, the creation of intangible brand elements like brand-as-a-person leads to lasting key differentiators, as opposed to functional elements, which are frequently temporary (Stride and Lee, 2007). Muhonen et al. (2017) reveal that brand values, as part of the brand, are an important driver of brand vision, brand positioning, and performance. Unlike branding activities in larger organisations, which are typically undertaken by a marketing department, an SME’s branding activities are embedded throughout the entire firm (Simões and Dibb, 2001).


In part because of SMEs’ lack of resources, SME owner-managers’ intuition and creativity seem to influence SMEs’ brand-building (Reijonen, 2010). They develop new models of communication with their customers (Centeno and Hart, 2012; Lory and McCalman, 2002), such as making the owner-managers the key spokespersons for public relations and advertising activities and sometimes become the ‘celebrity’ of their brands (Centeno and Hart, 2012). Their engaging in publicity increases brand knowledge at a minimum cost (Agyapong et al., 2016; Verhees and Meulenberg, 2004), and acting upon their unplanned and intuitive decisions. 


Prior studies on entrepreneurship have proposed that many activities run by SME owner-managers are based on the founder’s identity, defined as “the set of identities that is chronically salient to a founder in her or his day-to-day work” (Powell and Baker, 2014 p. 1413). Entrepreneurship is a highly complex activity because it is a job the entrepreneur defines himself or herself in which the entrepreneur’s personality appears to be a main construct (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). Owner-managers use their businesses as platforms from which to express their social and personal identities. Therefore, of importance to the study is the identification of the entrepreneur’s characteristics, including their personalities as a major determinant of SMEs’ success (Elmuti et al., 2011; Kozubíková et al., 2015; Owens et al., 2013) and strategies (Odoom et al., 2017), especially in relation to the creation and development of the brand-as-a-person metaphor. The brand becomes a symbol and a platform for establishing brand authenticity, as reflects the owner-manager’s personality and value system (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013).


Particular personal characteristics, such as knowledge and expertise, personality traits and emotions, abilities, tastes and preferences, and entrepreneurial values, may influence the types of strategies entrepreneurs adopt in their businesses (Wijewardena et al., 2008). Knowledge offers cognitive structures that determine how entrepreneurs interpret new information, so SME owner-managers interpret and direct their businesses based on acquired knowledge and expertise (Shane, 2000). The more of their skills and tacit knowledge SME owner-managers bring to the management of their firms, the better it is for their businesses (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). 

SMEs’ strategy formation and planning differ from those of larger organisations. While strategy is typically defined as the long-term direction and scope of an organisation (Hunt and Morgan, 1995), SMEs’ strategy formulation is less rational, more short-term, and oriented toward intuition, experimentation, exploration, instinct, and learning (Centeno et al., 2013; Mintzberg and Waters, 1985). There is far less empirical research on intuition in decision-making than there is on rationality in decision-making (Elbanna et al., 2013). Intuition has been defined as an ability acquired from years of experience, internal introspection, and knowledge (Adriotti, 2010) to make decisions based on one’s “feelings” or “gut.” Four situations in particular promote intuitive decision-making: high levels of uncertainty, rapid changes in consumer composition and preferences, scarce access to historical data when faced with new conditions, and limited availability of facts (Wiratmadja et al., 2016; Zacca et al., 2017). SME owner-managers continually face these situations. Importantly, SMEs’ strategy formulation improves when SME owner-managers explore and also learn to make rational-based decisions using higher levels of introspection and consciousness. SME owner-managers acquire this mind set through experimentation, rationalisation, and learning (Endres and Woods, 2010; Oguz, 2000), which also helps them with entrepreneurial learning. At their early stages, SMEs’ learning is experiential, often unconscious, informal, and sometimes unintentional (Cope and Watts, 2000; Politis, 2005; Wang and Chugh, 2014). Prior studies have shown that SME owner-managers often manage their activities through symbols that represent their role as managers (Castrogiovanni, 1996). This study argues that a brand is such a symbol, as it establishes a framework and structure for the firm’s development (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013) and helps to legitimise the firm’s and the owner-manager’s persona. 


If strategy is intuitive in SMEs, it is logical that the strategy behind brand-as-a-person is similarly developed. SME owner-managers may not intentionally formulate brand-as-a-person, although they may learn how to develop their brand strategy through this process. If SME brand strategy has a learning formulation based on intuition and unconsciousness, it is reasonable to conclude that SME owner-managers develop their management skills by first becoming aware of such strategy formulation and then consciously monitoring their brand decisions. 


Considering the SME context, this study seeks to determine the nature and possible structure of the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person. Based on this connection, this research can infer that SME owner-managers create their brands by intuition and, in so doing, create them in close proximity to their personal characteristics. As how a firm manages its brand is a key part of the firm’s positioning success, this study seeks to provide a rational, rather than an intuitive, roadmap for branding in the SME context.


Research Methodology


Previous studies have called for qualitative research to determine how SME owner-managers develop business strategies (Berthon et al., 2008; de Massis and Kotlar, 2014, Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016; McCarthy, 2003) and to explore the changing and evolving context of marketing (Gummesson, 2005). The present study uses the grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin, 1990) to explore the brand-as-a-person metaphor and its relationship to SME owner-managers. Such authors as Glaser and Strauss (1967) and Gehpart (2004) recognise grounded theory as a practical method for conducting research that focuses on the interpretive process by analysing the production of the meanings and concepts social actors use in real settings. The procedures of grounded theory are designed to develop a well-integrated set of concepts that provide a thorough theoretical explanation of a social phenomenon. Grounded theory should explain as well as describe, and may also import some degree of predictability but only with regard to specific conditions (Corbin and Strauss, 1990).


Grounded theory offers opportunities for theory-building in areas in which there is limited current research or new insights are needed (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). The aim, like those of other qualitative research methods, is to develop new insights into phenomena in areas about little is known (Matteucci and Gnoth, 2017). Charmaz (2011, p. 361) considered grounded theory to be “an iterative, comparative, interactive, and abductive method” with which researchers can develop their own groupings instead of polishing current ones (Bryant and Charmaz, 2007).


Gibson and Hartman (2014) emphasised five key principles of grounded theory: openness, explanatory power, generation vs. justification, theory structure, and the research process. Openness relates to research that is guided by the research questions that remain open throughout the examination. Explanatory power involves research that is trustworthy and pertinent to all or some group of people. Grounded theory focuses on generating insights or knowledge about a phenomenon, not on justifying pre-existing notions. Theory structure involves a group of theoretical propositions that are connected to core groupings that need to be explained and linked to other groupings. The fifth principle relates to a research process that is responsive and iterative, consisting of data coding and interpretative stages.


Data for the study were drawn mainly from thirty-six semi-structured interviews–thirty during the first phase of exploration and six second phase interviews in which results were presented and confirmed with SME owner-managers who participated in the first phase of interviews. Interviews averaged between fifty and sixty minutes. During the initial stages of brand personality research, individual interviews are a common technique to elicit items and personality traits (Das et al., 2012). Semi-structured interviews provided a framework to keep the discussion on topic while allowing the flexibility to incorporate appropriate deviations and explore each owner-manager’s relationship with his or her brand. Curran and Blackburn (1994) recommend this type of interview for interacting with SME owner-managers. The interviews were built around seven questions: How did you start your business? How was it created? How was it developed? What do you consider to be the business’s functional/performance characteristics? What are its benefits? What are its values and beliefs? If the brand were a person, what personal characteristics would stand out most clearly? 


The first interview phase was mainly exploratory, while the second phase was confirmatory, as SME owner-managers were asked to reflect on their previous responses while validating and confirming preliminary findings. Both of the interview phases ended when they reached theoretical saturation (Strauss and Corbin, 1998). Following Miles and Huberman’s (1994) recommendations, interviews were not used only as instruments with which to gather data but also as means to explain the relationship between SME owner-managers and brand-as-a-person. The main source of information came from the interviews.


The rich data from the interviews were complemented with evidence from supplementary sources like observations that emerged from visiting offices to conduct interviews, print advertising, webpages, and publicity materials, including articles and books written by owner-managers and those published by the media and SME trade organisations. These additional sources helped to match information derived from the interviews with communications from other sources, thereby strengthening the quality of the research. Table 1 provides a summary of the main supplementary research sources used for the analysis of the pathways of brand-as-a-person.

TABLE 1 ABOUT HERE


SME owner-managers, as key informants, were interviewed to achieve the objectives of this research (de Massis and Kotlar, 2014; Rode and Vallaster, 2005). In cases that had more than one owner-manager, the one owner-manager with the most involvement in the business and decision-making was interviewed. The Mexican government’s official definition of SMEs—organisations with 10 to 250 employees and relatively small market presence that are independently owned and managed by their owners—was used to identify suitable firms.


The units of analysis are the interplays between the interviewed SME owner-managers and the brand. A list of SMEs was developed from searching SME organisations, articles written in newspapers and magazines about SME brands, tradeshow directories, online trade organisations, development banking institutions, and Mexico’s Economic Ministry directory. Once a list was created, the SMEs were selected to approach for interviews based on whether they had a brand, a current webpage, and an email address. The SMEs on the resulting list were also evaluated to determine whether they were currently involved in brand communications (brand website; advertising, and articles in newspapers, business publications, and consumer magazines), sales, packaging design, distribution, and new product development, all of which were evaluated to determine whether they were targeting a particular market. The presence of these activities helped to frame the study theoretically (de Massis et al., 2012; Silverman, 2005). 


A list of candidate SMEs was developed, and a letter was sent to each one. Of those who responded and were actively involved in brand activities were invited to participate in the study. The final group comprised a wide range of consumer product and services businesses representing the top five economic sectors of Mexico’s gross domestic product, including manufacturing, services and retail. The SMEs were from Mexico’s four largest cities: Mexico City, Guadalajara, Monterrey, and Toluca. Appendix 1 provides an overview of the general descriptors of the SMEs. Of the thirty SME owner-managers, nine were females; twenty-five had an undergraduate and two had double degrees (8 in engineering, 9 in business, 4 in art sciences, 3 in health sciences, 3 in marketing, and 2 in finance); and seventeen had prior experience with the SME’s product/service category.


All interviews were transcribed and systematically open coded by defining and describing both theoretical and data-driven codes (Boyatzis, 1998; Eriksson and Kovalainen, 2016). Data were analysed using thematic coding (Boyatzis, 1998) following a concurrent process of data reduction, data displays, conclusion-drawing, and verification (Miles and Huberman, 1994). Data analysis used a combination of NVivo, which is one of the most popular Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) for qualitative research, to organise and code all transcripts systematically, along with various writing and research tools to capture the thoughts driven by the research and to facilitate and stimulate the analytic insights. The writing tools were research memos created for each of the transcripts; a research journal, which was written throughout the implementation of the research design; and diagrams and tables, which assisted in the tracking and expression of connections and themes. Each tool was either critical or complementary, depending on its importance in each of the stages of data analysis. Used in conjunction, these tools helped to guide the emergence and development of the main themes (Gummesson, 2005). NVivo in particular helped to compare and contrast codes systematically within and among the transcripts, to distinguish the patterns that emerged from the data input, and to work with a large amount of data in an aggregate and iterative fashion. 


The iterative comparisons of data, a principle of grounded theory, was at the centre of this recurrent research process. Following Glaser and Strauss (1967) during the first exploratory phase, interview 1 was compared to interview 2, then interview 2 to interview 3, then interview 3 to interviews 1 and 4, and so on until each interview was compared to all others and patterns emerged. After each set of five interviews, comparisons were made between sets until the final set was complete. This method helped to structure individual findings by interview as well as overall findings and patterns derived from the six sets of five interviews. A similar process was followed during the second confirmatory phase.


In grounded theory, data collection and analysis involve constant iteration and research is complete once theoretical saturation has been reached—that is, when new theoretical insights and new properties of key categories no longer emerge during the theory-development process (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Following Goudling (1998) and Charmaz (2006), a coding procedure is followed by open/initial coding, which involved “breaking down [the] data into distinct units of meaning”; focused coding, which required selecting the most useful analytical codes; and axial (theoretical) coding, which involved making links between codes to develop categories and identifying the conditions that give rise to the categories, their context, and their connections and outcomes. Relating these categories to each other led to research propositions.


Meanings emerged as themes were compared and contrasted, and patterns were revealed. Table 2 summarises the main theory and data driven codes used in the final stage of the analysis. 


TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE


The set of theory-driven codes shown in Table 2 led to identification of the key theoretical elements from the study’s interviews (Aaker, 1997; Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). As other authors recommend, a qualitative analysis is useful in the early stages of exploration of new dimensions and items of brand personality (Das et al., 2012). The set of data-driven codes emerged from rich information that made reference to brand-as-a-person. In the final stage of analysis, the presence of brand-as-a-person was confirmed, as was the various pathways of the creation and development of brand-as-a-person and the nature of the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person.


Results 


1. The pathways for the creation and development of brand-as-a-person


Four pathways emerged when the analysis revealed that, rather than making a rational decision about how to develop a brand-as-a-person that was consumer-oriented, most of the interviewees expressed intuitively the characteristics of their brand-as-a-person in relation to their own characteristics. As the personal characteristics of SME owner-managers and those of the brand-as-a-person were compared and contrasted, a pattern emerged between the two that suggested that SME owner-managers used distinctive pathways to create and develop the brand-as-a-person. The SME owner-managers did not consciously relate their own characteristics with those that describe their own brands. During the first exploratory phase, conversations about their own characteristics emerged spontaneously during the interviews without the interviewees’ being asked directly about these characteristics. When this finding was presented during the second phase of interviews, the interviewees reported an agreement that the descriptions of the brand-as-a-person were also descriptions of themselves. This finding also supports prior studies’ suggestions that the brand reflects some aspects of the owner-managers’ self-concepts, resulting in the owner-manager’s identification with the brand and a subsequent ‘inter-personal’ relationship with it (Guido and Peluso, 2015; Randhawa et al., 2015). 


The main four pathways used by the SME owner-managers are humanistic associations: personality traits, tastes and preferences, abilities and knowledge, and values. Each of these four pathways helped to create and develop the brand-as-a-person in such a way that they may contribute to the establishment of brand differentiation and brand authenticity based on the personal manner in which it was built (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013).


1. The pathway through brand personality


Brand personality is the pathway that the owner-managers prescribed most often. The findings also suggest that these expressions of brand personality refer to the daily lives of the owner-managers in terms of their conduct and how they think and feel. This finding supports previous studies’ suggestion that personality is a pattern of behaviour, thoughts, and feelings (Lin, 2010). Brand personality was interpreted as the way the SME owner-managers express how they operationalise their day-to-day activities. This finding also supports the notion that entrepreneurs are usually pragmatic and action-oriented and that the owner-manager’s personality influences his or her managerial practices (Kienzler, 2017). Table 3 provides examples of this finding.


TABLE 3 ABOUT HERE



Most of the SME owner-managers referred to the gender of the brand-as-a-person as the same as their own gender, which is a central part of the SME owner-managers’ self-concept. However, other brand personality characteristics indicated that the brand-as-a-person’s age was not linked to that of the owner-manager but was a perceived age, often expressed as “being young,” “young and dynamic,” “young and energetic,” “young and contemporary,” and “young and trendy.” This finding suggests that age is linked to an ideal self-concept and supports prior studies’ findings that age is an important demographic variable that is not related to a biological age so much as a perceived age (Müller et al., 2013). This finding also suggests that the SME owner-manager believes that the brand has a future ahead and is optimistic about it (Bontour and Lehu, 2002; Kaplan and Warren, 2010).



Many of the key personality traits of the SME owner-manager as an entrepreneur were also given to the brand-as-a-person, including “passionate,” “tough,” and “hard-working.” Passion is a key trait of entrepreneurs, as it gives identity and meaning to SME owner-managers’ self-concepts (Powell and Baker, 2014). Passion also describes entrepreneurs who take risks, seek change, and compete aggressively in the market (Antonic et al., 2015; George and Marino, 2011). 

2. Pathway through tastes and preferences


The tastes and preferences pathway is expressed through the SME owner-manager’s tastes and preferences. SME owner-managers selected their businesses based on their preference for a particular market. The findings also show that antecedents to this pathway may include the ability to find a business opportunity, as they have usually a clear and rational decision-making approach to starting a business. For example, one SME owner-manager’s preference for football (soccer) dates back to his teenage years, and his interest pulled him toward working in this sport (B13). When he described his brand-as-a-person, he reported it was someone who loved soccer. Another SME owner-manager who enjoyed being with children decided to open a childhood development pre-school (B3). Her brand was someone who cared about children’s development. Another SME owner-manager, a medical doctor, was keen on helping overweight people, so he launched a homeopathic line of diet products to help people lower their weight (B5). He described his brand as someone who was concerned about today’s obesity crisis. B22 had been conscious of maintaining good health, especially in terms of food, when he decided to start his company, so he started a restaurant with natural and organic produce and named his brand The Good Earth. A designer with interest in his children decided to build his company around educational toys that combined beautiful design with learning functionalities (B20). In particular this pathway seemed to address how owner-managers discover an opportunity to build their business and brand. 


The identification of the tastes and preferences pathway sees support from previous research that has found that SME owner-managers build their businesses at a personal level so the businesses are congruous with their tastes and preferences (Guido and Peluso, 2015; Puzakova et al., 2009; Wijewardena et al., 2008) This finding also suggests that, just as consumers identify with their perceptions of the brand’s congruity with their self-concepts (Lam et al., 2013), SME owner-managers develop the brand-as-a-person to be congruous with their own tastes and preferences.


3. The pathway through skills and knowledge


Findings on the skills and knowledge pathway support the construction of brand-as-a-person. This finding helps to secure the future of the business by ensuring the brand-as-a-person is imbued with the right skills and knowledge to encounter challenges in market conditions. The extant literature on entrepreneurship refers to the relevance of entrepreneurial capabilities–personal skills, abilities, and knowledge—because they determine the growth and success of their businesses (Oyeku et al., 2014). As Frese and Gielnik (2014) suggest, the more of their skills and tacit knowledge SME owner-managers bring to the management of their firms, the better it is for their businesses. This finding reveals that SME owner-managers are keen about extending and ‘armouring’ their brand-as-a-person with abilities and knowledge, so they can perform better in the market: 


“…the brand is very knowledgeable; he knows the tricks, he knows the keys to saving, how to make things easier, how to benefit from technology, how to find a way in the communications industry.” (interviewee B4, who holds an undergraduate degree in communications engineering and has many years of experience in the field)


“… the brand-as-a-person is a medical doctor; he knows about looking after his patients, and he knows what works to help them out, improve their condition, and decrease their obesity ….” (interviewee B5, who holds an undergraduate degree in medicine and whose entrepreneurial project was sponsored by his university while he was a student)


“The brand knows about fashion; she analyses the latest trends in clothing. In many cases, she sets a fashion, she has always been interested and knows about design, colours, lengths...” (interviewee B20, who has consistently followed fashion designs, and was told at school that she was the most fashionable in the class.


“… the brand is someone who is well-known for being an expert on spices and knows where to buy the best spices at a good price….” (interviewee B26, who was about to publish a book about spices around the world)


“… the brand is someone who knows what to do and what not to; he knows its limitations ….” (interviewee B27, who had difficulty learning how to compete against larger brands in the food industry and through his experiences discovered how to compete with a small brand)


“… the brand knows about design and how to combine the latest trends in jewellery with ancient civilizations’ energies….” (interviewee B30, who is a designer who is knowledgeable about the Mayan civilisation)


      This pathway is sustained by intuitive decision-making. As the literature has suggested, intuition is based on experience and knowledge (Wiratmadja et al., 2016). This pathway is particularly important to SME owner-managers, who are usually pressured to achieve results that are usually driven by skills and knowledge (Zacca et al., 2017). Therefore, it is likely that, the more experienced the SME owner-manager is, the more intuitive her or his decision will be in giving the brand-as-a-person appropriate skills and knowledge to compete in the marketplace.

4. The pathway of values


The values pathway of the brand-as-a-person is driven by the SME owner-manager’s personal values. This finding supports prior studies’ suggestion that values precede the brand associations developed by SME owner-managers (Spence and Essoussi, 2010) and are closely and personally linked to those owner-managers (Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017). In addition, as research suggests, brand values are key drivers of brand vision and positioning (Muhonen et al., 2017) especially during the first years of the business. The owner-manager’s personal values, vision, and philosophy help in establishing and aligning the business and the brand (Gammoh et al., 2014), especially when the owner-manager is doing long-term planning. Table 4 offers some examples of this finding:


TABLE 4 ABOUT HERE


2. The nature of the connection between the SME owner-manager and the brand-as-a-person


When informants were enquired about brand-as-a-person, only one of the SME owner-managers had rationally formulated the brand-as-a-person metaphor for a brand, while the rest had never heard the term, although they had little difficulty verbalising and expressing their brand-as-a-person. These spontaneous expressions were rich in humanistic associations, suggesting the intuitive nature of the humanisation of their brands. These intuitive expressions support prior studies that suggest SME owner-managers manage their brands in their minds and with intuition, rather than in writing and consciously (Centeno et al., 2013; Mintzberg and Waters, 1985). Many SME owner-managers used their intuition, perhaps because of their conditions of uncertainty that are typical with new businesses, including lack of information and the absence of a co-decision-maker (Wiratmadja et al., 2016).


During the interviews, SME owner-managers expressed without noticing the use of the possessive pronoun “my” or the personal pronoun “I” when they were referring to their brands. This type of verbalisation was as if they were the brand themselves. This finding indicates that at an unconscious level there was a strong connection that intuitively each SME owner-manager seemed to personified the brand, as indicated in the following comments: 


“I have to renew myself by developing new products year after year” (interviewee B1)

“I have come to stay.… Some clients may say, ‘I have seen you somewhere’. .... They may be confusing me with some other brand….” (interviewee B2)


“That is what differentiates me from the rest of the brands; I am small… . They like me because I am high-quality; that’s what differentiates me from the rest.” (interviewee B8)


“I knew that I had no brand image.” (interviewee B9)


The finding of the strong connection between SME owner-managers and their brands supports prior studies on the influence of SME owner-managers’ intuition during brand-building activities (Centeno et al., 2013; Reijonen, 2010). The SME owner-managers in the second phase reported that they also realised spontaneously that many of the descriptions they had given about their brand-as-a-person in the first phase were actually their own personal characteristics. They reacted to this realisation positively and expressed that this “person” was linked to themselves; as one interviewee put it, they were the sole creators and developers of their brands through “gut-feeling and with a lack of market data and marketing research”. The findings in general and in particular provoked significant interest, leading SME owner-managers to indicate their desire for a similar study specifically for their own brands:

“Now I can see how clear the brand expresses many facets of who I am.” – B3


“I wouldn’t have thought so many characteristics of myself are in my brand.” – B113. 


The finding extends prior studies that have suggested that brands mirror SME owner-managers through their personalities and other personal characteristics (Blombäck and Brunninge, 2013). The brand-as-a-person is the brand element SME owner-managers use to reflect their personal characteristics in such a way that the brand-as-a-person personifies them. This finding extends the argument that the brand is linked not only to the SME owner but, as many authors have argued, that it is linked to the owner-manager. In this case, the brand-as-a-person in linked to the SME owner-manager. 


While SME owner-managers intuitively develop their brands as brand-as-a-person, it must also match consumer preferences to establish differentiation, positioning, and reputation in the marketplace, which requires a rational, not an intuitive, approach (Arora and Stoner, 2009; Freling and Forbes, 2005; Veloutsou and Guzmán, 2017).


Theoretical contribution

The present study contributes to the extant literature on SME brand management in several ways and in relation to the influence of the SME owner-manager on the brand-as-a-person metaphor (Dion and Arnould, 2016; Odoom et al., 2017). First, it demonstrates empirically the presence of the brand-as-a-person in SMEs. It offers a conceptualisation of the brand-as-a-person by acknowledging the various paths by which the SME owner-manager may take in the creation and development of the metaphor. In doing so, the study demonstrates the congruence between the two. This study also reinforces that the entrepreneurial activity of SME brand management is guided by the leading role of the entrepreneur in a highly complex, self-defined job based on aspects of his or her self-concept (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, this is the first study to highlight the interplay between SME owner-managers and the brand-as-a-person metaphor. Academic research on SMEs should consider that personality traits, abilities, and values imply a particular style of management and strategy formulation (Kienzler, 2017) and address the extent to which SME owner-managers are involved in the creation and components of particular brand strategies, such as brand-as-a-person. By exploring the presence of brand-as-a-person and the possible relationship between SME owner-managers and their brands, this study offers a sound explanation of how SMEs’ brand strategies are developed. 


The study extends the conceptualisation of the self of SME owner-managers particularly during the humanisation of the brand (Davies et al., 2018; Portal et al., 2018). The research found that particular characteristics of the SME owner-manager are transferred to the brand. When this transferability occurs, the brand-as-a-person is better align with the SME owner-manager (Dion and Arnould, 2016). The more pathways the owner-manager uses in the creation and development, the more fully humanised in brand-as-a-person. This study suggests that, when consumers choose particular brands because they perceive them as congruent with their self-concepts (Parker, 2009; Randhawa, 2015; Sirgy, 1982), it is similar to when SME owner-managers develop brand-as-a-person by creating congruency between their self-concepts and the brand-as-a-person metaphor. 

As happens with many brands, SME brands must be aligned with consumers’ expectations in order to forge a relationship with them (Flight and Kesha, 2016; Fournier, 1998). In such case, brand-as-a-person is aligned with both the SME owner-manager and consumers. Alignment with the SME owner-manager means that the brand is empowered and driven by the SME owner-manager’s passion and commitment (Centeno et al., 2013; Horan et al., 2011; Muhonen et al., 2017). Alignment with the consumers means that the brand matches consumer preferences and purchase intentions (Avis, 2014; Flight and Kesha, 2016). By taking a more rational approach, the SME owner-manager protects the firm from major competitors and market fluctuations. The research proposes a more rational than intuitive approach to developing brand-as-a-person. In this sense, the study proposes that even if the brand is aligned with the SME owner-manager, if it is not aligned with consumers, the brand will not build a relationship with them and may fail in the marketplace. The study falls short of establishing that the brand-as-a-person develops as strong a connection with consumers as the owner-managers do. Owner-managers may need to look into other elements of the pathways in the creation and development of brand-as-a-person to include some aspects of the consumer’s self-concept and to add more rational decision-making to build stronger connections with consumers. Brand-as-a-person may serve also as a device to evaluate the image of the SME.


By analysing brand-as-a-person, the study expands the literature’s exploration of the connection between SME owner-managers and their brands (Renton et al., 2016). This study illuminates the close and intuitive nature of that relationship, contending that brand-as-a-person is driven by the SME owner-manager, as prior studies also suggest (Krake, 2005; Muhonen et al., 2017; Wijewardena et al., 2008). Specifically, this study proposes four pathways in the creation and development of brand-as-a-person: brand personality, tastes and preferences, skills and knowledge, and values. 


This study suggests that SME owner-managers humanise their brands intuitively because they are not consciously aware of this formation. This finding confirms that, unlike brand managers of larger organisations, SME owner-managers employ non-traditional, ad hoc approaches to formulate their brand strategies (Reijonen, 2010). In this sense, even when the SME owner-managers were unfamiliar with the brand-as-a-person metaphor, they could express rich descriptions of their brands as if they understood brand-as-a-person intuitively. This research supports other studies’ findings that SME owner-managers explore and make decisions at a subconscious level, and that they must learn from their experiences before advancing to a more rational, conscious level (Endres and Woods, 2010; Oguz, 2000). The SME brand literature holds that experimentation and learning take place as SME owner-managers question, introspect, and become conscious of the need to formulate strategy (Centeno et al., 2013; Reijonen et al., 2012; Wang and Chung, 2014).


The research also suggests SME owner-managers can use the various pathways to the creation and development of their brand-as-a-person according to the degree of intuition and rationality that guides their decisions about the business and its brand development. 


Managerial implications


When entrepreneurs create and develop a brand as part of their entrepreneurial activities, they are involved in a self-defined job that involves their personalities and other personal characteristics (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). Therefore, when they are particularly interested in moving from an intuitive to a rational approach to creating brand-as-a-person, they should follow a managerial roadmap to help them establish a systematic process in the enterprise. As depicted in Figure 1, SME owner-managers should be conscious of the human characteristics already given to their brand-as-a-person and undertake a personal assessment of not only their own personality traits but also their abilities and knowledge, tastes and preferences, and values as to become more aware of her/his personal characteristics.


FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE


SME owner-managers should use what they know about their consumers to analyse their brands. This exercise will offer insights into the characteristics already established intuitively in their brand-as-a-person. In addition, being conscious of the various pathways that lead to the creation and development of brand-as-a-person and how consumers interpret these pathways can help SME owner-managers determine whether brand-as-a-person is suitable for consumers.


A conscious questioning has the purpose of detecting and prioritising the components established in each of the four pathways to brand-as-a-person as a way to evaluate and assess the degree of intuition used. Such assessment will help SME owner-managers to move from an unconscious, intuitive formulation of brand strategy to a more rational approach. SME owner-managers should also consider seeking support from key brand stakeholders to discuss brand strategy and how the brand aligns with consumers so their brand-as-a-person can be redefined with a more rational orientation toward consumers. For instance, SME owner-managers could conduct meetings with collaborators to discuss whether the current brand-as-a-person is suitable for fully exploiting their firms’ competencies. These discussions should also consider how to improve firms’ performance in their markets by redefining brand-as-a-person. SME owner-managers should also consider participating in coaching programmes that would assist the SME owner-managers in bringing some of their intuitive brand strategies to a more conscious level, enabling more rational formulation of their brand-as-a-person.


Exercises in which SME owner-managers and brand collaborators discuss brand-as-a-person may support entrepreneurial learning processes and help to develop more conscious approaches to formulating brand strategy. For instance, as Machado et al. (2019) suggested, SME owner-managers may want to develop a well-defined brand gender to help consumers identify with the brand. In the end, this process may help SME owner-managers align the SME owner-manager’s characteristics with those of consumers by replacing the initial intuitive approach with a more rational approach to establishing their brand-as-a-person. To conclude, as the SME owner-manager establishes the firm, congruity between the SME owner-manager’s personal vision, values, and philosophy and those of the firm, the brand, and the consumers is needed (Törmälä and Gyrd-Jones, 2017). The organisation must continually reinterpret and execute this congruity in later years, basing its brand’s path forward on its brand heritage (Pecot et al., 2018). 

Limitations and Future Research


This study is not without limitations. This is a qualitative exploratory study, and future research should test empirically the results presented across a wider variety of participants. As this study is the start of the exploration of brand-as-a-person in the context of SMEs, theory must be developed to address how brand strategy moves from an intuitive/unconscious to a rational/conscious level. Future research may draw on the entrepreneurial orientation and learning literatures to help fill many of the gaps in this area of branding, particularly regarding the close relationship between the SME owner-manager and his or her brand-as-a-person. 

As prior studies have suggested, culture is an important ingredient in entrepreneurial activity (Frese and Gielnik, 2014). As this study was undertaken in one cultural context, other studies could analyse the cultural factors in entrepreneurship and their effect on brand-as-a-person. Some cultural factors worth considering are the level of assertiveness, rationality vs. emotion, tolerance for ambiguity, values and personality traits, together with how these factors impact brand-as-a-person. This study analysed brand-as-a-person from the perspective of the organisation, but it offers no indication of how consumers perceive it. Therefore, future studies could include the consumer perspective to validate whether (and how) consumers perceive the relationship between brand-as-a-person and SME owner-managers.


Aside from the major influence of SME owner-managers, future research could expand the scope of this study by including the dynamic group of independent network actors that perform direct branding activities in SMEs (suppliers, partners, funding agencies, other ﬁrms, non-proﬁt organisations or governmental bodies)—that is, the branding pool (Mäläskä et al., 2011a, 2011b).
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