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Abstract

The purpose of this paper was to empirically explore how Chinese private manufacturers make strategic branding decisions. 
We develop a conceptual framework to investigate the branding decisions undertaken by Chinese manufacturers. Interview 
data were subjected to qualitative thematic analysis and quantitative categorical principal component analysis. Data reveal 
a branding schema that illustrate four types of B2B brander: achievement competencies branders, awareness competencies 
branders, novice competencies branders, and no-competencies branders. The schema describes the trajectory of the pro-
gressive evolution of B2B branders. This paper contributes to the long-called-for formation of a theoretical framework of 
B2B branding from the amorphous literature and provides a direction for manufacturers to undertake branding practice. The 
exploratory nature lays foundations for further research to investigate B2B branding in other contexts.

Keywords B2B branding · Brand management · Branding impediments · Branding strategies

Introduction

It is well established that a powerful brand acts as an anti-
dote to potential risks of products or services that fail to 
deliver their underlying functional benefits (Knox 2004; 
Viardot 2017). In consumer markets, brands help sellers 
to achieve a competitive edge by adding value to products 
and services (Sheth and Sinha 2015; Gomes et al. 2016). 
Recently, branding in the business-to-business (B2B) realm 
has developed substantially with a number of brands gain-
ing increased recognition in the marketplace, such as IBM, 
UPS, Siemens, Intel and Lenovo (Knox 2004; Interbrand 
2016). The new B2B branding research stream illustrates 
how a well-established brand can help B2B firms to cre-
ate sustainable business relationships with buyers (Ghosh 
and John 2009; Marquardt 2013) and to maximise benefits 

derived from raising industrial barriers against competition, 
thus achieving financial returns (Michell et al. 2001; Ohne-
mus 2009; Anees-ur-Rehman et al. 2018).

Although B2B branding research has emerged as an 
independent discipline, it has also attracted controversies 
(Seyedghorban et al. 2016). First, branding itself is not 
rooted in a theory but is formed by paradigmatic exam-
ples (Kay 2006), insofar as it contributes to an inadequate 
and amorphous body of B2B branding literature (Leek 
and Christodoulides 2011; Gomes et al. 2016). Without 
an overarching theory to define the field of knowledge, the 
development of B2B branding research has to incorporate 
other domains (Seyedghorban et al. 2016), such as cogni-
tive psychology theory (Keller 1993; Lin et al. 2019), social 
exchange theory (Nyadzayo et al. 2011), information eco-
nomics theory (Homburg et al. 2010), and resource-advan-
tage theory (Marquardt 2013). In the face of such a range of 
theories, marketing researchers advocate a need to explore 
the development of a relatively independent knowledge 
construct for B2B brand management (Seyedghorban et al. 
2016; Cassia et al. 2017).

Second, there are evident gaps in the B2B branding stud-
ies from emerging markets (Seyedghorban et al. 2016). 
Existing studies have covered emerging economies in India 
(Nyadzayoa et al. 2018), Russia (Tarnovskaya and Bieden-
bach 2016), Taiwan (Chen et al. 2011) and Latin America 
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(Sheth and Sinha 2015), but to date, not many studies have 
focused on mainland China—the largest B2B market that 
has the most significant growth opportunities (B2B Inter-
national 2016). The Chinese research context has rich 
intellectual and cultural traditions with vibrant economic 
growth, offering unique marketing and branding phenom-
ena and idea, and in turn, it has immense potentials to con-
tribute to universal theories by modifying, enriching, and 
supplementing Western marketing and branding concepts/
theories, and offering new paradigms and tentative models. 
Given that management researchers tend to employ the lens 
of advanced markets to examine events in emerging markets, 
Tsui (2007) argues the need to develop theoretical innova-
tions through contextualised theory building and encourages 
further research on Eastern-specific contexts (Sheth 2011; 
Barkema et al. 2015).

Against this backdrop, the objective of this research is 
to explore how Chinese industrial manufacturers under-
take their strategic branding decisions. By reviewing the 
amorphous literature body of B2B branding, we distil four 
most relevant B2B branding dimensions, namely brand ori-
entation, brand impediments, brand architecture and brand 
communication, to investigate their applications in the Chi-
nese manufacturing context. Considering there is limited 
research available to explain the B2B branding phenomenon 
in emerging markets (Leek and Christodoulides 2011; Sheth 
and Sinha 2015), this exploratory study adopts qualitative 
interview method to illustrate the unique features of an 
emerging market with unbranded competition and scarce 
resources in a depth (Sheth 2011). As our main contribution, 
we answer calls to extend knowledge on Eastern-specific 
branding research (Wang et al. 2017). We contribute to prior 
literature through advancing the knowledge body of B2B 
branding with our tentative framework. Based on a small-
scale exploratory investigation, our research further refines 
the framework into a tentative contextual schema and lays a 
foundation for future studies on B2B branding in emerging 
markets, particularly for Chinese firms.

A review of the literature on brand management follows 
below. We then illustrate the methodological approach we 
adopt and reveal the findings, followed by discussions, 
implications, limitations and future research directions.

Literature review

An overview of brand and B2B brand management

Despite great endeavours to outline a consensual defini-
tion of a brand, numerous explanations exist in marketing 
research literature (de Chernatony and Riley 1998; Mitchell 
et al. 2012). A brand is often interpreted as a name, logo, or 
trademark to be differentiated from other competitors (Louro 

and Cunha 2001); or it is deemed as a strategic tool to build 
industrial barriers in the competition (Anees-ur-Rehman 
et al. 2018). Overseeing the branding literature, the different 
ways in which a brand is understood can be viewed in three 
perspectives: the evolutionary perspective, the competitive 
perspective and the managerial perspective.

The evolutionary perspective considers the multifac-
eted nature of a brand is channelled via an evolution from 
a functional stance to a value-added level (de Chernatony 
2009). A brand’s functional stance is equivalent to the prod-
uct paradigm level and serves the purpose of differentiation 
and positioning by focusing on brand identifiers (Louro and 
Cunha 2001). The competitive perspective regards ‘brand’ 
as a unique competitive advantage positively affects the per-
ceived quality of products and services in both business-to-
consumer (B2C) and business-to-business (B2B) markets 
(Cretu and Brodie 2007; Aaker 1991; Lee et al. 2017). The 
managerial perspective of a brand originally emerged from 
consumer markets (Bendixen et al. 2004). A few studies have 
attempted to relocate consumer-based branding theories to 
the B2B context, such as applying the Aaker brand equity 
model and Keller’s customer-based brand equity (CBBE) 
model in B2B contexts (e.g., Kuhn et al. 2008; Biedenbach 
and Marell 2010; Viardot 2017).

The above three perspectives lay the foundation of under-
standing the various interpretations of a brand. In the B2B 
context, the evolutionary perspective of a brand provides 
an explanation for the evolvement of B2B brand value; the 
competitive perspective illustrates the competitiveness of 
a brand and branding benefits perceived by stakeholders; 
and the managerial perspective provides implications of 
branding practice. To continue evolving the brand manage-
ment stream, Glynn (2012) posts that is vital to consider the 
unique features of B2B markets. B2B branding differs from 
B2C branding in various aspects (Österle et al. 2018). B2B 
branding practice is more complex and emphasises build-
ing a long-term partnership (Glynn 2012). There are fewer 
organisational buyers in the B2B sector, which forms a high 
concentration of buying power for large- and great-value 
transactions (Kotler and Pfoertsch 2006). The B2B purchase 
process goes through a buying centre and consists of a group 
of individuals with various needs and demands (Gomes et al. 
2016). They communicate through different channels to sus-
tain continuous buying behaviour (e.g. Yanamandram and 
White 2006; Keranen et al. 2012). Moreover, B2B branding 
concerns a corporate level rather than products or services 
(Simoes et al. 2015), and the most common branding value 
of emotional and psychology development in the consumer 
market is less relevant and applicable to a B2B context (Ker-
anen et al. 2012).

To build a strong industrial brand, recent reviews in B2B 
branding (Leek and Christodoulides 2011; Glynn 2012; 
Seyedghorban et al. 2016) state a few strategic aspects to 
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consider. First, a firm should take brand orientation approach 
by prioritising branding and incorporate branding in their 
business strategy development (Zhang et al. 2016). Second, 
firms should acknowledge the nature of industrial markets 
that involves a large body of industrial buyers and a pro-
longed purchasing process (Seyedghorban et  al. 2016). 
These industrial characteristics that form the complexities 
and difficulties in branding are often interpreted as impedi-
ments (Leek and Christodoulides 2012). Third, a firm should 
adopt an appropriate branding architecture strategy over a 
choice of corporate branding, product branding or a mixed 
branding strategy (Keller and Kotler 2012; Gomes et al. 
2016); and employ the most effective and efficient com-
munication channels to deliver branding messages (Buil 
et al. 2013; Karjaluoto et al. 2015). These aspects form 
four dimensions in B2B branding: Brand Orientation (BO), 
Brand Impediments (BI), Brand Architecture (BA) and 
Brand Communication (BC).

The dimensions of B2B brand management

The four preliminary domains (brand orientation, brand 
impediments, brand architecture and brand communication) 
interact with and influence each other to form key aspects of 
B2B brand management. We outline a B2B brand manage-
ment framework (see Fig. 1) to lay a theoretical foundation 
for our empirical study.

B2B brand orientation

Brand orientation is defined as ‘an approach in which the 
processes of the organisation revolve around the creation, 
development and protection of brand identity in an on-going 
interaction with target customers with the aim of achiev-
ing lasting competitive advantages in the form of brands’ 

(Urde 1999, p. 117). The concept of brand orientation has 
been applied in different fields (Anees-ur-Rehman et al. 
2016), including non-profit and public sectors (Ewing and 
Napoli 2005; Evans et al. 2012; Gromark and Melin 2013), 
retail industries (Bridson and Evans 2004), service indus-
tries (King et al. 2013), corporate levels (Balmer 2013), and 
small- and medium-enterprises (SMEs) in B2B sectors (Hir-
vonen et al. 2016). Baumgarth (2010) claimed that brand 
orientation is an accumulated result based on the internal 
brand awareness and the external brand image stored in cus-
tomers’ minds. Internally, it incorporates a firm’s vision, 
mission and values and strategically guides a firm’s market-
ing activities (Burmann and König 2011; Urde et al. 2013). 
Externally, brand orientation is an extension of market orien-
tation as a source to build a sustainable competitive advan-
tage (Hirvonen et al. 2016).

Prior literature indicates that firms are exposed to dif-
ferent levels of strategic brand orientation (Mitchell et al. 
2015). Wong and Merrilees (2005) revealed three levels of 
brand orientation: minimalist, embryonic and integrated. A 
low level of brand orientation refers to brands as subsidi-
aries of firms, representing minimalist branding activities 
and short-term centralisation. An embryonic level of brand 
orientation consists of progressive marketing activities; and 
a brand-centric level integrates the brand with marketing 
activities (Mitchell et al. 2015). Overall, a brand-oriented 
approach positively affects a firm’s branding, marketing and 
economic performances (Baumgarth 2010). Nevertheless, 
the existing studies on SME brand orientation lack a theoret-
ical foundation to accommodate the empirical development 
(Baumgarth 2010; Huang and Tsai 2013). The application 
of brand orientation in the B2B market is not fully explored, 
and there is limited evidence to support how the level of 
brand orientation affects a firm’s brand performance in the 
B2B market.

Fig. 1  The analytical framework 
of B2B brand management
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B2B branding impediments

B2B branding impediments reveal in three aspects: tempo-

ral issues, perceptual concerns and resource constraints. 
The temporal issues relating to the nature of B2B practice 
involve a complex body of products, such that it is difficult to 
carry out branding properly and promptly (Keller and Kotler 
2012). The B2B purchase decision centre embodies a large 
number of individuals who collectively construct a complex 
buying behaviour for branding to target that prolongs the 
branding decisions (Bendixen et al. 2004).

The perceptual concerns of B2B branding refer to how 
firms perceive branding in the industrial environment. In 
general, B2B firms see branding as less relevant to their 
business (Wong and Merrilees 2008). They consider that 
‘the word brand connotes a gimmicky tactic for a less seri-
ous consumer product’ (Mudambi et al. 1997, p.434). More-
over, the prevailing emotional approach in B2C branding 
has little impact in the B2B context, due to the fact that B2B 
buyers are profit-driven and budget-constrained; thus, they 
have to respond more rationally in decision making (Leek 
and Christodoulides 2012).

B2B exporting literature indicates that country of origin 
(COO) image has a major influence on product branding. In 
most cases, a positive COO image functions as a competi-
tive advantage to promote a brand successfully (Eng et al. 
2016). For instance, a fashionable and hedonic image of 
France helps French firms to gain competitive advantage 
in exporting cosmetic and textile products (Spence and 
Essoussi 2010). When the country image is incongruent with 
the product image, COO image influences purchase inten-
tion indirectly to infer product quality (Wang et al. 2012). 
Chen et al. (2011) found that some Taiwan firms in labour-
intensive and price-sensitive industries (e.g. fasteners) expe-
rienced difficulties in competing with their Chinese counter-
parts, as China has gained its reputation on its manufacturing 
efficiency. In the same vein, a product’s geographic origins 
also influence the product evaluation (Thode and Maskulka 
1998; Orth et al. 2005). The concept of region-of-origin pro-
vides a more consistent image of product quality and helps 
sellers to differentiate themselves from both international 
and local rivals (van Ittersum et al. 2003).

Resource constraint is the other major impediment in 
B2B contexts. Industrial resource refers to financial capital, 
human capital and training, infrastructure, knowledge and 
marketing capacities (Mayer et al. 2012). Building strong 
brand equity requires a long-term investment in financial 
support and managerial commitment. This may be trou-
blesome for some small industrial firms, as, in most cases, 
branding activities are often linked to perceived profit sac-
rifice with little or limited financial reward (Leek and Chris-
todoulides 2011).

The existing studies on B2B branding and branding 
impediments are amorphous and inconsistent, without a 
comprehensive framework to support. There is limited 
research to provide an overview of how brand impedi-
ments interact with other aspects of brand management; for 
instance, whether the different brand impediment affects 
a firm’s adaptation in branding strategy in the industrial 
environment.

B2B brand architecture

Brand architecture strategy reflects how a firm utilises and 
organises brands; it determines the interrelationship between 
brands and the role of brands present within a firm (Urde 
2003). B2B firms adopt three types of brand architecture 
strategy: product branding, corporate branding and ingredi-

ent branding. Product branding strategy is one of the most 
prevalent branding strategies in consumer markets. In a 
B2B application, product branding is less popular due to 
the industrial product variation and short product life cycles 
(Baumgarth 2010). Corporate branding is more widespread 
in B2B sectors (Aspara and Tikanen 2008). The concept 
of corporate brand is often interchangeable with corporate 
identity, corporate reputation and corporate image (Ker-
anen et al. 2012). In practice, the corporate branding task is 
assigned at the top managerial level (Kollmann and Suckow 
2007), and it functions as a representative of an organisation 
(Simoes et al. 2015).

In a comparison with product brands, corporate brands 
possess a strong and explicit connection with an organisa-
tion’s culture and structure (Merrilees and Miller 2008) and 
the aim is to cultivate stakeholders’ attachment to the organ-
isation (Balmer 2001; Hatch and Schultz 2003), whereas 
product brands leverage products sales to increase market 
share. Corporate brands enjoy attention from a wide range of 
stakeholders, including consumers, employees, supply chain 
partners, investors, and government organisations (Vallaster 
and Lindgreen 2011). Compared to product brands, corpo-
rate brands are formed in an abstract mode to represent cor-
porate value and to serve diverse stakeholders (Balmer and 
Greyser 2002).

Ingredient branding, also known as component branding, 
draws key features of one brand to incorporate in another 
brand, aiming to pull sales demand from the end market 
(Desai and Keller 2002). The ingredient brand best suits 
industrial goods, with ‘ingredients’ being the crucial com-
ponent of the final product (Kotler and Pfoertsch 2010). The 
best illustrations are Intel, Gore-Tex, and NutraSweet that 
are often integrated into other host brands (Kotler and Pfo-
ertsch 2010; Moon and Sprott 2016). Such brand alliance 
strategy offers a number of benefits to both host brand and 
ingredient brand—i.e. it helps both firms involved to reduce 
costs and risks (Vaidyanathan and Aggarwal 2000), form a 
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positive product image (Bengtsson and Servais 2005) and 
gain a competitive advantage (Radighieri et al. 2014).

The applications of different types of brand architecture 
are compatible and integrative, and it varies from context 
to context. Richter (2007, cited in Baumgarth 2010) stated 
that 31% of firms applied corporate branding strategy and 
approximately 47% enjoyed a mixture of branding strategies 
that combines the corporate branding with other branding 
strategies. The current research, however, has yet obtained 
an in-depth investigation on the application of brand archi-
tecture strategies in the relationship with brand orientation 
in the B2B context, which invites further exploration (Stre-
binger 2014).

B2B brand communication

Brand communication in consumer markets focuses on cre-
ating brand awareness, forming brand association, building 
brand loyalty, and creating positive brand equity (Keller 
2013). In B2B contexts, the central focus of brand communi-
cation is to disseminate benefits and advantages of products 
or services to customers (Kotler and Pfoertsch 2006), and 
help customers to create their values that can be integrated 
in the supply chain (Biemans 2010). To achieve these objec-
tives, B2B vendors apply a number of communication tools 
to reach their customers, such as personal selling, direct 
marketing, public relations, trade shows and sales promo-
tion (Kotler and Pfoertsch 2006; Sharma 2016). Product 
packaging is a traditional communication vehicle to project 
a product’s quality and generate a buyer’s first impression 
of the product and brand (van Rompay et al. 2014); it is 
congruent with a brand’s overall image (Underwood et al. 
2001; Ampuero and Vila 2006).

In general, branding communication is delivered through 
two approaches: a functional approach and an emotional 
approach. The nature of industrial business is a contract-
based exchange process with specifications in practical and 
pragmatic functionalities among B2B firms (Candi and Kahn 
2016). Branding through a functional approach by explicitly 
displaying the products’ qualities, functionalities, prices and 
distributional channels has a predominant position in B2B 
brand communication (Lilien et al. 2010). Some scholars, 
however, have raised their voices in the call for an emo-
tional approach to B2B branding. Ward and Webster (1991) 
claimed that the B2B buying decision also involves ‘emo-
tions’ in addition to ‘rational’ processes as they serve both 
the organisation’s and the individual’s needs. Researchers 
have pointed out the importance of emotional value in the 
B2B context (Prior 2013; Candi and Kahn 2016) but, over-
all, the studies on an emotional approach in B2B contexts 
are scarce.

Following the development of digital marketing com-
munication, B2B firms have become more appreciative of 

online communication platforms as a tool with which to 
enhance business relationships and reduce costs (Sharma 
2002). Internet-based platforms—i.e. B2B online forums, 
trading websites and chatrooms—help firms to communicate 
branding more effectively. Nonetheless, B2B firms remain 
slow adopters of the social media applications (Jarvinen 
et al. 2012). Lacka and Chong (2016) claimed that this is 
due to the nature of interactions between business partners 
on building trust relationships. B2B firms perceive the 
irrelevance of and uncertainty around social media usage 
as their interaction takes place in a more direct and intense 
form. Other barriers relate to the absence of relevant train-
ing in and financial support for the social media applications 
(Michaelidou et al. 2011).

Overall, B2B brand communication mediums have pro-
gressed from a dominance of the personal selling approach 
in the early research (Hutt and Speh 2001) to an employ-
ment of a mixture of communication vehicles to disseminate 
the branding message to the targeted segments. In a way, 
this helps to position a brand with clear points of difference 
(Keller 2013). The current research nevertheless, did not 
specifically look at how a firm approach different brand com-
munication channels in the B2B environment, and whether 
the adaptation of various brand communication methods are 
affected by other aspects of B2B brand management.

Methodology

Research setting and procedure

This study adopts an exploratory approach to investigate 
the complexity of branding issues. To align with other B2B 
branding studies (i.e. Kuhn et al. 2008; Malaska et al. 2011; 
Leek and Christodoulides 2012), we employ a qualitative 
method—the interview—to serve the exploratory nature of 
investigation (Sekaran and Bougie 2010).

The sample comprises Chinese private manufacturers 
from different industries for a number of reasons: first, Chi-
nese private enterprises are the largest contributors to the 
national economy development (Liang et al. 2014). They 
are the major force of exporting ‘Made in China’ products 
worldwide, accounting for over 46% of the national total 
export volume in 2016 (Ministry of Commerce of the Peo-
ple’s Republic of China 2016).

Second, past research has focused on the international 
performance of Chinese state-owned firms (Child and Rod-
rigues 2005), e.g., the Haier Group (Liu and Li 2002). Nota-
bly, the responding firms of these studies were supported by 
the Chinese government and public institutions; however, 
the majority of privately owned enterprises do not have the 
privilege of institutional support (Siu 2005; Zhu et al. 2012) 
and so pursue branding with limited resources and scant 
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knowledge. The dearth of academic interest in the branding 
of private manufacturers leaves room for further investiga-
tion. Thus, it is important to understand their branding per-
formance to expand the current knowledge on B2B branding 
in emerging markets.

A recent review on B2B branding states a lack of atten-
tion in understanding branding issues from a multi-industry 
setting (Keranen et al. 2012). Homburg et al. (2010) claimed 
that avoiding a multi-industry setting fails to consider the 
nature of industrial markets of accommodating the complex 
nature of industrial buying markets (Roberts and Merrilees 
2007; Gomes et al. 2016). Thus, our sample selection on a 
multi-industry basis contributes to the methodological vari-
ation in B2B branding literature (Keranen et al. 2012).

Snowball sampling was used to collect the data. Initially, 
through a B2B trading website, we identified a B2B cha-
troom that comprises a large number of private manufac-
turers and members in the chatroom were approached for 
interviews. Potential interviewees were asked to recommend 
other candidates who they believed could contribute to the 
field of study (Malaska et al. 2011). We further explored 
potential business owner-managers through guanxi, the per-
sonal contact networks in China, to enrich the data. Busi-
ness owner-managers were chosen to supplement the quality 
of data because they possess a wide range of competences 
in managing and maintaining their business (Man and Lau 
2000), and these competencies in turn provide great insights 
to improve the market performance (Raymond et al. 2012). 
Before confirming their willingness to participate, all candi-
dates were informed of the research agenda and the purpose 
of the interview.

The interviews were conducted over the telephone and 
via Skype as the sample group members are geographically 
spread. Past research claimed that there is no significant dif-
ference in the reliability of the interview results generated by 
telephone and face-to-face modes (Ward-King et al. 2010). 
In addition, the telephone mode offers informants a com-
fortable and convenient setting from which to discuss sensi-
tive topics (Holbrook et al. 2003). Interview questions were 
semi-structured, and a brief interview guide is presented in 
Appendix 1. We chose to have a relaxed interview structure 
to allow respondents to talk freely (Ritchie and Lewis 2003), 
and sought permission to record each interview.

We have undertaken data analysis alongside data collec-
tion. After conducting more than 10 interviews and analysis 
of the collected data, we noted a repetitive pattern occurring 
in the coding process and additional data collection became 
redundant (Kerr et al. 2010). Past studies indicated that a 
saturation of themes occurred within 12 interviews, and the 
majority of basic elements of themes are often identified 
as early on as in six interviews (Guest et al. 2006; Namey 
et al. 2016; Hennink et al. 2017). We decided to terminate 
data collection after completing 17 interviews, as strong 

evidence suggested that we had reached a point where no 
further issues would emerge from the data, indicating that 
all relevant themes have been identified, established and cat-
egorised (Bryant and Charmaz 2007). Among these 17 pri-
vate manufacturer cases, 10 interviews were with executives 
and salespeople who act as brand ambassadors with three to 
15 years of manufacture exporting experience. The remain-
ing seven interviewees were business owner-managers. 
Table 1 provides profiles and characteristics of the respond-
ents. Any information that could disclose the identity of the 
respondent has been eliminated to ensure confidentiality.

Data analysis

Data were analysed through both qualitative and quantitative 
approaches to complement the results. First, we followed 
an inductive approach by employing thematic analysis to 
process the data. Following the guidelines for the thematic 
analysis process (Attride-Stirling 2001; Braun and Clarke 
2006), we explored qualitative data in detail. Starting with 
data cleaning and detailed reading, we identified codes from 
text, analysed and examined text and codes and then induced 
codes into various themes and patterns that reflect the nature 
of the data. The qualitative approach discovered a number 
of themes and patterns. We further grouped and categorised 
the themes, and excluded some themes that are irrelevant 
to the study and yet to meet the objective of this research. 
After a series of analysis, coding, recoding, grouping and 
regrouping, we formed a list of categories that are in line 
with brand management literature, including brand orien-
tation, branding impediments, branding architecture, and 
branding communication.

Through the standard coding process, we construct 
Table 2 to show the properties of the contributions from 
manufacturer cases in corresponding to each category.

To ensure the credibility, transferability, dependability 
and conformability of the qualitative data analysis, both 
authors were involved in translation, back translation, cod-
ing, categorising and summarising of patterns to cross-
check the conceptual development. The data reliability was 
achieved through Miles and Huberman (1994) approach, 
and the 17 cases were coded independently according to the 
descriptions listed for each dimension to obtain data reliabil-
ity. Each theme and description of the four categories were 
discussed, reviewed and finalised by authors and the result of 
overall inter-coder reliability reached at the satisfactory level 
(Kassarjian 1977). The differences between coders among 
all sub-dimensions for relevant cases were then discussed 
among authors until final consensus was reached. The mutu-
ally agreed results were used for further analysis. Moreover, 
the tentative concepts and schema identified by the authors 
were sent to the interviewees for comments, and were then 
further revised and reformed based on their feedback. To 
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Table 1  Manufacturers’ profile

ESM executive sales manager, BP business partner

Manufacturer Interviewee position Interview mode Industries/products Firm export-
ing age 
(years)

Firm size (no. 
of employees)

Direct export (DE)/
indirect export (IE)

Duration 
(in min)

M01 ESM Telephone Bathroom lighting 4–5 < 50 DE & IE 40

M02 Founder Telephone Natural stone 8–9 < 50 IE 30

M03 Founder Skype-video Toothbrush 5–6 < 100 DE & IE 40

M04 CEO Assistant Telephone fasteners 9–10 < 300 DE & IE 34

M05 ESM Telephone Disposal medical sup-
plies

3–4 < 150 DE & IE 40

M06 ESM Telephone Computer 10 < 500 DE & IE 25

M07 Founder Telephone Packaging processing 5 < 50 IE 20

M08 ESM Skype-voice Speaker 7–8 < 200 DE & IE 55

M09 ESM Telephone LED screen 8–9 < 100 DE & IE 30

M10 ESM Telephone Sound proofing material 10 < 50 IE 70

M11 ESM Telephone Charger 3–4 < 100 DE & IE 30

M12 ESM Telephone LED lighting 7 < 50 DE & IE 50

M13 Founder Telephone Accessories 9–10 < 150 DE & IE 25

M14 ESM Skype-voice Electronic product 8 < 150 DE & IE 50

M15 Founder Telephone Promotional textile, i.e. 
flag

11 < 150 DE & IE 20

M16 ESM Skype-voice Stainless steel tube 5 < 100 DE & IE 50

M17 ESM/BP Telephone Toothbrush 10 < 250 DE & IE 52

Total 661

Table 2  Conceptual properties of cases

Manufacturer 
case

Brand orientation
Minimalist/moder-
ate/coordinated

Branding impediments
Insufficient resource/inadequate knowl-
edge/country of origin (COO) image

Branding architecture
Corporate branding active/non-
active mixed branding

Branding communica-
tion
Conventional/pro-
gressive/determined 
approach

M01 Moderate Insufficient resource Corporate branding—non-active Progressive

M02 Minimalist Insufficient resource Corporate branding—non-active Conventional

M03 Coordinated Inadequate knowledge Mixed Progressive

M04 Moderate Inadequate knowledge Corporate branding—active Progressive

M05 Moderate COO image Corporate branding—active Progressive

M06 Coordinated COO image Mixed Determined

M07 Minimalist Inadequate knowledge Corporate branding—non-active Conventional

M08 Moderate COO image Corporate branding—active Progressive

M09 Minimalist Inadequate knowledge Corporate branding—non-active Progressive

M10 Minimalist Insufficient resource Corporate branding—non-active Conventional

M11 Moderate COO image Mixed Progressive

M12 Moderate Insufficient resource Corporate branding –active Progressive

M13 Moderate COO image Corporate branding—active Progressive

M14 Moderate Inadequate knowledge Mixed Determined

M15 Minimalist Inadequate knowledge Corporate branding—non-active Progressive

M16 Moderate COO image Corporate branding—active Progressive

M17 Moderate Inadequate knowledge Mixed Progressive
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support the analysis, we provide evidence in the form of 
excerpts from the interview data in Appendix 2.

To complement the qualitative findings, we applied Cat-
egorical Principal Component Analysis (CATPCA) in SPSS 
for further analysis. CATPCA is an appropriate method for 
categorical records in qualitative data and small samples 
(Odekerken-Schröder et al. 2010). Based on the alternating 
least squares (ALS) algorithm, CATPCA utilises an opti-
mal least squares scaling process where original data are 
transformed so that their overall variance is maximised (Gifi 
1990). CATPCA does not assume multivariate normality 
and linear relationships between variables. The statistical 
analysis approach is formulated by means of a loss func-
tion by the ALS and consequently leads to optimally scaled 
scores on each factor; thus, it provides a flexible framework 
for parametrisation (Michailidis and de Leeuw 1998).

One of the main advantages of CATPCA is that it has 
standard provisions for the graphical representation, for 
example, in the form of biplots on the representation of case 
respondents on each specific dimension. This is very useful 
as it provides a tool to objectively capture nuances of every 
case respondent on the specific dimension which could not 
be identified by using multiple case research (Eisenhardt and 
Graebner 2007). Given that the data set is heterogeneous 
and diverse as case respondents are from different indus-
tries, using CATPCA may be especially advantageous over 
multiple case research when a data set contains variables 
that measure different types of characteristics and do not all 
have the same range. Nevertheless, CATPCA is an explora-
tive technique and there is a risk of fitting structures that are 
very sample specific (Meulman et al. 2004). The applica-
tion of CATPCA analysis method is common in social and 
behavioural sciences research due to the non-numeric nature 
of the data (Meulman et al. 2004; Linting et al. 2007), and it 
has been expanded in the marketing research, branding and 
Chinese private small-firm marketing (Siu 2008; Odekerken-
Schröder et al. 2010). We consider that the use of CATPCA 
is appropriate for the present categorical variables set in 
describing how the four B2B branding aspects influence the 
branding decisions of Chinese private firms.

Findings

B2B brand orientation

On reviewing the transcripts, we observed three categories 
of brand orientation, which is in line with previous research 
(see Wong and Merrilees 2005; Khan and Ede 2009; Mitch-
ell et al. 2015). These are (1) a minimalist orientation with 
a low level of brand orientation and little or no desire to 

brand; (2) a moderate orientation when firms have developed 
a good awareness of branding; and (3) a coordinated brand 
orientation whereby firms incorporate branding into their 
business activities.

A minimalist brand orientation

Around 30% of interviewed firms belong to the group with 
a minimalist brand orientation. These firms perceive that 
branding is irrelevant to business growth and that they 
should minimise resources for branding. We found a popu-
lar belief among firms that a brand has a limited application 
to the industrial market, as one business owner illustrated: 
‘[…] almost no one cares about branding in this industry, 
simply because we don’t need it’ (M2).

Findings show that the different levels of brand orien-
tation may relate to the different products and business 
models. Manufacturers engaged in processing and assem-
bly businesses, or their operations under the original equip-
ment manufacturer (OEM) model, have expressed little or 
no interest in branding. This is particularly the case for M10 
in producing ingredient materials (soundproofing materials) 
and M15 in manufacturing promotional goods (i.e. flags, 
pens) as typified by M10 in the quote below:

This soundproofing material does not require branding. 
Our business model is that customers visit us, offer us 
an order, and specify a deadline, then we produce it 
within the time frame. No branding is required. (M10)

A moderate brand orientation

More than half of the interviewed firms belong to the mod-
erate brand orientation category. Firms in this group have 
expressed their interests in branding and have developed a 
good branding awareness. They acknowledge the power of 
the brand in building customer trust and generating financial 
return:

A brand is not a logo, but it represents the value of a 
company. Premium brands can charge you thousands 
of dollars for a bag, just like Louis Vuitton does. This 
is difficult to achieve for a bag from us with no brand. 
(M4)

Within this group, we noticed that even though they have 
addressed the significance of branding to their business, 
they showed little commitment to branding activities; for 
instance, M5 expressed, ‘We won’t spend too much time 
on brand promotion’, while M13 stated, ‘We have our own 
brand, but we do not promote it…’. This shows a discrep-
ancy between the reality and the ideal. Ideally, building a 
successful brand will enhance corporate performance as a 
brand acts as a compass to guide a firm’s strategic direction 
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(de Chernatony 1999). In reality, however, many B2B firms 
fall short in allocating resources to support branding. This is 
partly because firms’ reliance on OEM business transactions 
leaves little room, financially, for them to pursue branding.

A coordinated brand orientation

Two firms (M3 and M6) showed signs of attempting to 
develop brand vision and coordinating branding activities on 
business performance. This group has revealed a progressive 
awareness of branding in business activities. They regard 
themselves as an example of brand acceptance in business 
practice. We categorised this group as a coordinated brand 
orientation. The recognition and application of brand value 
to the business practice is what distinguishes them from the 
moderate brand-oriented firms.

I always tell my employees that we put so much 
resources on branding—maybe a few million Yuan. 
The brand is just like your baby; we should not let 
it die in the crib. We should try our best to build the 
brand, build a famous brand, and we are working on 
it…. (M3)

M6 has implemented branding practice in the home mar-
ket. Early research indicated that starting from a domestic 
market helps companies to gain experience in a familiar mar-
ket before entering an international market (Cavusgil 1984).

We have been practicing branding in the domestic 
market. The Chinese market is big enough. We will 
continue exploring the international market. We used 
to be export-oriented; now we will redirect part of our 
attention to the domestic market for branding. (M6)

The findings in brand orientation show some interesting 
insights. A minimalist brand orientation tends to be small 
firms (i.e. M02, M07, M10) with less than 50 employees, 
and/or their business nature are in the assembly line with 
homogeneous products (M09, M15). A moderated and a 
coordinated brand orientation, nevertheless, are determined 
by the level of branding awareness and firms’ commitment 
in branding rather than a firm’s size and the industry nature.

B2B branding impediments

To investigate the possible impediments that thwarted firms 
in their quest to become brand-oriented, we asked respond-
ents to describe the barriers that they have encountered in 
developing brands in the manufacturing environment. Our 
data outline a number of branding impediments that reflect 
the literature, such as country-of-origin effect (Chen et al. 

2011), inadequate knowledge (Mudambi et al. 1997) and 
insufficient resources (Webster and Keller 2004).

Country‑of‑origin effect

We have learned that the negative image of ‘Made in China’ 
is one of the major factors that discourage Chinese manufac-
turers from pursuing branding. Since the launch of the Open 
Door policy in the late 1970s, China welcomed multinational 
corporations with its cheap and abundant labour resources. 
Having exported vast quantities of ‘Made in China’ products to 
overseas markets, China has earned herself the title of ‘World 
Factory’. Meanwhile, an image of low-quality and cheap Chi-
nese goods has gradually implanted in the buyer’s mind (Ha-
Brookshire and Yoon 2012), deterring Chinese manufacturers 
from purchasing own brands. Our respondent firms (M5, M6, 
M8, M11, M13, and M16) have addressed this issue:

…even if we want to do branding, the customers do not 
care about our brand; they want a Chinese product at 
a cheap price…. (M16)

Overseas customers came to us for our product, not the 
brand. They have their own name and logo, even the 
small buyers request that they have their own names on 
the product. They do not want our brand. (M8)

M6 has complained that despite all efforts in promoting 
the factory brand at international events, they received more 
requests for OEM production than for their own branded 
products. Buyers’ perceptions of ‘Made in China’ products 
as low cost, low quality, and mass production leaves lit-
tle room for Chinese manufacturers to develop their own 
brands.

Inadequate knowledge

We found that some firms hold inadequate knowledge on 
the value of brand in B2B markets, particularly the firms 
operating in component and assembly production lines. They 
claim it is a waste of time and budget to invest in branding 
for the low-value products or services. Rather, they view 
branding as a business strategy that belongs to the consumer 
market and the large firms that produce high-technology and 
value-added goods.

The main reason (for not branding) is the product itself 
– fasteners – which, unlike those home appliances, do 
not need branding. (M4)

We provide printing services; we do the printing for 
them. This kind of low-technology product or service 
does not need branding. (M7)
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The B2B buying process involves a greater number of 
actors over a longer timespan compared to the case in the 
consumer market (Webster and Keller 2004), which creates 
difficulties in implementing branding strategies (Kotler and 
Pfoertsch 2006). This is even more challenging for firms in 
the manufacturing and exporting sectors, as M3 claimed that 
it is hard to satisfy international buyers with various needs 
and demands. The pluriformity of the market impedes firms 
from sketching out a clear brand vision, thereby making it 
difficult for them to position a brand.

Insufficient resources

Resource-constraint impediments are more salient and com-
mon in B2B markets, particularly for these small-sized firms 
(Mitchell et al. 2015). We have outlined a list of branding 
impediments that relate to the resource insufficiency; these 
include insufficient financial support, lack of marketing 
capacity, and poor management knowledge. These findings 
echo the previous research on B2B branding barriers (Leek 
and Christodoulides 2011). M1 and M2 reflected that insuffi-
cient resources relate to being small firms and lacking econ-
omies of scales (both firms have fewer than 50 employees):

It’s related to the size of the manufacturer. We are not 
big in business, we are a small firm… We don’t have 
sufficient support for branding; we have insufficient 
office staff, manufacturing equipment, etc., to support 
branding. (M1)

Insufficient resources can occur not only in the form of 
business size and financial backup, but also from a lack of 
managerial vision and motivation in branding. Both firms 
(M10 and M12) indicate that management support for a 
firm’s strategic direction in branding is important, as one 
sales executive noted: ‘the boss does not care for branding, 
he does not want to spend money on branding, so we don’t 
do branding’ (M10).

The brand impediments vary in the different type of busi-
ness. In general, small size firms suffer more from the insuf-
ficient resources; firms directly deal with the international 
market encounter more barriers in the negative COO image. 
The inadequate knowledge is shared with most firms regard-
less the size of business and the nature of industry. A limited 
knowledge in branding leads firms to believe that branding is 
less relevant for SMEs in the B2B market (Wong and Mer-
rilees 2008; Leek and Christodoulides 2012).

B2B brand architecture

We found that manufacturers have adopted two types of 
branding architecture strategies—the corporate brand-
ing strategy and a mixed branding strategy that combines 

corporate branding and product branding. We have not found 
evidence to support a firm that only focuses on developing 
product branding. In general, the product branding strategy 
is more popular in the B2C market with limited implications 
in the industrial market (Baumgarth 2010).

Corporate branding

We found that corporate branding is the most prevalent 
branding architecture adopted by interviewed firms (over 
70% of firms). This supports previous reports that corporate 
branding is the most applicable branding strategy in B2B 
sectors (i.e. Aspara and Tikanen 2008). Data show two levels 
of practice in the corporate branding—non-active practice 
and active practice.

The group with non-active corporate branding practice 
does not consider corporate branding as a form of brand-
ing strategy, and they discard the corporate name from the 
branding. We found six firms (M1, M2, M7, M9, M10 and 
M15) that belong to this group. These firms have little inter-
est in branding the corporate name. They often assert, ‘We 
don’t have a brand…’, or ‘we have a corporate name, but no 
brand.’ In their view, brand and branding are the practices 
for well-known companies in consumer markets.

Six firms (M4, M5, M8, M12, M13 and M16) fall into the 
group with active corporate branding practice. This group 
perceives that a corporate brand functions as a convenient 
name for legal identity and differentiation purposes. Their 
main business focuses on OEM and contract manufacturing, 
but they have actively engaged in promoting the manufac-
turer’s name to gain more sales. This is illustrated in the 
following quotes:

Our corporate name is the brand and we use it on the 
products we sell if the customers are willing to buy our 
branded products…. (M12)

We have our own brand (corporate name)…we use the 
company logo in Hong Kong electronic tradeshows 
…. (M8)

Mixed branding

We found that five firms have adopted distinctive brand 
architecture by mixing corporate branding and product 
branding (M03, M06, M11, M14, and M17). This group 
started applying the corporate name in the exporting mar-
ket to attract OEM deals. By so doing, they have redirected 
their attentions to the domestic market by introducing a new 
product name.

International deals are mostly for OEM. We do apply 
product branding in the domestic market. You can find 
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our products listed in QQ space, an online platform 
…. (M3)

Most of our production line is for OEM. We do our 
own branding in the domestic market, maybe also 
expand a little in overseas markets, but OEM is still 
dominating. (M6)

We have further explored their motivations in obtaining a 
product branding strategy in addition to corporate branding. 
Findings reveal that firms allocate a brand to the product 
only for identification purposes; as M6 and M14 state:

We use the same brand for international and domestic 
markets, the former is in English, and the latter is in 
Chinese. (M6)

Because the domestic market needs a name, we put a 
Chinese name on it. (M4)

This indicates that where product branding is applied, it 
is mainly to provide product identity and stimulate product 
sales, not to purposefully develop branding skills.

Notably, interview data reveal no evidence of ingredi-
ent brand application. Respondents in the component pro-
duction business regard branding as ‘a waste of time and 
unnecessary’ (M4). Previous studies have specified a list of 
criteria for ingredient branding application; for instance, the 
ingredient product must be essential to the final goods, and 
it must be innovative and creative (Norris 1992; Kotler and 
Pfoertsch 2006). Corresponding to the criteria introduced 
by Kotler and Pfoertsch (2006), we found that ingredient 
products in our data are mainly the substitutes for the final 
products rather than the essential components. They are 
not innovative or creative and, thus, constrained firms from 
developing ingredient branding.

In the relation to a firm’s size, we found that the majority 
of firms that adopted the non-active corporate branding strat-
egy are small in size, with assembly and mass production in 
business nature. Larger firms are more active in corporate 
branding practice, or they have adopted product branding 
strategy in addition to the corporate branding to explore 
domestic markets. We have not found a strong evidence to 
connect the product variations with the adoption of different 
branding strategy.

Brand communication

We found that firms adopted a number of communication 
modes to deliver branding messages, such as through per-
sonal communication, packaging, e-commerce platforms, 
and tradeshows. Overseeing the data, we observed three 
types of approach to illustrate firms’ attitudes when engag-
ing in brand communication—a conventional approach, a 
progressive approach and a determined approach.

A conventional approach

Manufacturers with a conventional approach (M2, M7 and 
M10) use less risky communication channels due to the lim-
ited financial support available to them; for example, pro-
moting through B2B e-commerce platforms and packaging. 
There are various B2B trading platforms available for Chi-
nese manufacturers, such as alibaba.com, and madeinchina.
com. These B2B websites help firms to reach a wider audi-
ence with little investment; hence, they are particularly 
appealing among small-size firms.

Most firms have developed a business profile page and 
uploaded their latest products and services to B2B online 
platforms. Other conventional communication channels are 
also popular; include promoting through product packag-
ing and offering discount prices for own brands. These are 
attractive for small-quantity buyers.

We put the manufacturer’s logo on the package… if 
buyers have no specific requests, we will normally put 
our company’s name, telephone number, and address 
on the packaging to promote our brand. (M10)

A progressive approach

Seventy per cent of responding firms follow a progressive 
communication approach because the key motivation is to 
increase sales. They actively engage in markets to seek for 
opportunities to interact with buyers face-to-face, such as 
visiting buyers’ markets and attending international trade-
shows. Tradeshows and business exhibitions are recognised 
as the most effective and powerful ways to build relation-
ships with organisation buyers (Steimer 2016).

We do visit some tradeshows, e.g., Hong Kong elec-
tronic shows, but I don’t feel that promoting the brand 
is the key purpose. I think the more important thing is 
your product and design, as well as the management 
teams’ capacities that can help to gain sales. (M8)

A determined approach

Two firms (M6 and M14) adopt a determined communica-
tion approach. They are highly committed to improve their 
company’s reputation and are motivated to promote brands 
in the market. Their ambitions are not only to increase the 
sales growth but also to promote the company internation-
ally. In most cases, firms with a determined branding com-
munication approach have sufficient resources to support 
their international activities.

Actually we always promote our brand… we attend 
the Hong Kong tradeshow yearly, people from all over 
the world come to that show. We also visit the Canton 
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Trade Fair, twice a year. The Las Vegas tradeshow in 
America, we visit on a yearly basis. This year, we have 
visited the Taipei Trade Fair… We have visited the 
German fair, the Dubai fair, the South African fair… 
Through visiting trade fairs, we aim to promote our 
company internationally. (M6)

The finding in brand communication approach shows that 
small firms are more likely to adopt a conventional brand 
communication approach, as they have limited resources and 
less willing to risk in costly communication channels. Firms 
undertake a progressive communication approach are mixed 
with different size, and they are willing to look for opportu-
nities to improve their business sales. Interestingly, we found 
that two firms undertake the determined approach are rela-
tively larger in size and both are in electronic-related indus-
tries. Thus, our finding suggests that a firm’s size and the 
nature of business may influence their attitudes in approach-
ing different branding communication channels.

Identifying B2B branders with CATPCA

Based on the themes outlined in Table 2, we transformed the 
identified constructs into categorical variables and assigned 
numerical value to the categories to quantify the data. Meas-
urements are treated in two types of variables—nominal var-
iables (brand impediment and brand architecture), and ordi-
nal variables (brand orientation and brand communication). 
Table 3 shows that the two dimensions have eigenvalues 
of 2.567 and 1.021, respectively, which are greater than 1 
(Muelman and Heiser 2012); and the total Cronbach’s alpha 
is .962, which is higher than the minimum .7 value (Lance 
et al. 2006). The two selected dimensions explain over 89% 
of the variance in quantified variables and the results indi-
cate a good fit (Linting and van der Kooij 2012).

We further calculated the branding decision with com-
ponent loadings in the analysis. Table 4 shows that the first 
dimension consists of brand orientation, brand architecture 
and brand communications with loadings of .924, .925 and 
.878, respectively. We named this dimension ‘Strategic 

Branding Adaptation’. Brand impediments, with a load-
ing of .947, stand alone as the second dimension, and we 
labelled it ‘Branding Hindrance’. Table 5 lists details of the 
component loadings for each case. We further plot all manu-
facturer cases into a two-dimensional diagram to construct 
a visual interpretation. Results show that all cases fell into 
four clusters with a minimum of three cases for each cluster 
(see Fig. 2).

Cluster 1 comprises four cases and it is largely charac-
terised by the moderate to coordinated brand orientation 
(BO), active corporate branding and mixed branding (BA), 
inadequate brand knowledge (BI) and the progressive to 
determined approach in communication (BC). Cases in 
this group are motivated to adopt branding; they actively 
develop branding capabilities to build corporate images for 

Table 3  Measures of validity of CATPCA. Source: Output of CAT-
PCA conducted using IBM SPSS 24.0

a Total Cronbach’s alpha is based on the total eigenvalue

Model summary

Dimension Variance accounted for

Cronbach’s alpha Total (eigen-
value)

Percentage 
of variance

1 .814 2.567 64.169

2 .028 1.021 25.516

Total .962a 3.587 89.685

Table 4  Component loadings of factors within branding aspects defi-
nitions. Source: Output of CATPCA conducted using IBM SPSS 24.0

Variable principal normalisation

Dimension

1 2

Brand orientation .924 − .313

Brand impediments .293 .947

Brand architecture .925 − .104

Brand communications .878 .125

Table 5  Component loadings of cases. Source: Output of CATPCA 
conducted using IBM SPSS 24.0

Variable principal normalisation

Object scores

Case number Dimension

1 2

1 − .331 − 1.393

2 − 1.920 − 1.031

3 .869 .652

4 .658 .770

5 .513 − .417

6 1.026 − .428

7 − 1.631 1.331

8 .513 − .417

9 − .812 1.623

10 − 1.920 − 1.031

11 .620 − .447

12 .369 − 1.592

13 .513 − .417

14 1.068 .848

15 − .812 1.623

16 .513 − .417

17 .765 .740
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business growth. However, due to their strong beliefs in the 
OEM business model and the nature of the industry that is 
focused on product, they believe that it is less relevant to 
their business to adopt active branding. We name this cluster 
the ‘Achievement competencies’.

Cluster 2 gathers the largest number of cases (seven) and 
it is predominantly characterised by the moderate brand ori-
entation (BO) and active corporate branding to mixed brand-
ing (BA); it is mainly affected by a negative COO image 
(BI), and it adopts the conventional approach in brand com-
munication (BC). Cases in this group are well aware of the 
strategic importance of branding. They have developed legal 
identities for brands and achieved some branding capabili-
ties. Nevertheless, this group has the strong belief that their 
production base represents their distinctive competencies in 
branding and they stick to existing channels for promotion. 
Thus, we name this cluster the ‘Awareness Competencies’.

Both clusters 3 and 4 contain equal numbers of cases 
(three). Cluster 3 is primarily defined by the minimal-
ist brand orientation (BO), non-active to active corporate 
branding (BA), inadequate brand knowledge (BI), and con-
ventional to progressive approach in brand communication 
(BC). This group operates under the OEM business model 
and perceives that branding is not relevant or necessary to 
their businesses. They have inadequate brand knowledge and 
prefer to uphold existing channels for branding and business 
promotion. Thus, we named it the ‘Novice competencies’.

The last cluster shows a mix of respondents with the min-
imalist to moderate brand orientation (BO), non-active cor-
porate branding (BA), insufficient branding resources (BI), 
and conventional to progressive approach in brand commu-
nication (BC). Respondents in this group have developed a 
‘not-for-me’ mentality. In the case of M01, they may have 
acquired branding knowledge and have passively formed a 
good branding awareness through their contracted branding 
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company. Nevertheless, this group allocates very limited 
resources for branding and contributes minimal activities to 
the support of brand development. They retain the existing 
branding channels for brand promotion; thus, we term this 
cluster ‘No competencies’.

Discussion and implications

Based on the analysis, we have developed an insightful 
branding schema germane to both branding adaptation and 
brand hindrance (see Table 6). Our small-scale exploratory 
study has empirically examined the heterogeneity in manu-
facturer’s branding by identifying four illustrative industrial 
branders.

Strategic branding adaptation encompasses brand orien-
tation, communication and architecture application. Some 
of our findings are in line with the existing literature; for 
instance, the three types of brand orientation in the mini-
malist, moderate and coordinated brand orientations aligns 
with Wong and Merrilees (2005). We further confirmed that 
the corporate branding strategy is the most popular brand-
ing strategy applied in B2B SMEs, supporting the earlier 
research by Aspara and Tikanen (2008), and Kotler and Pfo-
ertsch (2006). We found that the level of brand orientation 
determines a firm’s branding practice. ‘No-competencies’ 

and ‘novice competencies’ branders show a low level of 
branding orientation, resulting in a less active and more 
conventional communication approach. The majority of 
firms in these two categories are smaller size and practice 
in assembly and mass production business. An increasing 
level of brand orientation in the ‘awareness competencies’ 
brander shows a progression in brand communication. The 
‘achievement competencies’ branders have a high level of 
brand orientation; they are larger size and more active in 
and committed to branding. The progression in brand com-
petence partially relates to a firm’s business nature and size. 
Brand competence firms mainly are those who have devel-
oped a sizeable business scale, and their business nature 
requires them to develop a distinctive brand to compete in 
the market.

Brand hindrance are constructed by branding impedi-
ments, which, based on the literature, comprise three types 
of barrier—insufficient resources, inadequate knowledge, 
and a negative COO image. Insufficient resources mainly 
affect the no-competencies branders in smaller sized firms, 
aligning with the previous literature (see Wong and Merri-
lees 2005; Ojasalo et al. 2008), indicating the smaller firms 
focus more on sustaining their daily operations than on pay-
ing attention to branding. A small-size firm has its ‘survival 
mentality’ (Hirvonen and Laukkanen 2014) that perceives 

Table 6  A tentative schema for BSB strategic branding management

Types of B2B branders Case Number B2B branding competencies

Dimension 1
Branding adaptation

Dimension 2
Brand hindrance

Achievement competencies

Have a strategic branding concept
Develop branding capabilities for growth
No need to adopt active branding
Actively building brand images

M03
M04
M14
M17

High orientation and high adaptation

(BO) Moderate to Coordinated brand orienta-
tion

(BA) Active and mixed corporate branding
(BC) Progressive to determined approach in 

communication

Inadequate knowledge

(BI) Inadequate knowledge

Awareness competencies

Know about the strategic importance of brand-
ing

Have legal identity and develop branding 
capabilities

Our production is our brand
Stick to existing channels for promotion

M05
M06
M08
M11
M12
M13
M16

High orientation and high adaptation

(BO) majority with moderate brand orientation
(BA) Active corporate branding
(BC) majority with progressive approach in 

communication

COO image

(BI) mainly with COO image

Novice competencies

Adopt the OEM business model and branding is 
not relevant to business

No need to adopt branding
Inadequate brand knowledge
Stick to existing channels for promotion

M07
M09
M15

Low orientation and low adaptation

(BO) Minimalist brand orientation
(BA) Non-active to active corporate branding
(BC) Conventional to progressive approach in 

communication

Inadequate knowledge

(BI) Inadequate knowledge

No competencies

‘Not for me’ mentality
No branding activity
Limited resources for branding
Stick to existing channels for promotion

M01
M02
M10

Low-level orientation and low adaptation

(BO) Minimalist to moderate brand orientation
(BA) Non-active corporate branding
(BC) Conventional to progressive approach in 

communication

Insufficient resources

(BI) Insufficient resources
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branding as the last thing on their ‘to-do list’ as they suffer 
more from resources deficiency (Krake 2005).

The impediment in inadequate branding knowledge 
is more salient among the novice competencies branders 
and the achievement competencies branders. These firms 
uphold a belief that branding is less applicable for industrial 
goods and is, therefore, less appreciated in B2B markets, 
which aligns with the existing literature (Leek and Chris-
todoulides 2012). In terms of country-of-origin effect, 35% 
of cases report that a negative country image impedes their 
decisions in brand building while they directly deal with 
international buyers. This is particularly the case with the 
awareness competencies branders where the negative quality 
image of ‘Made in China’ products held among buyers has 
eroded their ambitions about and confidence in branding. 
Our findings in COO effect has provide further evidence in 
support the previous literature in international buyers infer 
and evaluate product with an overall image of the country 
of origin (Wang et al. 2012; Eng et al. 2016).

We outlined illustrative quotes to support the branding 
schema (see Appendix 3). SMEs as no-competencies brand-
ers, branders with novice competencies and branders with 
awareness competencies could manipulate the four branding 
concepts in the schema to become branders with achieve-
ment competencies, thereby enhancing their corporate 
performances.

Contributions and implications

Acknowledging the small-scale explorative feature of this 
study, our intention is not to make a generalisation but to 
pave the way for future investigation. Thus, we offer some 
unique contributions.

Theoretically, through the existing B2B branding litera-
ture, we constructed four distinctive branding dimensions 
to reveal their relationship and interconnection in building a 
strong B2B brand. Our study extended the existing branding 
orientation typology, which has been generated from SMEs 
in the consumer market (Mitchell et al. 2015), into the manu-
facturing industry. We found that the level of brand orienta-
tion relates to the firm’s size and other branding dimension; 
for instance, a smaller size firm is more likely to be less 
brand orientated, as it suffers from deficient resources, thus, 
less willing to take risk in adopting active branding strategy. 
As a firm’s size grows, by cumulating more resources to sup-
port their business, firms become more active in branding 
and adopting a more active branding strategy. Moreover, 
we have investigated the branding issues from the largest 
emerging market—China—that has not been extensively 
explored in the past, contributing to the contextual void in 
the literature.

Our B2B branding framework has enriched the industrial 
branding literature. The dimensions of B2B branding have 

long been embedded in the extant literature, but to date, only 
limited studies have explicitly incorporated these dimensions 
into a framework. For instance, Leek and Christodoulides 
(2011) have outlined branding benefits, brand architecture 
and brand communication, and Centeno et al. (2013) have 
drawn four distinct constructs of a brand-oriented process—
brand barriers, brand orientation, brand strategy and brand 
distinctiveness. We take a step further by distilling the amor-
phous literature into a B2B branding framework. We further 
tested the framework with in-depth interviews. Our find-
ings of the four types of industrial brander supplement the 
literature in the field of small firms’ branding in emerging 
markets and provide directions for private firms’ and SMEs’ 
brand development.

Last, our focus on the qualitative interview from a multi-
industry setting contributes to the methodological variation 
in the existing literature. Past research indicates that only 
limited studies have methodologically considered qualitative 
data within the context of a multi-industrial setting (Hom-
burg et al. 2010; Keranen et al. 2012). We further combined 
qualitative and quantitative analysis approaches to help tri-
angulate and complement findings.

The study yields important practical implications for 
manufacturers that are concerned about branding practice. 
Our B2B branding schema offers a strategic direction to 
guide the manufacturers’ branding development. SME man-
agers can undertake a preliminary analysis of their branding 
practice and apply the four concepts listed in the schema to 
conduct a self-audit practice to identify the category of B2B 
branders to which they belong. We suggest that the no-com-
petencies B2B brander adopts a brand orientation and imple-
ments active corporate branding to become an awareness 
competencies brander. Novice and awareness competencies 
branders should adopt a higher degree of brand orientation, 
undertake a progressive approach in brand communication, 
and implement active corporate branding strategy in order 
to progress to become branders with achievement compe-
tencies. As a firm’s size grows, more resources have been 
cumulated. For further improvement, branders with achieve-
ment competencies can aim at adopting an overall brand-
centric orientation, thus becoming learning organisations in 
branding to enhance business performances. Our schema 
provides a trajectory for a progressive evolvement of B2B 
SME branders and proposes managerial actions for Chinese 
private manufacturers to develop branding strategies.

Our research also indicates that the unfavourable COO 
image is one of the major branding challenges. This find-
ings suggests that the Chinese policymaker and industrial 
agency should aim at improving the overall image of ‘Made 
in China’ by upgrading the COO image from a low-price and 
mass production image to a high value-added image to help 
minimise the negative impact on manufacturers’ branding.
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B2B firms should strategically consider some key aspects 
when making branding decisions. For instance, which brand-
ing architecture strategy is more appropriate for the current 
business? Which brand communication channel is applicable 
for industrial markets? We suggest that a corporate brand-
ing strategy is more applicable for B2B SMEs with limited 
supporting resources. Managers should be vigilant concern-
ing the application of the corporate branding strategy, as 
any reckless decision will potentially harm the company’s 
reputation.

Limitations and future research

This study is not without limitations. First, it can be chal-
lenged on what the appropriate number of interview cases 
is to reach data saturation. Past literature has proved that a 
saturation point can be reached in fewer than 12 interviews 
(Guest et al. 2006; Hennink et al. 2017); for example, Siu 
and Bao (2008) investigated manufacturer network adap-
tation based on 12 small manufacturer cases. The analysis 
evidence in our research suggested that the 17 manufac-
turer cases have reached a saturation point, but this might 
be controversial as others may demand a larger volume of 
qualitative data (Saunders and Townsend 2016). There-
fore, we suggest that this research should be treated as a 
preliminary study, and future research can test the results 
on a large-sample scale. Moreover, our exploratory result 
shows some industries (i.e. electronics industry) are more 
active in branding than other industries in the manufactur-
ing environment. Thus, we suggest that further research can 
consider investigating branding practice in a homogeneous 
industry—e.g. electronics industry—to generate an in-depth 
insight into the industry-specific branding phenomenon.

In understanding the SMEs performance in the four 
dimensions of brand management, the findings reveal that 
firms’ size and business activities are intertwined with the 
type of impediments they encounter. For instance, a smaller 
firm focuses on assembly production with deficient resources 
is often less active in branding practice. As a firm grows, 
their business expands from domestic market to international 
market, and to differentiate their product from markets, they 
started actively practicing branding which they may adopt 
corporate branding, or product branding strategies to com-
pete in the market. The impediments they have encountered 
are also changed from insufficient resources to the negative 
COO image and insufficient branding knowledge. Neverthe-
less, our finding only reveal a tentative trend and we encour-
age further research to explore how the size of SMEs and the 
nature of the business activities affect a firm’s decision in 

undertaking different branding strategies to aid their brand 
development.

Our research did not find evidence in the application of 
region-of-origin concept to support their brand development. 
This may be due to the research sample is SMEs in the man-
ufacturing industry, and region-of-origin is more prevailing 
in the consumer market (van Ittersum et al. 2003; Orth et al. 
2005). Nevertheless, the concept of region-of-origin offers 
sellers a competitiveness with a consistent image of product 
quality, and the studies that dealing with country-of-origin 
and region-of-origin simultaneously help to advance the 
body of knowledge in B2B branding. We thus encourage 
the future research to explore whether the some regions in 
China (i.e., Shanghai, Shenzhen, Beijing) have utilised the 
region-of-origin concept in their brand building.

Moreover, our sample focuses on Chinese private manu-
facturers, excluding the state-owned enterprises (SOEs) 
and large companies. The majority of our sample com-
prises small manufacturers with fewer than or equal to 100 
employees. The application of our research to large firms 
and SOEs is currently unknown. Future research can test our 
framework with large B2B firms.

Last, we select the biggest emerging market—China—
to address the research gaps. We cannot neglect the varia-
tions in the industrial structure and policy implementations 
between China and other emerging markets. The Chinese 
market is state-controlled in that the central government 
holds strong institutional power to steer the market direction. 
The distinct differences in policy, social construct and norms 
in emerging economies may reveal variations in industrial 
behaviour (Chu 2009). Thus, we suggest future research-
ers apply our framework in other emerging economies—for 
example, other BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and 
South Africa) countries, or Central Asia—as the Chinese 
government recently launched the Belt and Road Initiative 
(Chohan 2017).

Despite these shortcomings, this study illustrates the pro-
cess of deep contextualisation in Chinese B2B branding. 
We first undertook an extensive literature review of B2B 
branding and identified four possible dimensions. We fur-
ther applied both qualitative and quantitative research tech-
niques to develop a branding schema, and laid the foundation 
for future studies to enhance B2B branding theory in other 
research contexts.

Open Access This article is distributed under the terms of the Crea-
tive Commons Attribution 4.0 International License (http://creat iveco 
mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribu-
tion, and reproduction in any medium, provided you give appropriate 
credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Appendix 1

See Table 7.

Table 7  Semi-structured 
interview guide

The interviews were part of a large project that contains a number of topics, and the interview questions 
that specifically relate to branding were extracted from the original project

Business backgrounds

Please introduce your company and yourself

What kind of business do you do?

Can you briefly introduce your business operation?

What does the external environment look like in your industry?

Brand orientation and brand architecture

What does the brand means to your company?

Do you have your own brand? (How many brands does your company own?)

How do you practice your branding? (what are the branding activities)

How do you value a brand in your industry? (What do they understand the industrial brand?)

Brand impediments

What affects your brand building?

Do you think your company doing well in brand building? If not, why?

What impedes building a brand in the manufacturing industry?

Brand communication

How does your company promote the brands?

What are the branding channels that your company has adopted?

What is your perceptions of branding in the future?
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Appendix 3

See Table 9.
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