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A B S T R A C T

The assumption that corporate brand identity is an internal creation is increasingly challenged by recently
published research, which discusses identity as an ongoing social process of co-creation. The majority of the
resulting insights relate to business-to-consumer brands and the relevance of brand identity co-creation to
business-to-business branding remains largely undiscovered, even though the notions of interrelation between
company and stakeholders are more intense in industrial settings. The purpose of the paper is to understand how
a company and its corporate culture, behaviour, brand management and communication approach have to change
over time to allow for corporate brand identity co-creation. This paper explores the individual case of a world-
leading German prosthetic-technology company. Analysing the branding process over the period 1988 to 2018,
we identified four phases in the transformation of corporate brand identity from internally governed to a nested
system of identities.

1. Introduction

Brand identity research mainly focuses on branded products in
business-to-consumer (B2C) markets (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007), while
the importance of corporate brands has steadily grown (Hatch &
Schultz, 2010; Ind, Iglesias, & Schultz, 2013). A product brand is pri-
marily concerned with attaining customer satisfaction, whereas a cor-
porate brand aims to establish long-term trusting relationships with a
variety of different stakeholders (Balmer, 2012; Iglesias, Ind, & Alfaro,
2013). Therefore, corporate brands exceed the duality of company and
customer as prevalent in product branding (Balmer, 2012) and would
offer a versatile hotbed for brand-related research in the business-to-
business (B2B) context which is much richer in interactions and inter-
relations between multiple stakeholders (Leek & Christodoulides, 2011;
Mudambi, 2002).

There is a stream of research that establishes the concept of cor-
porate brand identity as being of benefit to B2B brands (Beverland,
Napoli, & Lindgreen, 2007). Traditionally, brand identity is defined in
terms of intangible attributes (Kapferer, 2012) and as such is seen as “a
unique set of brand associations that the brand strategist aspires to
create and maintain” (Aaker, 1996, p. 68). A clear covenanted corpo-
rate identity can establish a point-of-difference (Keller, Parameswaran,
& Jacob, 2011) that might help to reflect the offer’s economic and
functional benefits, such as reliability and performance and enhance

perceived levels of salient intangible associations, for instance, ex-
pertise or trustworthiness (Beverland, Napoli, & Yakimova, 2007;
Mudambi, 2002). Hence, industrial organizations can conceptualize
and construct a unique corporate brand identity that is difficult to
imitate, relevant and meaningful to stakeholders and thus, might pro-
vide a source of competitive advantage (Beverland et al., 2007a).

Recent thinking challenges this perspective of brand identity as
stable and enduring creation, initiated, executed and controlled by
brand management. The contemporary stakeholder-oriented perspec-
tive on brand management breaks with classic assumptions and power
structures (Iglesias, Markovic, Bagherzadeh, & Singh, 2018; Prahalad &
Ramaswamy, 2004). A brand is seen as a dynamic social process con-
structed through multiple networked interactions and relationships
between the company, the brand and various stakeholders (da Silveira,
Lages, & Simões, 2013). Instead of accepting the brand owner’s view of
what its brand is, stakeholders become active conduits and co-creators
of brand meaning (Ind, Iglesias, & Markovic, 2017). Hatch and Schultz
(2010: 592) describe brand co-creation as “an emergent phenomenon
based in networks of different and constantly changing stakeholder
configurations”. The emergence and rise of the internet and digital
technologies have upset the asymmetry of information, which for many
years worked in favour of organizations (Christodoulides, 2009) and
supports co-creation by providing internal and external stakeholders
that never met offline with unprecedented opportunities for joint
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brand-related interaction (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013).
Literature on co-creation of corporate brand identity argues that the

distinction between an internal and external locus of identity con-
struction becomes redundant (Black & Veloutsou, 2017; von Wallpach,
Hemetsberger, & Espersen, 2017) and highlights the notion of multiple
co-existing brand identities, resulting in “a nested system of identities”
(Kornum, Gyrd-Jones, Al Zagir, & Brandis, 2017: 432).

Although there is a growing interest on branding theories and their
applications to industrial settings (Biedenbach, Hultén, & Tarnovskaya,
2019), most of the knowledge on corporate brand identity co-creation
refers to B2C settings (e.g. Essamri, McKechnie, & Winklhofer, 2019).
The dominance of B2C in the discussion of corporate brand identity co-
creation is not surprising given that the existing body of research on
brand management is mainly based on consumer markets (Kotler &
Pfoertsch, 2007). B2B branding research is much less developed than in
the consumer branding literature and has not so far explained a wide
range of current branding issues (Wang & Hao, 2018). This paper fol-
lows the perspective that the discussion of a fluid and agile approach to
corporate brand identity is more relevant in B2B as it is in B2C due to
the given need of an industrial corporate brand to sustain long-term
relationships and interactions with a variety of different stakeholders
(Markovic, Iglesias, Singh, & Sierra, 2018). Also, the paper refers to the
crossroads of brand co-creation and organizational theory. The pre-
sented case noticeably points on how corporate brand identity co-
creation depends on the organizational use and adaptation of new
cultural resources (Rindova, Dalpiaz, & Ravasi, 2011) and how an or-
ganization is grounded in action, anchored in complex communicative
processes (Putnam & Nicotera, 2010).

There are only a few studies that focus on corporate brand identity
co-creation in general (von Wallpach, Voyer, Kastanakis, &
Mühlbacher, 2017) and co-creation of corporate brand identity in B2B
in particular. Preliminary deliberations in B2B indicate that a corporate
brand identity stems from the company’s founders but ultimately has to
be seen as a temporary outcome of a dynamic multi-stakeholder co-
creation process (Iglesias, Landgraf, Ind, Markovic, & Koporcic, 2020;
Törmälä & Gyrd-Jones, 2017). However, despite these reasonable pro-
positions that the idea of an ‘organic’ brand nature (Iglesias et al., 2013)
holds also true in the case of corporate brand identity in B2B, it is not
fully clear how an (industrial) corporation has to change and re-orga-
nize to successfully lead a brand from a “zero point” in which the brand
is initially created and introduced to a fully co-created brand. This
paper aims to describe and understand how a company and its corporate
culture, behaviour, brand management and communication approach have
to align over time to allow brand managers to adopt to an increased
open and fluid way of constructing corporate brand identity.

It can be said that owing to the specific peculiarities of both B2B
multi-stakeholder networks and industrial brands (Mudambi, 2002), it
would not be useful to apply insights from studies in the B2C context to
B2B marketing with no modification. To further unpack the notion of
corporate brand identity co-creation in B2B, the authors follow a pro-
cessual and performative understanding of corporate brand identity
(similar to Iglesias et al., 2020 and von Wallpach, Hemetsberger, et al.,
2017). Such a perspective sees identity as something that is performed
instead of something that one has (Butler, 2010). Given the lack of
research, this study leans on adopting a qualitative and exploratory-
type methodology. Particularly, we combine the methods of long-
itudinal case analysis (Yin, 2009) and grounded theory building (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967) to analyze the brand transformation process of the
world-leading German prosthetic-technology company Ottobock over a
period of 30 years. This analysis enables us to trace four successive
corporate brand identity development phases and to further develop a
performativity approach to reciprocal brand identity construction be-
tween the organization and multiple stakeholders.

2. Theoretical background

2.1. Corporate brand identity: Concept and framework

Conventionally, the branding literature has conceptualised corpo-
rate brand identity as a unilateral and enduring creation, initiated and
maintained by brand management (Aaker, 1996; Balmer, 2001;
Kapferer, 2012). Brand managers are supposed to develop a consistent
identity for the brand and transmit it to stakeholders in such a way that
they internalise that information (Burmann, Jost-Benz, & Riley, 2009;
Urde, Baumgarth, & Merrilees, 2013). Brand strategists are “aspired” to
nurture and maintain a stable identity (Aaker, 1996, p.68) that is re-
sistant to changes and disruptions (da Silveira et al., 2013). A strong
brand achieves alignment between intended and enacted brand identity
and provides a point of reference for consumers confronted by too many
product choices (Keller et al., 2011). Corporate brand identity is often
understood as a long-lasting ‘promise’ made to stakeholders with the
aim of creating a positive brand image (Melewar, Gotsi, &
Andriopoulos, 2012).

The literature offers several frameworks for the description and
analysis of brand identity. Some focus on (corporate) brands in con-
sumer markets, such as the six-fold AC3ID test (Balmer, Stuart, &
Greyser, 2009) or the six-dimension brand identity prism (Kapferer,
2012). Other frameworks specifically relate to B2B brand identity, as
the brand identity network (Coleman, de Chernatony, & Christodoulides,
2011) or the Industrial Global Brand Leadership (Beverland et al., 2007a).
In general, it can be said that there is no consistency about the di-
mensionality and the content of brand identity. Also, most of the fra-
meworks take a unilateral approach to brand identity construction.

In preparation for the empirical study in this paper, a corporate
brand identity framework was constructed (Fig. 1) that is adapted based
on two previous conceptualisations (Baumgarth & Binckebanck, 2015;
Hatch & Schultz, 2008). The initial framework stems from Hatch and
Schultz (2008) who presented the idea of an enterprise brand to em-
phasize that a corporate brand is only a part of the entire enterprise it
serves in which stakeholders can have a strong influence on the current
and future brand direction. The proposition of an enterprise brand
broadens classical inside-out frameworks to include an outside-in per-
spective. Baumgarth and Binckebanck (2015) added the dimensions of
communication and positioning. Both frameworks focus attention on
corporate brands and their conceptualization and explicitly recognise
the various stakeholders involved in brand construction: a structure

Fig. 1. Brand identity framework.

S. Kristal, et al. Journal of Business Research 114 (2020) 240–253

241



that is well suited to our research. The model built in this paper com-
prises four dimensions:

• Brand management: management-oriented decisions around the
brand, such as positioning or corporate design

• Corporate culture: values shared by employees, covering implicit
and explicit norms, symbols and rules

• Behaviour: inward and outward measures determined by the orga-
nisation

• Communication: all personal and non-personal contacts with sta-
keholders

The organising principle and the respective brand identity dimen-
sions that were chosen for this study, serve as a basis for the content
analysis conducted in the empirical part of the paper.

2.2. Corporate brand identity co-creation: Performative approach and
organizational constitution

Since the millennium the traditional managerial approach to cor-
porate brand identity building has been challenged by the appearance
of the co-creation paradigm and the notion of companies co-opting
consumers to become co-developers of value and meaning (Prahalad &
Ramaswamy, 2000, 2004). An emerging amount of literature argues for
a stakeholder-oriented brand era (Ind & Schmidt, 2019; Merz, He, &
Vargo, 2009) which takes a processual perspective on corporate iden-
tity formation that reconceptualizes brand identity as a dynamic and
unstable construct, originating in the interplay of very many actors and
subject to permanent negotiation (Essamri et al., 2019; da Silveira
et al., 2013; Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013). Such a perspective not
only counters the classical understanding of corporate brand identity
(e.g. Aaker, 1996; Balmer, 2012; Burmann et al., 2009; Kapferer, 2012),
but it argues that the distinction between an internal and external locus
of identity construction becomes redundant. Co-creation of corporate
brand identity builds the basis of the perceptions and involvement that
unite a disparate group of stakeholders in the pursuit of a common
cause (Black & Veloutsou, 2017; Hatch & Schultz, 2010; Ind et al.,
2017). Many aspects of these co-creational processes lie outside the
boundaries of the firm, in ‘conversational spaces’, and often develop
beyond the strategic aims set by brand managers (Iglesias et al., 2013;
Kristal, Baumgarth, & Henseler, 2018).

To explain the co-creational process, this paper considers two the-
oretical perspectives:

(1) Performative approach

The new logic of corporate brand identity management does not
only lead to a radical shift in thinking, but it also emphasizes the link
between corporate brand identity formation and performativity theory
that is concerned with performative constitutions of reality (von
Wallpach, Hemetsberger, et al., 2017). The theory argues that see-
mingly stable phenomena (e.g. corporate brand identity) do not exist
but are rather characterized by an ontological reality; i.e. social pro-
cesses that ongoingly constitute social objects (Butler, 2010). This view
embraces the socially constructed nature of a corporate brand that
considers identity as something that is performed and develops over
time (Goffman, 1978). Hence, corporate brand identity evolves in re-
sponse through both internal and external contextual changes and is
open to continuous re-definition (da Silveira et al., 2013; Törmälä &
Gyrd-Jones, 2017). There is no ‘true’ or ‘final’ stage of corporate brand
identity, but there is rather a shared reality that is situated within a
company’s context with which stakeholders relate different meanings
and values (Ballantyne & Aitken, 2007; Iglesias et al., 2013).

(2) Communicative constitution of an organization

Taking a performativity perspective and unfolding an ontological
reality of corporate brand identity (von Wallpach, Voyer, et al., 2017),
also affects the entire organization as corporate brands are concerned
with the overall company (Balmer, 2001). Literature shows that orga-
nizational identity is being unstable and redefined through drawing on
internal and external resources (Hatch & Schultz, 2002; Rindova et al.,
2011) and the constitutive role of communication in it (Deetz &
Putnam, 2001; Putnam & Nicotera, 2009).

Reciprocal processes and nested brand ecosystems in corporate
brand identity co-creation are based on interrelated communication
between company and stakeholders (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013).
Communication is said to determine the ontology of an organization
and presents a key factor in constituting it (Deetz, 1997; Deetz & Eger,
2014; Putnam & Nicotera, 2009, 2010). Especially, complex co-creative
communicative processes within brand ecosystems (e.g. brand com-
munities or subcultures) could lead to the emergence of both organizing
and organization (Putnam & Nicotera, 2010). Scholars in the field of
communicative constitution of organization (CCO) theorize organiza-
tion as a verb (process/doing) and distinguish it from an organization as
a noun (entity/being) (Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004; Putnam & Fairhurst,
2015). Understanding an organization as verb focuses on the “doing” or
how an organization as an activity occurs while an organization as noun
reflects upon how to “be” through organizing processes (Putnam &
Nicotera, 2010). We argue that a dynamic perspective of corporate
brand identity is strongly related to the CCO theory of organization
when regarded as a verb. The reason is that in both cases the respective
focus - brand identity or organization - is grounded in communicative
co-creative action. It is relevant to know the conditions under which
communication (re-)creates an organization and how this process is
interrelated with the co-creation of corporate brand identity.

2.3. Corporate brand identity co-creation in B2C and B2B

Studies that explore corporate brand identity by taking a perfor-
mativity perspective (Butler, 2010) are rather scarce. There is only little
insight into the multi-layered, dynamic co-creational processes among
various stakeholders that result in the formation of corporate brand
identity and there are also recent calls for more research towards this
end (von Wallpach, Voyer, et al., 2017).

(1) B2C

Generally, existing research on brand management and branding
mainly covers B2C brands, reflecting the assumption that industrial
buyers are unaffected by the emotional values residing in brands (Kotler
& Pfoertsch, 2007). Following this assumption, most of the existing
knowledge on corporate brand identity co-creation is derived ex-
clusively from the marketing of consumer brands and relate to B2C
corporate brand identity. Von Wallpach, Hemetsberger, et al. (2017)
explore a performative corporate brand identity by studying the re-
ciprocal co-construction of stakeholders and brand identity in the
context of the LEGO brand. Their study shows that while stakeholders
are involved in corporate brand identity co-creation, they simulta-
neously engage in the construction of their own identities through their
actions that express their personality and experiences. Other studies
confirm these findings by exploring how stakeholders make use of in-
tended corporate brand identity and proposed brand values composed
by brand management as a basis for interpretations in their own
manner, thereby forming their own identities at the same time (Black &
Veloutsou, 2017; Voyer, Kastanakis, & Rhode, 2017). Kornum et al.
(2017: 432) discuss multiple co-existing brand identities in the case of
the Nike brand as resulting in “a nested system of identities” that
emerge from the interplay between inside-out corporate brand identity
construction and outside-in corporate brand identity co-construction
within brand communities, sub-cultures or through individual actions.
The interplay within nested brand networks creates tension and synergy
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between the corporate brand identity that is covenanted by the com-
pany and the ones created by stakeholders (Kornum et al., 2017).

(2) B2B

It seems surprising, however, that the majority of available litera-
ture relates to B2C since the field of industrial branding is distinctly
richer in interactions and interrelations between stakeholders (Kotler &
Pfoertsch, 2007). B2B brands are surrounded by far more stakeholder
groups that are intensively interrelated (Koch & Gyrd-Jones, 2019;
Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011). Also, the notion of corporate branding
(Balmer, 2012) is often most important in B2B marketing (Leek &
Christodoulides, 2011; Mudambi, 2002) on account of product varia-
tions, shorter product life cycles or the production of customised pro-
ducts (Baumgarth, 2010). Therefore, this paper follows the idea that it
is more fruitful to investigate a reciprocal interaction between a man-
agerial corporate brand identity and stakeholder identities within in-
dustrial settings than in consumer markets.

So far, it has been found that network actors participate in brand
meaning formation through direct and indirect actions that can impact
the corporate brand’s image but that can also involve the creation of
brand identity (Mäläskä, Saraniemi, & Tähtinen, 2011). Stakeholders
take an active part in the formulation of corporate brand strategy
(Vallaster & Lindgreen, 2011) and they fulfil different roles in the co-
creation of corporate brand image (Törmälä & Saraniemi, 2018). To the
best of our knowledge, there are only two studies that explicitly draw
on a multi-layered, dynamic perspective of corporate brand identity in
B2B. Törmälä and Gyrd-Jones (2017) explore the development of cor-
porate brand identity in a new B2B venture. The authors suggest that
corporate brand identity evolves as a narrative performance. Their
study shows that the development of corporate brand identity and the
context of the development of a new B2B venture are closely inter-
twined processes. Initially, corporate brand identity reflects the com-
pany founders’ ideas and values. However, once a company gows, the
corporate brand identity develops and adjusts over time through co-
created interactions within brand ecosystems. Iglesias et al. (2020) aim
to investigate how corporate brand identity is co-created by multiple
internal and external stakeholders in a B2B context. Their papers take a
performativity approach to corporate brand identity and outlines how
corporate brand identity stems from the personal values of the founders
but is also a temporary outcome of a multi-stakeholder co-creation
process. Particularly, once the corporate brand identity is exposed to
stakeholders, it is in constant flux. Stakeholders continuously enact and
reinterpret the corporate brand identity in four different but inter-
related performances: (1) communicating, (2) internalizing, (3) con-
testing and (4) elucidating. Authors propose that managers should no
longer see themselves as “brand guardians” who preserve the purity of
the corporate brand but as “brand conductors” who reconcile the di-
verse stakeholder perspectives.

2.4. Summary and purpose

The role of corporate brand identity co-creation in the field of B2B is
significantly under-researched although there is an evident agreement
in the literature about the topic’s importance. The present study extends
the few insights on corporate brand identity co-creation in B2B by
taking a performative perspective to research brand identity organiza-
tional re-definition.

The paper aims to explore how a company in the B2B sector has to
change and re-organize to allow its corporate brand identity to be co-
created. Particularly, the framework constructed in chapter 2.1 helps to
achieve the purpose of the study, i.e. describe and understand how
Ottobock and its corporate culture, behaviour, brand management and
communication approach have adapted over time in the process of
leading the corporate brand from an internally governed brand to a
stage in which corporate brand identity is in constant flux and

reciprocally co-created by external and internal stakeholders.

3. Methodology

3.1. Design of the study

The empirical work reported in this paper is based on a qualitative,
single case study. The value of case studies to business research is well
recognised (Piekkari, Plakoyiannaki, & Welch, 2010) in that they en-
able the building of the conceptual base of a phenomenon that other-
wise lacks a strong existing theory (Yin, 2009). To study a complex
phenomenon such as co-creation, which involves human interactions
and a multi-stakeholder perspective (at least in the B2B setting), de-
mands an in-depth approach that can be effectively achieved in a single
case study (Feagin, Orum, & Sjoberg, 1991). As our study furthermore
set out to capture the dynamics of brand co-creation over time, a pro-
cess-based case design was adopted. The objective was to develop
conceptualisations on the subject of the study instead of holding on to
predefined theoretical frameworks (Andersen, Dubois, & Lind, 2018). In
contrast to a multiple-case design, such a process-based single case
study does not set as its priorities comparisons to existing issues, the
sampling of case exemplars, or achieving theoretical saturation (Perry,
1998). Priority is given to establishing temporal connections between
events and unfolding patterns of specific events, which may migrate
between levels and units of analysis (Andersen et al., 2018).

3.2. Criteria for selection of the case

The empirical case study in this paper is of Ottobock SE & Co. KGaA,
henceforward referred to by its corporate brand name ‘Ottobock’ or
simply as ‘the company’. Founded in 1919 by the eponymous ortho-
paedic technician, it manufactured and distributed artificial limbs,
support appliances and wheelchairs for disabled survivors of the First
World War. Recognising that demand could not be met by the tradi-
tional methods of craftsmanship, Otto Bock conceived the idea of mass-
producing such orthopaedic aids and appliances and supplying them
direct to orthopaedic practitioners in hospitals and clinics. He thereby
laid the foundation stone for the whole orthopaedic industry. Ottobock
has since been a leading innovator, for instance as the first company in
the industry to use polyurethane plastics rather than wood in the
manufacture of prosthetic legs after World War II. Other innovations
have been the development of an electrically operated prosthetic arm
controlled by muscle signals in the 1960 s, and the world's first com-
pletely microprocessor-controlled leg prosthesis system in the 1990 s.
By the harnessing of such complex technologies, Ottobock developed
from a manufacturer of individual components into a supplier of
complete prosthetic systems. In 2019, it is a third-generation family-
owned business with over 8,000 employees across more than 50
countries, generating annual sales greater than €1 billion (approxi-
mately $1.2 billion).

Ottobock was chosen as the host company for this case study for two
reasons. First, because of the opportunity to access critical data and
unpublished information in a real-life industrial setting; second, the
data source would satisfy the methodological criteria of being unique
(Yin, 2009), information-rich and is relevant in the area of interest
(Patton, 2002) in that it represents a best-practice scenario within its
industry, that brand management is given a high priority, and that
external stakeholders are incorporated into internal marketing and
branding activities.

3.3. Data collection

Analysing a case as specific as this and ensuring construct validity in
so doing require highly heterogeneous data and an in-depth data col-
lection process (Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010). Our study relied on
different sources of evidence, as recommended by Yin (2009) and
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Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007): Those are detailed in Table 1 and
consist of nine sources of evidence.

3.4. Ensuring rigor and quality

Case studies are usually carried out in close interaction with prac-
titioners and deal with real-life management situations. However,
without rigor, relevance cannot be claimed (Scandura & Williams,
2000).

In the positivist tradition, different criteria for case study research
are used to assess the rigor and quality of the method’s application
(Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010; Gibbert, Ruigrok, & Wicki, 2008; Yin,
2009). Central to the issue of rigor and quality in (case) research is the
notion of validity (Andersen et al., 2018). Validity refers to the corre-
spondence between empirical findings and theoretical constructs
(Riege, 2003). Three forms of validity are often used in case studies:
construct validity, securing that correct operational measures have
been established for the concepts in use; internal validity, ensuring
causal relationships; external validity, proving that the domain to
which a study’s findings belong can be generalized (Beverland &
Lindgreen, 2010). However, a combination of these validities is difficult
(Andersen et al., 2018; Bonoma, 1985; Dubois & Gadde, 2014; Gibbert
et al., 2008). It is reported that case study papers published in the
highest-ranked journals in the field of management (Academy of
Management Journal, Administrative Science Quarterly, Strategic
Management Journal) were likely to provide construct validity (Gibbert
et al., 2008). Also, theory asserts that a prerequisite for other validity
types (especially, external validity) is a case study’s construct validity
(e.g. Gibbert, 2006).

Our case offers a high level of construct validity by aligning to its
operationalisation as suggested by Beverland and Lindgreen (2010) and
Denzin and Lincoln (2011). Particularly, we ensured construct validity
by a) before starting with the data analysis, we triangulated gathered
material from all nine categories and consolidated it into a chron-
ologically-structured case study; b) we provide readers with a chain of
evidence using quotes from interviewees whenever appropriate; c) we
offered interviewees to review the case and give feedback. Also, the
case was sent to the Chief Marketing Officer (‘CMO’), whose remit was

worldwide, as a check on its validity. After acting upon minor altera-
tions requested, the case-study was resubmitted to the same executive
and approved without further modification. In addition to these three
steps, we further increased construct validity by d) making use of
multiple coders (three authors) (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and assuring
inter-coder agreement (Goffin, Åhlström, Bianchi, & Richtnér, , 2019).
Also, the interpretations were sent to the CMO to further enhance va-
lidity and credibility; e) a peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) by
attending international conferences and seminars where authors pre-
sented and discussed the case with uninvolved researchers in the field
and gathered highly valuable feedback that helped to establish trust-
worthiness.

3.5. Data analysis

A systematic analysis was assured by adopting a multi-step ap-
proach, encompassing data reduction, display and verification (Miles &
Huberman, 1994), which is considered to be appropriate in case study
research (Halinen & Törnroos, 2005; Yin, 2009). In this case, the ana-
lysis comprised four steps.

As a first step, the analysis process was organised in different time
phases, to understand the company’s dynamic development and to re-
duce overall complexity. Analysis was highly iterative at this stage,
leading to recognition of four time-phases, each of a distinct duration
but all exhibiting similar patterns of content. In the second step, qua-
litative content analysis was conducted, based on the brand-identity
framework presented in the previous chapter. At this step of the data
analysis process, the four dimensions of the framework became the
coding elements in content analysis, which proceeded reciprocally from
material to coding element and back until all data items had been al-
located to one coding element. This process was carried out separately
for each constructed time-phase, as shown in the Appendix.

The third step was to employ axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990)
to cluster the data items in each coding element into a single super-
ordinate category constructed inductively, relying on well-established
concepts from management, marketing and branding. This process was
again carried out phase by phase, yielding 16 themes. In a fourth and
final step, we made further use of axial coding to merge all elements

Table 1
Sources of evidence.

Origin Specific sources

Semi-structured interviews Interview A: Chief Marketing Officer (Aged 37, joined Ottobock in 2005; by telephone April 2018; Worldwide remit; Internal stakeholder)
Interview B: Head of Digital Marketing (Aged 39, joined Ottobock in 2002; face-to-face March 2018; Worldwide remit; Internal stakeholder)
Interview C: Head of R&D (Aged 44, joined Ottobock in 1991; face-to-face March 2018; Worldwide remit; Internal stakeholder)Interview D:
Head of ‘FabLab’ (Aged 36, joined Ottobock in 2015; face-to-face April 2018; Worldwide remit; Internal stakeholder in the role of managing
the FabLab and external stakeholder in the role of running the open innovation space)Interview E: Brand Ambassador (Aged 35, ambassador
for Ottobock since 2007; by telephone April 2018; External stakeholder in the role of product user)Interview F: External brand consultant
(Aged 50, consultant for Ottobock since 2010, face-to-face March 2018; External stakeholder)

Brand workshops Workshop A: After the interview with the Chief Marketing Officer in April 2018, development of a timeline with the most important events
outlining the brand’s historyWorkshop B: After the interview with the external brand consultant in March 2018, development of a timeline
with the most important events outlining the brand’s history

Brand Books Brand Book, 54 pages (2011)Brand Book II, 59 pages (2015)
Homepages Ottobock Homepage and corresponding subpages‘Fab Lab’ Homepage and corresponding subpages
Social media Ottobock Facebook postsOttobock Twitter feedOttobock YouTube posts
Press releases Press Release A: 20 years of C-Leg (2017)Press Release B: 30 years of Paralympics (2017)Press Release C: Let’s Dance (2017) Press Release D:

Econ Award (2013) Press Release E: Brand ambassador at Let’s Dance (2017) Press Release F: Brand ambassador leaves Let’s Dance (2017)
Press Release G: Running Clinic in India (2015) Press Release H: Ottobock engages external consultant (2010) Press Release I: Ottobock
engages agency for new corporate design (2012) Press Release J: Sportsman of the year (2015) Press Release K: Knee joint 3 s80 sport (2018)

Product brochures Brochure A: Arm prosthetics (before re-branding)Brochure B: Arm prosthetics (before re-branding)Brochure C: Arm prosthetics (after re-
branding)Brochure D: Foot prosthetics (before re-branding)Brochure E: Hand prosthetics (before re-branding)Brochure F: Spinal prosthetics
(before re-branding)

Secondary InterviewsObservations Interview A: Chief Marketing Officer (Proceedings of the international branding conference DERMARKENTAG 2016)Interview B: Chief
Marketing Officer (German Newspaper 04/2016)Interview C: Chief Marketing Officer (German Newspaper 02/2017)Interview D: Chief
Marketing Officer (German Newspaper 08/2012)Interview E: Head of Corporate Communication and Head of Open Innovation (Human
ResourcesMagazine 07/2017)Interview F: Chief Marketing Officer (Markenartikel Journal 06/2017)Interview G: Brand Ambassador (German
Newspaper 06/2017)Interview H: Head of business unit (Healthcare Marketing Journal 05/2011)HeadquarterOpen-space offices at
HeadquarterShowroom at HeadquarterProduction facilitiesFabLabScience CenterEvents held at the Science Center
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and superordinate categories in each phase into four brand-phases
capable of describing the progress of brand-identity development from
1988 to 2018.

Fig. 2 provides a diagrammatic summary of the whole data analysis
process.

4. Findings

Our analysis of the development of Ottobock’s corporate brand
identity found a transformation from one that was initially composed
by the top-management to a nested system of interacting and co-crea-
tive identities. Thereby, we establish four phases of corporate brand
identity (re)definition that do not only affect the brand but also its
governance and the overall constitution of the organization.

While no explicit branding or marketing department had existed in
the first of those phases, before 2008, the professionalisation of the
branding and brand management functions had begun. That proved to
be the first step towards the creation of a strong foundation for the
brand and its corporate identity, which was further strengthened and
stabilised in the third phase, starting some five years later, when the
brand came to be seen as a strategic hub and the company transformed
simple brand orientation into the notion of ‘living the brand’. Finally,
by 2018, Ottobock had increasingly opened itself up to three groups of
co-creators in its operating environment and internalised external in-
puts that could affect the corporate brand’s identity. Those three groups
are professionals (orthopaedic technicians, physicians, health insurance
companies), employees and consumers.

In the remainder of Section 4, these four phases are presented in
detail by grounding the respective brand identity dimensions from our
framework with data artefacts (Yin, 2009). The case study analysis
mainly focuses on three aspects: (1) the main and constitutive aspect is
the exploration of how Ottobock’s corporate brand identity has changed
over the years, (2) another integral aspect is the impact of co-creators
(employees, professionals and consumers) on Ottobock’s identity and
(3) an additional aspect is the identification of brand governance
(Hatch & Schultz, 2010) and the organizational constitution in each
established corporate brand identity phase.

4.1. Corporate brand identity phase I (1988 – 2008)

4.1.1. Ottobock’s identity

(1) Brand Management

This phase is characterised by a classical approach to B2B marketing
and technology brands. The company had neither a marketing-depart-
ment nor a brand management function. Instead, there was an
Information Department with responsibility for the printing and
creating of advertisements and brochures. Sales and marketing activ-
ities were managed by the Product

Management Department. Branding focused on B2B clients (pro-
fessionals): orthopaedic technicians, physicians, and health insurance
companies. The users (consumers) of the products were not considered.

CMO: “… there was an info-department. They created catalogues for
clients, such as orthopaedic technicians, and they sometimes also cre-
ated an advert, but that was always product-focused and always in
specialist media. A marketing department in that sense did not exist. Of
course, some advertising was done. But this was not what we under-
stand today as target-group-oriented advertising or multi-media cam-
paigns. All this was non-existent then, and that was not so long ago.”

(2) Culture

The culture could be best described by the metaphor ‘dark blue’
which is said to be the typical colour for an engineering brand. There
were no brand guidelines for employees; instead, the mindset was fo-
cused on technology and quality.

CMO: “We were dark blue, typically engineering: thus, an en-
gineering brand. We were very traditional, we were very B2B. Our focus
was on our tradition, and also on our logo.”

(3) Behaviour

Brand-related activities were more or less the result of luck. The
need was not seen to establish a positioning or identity for the brand.
The belief was that the company’s name would be enough. Since
Ottobock had always been known for high quality and innovation, the
focus was on internal product development and production as the most
important tasks.

Brand consultant: “Well, a brand positioning was non-existent. Here
was a company that was world-famous in its industry for the quality
and functionality of its products. Ottobock was a quality seal.”

(4) Communication

The company’s communications were characterised by sender or-
ientation, as distinct from receiver orientation. Users were not involved
in the generation of communications and there was no ambition to
generate or integrate user-generated content. The focus of commu-
nication strategies was on product information and technology, and the
main target audience was professionals in the field of prosthetics. There
was no integration of communications initiatives. Fig. 3 shows two
examples of advertisements within a product brochure during this
period.

4.1.2. Impact of co-creators
In this first phase, Ottobock’s brand identity was not interrelated

with co-creator (employees, professionals and consumers) identities.
The initial identity of the brand was robust against internal and external
impulses. Identity was regarded as something that one has - hence, as a
stable and enduring construction of the (top-)management.

4.1.3. Brand governance and organizational constitution
The brand governance could be best characterized by an implicit

Fig. 2. Data analysis process.

S. Kristal, et al. Journal of Business Research 114 (2020) 240–253

245



and unregulated management style. The prevalent leadership style was
‘command and control’. Brand values were not explicitly defined and
also, there was a lack of clear covenanted corporate brand identity
guidelines.

The organizational constitution was stable and rigid. Organization
was seen as a noun (see Fairhurst & Putnam, 2004; Putnam & Fairhurst,
2015). The organizational approach was top-down and it lacked any
understanding of the importance of communication as a constitutive
factor for the organization. Communicative co-creative processes with
internal or external stakeholder groups were non-existent.

4.2. Corporate brand identity phase II (2009–2012)

4.2.1. Ottobock’s identity

(1) Brand Management

From 2009, Ottobock began to engage external consultants and
agencies to strengthen the brand image. Based on these external inputs
in tandem with internal deliberations, the company’s CEO decided to
conduct a customer survey in 2010–11 that would find out more about
perceptions of the Ottobock brand. The conclusion was that the com-
pany was well-known for high-quality products but that, at the same
time, the brand was seen as being overbearing and product-centred.

Brand consultant: “[The customers] said: You have great products,
you are a world market leader, but you have an infatuation with
technology, you are a bit arrogant and narcissistic. That shocked the
management … But it was also thought-provoking and led to the de-
cision that ‘we need to change our organisation’.”

These findings led to two important initiatives. The first was a re-
organisation of how the brand was managed through the establishment
of the position of Chief Marketing Officer, assigned responsibility for
global brand management; the second was an intensification and pro-
fessionalisation of brand management. The aim was to step away from
being positioned as an engineering brand focused solely on technical

product features. In 2011, the brand logo was changed to that shown in
Fig. 4.

While the supplanted logo mimicked the signature of the founder, it
was intended that its replacement would be easier to read anywhere in
the world and that the simplified typeface with the lower-case initial
letter plus the dot at the end evoking an online presence would convey
the company’s new marketing orientation. At the same time, a man-
agement team articulated fifteen brand values, which were codified in a
first global ‘brand book’. The overall mission was to create a brand in a
brand-free environment. In 2012, internal workshops with such stake-
holder groups as managers, employees and customers were run to
narrow down the initial brand values to the main core values that made
up the brand. The outcome was three: human, reliable, inventive.

(2) Culture

The changed approach to branding also affected the corporate cul-
ture, in that the decision was made to shift the firm’s focus from product
to user, from pure B2B to B2B plus B2C. There is clear evidence of this
new orientation in the extract from the ‘brand book’ shown in Fig. 5.

(3) Behaviour

The notion of ‘design thinking’ was introduced. Users of the firm’s
prosthetic devices were invited to participate in product development
workshops together with product managers, engineers and designers.
Simultaneously, Ottobock began to form working relationships with
brand ambassadors representing the company and its products, most of
them professional Paralympics athletes. The first of those made an ex-
ternal contribution to new product development by acting as a co-
creator of a knee joint for athletes, which has subsequently become a
world market leader in this specific product category.

Brand ambassador: “… I integrate my experience from sports into the
company. … Ottobock equipped me with a technician and the know-
how, and a product was developed that is nowadays used across the

Fig. 3. Examples of early advertisements and brochures.

Fig. 4. Brand logo before 2011 (left) and new logo (right).
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whole world.”

(4) Communication

In this phase, there was a change in communications strategy to-
wards opening-up to an increased number of target groups. A Science
Centre was opened in Berlin in 2009, to involve more visitors and the
general public in the topics of mobility and prosthetics. Its exhibits
majored on interactivity, to acquaint visitors with the complexity of the
human body, the history of the company, and the functionality of its
products. In parallel with this shift to B2B plus B2C, the level of user-
centredness increased in the company’s communications, as ex-
emplified by the advertisement in Fig. 6.

Another communication initiative was running clinics. Set up as a
collaborative project by the brand ambassador quoted above, they are
now conducted all around the world. Besides the idea of supporting
amputees in their wish to live an active life, the clinics help the brand to

promote its corporate social responsibility, distance itself from its for-
merly overbearing image, and reach target groups that would otherwise
be inaccessible to Ottobock.

CMO: “… it is a world market leader trap. We were a preferred
brand; we were not a loved brand. And here the running clinics help
us.”

4.2.2. Impact of co-creators
Ottobock’s brand identity began to be weakly impacted by all three

co-creator groups. Interactions with professionals (e.g. sales activities
or trade fairs) and especially the brand survey among professionals led
to the decision to initiate a change of the brand and its organization.
The brand book I depicts an initial idea to embed the topic of brand into
the mindset of employees. Employees started to restrictively impact
Ottobock’s identity by taking part in timely-limited brand value work-
shops and design thinking processes. Also, for the first-time consumers
were integrated and connected to the brand by several measures (e.g.
user-centred communication style, running clinics, Science Centre).

4.2.3. Brand governance and organizational constitution
Managers aimed to achieve a professionalisation of activities

through the introduction of brand management (status-quo analysis,
workshops, establishment of brand management) and branding tech-
niques (logo, design guidelines). Particularly, the change of the sig-
nature-based brand logo to the new logo symbolizes the principal
readiness to be connected to the digital and networked world.

Communicate co-creative processes were starting to weakly evolve,
especially between Ottobock and professionals. Although this can be
regarded as a first impulse for re-thinking organization in a rather on-
tological manner, still the “power” of co-creative communicative ac-
tions for shaping organizational identity was neglected.

4.3. Corporate brand identity phase III (2013–2015)

4.3.1. Ottobock’s identity

(1) Brand management

In this phase, a ‘brand compass’, as shown in Fig. 7, was introduced
to remind employees at all levels of the three core brand values that
were established in the previous phase. It simultaneously offered an
opportunity for employees to check whether or not their operational
behaviour aligned with those brand values. The brand compass was
depicted in a second global brand book, published in 2015. Under the
title ‘Living the Brand’, the book explained the increasing importance of
being a brand-oriented organisation. The generic brand compass was
adapted to be relevant for images, interior design, relations with part-
ners, digital media, internal and external communication, brand lan-
guage, brand culture, service quality, and trade shows.

Fig. 5. Graphic from Brand Book I.

Fig. 6. User-centred communication.
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(2) Culture

The brand compass also helped to embed the brand and its values
further into the culture and language of employees and to make clear
that the brand was much more than just a matter of design. Besides, an
internal campaign was initiated in 2014 under the banner ‘I am
Ottobock because…’. An example of its outputs is shown in Fig. 8.
Employees could express why they ‘stood for’ Ottobock, and hence why
they were part of the brand and a potential brand ambassador. The
notion of a ‘brand’ had become more important and more embedded in
the minds of employees.

(3) Behaviour

The ‘design thinking’ workshops initiated towards the end of the
previous phase were at first unsuccessful due to a belief among product

managers that external sources of co-creation inputs would lack ex-
pertise and that the design of the product was not as important as its
features. In response to this resistance, the Brand Consultant decided to
invite the chief designer of a German multinational automation tech-
nology manufacturer to make a presentation about the importance of
user-oriented design in product development. After such a credible
source had emphasised the need for the integration of design thinking
and external sources, such as users, into the product development
process, the product managers duly started to adopt the idea. One ex-
ample of a project in which users co-created in tandem with product
managers and designers is the new design for the mechatronic knee
joint.

Brand consultant: “For the first time we initiated a co-creational
project for a mechatronic knee joint where from the very beginning,
designers and users worked together in development.”

(4) Communication

In the process of opening up the brand, Ottobock’s presence at trade
fairs was redesigned to create a ‘brand-world’ (see, for example, Fig. 9).
Employees were offered training intended to focus their attention on
the brand’s core values and ensure that their behaviour would be on-
message when they communicated with visitors and other external
groups. The main focus of communication was moved to user testi-
monials rather than the usual brochures and other paper-based in-
formation materials. This was another step towards the brand becoming
more open, approachable and tangible for external groups.

4.3.2. Impact of co-creators
Co-creators became increasingly important to affect the brand

identity of Ottobock. Particularly, employees started to actively co-
create in new product development. Internal brand management mea-
sures became decisive in this phase and aimed at turning the corporate
brand into a strategic hub. Also, co-creative interactions between em-
ployees were promoted through the newly installed open-space offices.
Co-creation with professionals in R&D was intensified and by turning
consumers into brand ambassadors they became true co-creators in
communication for instance on trade fairs or within their cultural en-
vironments. Also, selected consumers (brand ambassadors) engaged in
co-creating new products.

4.3.3. Brand governance and organizational constitution
The leadership style was mainly concerned with pushing brand

Fig. 7. Brand compass.

Fig. 8. Internal ‘I’m Ottobock’ campaign.
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orientation. Hence, with embedding the brand into the daily mindset,
behaviour and language of employees. It was aimed at achieving a
consistent understanding of corporate brand identity within Ottobock.

Co-creative communicative activities with and between co-creator
groups were supported by the intensification of co-creation in new
product development and communication. Particularly, the shift from a
“silo mentality” to an open and networked office structure, had an
impact on the so-far mainly one-dimensional communicational prac-
tices. Communication became an ongoing process of negotiation with
employees in which co-created communication partially defined orga-
nizational reality as being a combination of Ottobock’s identity and the
identities of co-creators.

4.4. Corporate brand identity phase IV (2016–2018)

4.4.1. Ottobock’s identity

(1) Brand management

The brand management function has been further stabilized, to in-
crease the degree of user-orientation and of being more differentiated
about the positioning strategies for different product groups (prosthetic
devices of several kinds and wheelchairs). In this final phase, it becomes
clear that the core direction of the brand has been stable since the
foundation of the company. However, external inputs have modified
the brand’s positioning in so far as it has become more open and ap-
proachable.

CMO: “Ottobock is Ottobock. We cannot change this; that would be
[too] difficult… But the brand is more open, more approachable… and
that is the influence of external stakeholders … We know that here or
there we need to manage our brand in a more differentiated way.”

(2) Culture

The ‘design thinking’ philosophy has become very dominant in
Ottobock’s innovation culture. The increased integration of external
sources has led to an open-minded culture within the company’s ‘inner
sanctum’, the R&D department. There has also been an impact on the
profile of potential employees, who are expected to be more open,

participatory and co-creative than before.
Head of R&D: “We will have to look for other profiles. More open,

communicative. … not everyone will have Ottobock-specific ideas, but
completely different ideas that we take as inspiration to transfer them
to products. I think that is the crunch point, where we have to improve
in the future.”

(3) Behaviour

In 2016, Ottobock inaugurated a workspace dedicated to blue skies
thinking about innovation in Berlin, designated the ‘FabLab’, which was
intended to open up the product development and innovation processes
more strongly to external groups extending beyond brand ambassadors
or lead users. For instance, start-ups, universities or other people and
organisations operating in sectors different from Ottobock’s were ex-
pected to be attracted by such new technologies as 3D printing or rapid
prototyping. The plan was to integrate those groups increasingly into
the development and co-creation of new medico-technical products and
corresponding services, such as digital apps, and thereby set up a
win–win situation: Ottobock generates the idea and/or prototype and
on that basis takes over responsibility for production and introduction
to a market with very high barriers to entry. To capitalise on FabLab
and intensify the idea of blue-skies thinking, ‘CreativeLab’ was opened
at the corporate headquarters in Duderstadt in 2017.

Head of FabLab: “… there is a start-up here; they work on intelligent
insoles that include sensors connected to an app. When you walk with
it, dynamic movement data is captured. That is highly relevant for us …
for the mobility, what we want to enable as Ottobock … because of this
data we will be able to offer a better therapy.”

Driven by the new innovation culture, co-created projects have been
initiated with companies that have no relation to Ottobok’s core-busi-
ness: for instance, with a German insurance company, where the idea
was to develop new ways of thinking about sports equipment, or with a
Japanese carmaker about mobility solutions in the future.

(4) Communication

In 2016, a real social-media push started and the number of related
activities increased, to strengthen encounters and interactions with

Fig. 9. New trade-fair stand.
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users. An essential part of Ottobock’s communication strategy during
phase four was the establishment of brand communities to increase the
amount of co-created brand content. For instance, one community is
centred on the running clinics and the Brand Ambassador is part of it.
Here stakeholders from all over the world interact with each other and
with the brand that otherwise would be unreachable for the company.

Head of Digital Marketing: He (Brand Ambassador) reaches a com-
munity that works well for us … The community members … are
emotionally connected with him. We would have never reached these
people as a company, no matter how hard we might have tried.”

4.4.2. Impact of co-creators
Co-creator groups progressively started to affect Ottobock’s corpo-

rate brand identity. While employees are still holding a high level of
interrelation, professionals and consumers have started to equally in-
fluence Ottobock in its brand identity formation through for instance
the FabLab, the co-creation with companies from other industries or
brand communities. The idea of a performative brand identity that is
permanently in the process of adaptation to internal and external im-
pulses instead of being of stable, becomes best visible in this last phase.

4.4.3. Brand governance and organizational constitution
Managers became humble, participatory and open. Instead of

pushing and holding on to rigid standards, the leader style focuses on
reconciling Ottobock’s brand identity with identities formed by the co-
creator groups.

Simultaneously to the corporate brand identity, also the organiza-
tion increasingly turned into an ontological performative process in
which four different parties have to agree on a common consensus. Co-
creative communicative processes ongoingly determine and form the
organization.

Table 2 summarizes the four phases of Ottobock’s corporate brand
identity with regards to the respective brand identity elements, the
impact of co-creators, the form of brand governance and the constitu-
tion of the organization.

5. Conclusions and implications

5.1. Theoretical implications

Our study contributes to the field by following recent calls to better
understand the corporate brand identity co-creation process (Iglesias
et al., 2020; von Wallpach, Hemetsberger, et al., 2017; von Wallpach,
Voyer, et al., 2017). Additionally, we also answer the need for more
research on B2B brand management and branding (Wang & Hao, 2018)
by investigating corporate brand identity in the case of an industrial
company. Therefore, our study advances the fragmented body of re-
search on B2B brand management and branding, which has lagged
behind B2C branding thinking for many years.

Despite most of the existing knowledge on corporate brand identity
co-creation relates to B2C markets (e.g. Kornum et al., 2017), we are in
line with Iglesias et al. (2020) and argue that a stakeholder-oriented
and performative perspective on corporate brand identity construction
is rather relevant in the case of B2B brands; given the fact that they are
grounded in much richer interactions and interrelations between dif-
ferent stakeholder groups. By exploring a multiplicity of stakeholder
relations in co-creation, we depict how these co-creators (employees,
professionals, consumers) take different roles throughout the develop-
ment of corporate brand identity. It can be seen that initially, corporate
brand identity stems exclusively from the company’s top management.
However, in the process of aligning the brand organization to altered
market conditions, stakeholders start to increasingly affect Ottobock’s
identity. Stakeholder identities begin to interplay with the brand
identity formed by Ottobock, resulting in a rather nested system of
identities (Kornum et al., 2017). Thereby, interdependencies, synergies
and tensions between the different identities are unfolded which sup-
ports the argument for researching corporate brand identity from a
performative perspective.

The paper also emphasizes that in the case of corporate brand
identity co-creation (in B2B), the boundaries between company and
stakeholders are increasingly blurring. While classical literature argues

Table 2
Four phases of corporate brand identity.
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for an inside-out approach to identity creation (e.g. Aaker, 1996;
Kapferer, 2012), we outline how actually identity and image creation
happen at the same time. Corporate brand identity is depicted as dy-
namic and ongoing, being an ontological entity instead of a rigid and
stable idea.

This research further contributes to the literature by establishing
four phases of corporate brand identity. Theses phases outline a pattern
of how a corporate brand in industrial markets can institutionalize a
more fluid and agile approach to identity formation. This implies that
stabilisation of brand management and corporate brand orientation are
both essential prerequisites of readiness to transfer internal and ex-
ternal inputs into brand identity. These findings can be very valuable to
researchers and practitioners, given that the construction of a brand is
no longer solely an internal management task and that companies in-
creasingly lose control over their intended brand meanings (Black &
Veloutsou, 2017).

Also, these findings are of value for the overall field of brand co-
creation research. Most scholars in the field argue that the brand co-
creation paradigm challenges other dominant concepts in brand man-
agement, such as identity-based approaches or brand orientation.
However, our corporate brand identity phases indicate that brand co-
creation is not necessarily contradictory to other paradigms but the
question is rather how to connect the paradigms to have a clear internal
approach to corporate brand identity, while at the same time allowing
for internal and external inputs to be integrated and co-created.

With regard to theoretical implications, existing research on brand
identity co-creation regardless of context (B2C versus B2B) or brand
category (product versus corporate) tends to present a snapshot of a co-
creation scenario in which the dynamic nature of co-creation is ne-
glected. Our study is one of the first of its kind to take a process-or-
iented and performative perspective on the co-creation of corporate
brand identity by investigating a real-world brand transformation for
thirty years.

Lastly, our case points out how corporate brand identity co-creation
is intertwined and affects the constitution of the overall organization.
Particularly, we show how complex co-creative communicative pro-
cesses (e.g. Deetz & Putnam, 2001; Putnam & Nicotera, 2010) within
nested systems of identities constitute a new form of organization that
enables Ottobock to increasingly open-up to co-creator groups without
losing control over the brand’s identity.

5.2. Practical implications

Co-creation marks a shift from internally-generated, management-
centred brand building to a collaborative process. Such a different ap-
proach also demands a change of brand governance. The phases of
corporate brand identity that our findings describe can serve as a
blueprint for B2B brands in general. We show that within each phase,
managers have adapted how they governed the brand. For instance, in
phase II, the main task was to establish a brand management and
marketing department. In phase III, managers were already one step
further forward and the concern was how to internalise the brand into
the minds of all employees. In phase IV, it can be best recognised that
the initial leadership style of deciding and commanding has trans-
formed into listening and participating. However, we also show that
setting an initial sense of brand direction is still the manager’s key task,
which is less about proposing rigid brand standards than about having a
well-defined purpose with the flexibility of reinterpretation. Therefore,
a future challenge for managers will be the constant negotiation of
corporate brand identity with different groups of internal and external
stakeholders. Brand managers will have to find ways of how to sensibly
harmonize various formations of brand identity.

Another implication for practice arises from our focus on a corpo-
rate brand. One essential threat to corporate brands is the gap between
stakeholders’ perceptions and the ‘promise’ made by the corporation
(Roper & Davies, 2007). The consequence of such a gap might be that

stakeholders reject the brand’s offer (Balmer, 2012). Our case provides
corporate brand managers with a practical example of how to prevent
such an occurrence. Since its re-branding in 2011, Ottobock has started
to integrate external stakeholders increasingly into corporate activities.
This has helped managers to recognise external needs they presumably
would not otherwise have detected and strengthen the bond between
stakeholders and the brand. The resulting brand promise is not only
better aligned with stakeholders’ expectations, but it is they who to
some extent support the company in formulating its brand proposition.

5.3. Limitations and further research

The results of our analyses of the empirical data collected should be
treated with appropriate caution, given that the focus of our case study
was on a single host company. The method enabled us to study the
phenomenon and an empirical example of it in-depth by carefully de-
veloping conceptualisations about the subject of the study (Andersen
et al., 2018) but is not clear if the brand-phases would also apply to
other companies in the same industry and firms in other industries. A
larger sample of companies from various industries would be needed to
establish whether or not industrial companies, in general, need to
create a strong foundation for the brand before successfully co-creating
brand meaning.

A general problem is that when qualitative methodologists do pre-
sent number ranges for appropriate sample size, they fail to explain any
rationale (Marshall, Cardon, Poddar, & Fontenot, 2013; Onwuegbuzie &
Leech, 2007). Despite six primary interviews might be regarded as few,
in our case, that seems appropriate as (1) Semi-structured interviews
present only one out of nine sources of evidence (Yin (2009) re-
commends at least six) that we use to construct our case; (2) Following
the operationalisation as suggested by Beverland and Lindgreen (2010)
and Denzin and Lincoln (2011), our case offers a high level of construct
validity. This also creates a strong precondition and starting basis for
future research on corporate brand identity co-creation; (3) We ac-
quired interviewees from Ottobock’s worldwide top-management and
combined them with interviewees from carefully chosen external sta-
keholder groups. This enabled us to explore corporate brand identity
formation in B2B by taking a multi-actor perspective.

Another methodological limitation is the explorative nature. It is
suitable to advance the understanding of brand-related topics in the
field of industrial marketing and build theory (Beverland & Lindgreen,
2010; Piekkari et al., 2010). Though, we are not able to identify the
most “valuable” stage for the brand. Hence, the relation between the
brand-phases that we found and brand success (e.g. brand equity) re-
mains unclear. Further research could follow a quantitative design to
measure and compare brand-related effects within each brand devel-
opment stage. An experimental study could test the identified phases
against each other concerning brand-related constructs.

With Ottobock we investigated a well-established company in the
orthopaedic industry. However, with newly founded small ventures,
completely different phases of brand identity development than the
ones we found might evolve as pre-stages of co-creation or they might
even become redundant at all. Further research could explore B2B start-
ups that co-create brand meaning to learn if and which brand-phases
they went through. Also, while we outline how brand governance has
adapted throughout the corporate brand identity phases, it would be
valuable to conduct a survey that aims to capture respective forms of
brand governance of different companies in different industries.
Potentially, a newly founded small venture could follow a humble and
participatory brand governance by “nature” without ever having had a
classical command and control approach.

Linked to the preceding limitation, future research could explore the
changing profile of a brand manager. Analogical to our brand identity
phases, we expect that a brand manager also needs to pass different
personal development phases to successfully fulfil the brand govern-
ance task. Connected to our established phases, such personal phases
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could encompass a transformation from a deep “technology expert”
(Phase I), to a “brand professional” (Phase II), to a “human resource”
and “cultural manager” (Phase III) and an “open-minded networker and
integrator” (Phase IV). The question would be if and how a brand
manager could change his or her skillset and mindset and what kind of
training would be necessary.

Our study was mainly concerned with Ottobock’s brand identity and
how it has become interrelated and affected with stakeholder identities.

Future research might want to set the focus on stakeholder identities
and explore how a change in the company’s identity affects stake-
holders and their identities.

Lastly, the brand identity dimensions that served for the coding are
well-fitting in the context of co-creation. However, there is no agreed
consensus about the dimensionality of brand identity and therefore,
future work might retrieve on other dimensions when researching
brand co-creation.

Appendix:. Results of coding for each time phase

Dimensions Phase

I (1988–2008) II (2009–2012) III (2013–2015) IV (2016–2018)

Brand Managem-
ent

• First corporate-identity guidelines

• Info-department responsible for
marketing

• External consultant and agency for
creation of corporate-design

• New brand logo

• Internal brand ambassadors

• Brand Book I

• Brand platform

• Creation of brand values

• Establishment of Chief Marketing
Officer post

• Brand compass to guide lan-
guage and behaviour

• Brand Book II with a focus on
three main brand values

• Further establishment and sta-
bilisation

Culture • “Dark-blue”-metaphor (technology-
focused B2B-brand)

• B2B-culture

• Shift from B2B to B2B and B2C

• Open-space offices

• Open showroom at Headquarter

• Participative workshops

• Design-thinking perspective

• Internal brand management
measures

• Internal brand campaign

• Design-thinking philosophy

• Opening of the R&D-department

• Changed profile of potential em-
ployees

Behaviour • High-quality products

• Technology first

• First innovation, where the idea is
based on an external source

• First engagement in Paralympics

• Focus on high-quality products and
features

• Product co-created by a Brand
Ambassador

• Focus on high-quality products
and features

• Co-creative FabLab Berlin

• Co-creative CreativeLab at
Headquarters

• Collaboration with start-ups, uni-
versities, further companies

Communication • One-way-communication

• No integrated approach

• Fact- and info-based

• External Brand Ambassadors

• Open-house at Headquarters

• Science Center

• Customer survey

• Running Clinics

• New exhibition style of the showroom

• New type of trade-fair communica-
tion: the shift from paper to user

• Social-media activities estab-
lish and increase

• Campaign: Passion for
Paralympics

• Social media for listening and
interaction

• Brand communities

• Lead of communication by users
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