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Lifelong learning and the continuous development of one’s personality 
are a matter of course for Stefan Scheidt. After studying sports science 
at the German Sport University in Cologne, he graduated with a Master 
of Arts in Human Resources and Organisational Development (Techni-
cal University of Kaiserslautern) and an Executive MBA at Manchester 
Business School. He draws his practical experience from international 
motorsport as well as from management positions in corporate groups 
and medium-sized companies. His interdisciplinary research on the 
“Personal Branding of Top Managers” as part of a doctoral programme 
at the University of Twente contributes speci!cally to his many years of 
work as a business coach for executives and top managers. In addition 
to publications in renowned journals and presentations at international 
conferences, he also bridges the gap between science and practice as 
well as research and application.

Personal branding is more than just being personally visible in social media or presenting oneself ap-
propriately in public or professional appearances. It is about positioning oneself as a top manager in a 
targeted way in the company, in the corporate environment and in public, establishing oneself as an 
opinion leader with individual strengths in one’s own competitive environment. It is also about building 
a brand from one’s own name, giving it a pro!le, positioning the appropriate topics in the respective 
media and further developing the individual personality in the relevant !eld. However, personal bran-
ding encompasses more than merely focusing on the person. Equally crucial is how the personal brand 
interacts and has an impact with the corporate brand and how it is integrated into its environment. 
The individual personality with all its strengths, abilities, values, motives, interests, experiences and 
goals is unique and distinctive. This personality is the germ cell, the core and the highest asset of one’s 
own personal brand. The strengths must be sharpened in a personal pro!le and staged individually 
through the appropriate storytelling in di"erent media and in public. Personal branding is a constant, 
long-term process to present authenticity in a credible way and to make the personal brand equity 
tangible and visible. 
The development of a personal brand is the crucial element on the path to top management and to be 
successful in top management. This dissertation and its !ndings from various research studies contribu-
te to a deeper understanding of personal branding, especially for top managers, and provide profound 
options for applied practice.
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This dissertation arose from a very practical question. In my work as a business 
coach of top managers, the change of perspective is one of numerous methods to 
support these top managers in broadening their perspectives and their range of 
action, but also in their positioning. ‘What USPs do you ascribe to yourself?’, ‘What 
attributes are you associated with?’ and ‘What e"ect do you evoke in connection 
with your corporate brand from the perspective of others?’ were just a few of the 
many questions that led to extremely helpful insights through di"erentiated and 
profound joint re#ection. The overarching question ‘Have you ever considered 
yourself as a brand?’ was answered in the negative by almost all top managers, 
while they were absolutely aware of their own internal and external visibility. They 
were also very quickly aware of the importance and usefulness of the topic of 
‘personal branding’ for themselves as top managers. How their personal brand is 
created, however, was something that the top managers could hardly answer right 
away, or only in fragmented individual aspects. As it turned out, science did not 
provide a comprehensive answer to this question either. The idea of researching 
personal branding was born and laid the founding stone for this dissertation and 
an exciting as well as enriching research journey.
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2 INTRODUCTION TO THIS DISSERTATION

1.1 RESEARCH BACKGROUND AND GENERAL OBJECTIVE

Probably everyone knows examples of personal brands. Christiano Ronaldo or Tiger 
Woods from a sports background, Donald Trump in politics, the Pope in religion, 
and Elon Musk or Je" Bezos from the world of business to name but a few. And 
probably everyone also knows individuals in their personal environment about 
whom people say: “What a brand!”. Yet, personal branding looks back at a long 
history. Alexander the Great is claimed as one of the !rst, if not the !rst celebrity 
in human history (Braudy, 1997). Erudite Goethe achieved success by using all 
elements of the marketing mix in order to di"erentiate himself from other authors 
of his time (Woischwill, 2003). The a"air of Elizabeth Taylor and Richard Burton 
in 1963 has been identi!ed as “an insightful turning point, marking a juncture 
whereby the public were seen to have become more interested in one particular 
celebrity’s private life than her abilities as an actress” (Mills et al., 2015, p. 5). Key to 
the late David Bowie’s successful brand is the constant change in his appearance 
and behaviour, which consists of three components: the real person (David Jones), 
the performance persona (David Bowie) and the characters derived from this 
persona, such as Ziggy Stardust (Auslander, 2006; Lindridge and Eagar, 2015). It 
can be traced back even to Shakespeare who stated, that “All the world is a stage, 
and the men and women are merely actors” (Keehn, 2013). Thus, personal brands 
became a vital part of society, culture, and economy over time. Today, rankings 
such as Forbes’ (2020) “The World’s Most Powerful People”, “The Celebrity 100”, 
“The World’s Most Powerful Women” or even “The Highest-Paid Dead Celebrities” 
as well as “The CEO 100” (HBR, 2019), and the number of tweets featuring each club 
manager’s name in British Premier League (Stanton and Jackson, 2015) are merely 
some of innumerable examples that underpin the rising interest for branded 
individuals in the public.

Personal branding as a contemporary phenomenon is not in itself an entirely 
new notion from an academic angle. As early as 1969, Kotler and Levy (1969, p. 
10) posed the fundamental question “whether the principles of ‘good’ marketing in 
traditional product areas are transferable to the marketing of persons”. Over time 
this question has not only been answered positively by numerous researchers (e.g., 
Arai et al., 2014; Carlson and Donavan, 2013; Close et al., 2011; Huang et al., 2015; 
Parmentier et al., 2013; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; Thomson, 2006). Rather, personal 
branding has become an object of interdisciplinary interest as various academic 
disciplines, including sociology (e.g. Furedi, 2010; Go"man, 1956; Kurzman et 
al., 2007; Wee and Brooks, 2010), psychology (e.g. Li, 2007; Moulard et al., 2015), 
information technology (e.g. Alghawi et al., 2014; Chen, 2013; Elwell, 2014; Whitty, 
2008) and educational science (e.g. Edmiston, 2014; Jillapalli and Jillapalli, 2014), 
have begun to converge on this subject.
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With an increasing attention to and expansion of personal branding as a !eld 
of research, considerable e"orts have been devoted to identifying and examining 
primarily antecedents (e.g., Hearn, 2008; Lair et al., 2005), the outcomes (e.g., 
Gorbatov et al., 2019; Hanusch and Bruns, 2017; van Oort, 2015), and the key 
ingredients (e.g., Elwell, 2014; Moulard et al., 2015; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) 
of personal branding. In this context, visibility is not only the most frequently 
mentioned key building block of what constitutes a personal brand (Brown, 2010; 
Chen, 2013; Clark, 2011; Gander, 2014; Philbrick and Cleveland 2015; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015; Shepherd, 2005). Rather, the idea of visibility as a key currency in 
life has given enormous impetus to the personal branding movement through the 
explosion of Web 2.0 and social media (Lair et al., 2005; Saleem and Iglesias, 2015). 
As a result, the branding of people is no longer limited to movie stars, singers, 
entertainers or sports stars. The top manager represents another category that is 
increasingly receiving attention in the media and signi!cantly impacts on business 
and society. However, both personal branding in general and the personal branding 
of top managers in particular still su"er from a number of partly enormous gaps in 
understanding. 

Top managers and, given the vast literature on them, in particular CEOs attract 
scholars for several decades to be studied. This covers an enormous range and is 
conducted primarily from the angle of boundary spanning (e.g., Markóczy et al., 
2013), power and in#uence (e.g., Daily and Johnson, 1997), decision making (e.g., 
Arendt et al., 2005), attributions (e.g., Hayward and Hambrick, 1997), speci!c traits 
(Ahn et al., 2014; Fetscherin, 2015), identity (e.g., Boivie et al., 2011), reputation (e.g., 
Gra$n et al., 2012; Zajac and Westphal, 1996), and the company’s performance 
(Malmendier and Tate, 2009; Wade et al., 2006). Nonetheless, an empirical branding 
perspective on top managers is largely absent, with only some exceptions in rather 
fragmented aspects such as a measurement scale for CEO brands (Chen and Chung, 
2016), top level executives’ social media activities (Alghawi et al., 2014; Karaduman, 
2013) and how to position skills, knowledge, and values during a transition from 
for‐pro!t sector into second careers in the non-pro!t sector (Schlosser et al., 2017). 
Given this rare empirical evidence in the !eld of top managers and their personal 
brands, it is helpful to look outside the box for inspiration. Marie-Agnès Parmentier 
and Eileen Fischer (2021), for instance, investigated how individuals working in 
prestigious posts, i.e., high-pro!le jobs in established organizations, manage their 
professional brands. They recommend !nding a balance between the bene!ts of 
being part of the company in the eyes of external stakeholders and at the same 
time maintaining their professional independence in order to preserve career 
mobility. 

Endorsement is a widely accepted mechanism in personal branding with 
speci!c regard on celebrities (Arai et al., 2014; Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016; Ohanian, 
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1990) based on a meaning transfer model (McCracken, 1989) and the transfer of 
brand knowledge (Keller, 2013) that has become well established. Outside the 
research !eld of personal branding, the mechanism of endorsement is also well 
studied, e.g., the transfer of associations from sponsors to events Henseler et al., 
2009), and allows for further research inspirations. But while there is common 
consensus that celebrity CEOs serve as endorsers for their companies (Bendisch 
et al., 2013; Fetscherin, 2015; Gra$n et al., 2012), research to date is silent about 
empiric evidence of mutual endorsement e"ects between celebrity CEOs and 
corporate brands, or how these endorsements may work.

Managerial work and practices are a well investigated !eld for many decades 
(e.g., Mintzberg, 1973; Kotter, 1982; Willmott, 1984) where scholars have been 
inspired to explore subjects such as leadership (Cho and Poister, 2014), knowledge 
management (Inkinen, 2016), or the implementation of Industry 4.0 technologies 
(Agostini and Filippini, 2019). However, personal branding as a key practice of 
today’s top managers remains unaddressed, although proven research methods 
such as the integrative framework of strategy practice (Whittington, 2006) provides 
a coherent approach to investigate personal branding as a widely practiced tool by 
top managers.

Consequently, the maturity of theories in the !eld of personal branding has to 
be questioned regarding its continuous development as an academic discipline. 
According to Webster and Watson (2002) referring to Parsons and Shils (1962) who 
outline a hierarchy from “ad hoc classi!cation systems (in which categories are used 
to summarize empirical observations), to taxonomies (in which the relationships 
between the categories can be described), to conceptual frameworks (in which 
propositions summarize explanations and predictions), to theoretical systems (in 
which laws are contained within axiomatic or formal theories)“, the !eld of personal 
branding especially for top manager is still in its infancy. To date, there is no 
universal framework capturing the personal branding paradigm and focusing top 
managers as personal brands. Further insights are needed into personal branding 
as the process of emergence and development and into the construction and 
application of personal brands as the outcome of this process. The main goal of 
this dissertation is therefore to enhance the understanding of personal branding in 
general and the top managers’ personal branding in particular in order to allow for 
a conscious and targeted development and use of top managers’ personal brands.
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1.2 CONTEXT: TOP MANAGER

The number of widely used terms for people who belong to the upper echelons of 
organisations and have in#uence on the strategic decision-making of companies 
(Carpenter et al., 2004; Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996; Hambrick, 2007; Hambrick 
and Mason, 1984) has grown steadily over the past decades. Beside the ‘top manager’ 
there are numerous other labels, such as top management team (TMT) members 
(Gra$n et al., 2008) and various kinds of executives, for instance business executives 
(Hernandez et al., 2014), senior executives (Bendisch et al., 2013) and top executives 
(Bonet et al., 2020). They all encompass a variety of multiple functions ranging from 
Presidents and Vice Presidents to the Chief Financial O$cer and the Chief Information 
O$cer up to the Chief Executive O$cer (CEO) among many others. 

Media attention, unprecedented visibility and in#uence on the economy and 
society are important factors that all these di"erent types of top managers have 
in common. The CEO in particular enjoys great popularity as a top manager to 
be studied in various disciplines and !elds of research (Fetscherin, 2015; Gra$n 
et al., 2012; Gupta et al., 2018; Wade et al., 2006). Empirically examining the CEO 
as a unique functional and general representative of the entire category of top 
managers is caused by scholars viewing the CEO “as a convenient context for testing 
broader theories rather than as a theoretically distinct phenomenon” (Busenbark 
et al., 2016, p. 235). However, the notion of CEO also obviously o"ers additional 
possibilities for di"erentiation, e.g., the distinction between agent or non-founder 
CEOs and founder CEOs (He, 2008; Randøy and Goel, 2003; Shulman, 2010) or the 
celebrity CEO (Lovelace et al., 2018; Sinha et al., 2012), which are being pursued 
from an academic point of view and further expand the !eld of top managers. 
Although personal branding is a contemporary and widely applied phenomenon 
in practice, and despite their increasing media attention and power of decision, top 
managers or even CEOs or even are hardly target !gures for academic attention 
from a personal branding perspective, especially with an empiric approach.

In this dissertation, I de!ne top managers in line with Pepper and Gore (2015) 
as those people in an organisation who ful!l a senior executive role and who are 
responsible for the de!nition and execution of a company’s strategy and able to 
a"ect the company’s pro!ts, share price, reputation, and market position by force of 
their individual activities. This includes functions as chief executive o$cers (CEOs), 
chief operating o$cers (COOs), chief !nancial o$cers (CFOs), and further chief 
o$cers, divisional heads, and other heads of functions. From a gender perspective, 
this de!nition of the top manager encompasses male, female, transgender and 
intersex people.
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1.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS AND OBJECTIVES

Given the entirely unexplored !eld of top managers’ personal branding, it is 
valuable to consider personal branding and personal brands as a discipline in its 
own right and not, for the time being, geared to a speci!c target group such as 
top managers. A review of existing research is essential to understand where the 
contemporary phenomenon of personal branding originates, to identify gaps in 
knowledge and to suggest avenues for future research that may help formulate 
and answer the advancing research questions. The introductory research question 
therefore asks

What is the nature of personal branding?

The bibliographic examination of the academic literature reveals that a 
comprehensive personal branding framework, let alone a sustainable and widely 
accepted theory, is still lacking. Rather, personal branding is “one of several 
operationalizations of the broader concept of brand” (Thomson, 2006, p. 104) and 
represents the logical extension of more conventional forms of branding, such 
as product brands, service brands, corporate brands, or retail brands (Gehl, 2011; 
Hearn, 2008; Kotler and Levy, 1969; Lair et al., 2005; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015). 
On the one hand, an application of traditional branding practices to the !eld of 
personal branding has few clear advocates (Close et al., 2011; Ternès et al., 2014) 
indicating that, for instance, corporate brand associations seem to work similarly 
for animate personal brands as they do for inanimate product brands. On the other 
hand, a forthright applicability of product branding theories and instruments to 
personal brands appears to be questionable at least, caused in branding relevant 
distinctions. The complete attribute and value set of a person is already formed, 
they are more abstract and intangible, person brands can be di$cult to control and 
keep consistent as they can have many interactions and experiences with many 
di"erent people over time, and person brands may adopt di"erent personas for 
di"erent situations that will a"ect the dimensionality of their brand (Keller, 2013; 
Zarkada, 2012). However, this transferability promises constructive approaches 
through a selective adaptation of best branding practices, such as the involvement 
of stakeholders in the personal branding process as a collective act (Bendisch et 
al., 2013; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). Consequently, personal branding should be 
understood as an independent and interdisciplinary form of branding in itself. 

In addition, a large majority of scholars do not distinguish clearly between the 
thing, i.e., the personal brand and the process, i.e., personal branding. These two 
perspectives trace back to the di"ering philosophies of Democritus and Heraclitus. 
Whereas Democritus depicted the whole of nature as consisting of stable material 
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substance or things that changed only in their positioning in space and time, 
Heraclitus, on the contrary, considered reality not as a constellation of things 
but as a process involving diverse and #uctuating activities (Rescher, 1996). This 
di"erentiation indicates that a “personal brand” is used to describe the outcome of 
the process named “personal branding”, which constitutes a fundamental aspect in 
my consideration of the emergence of top managers’ personal brands. Therefore, it 
is useful to provide initial de!nitions for reasons of guidance. 

Personal branding is de!ned in this research as the process of establishing, 
maintaining, and developing an individual’s personal brand with the active and 
selective integration of certain personal preconditions and with due consideration for 
the changing nature of the !eld in which the personal brand is to be established.

A personal brand, in turn, is the continuously developing outcome of a collective 
act between stakeholders and the branded individual’s entire personality by which 
she/he is visible within and beyond her/his professional !eld to stand apart from other 
personal brands and to !t into a de!ned !eld where these activities try to gain speci!c 
bene!ts.

Since this research also aims to continuously question and critically examine 
my own !ndings, the above de!nitions of personal branding and personal brand 
may only serve as an initial guidance and will be considered from more advanced 
perspectives as we proceed.

Based on the situation of personal branding in practice and theory as outlined 
in Section 1.1 as well as above, the central purpose of this dissertation is to answer 
two primary research questions:

How do top managers’ personal brands emerge?

And, in addition:

How does the personal brand of top managers work?

From the existing research literature on personal branding, three core aspects were 
identi!ed, along with numerous others, that are relevant for further answering 
these primary research questions.

(1) Although a general agreement exists that personal brands have to be 
managed over time (Gander, 2014; Grant, 2008; Lunardo et al., 2015; Philbrick 
and Cleveland, 2015; Thomson, 2006), the understanding of personal brands 
is strongly oriented towards a static proposition, with very few exceptions only. 
Artistic brands follow individual evolutionary paths due to di"erent stakeholders 
and their relationships with these stakeholders, which leads to a career trajectory 
with distinct di"erent stages drawing upon the social and cultural context, rather 
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than having a de!nite positioning (Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). The career of late 
musician David Bowie, in turn, highlighted the importance of time and aging as his 
personal brand included multiple characters, such as Major Tom, Ziggy Stardust, 
or Halloween Jack, all of whom were ageless and timeless (Lindridge and Eagar, 
2015). However, the temporal dimension is surprisingly missing both largely as 
a key building block in the creation of personal brands and completely from a 
methodological perspective to be applied, for instance, through process research.

(2) Considering top managers as real personal brands, a manageable amount of 
results reveals from empiric investigation. Scholars found that Chinese microblog 
users are fondest of CEOs who present themselves as experts rather than as friends 
(Alghawi et al., 2014). Active involvement of top level executives in social media has 
a signi!cant e"ect for e$ciently managing their personal branding e"orts to both 
customers and non-customers (Karaduman, 2013). As a means for a CEO personal 
brand measurement, a measure scale may serve, containing seven dimensions (i.e., 
work standards, style, leadership, personality, values, character and team work) 
and thirty-one items serves (Chen and Chung, 2017). At each stage of transition 
from the for‐pro!t sector into second careers in the non-pro!t sector, executives 
revisit their personal brands, deciding how to best position their skills, knowledge, 
and values within the context of their new organizations (Schlosser et al., 2017). 
A general understanding of what top managers’ personal brands constitute, how 
they are created or even a comprehensive theory on the subject is not yet available.

(3) Personal brands of top managers are primarily considered from a branding 
perspective, which sounds logical at !rst glance. So far, the few researchers have 
limited themselves to fragmented aspects of branding-related !elds such as social 
media (Alghawi et al., 2014; Karaduman, 2013) or brand equity (Chen and Chung, 
2017). However, the far more versatile and complex positioning, activity and impact 
of top managers in reality is not taken into account. In this context, methodological 
approaches from other disciplines, which can be attributed a proximity to top 
managers, such as organisational development or practice research, are not applied.

These !ndings led to the !rst research sub-question:

What do top managers do to develop their own personal brand over time and 
how do they do it? 

In the course of answering this !rst sub-question, a multi-method approach has 
evolved, building on di"erent best practices in the empirical context. A multiple 
case study design (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007; Noor, 2008; Yin, 2003) was 
adopted, consisting of a within-case and a cross-case analysis based on six 
personal brand development case stories of top managers. An alternate template, 
visual mapping and temporal bracketing as commonly recommended strategies 
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to analyse process data (Gehman et al., 2013; Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013) 
have been applied according to empiric research in organization studies. These 
two methodological approaches were embedded in an integrative framework 
from strategy practice, which includes the three concepts of praxis, practices and 
practitioners (Whittington, 2006). In this study, practitioners are the top managers 
who make, design and execute their personal brands. Praxis covers all the di"erent 
activities of top managers that are necessary for the development and application 
of their personal brands. Finally, the domain of practices is the set of di"erent key 
personal branding practices that top managers typically employ in their activities. 

The !ndings demonstrate that three key practices, namely ‘managing visibility’, 
‘managing individuals’ and ‘managing position’ and their respective set of speci!c 
activities represent the pillars of top managers’ personal branding process with 
managing dualities as a core theme to overcome tensions at the level of these 
activities. The impact of each key practice for the development of a personal brand 
varies across four career phases over time i.e., ‘beginner’, ‘professional’, ‘manager’, 
and ‘top manager’. While the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions on the development of top 
managers’ personal brands could already be answered in relevant content and as 
a mechanism of managerial practice over time, some important aspects remained 
open, two of which led to the further research sub-questions.

Firstly, the top managers studied indicated that during their personal branding 
process and in their current function, they can both bene!t and be harmed by the 
corporate brand through spillover e"ects. Conversely, there was also evidence that 
the corporate brand can bene!t from the personal brand of the top managers. The 
presumed meaning transfer e"ects between a top manager’s personal brand and a 
company’s brand are conceptually based on the notion of celebrity endorsement. 
In this case, it describes an agreement between a person who enjoys public 
recognition, i.e., a celebrity, and a company, i.e., its brand, to utilize this celebrity 
for the purpose of promoting the company (Bergkvist et al., 2016). Earlier work 
by cultural theorists supports this central idea, indicating that it is the cultural 
signi!cance of the celebrity and the transmission of meaning that in#uence the 
endorsement outcomes (McCracken, 1989). However, research in this area is mostly 
limited to athletes and movie stars and has predominantly considered endorsement 
from a celebrity-to-brand-perspective (Bergkvist et al., 2016; Eisend and Langner, 
2010). Consequently, the research sub-question to be applied here is:

How do meaning transfer e"ects between top managers’ personal brands and 
corporate brands work? 

Secondly, inspired by organizational researchers who applied process research to 
understand how things evolve over time and why they evolve in this way (Berends 
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and Lammers, 2010; Bingham and Kahl, 2013; Gehman et al., 2013; Van de Ven and 
Huber, 1990; Van Oorschot et al., 2013), Chapter 3 already emphasizes the term 
‘personal branding’, instead of ‘personal brand’ to stay with a verb or process, rather 
than a !nished object or noun (Langley et al., 2013; Maguire and Hardy, 2013; Tsoukas, 
2005; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005; Weick, 1979). Considering personal branding as a 
process, time and temporality becomes an issue because career paths do not only 
stretch over time but are also lived in time. The longstanding distinction between 
objective and subjective views of time do not su$ciently explain how people’s 
actions shape and are shaped by structural conditions within and outside of their 
immediate control (Orlikowski and Yates, 2002). A practice-based perspective on 
time that covers both the shaping of people’s action and the being shaped by such 
action would focus on a set of practices known as ‘temporal work’ that links the 
subject’s interpretations of the past, present, and future to strategic action (Kaplan 
and Orlikowski, 2013; Loohuis and Ehrenhard, 2016). Originally applied to study 
what actors do when established strategic accounts break down, exploring the 
personal brand of top managers through the lens of temporal work (Emirbayer and 
Mische, 1998; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013) o"ers a valuable approach and resulted 
in the following two research sub-question:

How are interpretations of the past, present and future incorporated in 
the e"orts of top managers to build their own brand during their career 
trajectories?

What are the patterns in the actions and decisions that strengthen the 
development of the personal brand of top managers?

1.4 DISSERTATION OUTLINE

The dissertation at hand comprises an overall of six chapters. Following the general 
introduction to the research topic and this dissertation itself in this chapter, the 
subsequent chapters numbered 2, 3, 4 and 5 represent the individual papers that 
provide answers to the primary research questions applying di"erent research 
approaches. While the papers in Chapters 2 and 4 have been published in peer-
reviewed journals and the paper in Chapter 3 is currently in the review process 
of a journal, the paper in Chapter 5 was presented at an international conference. 
This section also explains the ‘research journey’ how the individual papers in the 
next chapters are interlinked and how they contribute to answering the primary 
research questions in a series of steps. 

Figure 1.1 summarizes this ‘research journey’.
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Figure 1.1: This dissertation’s research journey
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1.4.1 Chapter 2: Old Practice, but Young Research Field: A 
Systematic Bibliographic Review of Personal Branding

At the beginning of the research journey into how top managers’ personal brands 
emerge and how they work, a fundamental understanding of the contemporary 
phenomenon of personal branding is necessary. A steadily increasing number of 
scholars have devoted themselves to the topic of personal branding, especially in 
the past 15 years, and have produced numerous conceptual mechanisms as well as 
empirical !ndings. However, the body of knowledge in personal branding appears 
fragmented and lacks a comprehensive personal branding framework, let alone a 
sustainable theory. Therefore, Chapter 2 provides the application of a framework 
that covers six key research streams by which the growing body of literature on 
personal branding acquires a transparent structure in its essential content. In order 
to do so, 518 articles were included in a bibliographic analysis that resulted in 
proposing updated terminologies and de!nitions as well as a structure of classes 
and categories in which personal branding is applied. The identi!ed antecedents 
of personal branding demonstrate the reasons for which it has been spreading 
and indicate that visibility is a central factor. The further identi!cation of key 
ingredients and applications also shows, however, that personal brands are mainly 
viewed statically and their emergence over time has hardly been studied, and for 
top managers not at all. On the one hand, the analytical !ndings from this chapter 
call for countless further investigations to make the fragmented !eld of personal 
branding more tangible. On the other hand, this initial exploration of personal 
branding facilitated the necessary guidance in terms of content and methodology 
for the further research journey. 

All in all, Chapter 2 promotes the recommendation to understand personal 
branding as a distinct and interdisciplinary expression of branding and not just 
as a simple variation thereof, which places this dissertation in a broad research 
environment.

1.4.2 Chapter 3: How top managers build their personal brands: 
Strategizing and overcoming dualities along careers

In view of the !ndings from the previous chapter that in particular the actual 
emergence of personal brands is under-researched, a clear distinction between the 
process of personal branding and the personal brand as a result of it hardly exists 
and top managers as a very visible and impactful category of personal brands are 
scarcely investigated, Chapter 3 aims at an empirical deepening of these research 
aspects. In doing so, the purpose of this chapter is twofold.

First, and in line with the two primary research questions, to identify key 
practices and activities that constitute the emergence of top managers’ personal 
brands. Understanding a personal brand not as a static phenomenon made up of 
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simple variables, but as something practical that continuously evolves over time, 
allows for indications of what practices and factors critical to success exist, which in 
turn need to be explored in more depth further down this research journey.

Second, and derived from the !ndings in Chapter 2 on the research approaches 
applied so far in the !eld of personal branding, Chapter 3 aims to speci!cally 
expand the methodological scope and perspective on this research subject. The 
multi-method approach employed involves the combination of process research 
strategies with cross-case and within-case analyses and an integrative framework 
from strategy-as-practice research. Only this enabled the construction of an 
extended, di"erentiated and profound complexity of the management practice 
‘personal branding’ for top managers.

This chapter is based on a sample group of six top managers with di"erent 
industry backgrounds and experiences whose insights into the development and 
events in the creation of their own personal brand resulted in individual narratives 
that were iteratively analysed.

The !ndings show that personal branding is a managerial practice for top 
managers in itself. The development of a top manager’s personal brand is a complex 
process involving interdependent and sometimes overlapping key practices. Each 
key practice comprises a set of speci!c activities that are carried out by the top 
managers in di"erent ways over time, creating both supporting and hindering 
e"ects for the development of the personal brand. Here, a central theme of personal 
brand development is managing dualities in all phases of career development and 
overcoming the tensions accompanied by these dualities. Apart from the additional 
result that top managers bene!t from their personal brand as a tool for strategy 
development in corporations, this chapter suggests avenues for future research to 
purposefully shed more light on the !eld of personal branding. This allows for more 
di"erentiated investigation later on how top managers’ personal brands interact 
with the corporate brand and what value temporal work may have in a personal 
branding process.

1.4.3 Chapter 4: In for a penny, in for a pound? Exploring mutual 
endorsement effects between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands

On the one hand, this chapter takes into account the celebritization of CEOs, 
which already receives its basis in Chapter 2 through the distinction between 
icons, celebrities and personal brands of ordinary people. On the other hand, 
it became clear in Chapter 3 that the personal brand of the top manager is not 
developed, works and has an e"ect in isolation. Rather, the personal brand is the 
result of a collective branding process in which di"erent stakeholders are involved 
as endorsers. The brand meaning transfer e"ect in the context of endorsements, 
however, does not only arise from other personal brands, but in the speci!c case 
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of top managers also from the corporate brand of the company where they are 
working. The top managers of the sample group in Chapter 3 pointed this out in 
concrete terms. In addition, it can be assumed that the personal brand of a top 
manager can also have an impact on the corporate brand. Two hypotheses thus 
emerge for this chapter. First, ‘Celebrity CEO attributes transfer to corporate brand 
attributes’. And second, ‘Corporate brand attributes transfer to celebrity CEO 
attributes’.

For the two empirical studies with a total of 268 participants, a between-subjects 
true-experimental design was chosen in each case, using !ctitious newspaper 
articles about a succession scenario at the CEO level of di"erent companies.

The results demonstrate that meaning transfer e"ects at the brand attribute 
level in both the celebrity-CEO-to-corporate-brand and corporate-brand-to-
celebrity-CEO direction exist, which con!rms the applicability of the concept of 
brand endorsement to celebrity CEOs and the mutuality in co-branding models. In 
addition, Chapter 4 reveals which exact brand attributes actually have an e"ect in 
each direction of the meaning transfer e"ect between the celebrity CEO brand and 
the corporate brand.  

1.4.4 Chapter 5: The value of temporal work in the development of 
top managers’ personal brands during their career

For answering the primary research questions, the process view proved to be an 
essential methodology in Chapter 3, in order to do justice to the time factor in the 
creation of personal brands. However, in addition to the approach of developing 
personal brands over time already applied in Chapter 3, this process view also 
o"ers the further perspective that top managers’ personal brands must also be 
built in particular time contexts equally to their career.

This chapter therefore looks at the development of a personal brand over time 
through the lens of temporal work, which implies re#ections on the past, present and 
future on behalf of the careerist and considers that decision-making is contextually 
dependent. The sample group from Chapter 3 and the data collected there form the 
basis for the research in Chapter 5. The top managers are analysed on how each of 
them dealt with threats and opportunities throughout their career which led them 
to re#ect on past experiences in the face of a current situation and essentially revise 
their future as necessary to maintain or improve their personal brand.

The !ndings result in a model of temporal work in the personal branding of 
top managers with di"erent mechanisms in terms of decisions and actions that 
are linked within a phase and between phases of the career. Furthermore, the 
application of temporal work in this analysis of top managers’ personal branding 
processes opens the door towards a re-examination of the way in which time is 
addressed in personnel branding research, and thus in theory-building. This 
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approach indicates that personal branding is not a conscious, predictable and 
future-oriented process, but requires frequent interpretative links between past, 
present and future in the di"erent career phases.

In the context of this dissertation, this Chapter 5 is not intended to consolidate 
or even conclude the research !ndings gained in this and the previous chapters. 
Rather, it points to additional factors and activities that contribute to the emergence 
of top managers’ personal brands and to the fact that methodological avenues from 
disciplines beyond personal branding are indispensable for a sound investigation, 
which may encourage other researchers in this research !eld to adopt a similar 
approach.

1.4.5 Chapter 6: Synopsis
Finally, Chapter 6 summarizes the !ndings of the previous chapters focusing on the 
central research questions of this dissertation. An overview and a discussion of the 
implications of the !ndings for personal branding researchers and practitioners is 
presented before pointing out certain limitations and suggestions for further research.

1.5 CONTRIBUTION

By addressing the overarching main research questions as well as the subordinate 
research questions in the individual chapters, this dissertation contributes to 
several literature and research streams and to practice in di"erent ways. This 
section brie#y describes these contributions.

1.5.1 Theoretical contributions
Given that the contemporary phenomenon of personal branding has proven to be 
an interdisciplinary !eld of research in the course of this research project, I attempt 
to make several contributions to various streams of literature.

First, and certainly most obvious, contributions will be made to the literature 
devoted to personal branding as a distinct expression of branding (Gorbatov et 
al., 2018; Shepherd, 2005), and related to this stream, to scholarship interested in 
personal branding as a process over time (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015) as well as a sound structure of classes and categories and their 
appearance in the history of personal branding (Epstein, 2005; Khamis et al., 2017; 
Lunardo et al., 2015; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012).

Likewise, drawing naturally from the research !eld, this dissertation contributes 
to the literature that deals with top managers, such as CEOs (Busenbark et al., 2016; 
Gupta et al., 2018; Lovelace et al., 2018), and in particular their impact on corporates 
(Black, 1997; Hsu et al., 2013; Kedia and Mukherji, 1999; Sambharya, 1996). 
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I also aim to contribute to celebrity endorsement research (Bergkvist et al., 
2016; Eisend and Langner, 2010; Keller, 2013; Miller and Allen, 2012) and co-
branding research (Close et al., 2011; Fournier, 2010; Keller, 2003). Here, my focus 
is particularly on the call by scholars to also take brand-to-celebrity transfer more 
seriously in research (Arsena et al., 2014; Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). Chapter 3 looks 
at these approaches in particular.

Another contribution can be made to the stream of management literature, 
especially on managerial work and practices (Korica et al., 2017; Kurke and Aldrich, 
1983, Tsoukas, 1994, Chia and Holt, 2006). The literature on managerial work 
e"orts to answer the decades-old fundamental question ‘What do managers 
do?’ (Mintzberg, 1973) by identifying numerous managerial practices in various 
areas of management. This study contributes by adding a new facet caused in the 
identi!cation of personal branding as a managerial practice in itself. Moreover, I 
contribute to practice-oriented literature (Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 1984, 1991; 
Reckwitz, 2002), which in particular considers strategy practice (Jarzabkowski, 2004; 
Whittington, 2006). In addition, this study contributes to the literature stream that 
addresses dualism and duality (Abbott, 2001; Elias, 1991; Farjoun, 2010; Giddens, 
1984; Orlikowski, 1992). Chapter 4 provides the focus on these literature streams. 

Time is a key dimension in the process research literature (Berends and Lammers, 
2010; Bingham and Kahl, 2013; Jaques, 1982; Orlikowski and Yates, 2002; Van de 
Ven and Huber, 1990; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005) that I contribute to because, 
while scholars agree that personal brands need to be managed in and over time 
(Gander, 2014; Lunardo et al., 2015), they have been previously portrayed as static 
constructs rather than something that emerges over time. I extend the very few 
empiric studies that consider how personal brands are built over time (Lindridge 
and Eagar, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) by applying process research strategies 
(Gehman et al., 2013; Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013). Furthermore, this research 
enriches the career literature and especially the scholarship interested in the role 
of time in career development (Arthur et al., 1989; Bateson, 1989, 2011; Gunz and 
Mayrhofer, 2018; Lawrence 1984) by providing clear practices and activities over 
the duration of the career. These approaches are the ones I contribute to with 
studies in Chapters 4 and 5.

Finally, the literature stream on temporal work implies a practice-based 
perspective on time that encompasses both the shaping of people’s action and 
the being shaped by structural conditions within and outside of their immediate 
control (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013). I contribute to 
this concept of temporal work in grasping how managers make re#exive links to 
the past, present and future in the development of their personal brand. Chapter 5 
is particularly concerned with these approaches.



171.5 CONTRIBUTION

1.5.2 Contributions to practice
A key argument for conducting the research project in this dissertation relates to 
the fact that the contemporary phenomenon of personal branding of top managers 
has created a dilemma for practitioners. On the one hand, visibility in the o&ine 
and online public sphere and the media attention of top managers as well as the 
competition for attractive jobs are all higher now than they have ever been. Also, the 
added value of personal branding has been recognized by numerous consultants, 
resulting in a now almost unmanageable plethora of services o"ered in this !eld. 
On the other hand, most of these services declared as personal branding are limited 
to pure communication services, mostly further reduced to a mere visibility of the 
top manager in the social media. A comprehensive understanding of personal 
branding or even a di"erentiated and profound concept derived therefrom is rarely 
o"ered or even applied by practitioners. Furthermore, my experience over many 
years as a coach of managers and top managers reveals that while most of them 
do not consider themselves to be a branded individual, they are very interested in 
such a perspective and quickly realize its bene!ts for themselves.

Therefore, I claim to provide valuable contributions for practice that do not 
stoop to the qualitative level of the countless guidebooks from railway station and 
airport bookshops and are not intended to be simple instruction manuals. Rather, 
this dissertation’s quality of contributions for practice results from well-founded 
empirical research on the re#ected needs orientation of di"erent target groups. 
Here, I am essentially targeting three groups. Firstly, it concerns professionals and 
managers who are in di"erent career phases on the path to becoming a top manager. 
Secondly, it is about top managers themselves. And !nally, my contributions also 
focus on those people who support the aforementioned two target groups in their 
personal branding.

Through these contributions, all three target groups equally gain a di"erentiated 
access to the topic of personal branding, where it comes from, how it is to be 
understood, what it entails, what it can serve for and what challenges it faces. This 
enables an individual and self-critical transfer from know-what and know-how 
of personal branding to the development and application of one’s own personal 
brand.

In particular, the !rst target group of professionals and managers can bene!t 
in the development of their personal brand by expanding their scope of action for 
goal-oriented activities with the help of the key practices I have identi!ed. They 
may also be made aware of the dualities inherent in these key practices and receive 
inspiration to overcome them on their way to the next career stage. Finally, young 
careerists are encouraged to critically re#ect on their own personal branding 
process at every stage of their career and to align it for the future by temporal work.
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Top managers, in turn, are sensitized that personal branding is an indispensable 
part of their managerial work and they receive advice on the required key activities 
to build up their personal brand or to stabilize and further develop it. In addition, 
I show this target group how they interact as a personal brand with the corporate 
brand of the company they work for, but also what they should keep in mind 
regarding brand attributes when considering a potential change to another 
company.

The third target group, those who support professionals, managers and top 
managers in their personal branding, bene!t from the advice for professionals 
and managers as well as from that for top managers. Brand managers, human 
resource managers, and advisory boards within companies are encouraged to 
think outside the box of their traditional professions and perspectives to gain a 
more comprehensive understanding of brands, people, and management. Coaches 
and consultants outside companies will be inspired to broaden their approach to 
building personal brands and to coaching managerial personalities.

Through this research work, I not only build the bridge between theory and 
practice in the !eld of personal branding. Rather, I make theoretical !ndings 
applicable to practice.



OLD PRACTICE, BUT YOUNG RESEARCH FIELD:  
A SYSTEMATIC BIBLIOGRAPHIC REVIEW OF 

PERSONAL BRANDING

An essential !rst step in exploring the !eld of top managers’ personal 
branding is to understand the body of knowledge about personal 
branding in general. The aim of this chapter is therefore to shed light 
on where the contemporary phenomenon of personal branding 
originates and what its key characteristics are. Furthermore, the 
analytical !ndings from this chapter provide the necessary content 
and methodological guidance for the subsequent empirical chapters.
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ABSTRACT

Before engaging with the already intensive and still increasing personal branding 
activities in many !elds of practice, a scholarly approach would call for a more 
speci!c de!nition of the concept of personal branding processes and the resulting 
human brands. A multi-step analysis of the growing body of literature on personal 
branding is employed, integrating a framework that covers six key research streams 
of personal branding, (1) terminology and de!nition, (2) underlying theories, (3) 
classes and categories, (4) bene!ts, (5) antecedents, and (6) key ingredients and 
applications, complemented by challenges the domain of personal branding has 
to cope with. The analysis shows that personal branding is an interdisciplinary 
concern, which is still in its infancy and in which universally valid personal branding 
frameworks or even theories cannot be identi!ed yet. Personal branding appears 
as a source for new academic impulses, as it may sensitize scholars to opportunities 
for intensifying collaboration with practitioners and with other academic domains 
to enrich and disseminate knowledge in their !elds.

2.1 INTRODUCTION

While “personal branding” and “human brands” as terms are a modern invention, 
the branding of individuals is as old as human interaction and society itself. 
Alexander the Great has been claimed as the !rst celebrity in human history (Braudy, 
1997), the archetypal erudite Goethe achieved success by using all elements of 
the marketing mix in order to di"erentiate himself from other authors of his time 
(Bendisch et al., 2013), and Andy Warhol’s “idea that ‘everyone will be famous for 
15 min’ comments on a world where image reigns supreme” (Schroeder, 2005, p. 
1294). Personal branding has become a vital part of individuals, society, culture, 
and economy. Research has responded accordingly, with di"erent academic 
disciplines converging on this subject over time, each focusing on many di"erent 
aspects. Go"man (1956) described self-presentation as the intentional and 
tangible component of identity, human brands have been a de!ning characteristic 
of the broadening of the traditional concept of marketing (Kotler and Levy, 1969), 
and, from a social psychology perspective, rarity and stability a"ect celebrity 
authenticity (Moulard et al., 2015) to name just a few developments in the !eld.

Whereas personal branding as a term is a relatively recent invention, the reality 
behind it is not. The signi!cant increase of scienti!c attention to personal branding, 
especially in the last 10 years, has given this contemporary phenomenon widespread, 
albeit fragmentary academic presence. Schau and Gilly (2003), investigating self-
presentation in the Web 1.0 environment, and Thomson (2006), exploring why 
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consumers form strong attachments to human brands, published the !rst scienti!c 
articles to empirically examine human brands. More and more empirical studies 
have been conducted in the !eld in the last few years (e.g., Parmentier et al., 2013; 
Hofmann et al., in press), but they remain few and far between. Several personal 
branding frameworks have also been put forward, some based on these empirical 
studies (e.g., Khedher, 2019) and some on more conceptual work (e.g., Bendisch 
et al., 2013), but a comprehensive personal branding framework, let alone a 
sustainable theory, is yet sorely missing for academic purposes. Moreover, the key 
question as to whether science can “reclaim self-marketing and personal branding 
from the enthusiasts” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 12) is still waiting for an academically 
valid answer.

As research is continually developing both in terms of breadth, going into new 
directions, e.g., studying bloggers and in#uencers in social media, and depth, 
with more studies covering well-known topics, such as brand attributes, it seems 
an opportune moment for an updated review of current literature. To address the 
mentioned lacuna, the objective of this paper tries to present an analysis of the 
growing body of literature on personal branding, covering its terminology and 
de!nitions, underlying theories, classes and categories, bene!ts, antecedents, 
key ingredients and applications as well as its challenges. In doing so, this review 
contributes signi!cantly to the positioning of personal branding in the applied 
psychology, branding, and business research context by bundling fragmented 
ideas and structuring single key aspects. Such an approach complements to 
the interdisciplinary review on personal branding by Gorbatov et al. (2018), 
systematically links the underlying and existing body of knowledge and opens 
avenues for future novel research (Palmatier et al., 2018).

2.2 METHODOLOGY

The fragmented and not clearly arranged !eld of knowledge in personal branding 
does not bene!t from providing merely a more comprehensive overview on 
existing literature. Rather, we aim to identify trends and key research streams in 
personal branding resulting in constructive criticism of existing work and avenues 
for future research. Therefore, a structured approach that implies a bibliographic 
analysis in its core is suited for the method of choice (Paul and Singh, 2017; Ferreira, 
2018).

The current body of literature on the subject to be studied has been surveyed 
systematically (works published before 31 December 2019), complementing 
this bibliographical data with substance-centered research in a loop of cross-
fertilization that enriched both perspectives (Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1: Review methodology process

During pre-analysis a pilot study was conducted in which chosen experts, such as 
top managers responsible for corporate HR, HR managers doing recruitment and 
development at managerial level, and professionals who deliver communication 
services for CEOs and other branded individuals were invited to join several 
discussions (see Table 2.1). This !rst step was used initially to improve awareness of 
previous research into the branding of individuals. It revealed the following set of 
key terms for further enquiry: “personal brand,” “human brand,” “self-marketing,” 
“self-branding,” and “personal marketing.”

For the purposes of the main analysis, the chosen terms were applied in a 
search of the titles, abstracts, and keywords of articles in the English language. 
This analysis required good coverage of branding- and business-related research in 
multiple disciplines, for which SCOPUS and ScienceDirect are suitable and popular 
databases.
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Table 2.1: The expert sample group

Interviewees Age Gender Nationality Function Educational 
background

Industry

Expert 1 51 Female German CEO Business 
marketing, 
architecture

Real estate/ 
Construction 

Expert 2 57 Male Austrian SVP Corporate 
Communications, 
Corporate Marketing

Philosophy, 
literature

Utilities

Expert 3 48 Female German HR Manager Business 
economics 
(industrial 
psychology)

Utilities

Expert 4 43 Male German Managing Director English literature, 
political science, 
Anglo-American 
history

Advertising

Expert 5 50 Male German CEO Banker, business 
economics 
(marketing)

Advertising

Expert 6 39 Female German HR Director Business 
economics 
(marketing and 
labour)

Mobility

Expert 7 46 Male Spain HR Manager Business 
economics

Automobile

Following this !rst search and to ensure the most exhaustive literature review 
possible, the ancestry approach (Cooper, 1989, 2010; Atkinson et al., 2015) was 
applied to identify additional articles. This backward search uncovers new articles 
of interest that meet the criteria by examining the citations and the reference list of 
the articles already available to the researchers (e.g., Cornwell and Maignan, 1998; 
Xyrichis and Lowton, 2008; Filo et al., 2015). To compensate for the main limitation of 
the ancestry approach, i.e., its one-sided retrospective direction, citation research 
(cited by) via SCOPUS and GoogleScholar was conducted as a forward search on 
all academic articles to cover relevant later citations. In addition, articles published 
after 2019, but before the manuscript was !nalized were added to the review. In 
total, 518 articles were included in this review whose publication started in 1969 
and increased signi!cantly after the mid-2000s (Figure 2.2).

The following subject matter research analysed and matched the articles with 
each other via a !ne-grained and critical reading to support both an immediate 
check of the thematic relevance of the articles and identi!cation of the key topics 
in personal branding.
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2.3 FINDINGS

Six key research streams were identi!ed and served as a framework to investigate 
the chosen articles with a view to relevant key topics (Table 2.2). (1) It opens by 
reviewing what a human brand and personal branding respectively are, proposing 
updated terminologies and de!nitions; (2) This leads to a consideration of the main 
psychological theories in their application to personal branding; (3) Followed by an 
examination of the classes and categories in which personal branding is applied 
by highlighting the di"erence between celebrities, icons, and branded ordinary 
people; (4) The bene!ts of personal branding reveal its importance for the branded 
individual as well as for stakeholders; (5) It then focuses on the antecedents of the 
contemporary phenomenon of personal branding, answering the question of 
the reasons for which it has been spreading; (6) Key ingredients and applications 
indicate how human brands emerge and how it is applied in a branding context 
and beyond. Subsequently, the challenges that appear with personal branding 
have been elaborated, as a critical view on personal branding is needed to support 
a responsible and conceptually meaningful development of future concepts and 
theories.

Figure 2.2: Publication of academic articles with relevance to personal branding over time
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Table 2.2: The structure of scholarly knowledge on personal branding:Research streams, 
concepts and contributions

Research 
Streams

Concepts Contributions

Terminology Personal branding Dumont and Ots, 2020; Harris and Rae, 2011; Lair et al., 
2005; Labrecque et al., 2011; Manai and Holmlund, 2015; 
Shepherd, 2005

Human branding Carlson and Donavan, 2013; Close et al., 2011; Thomson, 
2006

Self-branding Du"y and Pooley, 2019; Gandini, 2016; Hearn, 2008
Self-marketing Shepherd, 2005; Shuker, 2014
Corporate personhood Gershon, 2014

De!nition Individual contribution Clark, 2011; Gander, 2014; McNally and Speak, 2002; 
Morton, 2012

Focus on the audience Parmentier et al., 2013; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; 
Preece and Kerrigan, 2015

Di"erentiation Gander, 2014; Parmentier et al., 2013; Lunardo et al., 2015
Focus on career Gershon, 2014; Gorbatov et al., 2019; Lair et al., 2005; 

Morton, 2012; Shepherd, 2005
Commercialization Fillis, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015

Theories Attachment theory Huang et al, 2015; Loroz and Braig, 2015; Saboo et al., 
2015; Thomson, 2006

Self-determination theory Huang and Phau, 2015; Ryan and Deci 2000; Moulard et 
al., 2015

Attribution theory Moulard et al., 2015
Social identity theory Carlson et al., 2009; Carlson and Donavan, 2013
Cue utilization theory Close et al., 2011; Moulard et al., 2014; Zamudio et al., 

2013
Structuration theory Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Turner, 2004

Bene!ts Career Close et al, 2011; Gorbatov et al., 2019; Harris and Rae, 
2011; Moulard et al. 2015; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; 
Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; Zamudio et al, 2013

Di"erentiation Chen, 2013; Shepherd, 2005
Improvement of the self Gall, 2010; Gander, 2014; Hearn, 2008; Philbrick and 

Cleveland, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015
Visibility and attention Fillis, 2015; Harris and Rae, 2011; Hearn, 2008; Philbrick 

and Cleveland, 2015; Thomson, 2006
Sales/risk reduction Carlson and Donavan, 2013; Huang et al, 2015; Mills et 

al, 2015; Moulard et al, 2014; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; 
Schroeder, 2005

Identity construction Cocker et al., 2015; Huang et al., 2015; Lunardo et al., 
2015; Thomson, 2006

Co-branding e"ects Bendisch et al, 2013; Close et al, 2011; Moulard et al, 2014; 
Scheidt et al., 2018; Zinko and Rubin, 2015

Impact on society Fillis 2015; Lindridge and Eagar 2015; Schroeder 2005
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Research 
Streams

Concepts Contributions

Antecedents New world of work Gandini, 2016; Gershon, 2014; Hearn, 2008; Lair et al, 
2005; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; Vallas and Cummins, 
2015; van Oort, 2015

Development of media Chen, 2013; Dutta, 2010; Elwell, 2014; Fillis, 2015; Gandini, 
2016; Gehl, 2011; Hearn, 2008; Labrecque et al., 2011; Lair 
et al, 2005; Mills et al, 2015; Schau and Gilly (2003)

New individualism Gershon, 2014; Hearn, 2008; Lair et al, 2005; Lindridge 
and Eager, 2015

Existential angst Harris and Rae, 2011; Labrecque et al, 2011; Lair et al, 
2005; Shepherd, 2005

Key 
ingredients 
and 
applications

Personality Arai et al., 2014; Chen, 2013; Fillis, 2015; Philbrick and 
Cleveland, 2015

Authenticity Gander, 2014; Kowalczyk and Pounders, 2016; Lunardo 
et al, 2015; Mills et al, 2015; Morton, 2012; Moulard et al., 
2014; Moulard et al, 2015; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; 
Thomson, 2006

Di"erentiation Carlson and Donavan, 2013; Chen, 2013; Cocker et al, 
2015; Gander, 2014; Labrecque et al., 2011; Mills et al, 
2015; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012

Visibility Elwell, 2014; Gander, 2014; Harris and Rae, 2011; 
Labrecque et al., 2011; Morton, 2012; Parmentier and 
Fischer, 2012; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015

Social media Chen, 2013; Elwell, 2014; Gandini, 2016; Gehl, 2011; Hearn, 
2008; Labrecque et al, 2011; Lindridge and Eagar, 2015

Narrative identity Belk, 2013; Elwell, 2014; McAdams, 2011
Attachments Carlson and Donavan 2013; Chen, 2013; Loroz and Braig, 

2015; Thomson, 2006
Co-brands and 
stakeholders

Bendisch et al., 2013; Close et al., 2011; Dumont and Ots, 
2020; Parmentier and Fischer 2012; Parmentier et al., 
2013; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; Speed et al., 2015

Brand equity Chen and Chung, 2016; Cottan-Nir, 2019; Hearn, 2008; 
Moulard et al., 2014; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012

2.3.1 What is a human brand? What is personal branding?

2.3.1.1 Terminology
The branding of individuals has introduced a diverse set of new terms into the 
jargon of professionals and academics alike. Brand You (Peters, 1999), Brand 
Yourself (Andrusia and Haskins, 2000), and me Inc (Peters, 1999) are neologisms 
introduced by marketers and professionals who focus primarily on a person-
centered approach “constructing a product based on themselves that can then 
be marketed as e"ectively as possible” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 6). At the same time, 
academic e"orts in this !eld su"er from a lack of consistent terminology, with terms 
such as self-branding, self-marketing, or corporate personhood. However, personal 
branding and, to a limited extent, human branding remain the most frequently 
used and accepted terms. “Personal branding” was coined in 1997 by Tom Peters 
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in the Fast Company Magazine. Although Peters did not give an explanation or 
de!nition, “the phrase ‘personal branding’ is now fairly well established, and more 
consistently used” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 2), which can be con!rmed by the research 
produced for this literature review.

2.3.1.2 Definitions
Personal branding and its various synonyms are frequently used without any 
explicit or even consistent de!nitions of the term, giving rise to a certain degree 
of terminological fuzziness. A deeper investigation of the de!nitions identi!es, 
nonetheless, some common ground and suggests a conceptual approach based 
on three pillars: First, what the branded individual brings in. This implies personal 
quali!cations, such as skills, competencies, experience, or expertise. Second, a focus 
on the audience or speci!c target groups and their perceptions of the branded 
person and relevant associations. This aspect ranges from few speci!c de!nitions, 
such as “the employee trying to impress his boss” (Kotler and Levy, 1969, p. 12) and 
psychologists’ “clients” (Cederberg, 2017) to mostly very abstract circumscriptions 
like “who you are to the world around you” (Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015, p. 183) 
or “to a target audience” (Parmentier et al., 2013, p. 382). Third, di"erentiation 
appears as the end product, and the process of personal branding aims to produce 
a distinction from peers by leveraging one’s points of di"erence and de!ning 
individual unique selling proposition. Beside this conceptual triangle, a strong 
focus on career and employment as well as the commercialization of the branded 
individual can be identi!ed as other particularly key aspects.

A distinction between the process, i.e., personal branding, and the thing, i.e., 
the human brand, is obvious and can traced back to the di"ering philosophies 
of Heraclitus and Democritus (Rescher, 1996). However, a large majority of the 
reviewed articles do not distinguish clearly between these two perspectives. In 
this vein, confusion arises as “personal branding” serves as a term for the entire 
phenomenon of the branding of individuals, whereas “personal brand” is used 
to describe the outcome of personal branding in general as well as the class of 
ordinary people and !eld-speci!c individuals who do not own a celebrity status.

On the whole, updated de!nitions for the contemporary phenomenon of 
personal branding and its statement as a resulting brand need to be determined. 
Therefore, the following de!nitions can be proposed: “Personal branding” could 
remain as a term from a process perspective and, thus, is the entire process of 
establishing, maintaining, and developing an individual’s human brand. It includes 
the active and selective integration of certain personal preconditions with due 
consideration for the changing nature of the !eld in which the human brand is to 
be established. In order to resolve terminological confusion, “human brand” could 
serve as a general term for the brand that results from a personal branding process, 
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independent of class. In this sense, a human brand is an intangible asset linked to a 
person, which generates economic and social value through its visibility as a result of 
a personal branding process. Whereas the personal branding process is a collective 
act between stakeholders and the branded individual’s entire personality, visibility 
is expected to arise within and beyond her/his professional !eld to stand apart 
from other human brands and to !t into a de!ned target market. All aspects of the 
de!nitions proposed before will be considered during the course of this literature 
review.

2.3.2 Underlying theories
Not surprisingly, scholars refer to theories and concepts from the discipline of 
branding in their understanding of personal branding, such as Keller’s (1993) 
customer-based brand equity model that serves as a basis for the concept of 
athletes’ brand images (Arai et al., 2014) and the idea of human brand equity 
for football players (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) or the model of establishing 
points of di"erentiation and points of parity (Keller et al., 2002). However, the 
interdisciplinary domain of personal branding does not only call for a broader 
approach in underlying theories and concepts. Rather, theories speci!cally from 
psychology are used to do justice to the components “personal” or “human” in 
personal branding and human brand.

2.3.2.1 Attachment theory
This psychological, evolutionary and ethological theory (Bowlby, 1969) serves as a 
foundation for a detailed investigation into personal branding, as “understanding 
how to create or intensify attachments could o"er both an e"ective and an 
economical means of achieving stronger marketing relationships that may prevent 
consumer defections, increase consumers’ forgiveness in the face of negative 
information, and can predict brand loyalty and willingness to pay” (Thomson, 2006, 
p. 105). Whereas autonomy, relatedness, and competence serve as antecedents 
of the strength of people’s attachment to human brands, Loroz and Braig (2015) 
create an empirically more comprehensive and sophisticated picture of consumer 
attachments to human brands. Thus, the importance of the competence dimension 
to develop strong human brand attachment depends on the extent to which the 
human brand maintains competence. In addition, brand appeal, consistent focus, 
and longevity are e"ective moderators of human brand attachment strength and 
dimensions such as favorability, originality, and clarity should be included for a 
broader understanding of human brands.

2.3.2.2 Self-Determination theory
Regarding the perception of a celebrity’s authenticity (Moulard et al., 2015), self-
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determination theory in its focus on human motivation and personality proposes 
that intrinsically motivated behavior is “authentic in the fullest sense of those 
terms” (Ryan and Deci, 2000, p. 74). Intrinsic motivation in turn is characterized by 
participation in an activity for its inherent satisfaction of three innate psychological 
needs that are essential for optimal functioning: autonomy (i.e., need to perceive 
origin of source of one’s own behavior), relatedness (i.e., need to feel connected 
with others), and competence (i.e., need to have an e"ect on one’s outcomes and 
surroundings). Autonomy, relatedness, and competence are therefore assumed to 
be prerequisites for the authenticity of celebrities.

2.3.2.3 Attribution theory
Derived from attribution theory, rarity and stability are suggested as the main 
components of human brands (Moulard et al., 2015) as they are expected to 
contribute to authenticity. The augmentation principle within the attribution 
theory is used to derive rarity, since it states that that actions that involve costs, 
risks, or sacri!ces (i.e., nonconforming behaviors) are more likely to be attributed to 
the person than to external causes. This hypothesis is grounded in the idea that it 
is often di$cult to express one’s true self, with social pressure causing most people 
to adapt to the norm. Therefore, it is di$cult to “go against the grain” because 
social acceptance is less likely to be achieved. People who do so are more likely to 
be perceived as intrinsically motivated. This idea is in line with previous research 
(Anton, 2001; Vannini and Franzese, 2008) indicating that social conformity and 
impression management are the antithesis of authenticity. Stability, in turn, is 
justi!ed on the grounds that similar behavior in various situations and similar 
behavior in response to distinct stimuli/units may collapse to similar behavior 
over time. Thus, consumers’ perceptions of a celebrity’s authenticity are driven by 
the fact that that the behavior is unique to that person and is stable over time. 
Concerning the age of the celebrities’ target group, younger people are more likely 
to rely on rarity than older people when judging the authenticity of celebrities, 
while older people rely primarily on stability when assessing the authenticity of 
a celebrity. Consequently, a celebrity’s authenticity is in#uenced by the rarity and 
stability antecedents, yet the relative weights of these antecedents evolve with 
age.

2.3.2.4 Social identity theory
According to this theory originally formulated by social psychologists, consumers 
demonstrate membership in a particular social category by associating themselves 
with a personal brand, thus creating a social identity. Carlson and Donavan (2013) 
investigated the extent to which brand personality attributes of professional 
athletes in#uence consumer-brand relationships with a professional sports 
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team. They used social identity theory as a framework for a model that predicts 
consumer connections with athletes and the team, retail spending and number 
of games watched. According to social identity theory, self-categorization into 
a group serves a self-de!nitional role that helps individuals make sense of the 
world (Tajfel and Turner, 1985; Hogg et al., 1995). Social identi!cation serves as a 
source of self-esteem that should be enhanced by membership in a valued group. 
Here, strong identi!cation with the group should go hand in hand with positive 
evaluation of the ingroup (Leary and Tangney, 2012). Consequently, consumers are 
drawn to sports teams that have a strong “similarity” to their own actual or ideal 
self (Madrigal and Chen, 2008; Carlson et al., 2009; Fink et al., 2009). Carlson and 
Donavan (2013) suggest that likewise, consumers should be drawn to individual 
athletes perceived to be similar to their own actual or ideal self. They identify with 
famous athletes because they are perceived to be symbolic of desirable reference 
groups and being associated with the athlete’s brand personality attributes may 
enhance their own self-image. Additionally, consumers are more likely to identify 
with a player who is perceived to be both prestigious and distinctive. These !ndings 
are in line with social identity theory, which suggests people seek to di"erentiate 
themselves from others in social contexts and are thus likely to a$liate with entities 
that enhance their self-esteem (Tajfel and Turner, 1985; Leary and Tangney, 2012). 
In contrast to more traditional brands, human brands have the unique opportunity 
to successfully di"erentiate themselves from the consumer’s perspective and to 
o"er social identi!cation even through negative characteristics. The image of 
being rebellious is often perceived as being highly desirable since, for instance, 
many celebrities and athletes are very popular among consumers because of their 
negative “bad boy” or “bad girl” images (Burton et al., 2001).

2.3.2.5 Cue utilization theory
An application of cue utilization theory enables to di"er between intrinsic and 
extrinsic cues of human brands which is comparable to Keller’s (1993) distinction 
between product-related, i.e., a product’s physical composition, and non-product 
related brand attributes, e.g., price and packaging. Investigating artist brands from 
the point of view of cue utilization theory (Moulard et al., 2014) the appearance and 
the quality of the artwork itself can be conceptualized as an intrinsic cue whereas 
the attitude toward the artist, or the artist’s brand equity, can be conceptualized 
as an extrinsic cue. Doctoral candidates’ brand attributes are categorized into 
intrinsic and extrinsic cues, each with a positive impact on certain aspects of the 
candidates’ job search process (Close et al., 2011). Whereas the candidates’ research 
productivity and dissertation progress are attributed to the intrinsic cues, the 
extrinsic cues are represented by granting faculty research productivity, advisor 
research productivity, and doctoral consortium attendance. Additionally, doctoral 
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candidates’ publications in top ranked journals strengthen the con!dence that 
a candidate’s publication in a particular journal meets a certain quality standard 
and thus served as important predictors of the candidate’s placement success. 
This is consistent with the cue utilization theory, suggesting that some cues have 
higher predictive and con!dence values than other cues (Olson, 1977; Richardson 
et al., 1994), and that cues with such high values are given the greatest weight in 
assessing quality. The predictive value of a cue is directly connected to the degree 
to which the evaluators associate the cue with quality.

2.3.2.6 Structuration theory
This theory explains how social systems are created and reproduced through 
the engagement of structure and individual’s, group’s or organization’s behavior 
(Giddens, 1984) and is utilized to explore the extent that celebrities’ human brand 
can emancipate themselves from a character they are associated with (Lindridge 
and Eagar, 2015). Exemplarily applied to the late singer, songwriter and actor 
David Bowie, the structure of his human brand can be understood through the 
interactions and knowledge between so-called “agents,” i.e., producers, managers, 
agents, publicists and the entire machinery of the music industry, who work with 
and sometimes even force the artists to construct and perform their persona. 
Consequently, agents’ behaviors are not only determined by the structure that they 
exist within but are also constantly recreated and adapted through di"ering time 
periods. Emphasizing the question about the ownership of a human brand and its 
characters leads to the recognition of celebrities as image-creators and -prisoners 
depending on which agents hold the power to in#uence image associations. In this 
respect, structuring theory is expected to enable scholars to deal with this con#ict 
by considering how agents within the structure can in#uence the agency of a 
human brand, leading to an “ongoing negotiation between the di"erent agents 
within the celebrity structure” (Turner, 2004).

2.3.3 Classes and Categories
Regarding the fact that scholars primarily use the term “personal brand” when 
considering or investigating ordinary people as brands, three di"erent classes of 
human brands are proposed: the celebrity, the personal brand, and the icon.

2.3.3.1 Classes
Celebrities, de!ned as “part of the social elite who engage in the public relations 
machine of television and movie roles, special event appearances and talk show and 
gossip magazine placements” (Lunardo et al., 2015, p. 687), enjoy great popularity 
in personal branding among both practitioners and scholars. While the very !rst 
empirical studies of personal branding targeted celebrities (Thomson, 2006), 
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recent investigations have evolved to form a separate interdisciplinary research 
area beyond a personal branding perspective, particularly in the last few years, as 
expressed in its publication platform in the Celebrity Studies journal. Nonetheless, 
the search through key terms in this review resulted in 83 articles that focus on 
celebrities con!rming the manifest interest of scholars in investigating them.

The chronological aspect of the demographics of celebrity culture comes into 
play when turning to the branding of ordinary people. Because of the contradictory 
forces a"ecting media visibility, namely the need for constant renewal and the 
competition for that scarce resource that is public attention, there is a rapid 
turnover of celebrities in the media. Whereas, traditional media, such as television, 
radio, and newspapers, had been the exclusive domain of corporate entities and 
celebrities, social media allows all individuals to create their own unique virtual 
spaces and to reach broader audiences irrespective of time or place. How much 
room is there for celebrities to not fall out from the celebrity zone and step into 
the zone of ordinary human brands, i.e., personal brands? In turn, micro-celebrities 
appear as an intermediate stage during the transition from a personal brand to 
celebrity status (Khamis et al., 2017) enabled by social media.

Finally, the icon is a legitimate cultural symbol of personal achievement 
and societal values. While celebrities, for a period of time, own the symbolic 
meanings associated with their private and public selves, icons experience a 
convergence and transformation of meanings across time, re#ecting wider cultural 
concerns. Celebrities transition into icons when their fame endures through the 
transformation of their cultural meaning and values that mirror changes in society 
(Lindridge and Eagar, 2015). Even if terms such as “superstar” and “idol” (Epstein, 
2005) may con!rm that a consistent separation does not exist, an icon stands out 
from the crowd of an increasing number of celebrities.

Scholars tend to prioritize some areas in their research, while others still lack 
scholarly attention (Table 2.3) regarding the assignment of three human brand 
classes to 11 di"erent categories (see Appendix 1).

2.3.3.2 Categories
By reason of the increasing presence in the public and in the media, celebrities are 
no longer limited to actors and musicians. It covers athletes, business persons, 
technology entrepreneurs, politicians, scientists, and others as well (Moulard et al., 
2015). Celebrities are primarily studied in the sports category, such as Andy Murray, 
and in politics, for example Kevin Rudd and Donald Trump. However, performing 
artists, such as Oprah Winfrey, represent the largest category of celebrities being 
investigated. Whereas these three categories mirror the high level of attention 
they have in the media, royals or the family members of higher or lower aristocracy 
have rarely yet been targeted by scholarly interest. In a similar vein, visual artists, 
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Table 2.3: Number of publications focusing on three different classes of human brands in 
eleven different categories

Categories Sub-categories Classes of Human Brands
Icon Celebrity Personal brand

Sports Athletes 0 4 30
Athletic trainers 0 0 2
Athletes from speci!c 
disciplines

2 7 6

Academics General 0 0 9
Professors 0 0 4
Students 0 0 22

Politicians General 0 2 8
Prime ministers 0 4 0
Presidents 0 4 0
Election candidates 0 1 4
Ordinary politicians 0 0 1

Visual artists General 0 0 7
Painters 0 4 0
Sculptors 0 1 0
Video/!lm producers 0 1 0

Performing artists Actors 0 6 1
Musicians 2 4 6
Comedians 0 1 0
Models 0 4 2
TV Anchor 0 2 1

Aristocracy Royals 1 0 1
Producers of hedonic 
products

Chefs 0 3 0

Professional services General 0 0 6
Medical sta" 0 0 10
Consultants 0 0 1
IT professionals 0 0 1
Engineers 0 0 2
Salespeople 0 0 2
Teachers 0 0 1
Librarians 0 0 6

Self-employed General 0 0 1
Creative industry 0 0 3
Spiritual 0 0 1

Business managers CEOs 0 0 15
Executives 0 0 2
Leaders 0 0 3
Entrepreneurs 0 2 5
Owner-manager 0 0 1

Content creators Journalists 0 0 22
Authors 0 1 3
In#uencers 0 1 1
Bloggers 0 0 16
YouTubers 0 1 5
Vloggers 0 2 2
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business managers, and content creators have been the subject of only few studies 
of celebrities, despite their intense visibility in di"erent kinds of media.

Personal brands in the category of content creators have been facing increasing 
scholarly interest in the last few years, especially journalists, bloggers, and YouTubers. 
Similarly, professors and students face intense academic attention, which might 
simply be caused by the ready availability of the sample group. Whereas personal 
brands in the sports category emphasize the athlete in general, numerous di"erent 
jobs have been studied in the professional services, such as doctors and nurses in 
the medical !eld, psychologists, librarians, and engineers. Business managers, for 
example CEOs, represent another category studied more frequently. However, the 
personal brands in the categories of the producers of hedonic products and the 
aristocracy su"er from a lack of scholarly interest.

The number of branded individuals being labelled and studied as icons is very 
low so far, which mirrors their hardly existing availability for research e"orts. British 
royals as human brands, for example, serve as “iconic British symbols” (Otnes and 
Maclaran, 2018, p. 9). Ziggy Stardust, a character derived from the performance 
persona of David Bowie, represents “a powerful icon of a time, place, ethos and 
subculture that would never age and is in!nitely replicable and symbolically 
malleable, in ways that the celebrity cannot reproduce” (Lindridge and Eagar, 
2015, p. 24). David Beckham, who embraces multiple masculinities, including the 
romantic and compassionate husband, the hands-on father, the football legend, 
and the fashionable style icon (Cocker et al., 2015), mirrors a societal shift in 
positioning himself as a metrosexual human (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012).

Nonetheless, the category of aristocracy in general is still an under-investigated 
area that calls for deeper investigation, similar to some others. Although Kotler and 
Levy (1969, p.10) already stated that “political contests remind us that candidates 
are marketed as well as soap,” and despite the fact that political marketing is 
big business, particularly in the United States, and that it attracts sophisticated 
investigation from scholars (e.g., Butler and Harris, 2009; Hughes and Dann, 2009; 
Algara, 2019), the personal branding of politicians still lacks empiric consideration 
(Harris and Rae, 2011; Gershon, 2014). In same vein, the art market o"ers numerous 
well-known brands of visual artists, like Dali, Picasso, van Gogh, Rembrandt, or 
Warhol, all of whom are imbued with celebrity status (Schroeder, 2005; Fillis, 2015).

2.3.4 Benefits of personal branding
First and foremost, the branded individual bene!ts generally from personal 
branding when competing for work, seeking advancement in speci!c occupations 
or professions, or pursuing a career path that leads to higher !nancial earnings. 
This fundamental advantage includes other speci!c aspects, such as lucrative 
endorsement opportunities for athletes, the self-branded business ventures 
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of celebrities, or entry-level placement as well as entry salary premiums in the 
marketing job market. While these bene!ts are closely linked to di"erentiation as 
a consequence of personal branding and can be traced back to the idea of a new 
world of work, personal branding is thought to o"er some impact to the individual 
personality as well. Continuous self-re#ection throughout the personal branding 
process may lead to continuous learning and thus enable the branded individuals 
to improve their abilities and achieve much greater self-awareness, self-esteem, 
self-con!dentiality, and self-worth. Visibility acts as a bene!cial consequence of 
personal branding too, enhancing social capital for the branded individual.

Turning to the target groups of personal branding, human brands as endorsers 
are a major force driving retail sales when products are associated with them. In 
the art market in particular, personal branding serves as a means for reducing 
risks and increasing the willingness to pay a premium price. Beside commercial 
considerations, psychological aspects are of interest, such as consumer-human 
brand attachment that may advance identity construction. Celebrities complement 
or even replace the family system for identity construction of young people. The 
family system and the family subsystem are interconnected to satisfy the basic 
human needs of belonging, autonomy and distinctiveness, all of which are essential 
for identity development (Scabini and Manzi, 2011). The ful!lment of psychological 
needs, such as autonomy, relatedness, or competence as well as appearance 
attractiveness seems to be of great importance in the transition from parental 
attachment to idol attachment for young people especially. Identity includes, but 
is not limited to gender, race, ethnicity, spirituality, sexuality, and social class (Dillon 
et al., 2011). The latter has not been at the forefront of the marketing literature 
on celebrity but is an important part of the appeal of many celebrity brands and, 
thus, a crucial factor for identity construction at consumer side. For instance, 
several working-class celebrities based in Britain, such as Kerry Katona, Jade Goody 
and Wayne Rooney, have labelled themselves ‘chav’ and have become !gures of 
national misery or disgust. The term ‘chav’ has been described as the “ubiquitous 
term of abuse against the white poor” (Tyler, 2008, p. 17), which has been used to 
mock and deride the appearance, accent, clothing, lifestyle, and culture of working 
class men and women in Britain (Tyler, 2008). The example of the “celebrity chav” 
indicates that the social class cannot be understood only from the point of view 
of economic capital and therefore o"ers a broad approach for consumer identity 
construction.

Many scholars suggest the presence of co-branding following from personal 
branding activities, for example between ordinary employees or CEOs and 
companies. Furthermore, due to spill-over and meaning transfer, deliberate and 
unintentional e"ects may arise between human brands, corporate brands, and 
product brands. For example, the entire artistic brand, from which consumers 
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derive their judgements about the uncertain product quality of the artwork, results 
from spill-over e"ects between an artist’s human brand and the artist’s artwork 
(Moulard et al., 2014). Some !rst indications that personal branding impacts society 
can be found, as e.g., David Bowie’s societal and cultural relevance is also obvious 
“by sanctioning his homosexuality as an important socio-cultural statement and 
response to Britain’s post-industrial decline” (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015, p. 23).

2.3.5 Antecedents of personal branding
From today’s point of view, the branding of individuals is an old practice that has 
produced numerous examples in human memory, such as Alexander the Great 
(Braudy, 1997) and savant Goethe (Bendisch et al., 2013). An analysis of 18th century 
auction records serves as an additional example and revealed that artists have always 
been branded as the prices for their artworks was determined by their reputation 
and status in society (Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). It is obvious that there has been 
a long history during which celebrity was attained through family relationships or 
achieved through talent (Rojek, 2012). However, the a"air of Elizabeth Taylor and 
Richard Burton in 1963 has been identi!ed as “an insightful turning point, marking 
a juncture whereby the public were seen to have become more interested in one 
particular celebrity’s private life than her abilities as an actress” (Mills et al., 2015, 
p. 5). As such, contemporary personal branding has not just become more media-
driven, complex, and multilayered. However, it !nds its most e"ective antecedents 
only in the recent past. The joint impact of societal, economic, and technological 
developments provides three key areas that have given rise to the emergence of 
ubiquitous personal branding.

First, the development of the new world of work means a transformation from 
an industrial to an information-based economy, with the spread of neoliberal 
capitalism and increasing complexity. Massive changes and turbulences were 
caused by the mass layo"s of the 1970s, followed in the late 20th and early 21st 
century by “economic globalization, new arenas of competition, and rapidly evolving 
information technologies” (Lair et al., 2005, p. 311). As a result, powerful social norms 
and pressures that promised stability in uncertain environments have become 
unstable. Individuals could no longer depend on employers to be “guarantors of 
life-long employment and personal economic stability” (Philbrick and Cleveland, 
2015, p. 182). Competition for jobs increased, as careers became unpredictable, not 
limited to a single job description, and as traditional job applications based on a 
curriculum vitae became insu$cient. “Hiring, as a consequence of these changes, 
has become a matter of choosing potential employees who signal that they are 
managing themselves correctly, replete with expandable skills, useful alliances, 
and appropriate branding strategies” (Gershon, 2014, p. 288). People o"ering their 
abilities, skills, and performance are in competition with each other, not dissimilar 
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to the competition between products or services for attention in saturated 
markets. This need for personal responsibility and individual di"erentiation seems 
accompanied or exempli!ed by the emergence of the !gure of the entrepreneur. 
Hearn (2008, p. 201) states that “the overt practices of self-branding […] have 
their root in the rise of the networked organization and the entrepreneurial 
workplace” which is supported by other scholars (e.g., Gandini, 2016). Workers are 
encouraged to become enterprises in their own right in corporate employment or 
in a job application process. Thus, personal branding serves as a supportive tool 
in employment in times of neoliberal precariousness and as a “communicative 
response to economic uncertainty” (Lair et al., 2005, p. 309).

Second, various forms of media have developed alongside the rise of the idea 
of visibility as a key currency in life. The explosion of the Web 2.0 and social media 
o"ers continuously evolving platforms for an emerging attention economy that 
self-branding is directly related to. Multiple media outlets enable personal branding 
for everyone, e.g., by searching on Google, sharing via Facebook, networking on 
LinkedIn, broadcasting on YouTube, or linking via Twitter to access and contribute 
to the story of the individual self. A key academic contribution that is frequently 
cited is the investigation of self-presentation in personal web space by Schau and 
Gilly (2003). They see the link between sociologist Erving Go"man’s “presentation 
of self in everyday life” (Go"man, 1956) with the computer-mediated environment 
in that “personal Web sites allow consumers to self-present 24/7 beyond a regional 
setting to the virtual world” (Schau and Gilly, 2003, p. 387), as building a digital 
self can be taken as par for the course. David Bowie became “the !rst artist in 1999 
to release an album (‘The Hours’) through the Internet signifying Bowie’s human 
brand innovation” (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015, p. 21). With the development from 
Web 1.0 to Web 2.0, online personal branding has mutated into an interactive and 
meaningful presence through the use of chat rooms, blogs, and other kinds of 
third-party sites. Ubiquity and user-friendliness, free and open access, crumbling 
technological barriers, and space for individuals are factors inviting self-expression 
and self-presentation—not least for purposes of personal branding. Broader 
audiences can be reached, irrespective of time or place, while branding in social 
media is migrating from being an exclusive business pursuit to allowing individuals 
to create their own unique virtual spaces. Consequently, cultural values change, 
with fame and attention gaining signi!cant importance and people mutating into 
“gossip-hungry consumers” (Mills et al., 2015, p. 1). Thus, “personal branding re#ects 
one logical reaction to the cultural and political economics of Web 2.0” (Gehl, 2011, 
p. 2).

Third, a new understanding of individualism developed as a countermovement 
to traditional collectivistic systems. Scholars claim that the symptoms and forms of 
individualism represent a re#ection of the concept of humankind in its respective 
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era. Under earlier forms of capitalism, for instance, workers provided their physical 
and mental capacities to the employer for a limited period of time each day. By 
contrast, in the era of neoliberalism, the individual now owns and treats herself/
himself as a corporate business aiming to maintain her/his human capital, i.e., her/
his collection of skills, assets, and alliances. The responsibility for self-ful!lment, 
self-reliance, self-su$ciency, self-actualization, and self-realization as fundamental 
psychological needs lies exclusively with the individual today, reinforced by 
the American myth. Realizing the American dream implies accepting a world of 
change and opportunities in which “you can create and recreate yourself so as to 
be the master of your own destiny” (Lair et al., 2005, p. 314). This understanding of 
individualism is located as a di"erence that began to exist historically only within a 
broader system from the 1860s to the 1880s, in the wake of the Civil War in the US. At 
that time, people began to understand themselves as individuals individualized by 
their place within the system (Michaels, 1989). To the same degree of development, 
trust is eroding in any all-embracing system of determined norms and values, as 
the quest for identity fails when applying traditional collectivistic interpretations. 
Therefore, practitioners postulate the process of self-managed self-improvement 
as the means of choice, and the self-help movement appears as a precursor of 
personal branding.

Additionally, scholars (e.g., Shepherd, 2005) have identi!ed existential angst as 
a driver and a major selling proposition for personal branding by consultants and 
counsellors. The individual has to cope with the inevitability of building her/his 
human brand, as the otherwise inescapable consequence is “being marginalized or 
left behind” (Harris and Rae, 2011, p. 14) and going “through a brand divorce” (Lair 
et al., 2005, p. 329). Fear of losing one’s livelihood is attended by the fear of losing 
human brand ownership, since someone else will manage the human brand if the 
individual does not do so himself or herself.

Nonetheless, the antecedents of personal branding have to be determined in 
more detail for di"erent cultures and societies, e.g., comparing the US and Europe 
or considering traditional collectivistic societies such as Japan.

Derived from the review of the classes of human brands and antecedents of 
the personal branding movement, celebrities appear as the cradle from which 
human brands for ordinary people have sprung, due to the opportunities and 
needs produced by societal, economic, and technological developments. Icons, in 
turn, represent a select group containing long-lasting and outstanding branded 
individuals who stand out from the growing number of commoditized celebrities 
(Figure 2.3).
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2.3.6 Key ingredients and applications
Beside numerous fragmented !ndings and concepts and some more general 
conceptual approaches, many scholars have come to agree on a small number of 
elements of what human brands may consist of and which !elds of application 
they can be encountered in, partly based on empirical investigation.

2.3.6.1 Personality and authenticity
At a very early stage of the personal branding process, one’s personality, i.e., 
individual strengths and weaknesses, values, skills, expertise, and attributes, needs 
to be re#ected in order to transform it into the human brand personality. Credibility 
and, in particular, authenticity are two attributes that are understood to represent 
the crucial ingredients for human brands. Authenticity a"ects attitudes toward 
the branded individual positively, which in turn is a critical component used in 
consumer judgments and decision-making. Consumers demonstrate an increased 

Figure 2.3: Pyramid of different human brand classes and their appearance in the history 
of personal branding
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demand for authentic brands. An authentic human brand claims to represents 
the true self of the branded person and thus delivers a constant promise of value. 
Clarity as well as rarity, with its subdimensions of talent, discretion, and originality, 
contribute to authenticity and are closely linked to di"erentiation as a further key 
element of personal branding.

2.3.6.2 Differentiation
Most scholars tend to one-sidedly emphasize that the branded individual should 
di"er from everybody else and, as such, neglect the points of parity (e.g., Chen, 
2013). In contrast, Parmentier et al. (2013), who explored fashion models, identi!ed 
points of di"erentiation to stand out from other competitors in terms of the amount 
and the quality of their !eld-speci!c cultural and social capital as well as points 
of parity that are visibly !tting in with the expectations of the !eld in which the 
human brand is competing. This is con!rmed for !rst faculty positions in marketing 
as well (Close et al., 2011). Distinction does not necessarily have to have positive 
connotations. Even negative “bad boy” or “bad girl” images (Carlson and Donavan, 
2013), the refusal to comply with societal conventions, or even scandals may lead 
to di"erentiation (Mills et al., 2015) and attention.

2.3.6.3 Visibility
Above all, visibility is named as indispensable, following the key expectation 
“You need to get noticed” (Gander, 2014, p. 101). On the one hand, a physical 
footprint is expected in the form of writing articles, speaking in public, extending 
one’s network, giving presentations, or producing publications to create an 
o&ine self. On the other hand, a digital footprint leads to an online self by way 
of social media platforms, which obviously now plays a far more prominent role 
in personal branding. From another perspective, visibility is to be attained in two 
areas: First, on-!eld in the original !eld of practice and profession of the branded 
individual, aiming for instance for awards and honours conferred by peers in the 
!eld, and second, o"-!eld outside of the professional !eld in the sense of building 
a mainstream media persona (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). The interrelations of 
these di"erent areas as well as constant connectivity with an increasing number of 
online opportunities suggests a need to bundle individual visibility activities in a 
transmedia model of storytelling and story-world construction. Stories that build 
brand meaning have transitioned from being developed by the original brand 
owner, i.e., storytelling, to being developed by the stakeholders, i.e., storygiving. 
The integration of di"erent story elements that are dispersed across multiple 
media platforms in an episodic format and co-creative audience interaction are 
key characteristics (Elwell, 2014).
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2.3.6.4 Narrative Identity
Contemporary ways of visibility and the digital world in particular call for a new 
paradigm to conceptualize the dialectic of the digital-analog self-identity. The self is 
much more actively managed, jointly constructed, interactive, openly disinhibited, 
confessional, multiply manifest, and in#uenced by what the branded individual and 
his or her avatars do online (Belk, 2013). Much of the in#uence on contemporary 
self-concepts and people’s activities in creating them, is absent when only the self 
is studied o&ine in an extended way. It is not an either-or between o&ine and 
online identities, but an “as well” because “it becomes impossible to tell where 
one begins and the other ends as the two are seamlessly integrated. Online and 
o"-line identities are not functionally equivalent to one another such that one is 
interchangeable for the other. Rather, together they cocreate the experience of 
identity in the space between the digital and the analog” (Elwell, 2014, p. 235). The 
transmedia model (Elwell, 2014) serves as a helpful paradigm for understanding 
the nature of self-identity and self-formation in this new liminal space by o"ering 
the conceptual architecture necessary for exploring and articulating its integrated, 
dispersed, episodic, and interactive narrative character as a key element of the 
contemporary human brand. Integrated narrative elements, such literal series of 
episodes in the form of sequential !lms, books, and games create a continuous and 
evolving story of the self. In this respect, the psychological perspective contributes 
valuably to a deeper understanding of personal branding by de!ning the story a 
selective reconstruction of the autobiographical past and a narrative anticipation 
of the imagined future that serves to explain, for the self and others, how the person 
came to be and where his or her life may be going (McAdams, 2011). Developing 
one’s own human brand implies that the I becomes an author, seeking to fashion 
the Me into a self-de!ning story. Consequently, narrative identity is not just an 
internalized and evolving story of the self that provides a person’s life with some 
semblance of unity, purpose, and meaning. Rather, narrative identity, then, is that 
feature of human selfhood that begins to emerge when the adolescent or young-
adult I assumes the guise of a storyteller.

2.3.6.5 Social media
Social media in particular are assumed to allow human brands to develop stronger 
bonds with consumers, resulting in “a formation of a social relations exchange” 
(Chen, 2013, p. 335) and a network of relationships in a general sense, as increased 
attention is a conditional element for brand attachment. In current digital knowledge 
industries, self-branding directly contributes to socialized value production 
through the social construction of a branded persona—a process called “digital 
work” (Gandini, 2016). In addition, speci!c consumer-brand relationships are built, 
for example in sports, where the athlete brand “has a positive in#uence on the 
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extent to which consumers feel an emotional attachment to the athlete” (Carlson 
and Donavan, 2013, p. 204). Human brands to which people are attached o"er 
potential as endorsers, which has been the primary focus when exploring athletes 
and celebrities as human brands. While autonomy, relatedness, and competence 
have been seen to serve as antecedents of the strength of people’s attachment to 
human brands (Thomson, 2006), Loroz and Braig (2015) create an empirically more 
comprehensive and sophisticated picture of consumer attachments to human 
brands that emphasizes the dimension of competence.

2.3.6.6 Co-brands and stakeholders
As human brands do not function in isolation, the collaborative process at work 
in building the human brand is obvious. Brand meaning transfer e"ects and co-
creation are inevitable elements that are generally considered, be it between 
businesspeople or politicians and their organizations, athletes “fraternizing 
with !gures from the entertainment world” (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012, p. 
116), photographers and agencies and fashion models, or between employees 
and companies. Based on Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory and the multi-
stakeholder approach (Keller, 2003), stakeholder models of human brand equity 
are being developed for the art market, for CEO branding, and for professional 
rock climbers. First studies indicate bene!cial as well as damaging co-branding 
activities in personal branding (e.g., Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) and a potential 
risk of broken links between human brands and organizational brands (e.g., Speed 
et al., 2015).

2.3.6.7 Brand equity
After all e"orts and investment into creating a human brand, it is crucial to measure 
whether personal branding activities are successful at all and, if so, to what extent 
they are. Certainly, the price of artworks, record sales or online downloads of a 
musician’s work, career earnings, or the number of endorsement contracts as well 
as rankings in the annual Forbes’s list of celebrities are measurable quantities, 
but they do not o"er reliable information about the comparative human brand 
equity of di"erent individuals. Professional equity that is built in the original !eld of 
practice and celebrity equity that is earned outside the original !eld are two main 
elements of human brand equity for football players (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). 
A measurement scale for CEO human brands should contain work standards, style, 
leadership, personality, values, character, and teamwork (Chen and Chung, 2016) 
and CEO brand’s characteristics and action parameters in#uence stakeholder’s 
perceptions and behavior and may lead to the creation of added perceived value 
at reputational and !nancial level that re#ects the actual essence of CEO brand 
equity (Cottan-Nir, 2019). Nonetheless, a real brand equity measurement in 
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practice, considering all human brands as multidimensional constructs and taking 
into account the multi-stakeholder approach to cocreate the human brands in a 
collective act, is still sorely lacking.

2.3.7 Challenges for personal branding
By contrast to the rational or even enthusiastic contemplation of the consequences 
of personal branding, scholars (e.g., Lair et al., 2005; Gershon, 2014) are increasingly 
sensitive toward its dark side as well and have revealed its essential challenges.

“The more personal branding, the better the impact” does not necessarily 
work as expected either, as too successful a human brand may appear as a 
threat to colleagues or superiors in a corporate setting, resulting in suspicion 
and scepticism (Harris and Rae, 2011). Based on the optimal stimulation level 
(OSL) theory, consumers may switch quickly to other human brands due to their 
desire for variety. Too frequent encounters with a human brand may also cost 
stimulatory potential and may result in a perception of boredom (Huang et al., 
2015). In same vein, a higher level of visibility increases the probability of getting 
involved in a"airs compared to ordinary people and, especially with regard to 
online personal branding, professional and career advantages cannot be taken for 
granted. Inappropriate photos or information posted on a candidate’s page, poor 
communication skills, “bad-mouthing” from former employers or fellow employees, 
implied links to criminal behavior, or con!dential information about past employers 
are top areas of concern when seeking for job opportunities (Harris and Rae, 2011).

Scholars only sporadically point out the fundamental, gender-speci!c 
di"erences in the context of work and career in their investigations of personal 
branding. In this respect, the contemporary phenomenon of personal branding 
and all its advocates face the challenge of developing strategies to address two 
key issues. First, the common task in personal branding of combining one’s own 
authenticity with the need to take on multiple roles shows signi!cant di"erences 
between women and men in the way they cope with it. Women are expected to 
reach for the top, but also to look feminine, pay attention to their appearance, be 
there for their children and husbands and routinely take on the role of caretaker 
at work. Consequently, working women with families run the risk of experiencing 
even greater tension between work and family if they commit to becoming a 
human brand (Lair et al., 2005). In the sense of “true-to-self ” strategies, women 
can maintain their authenticity as individuals yet still achieve the desired rewards 
if they are good enough (Fletcher, 1999; Singh et al., 2002). Really successful, 
however, are chameleons (usually males) who pick strategies out of a number of 
role models by trying di"erent approaches, with a greater chance of understanding 
what worked for them (Singh et al., 2002). Additionally, it is not acceptable and 
is risky for future career progression to promote a “whole” identity in some 
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organizations (Sheppard, 1989). Only a work-focused person receives the ticket 
for the next round. This limitation raises the question for women with children 
that energy must be spent on positioning themselves to !t into a model that they 
still consider “di"erent.” Second, women are less likely to self-promote than men 
(Dobbins et al., 1990; Oakley, 2000; Singh et al., 2002). This gender gap in self-
promotion is re#ective of the gender gap in self-evaluations and, in addition, the 
gender gap in self-evaluations is speci!c to evaluations of own performance (Exley 
and Kessler, 2019). Women evaluate their performance less favourably than men, 
which then is likely to have a continuing impact on their careers. In contrast, men 
are actively reading the promotion systems in their organization and working to !t 
the career success model using impression management. Most of the managerial 
and professional males seem to understand and comply with the rules of the game 
of acknowledgment, recognition and promotion in a more straightforward and less 
emotional way compared to their female colleagues. Although many women are 
aware of the potential of impression management, self-expression and networking, 
they decide not to use it (Singh et al., 2002).

Authenticity represents a crucial ingredient for human brands as it a"ects 
attitudes toward branded individuals positively, which in turn is a critical 
component used in consumer judgments and decision-making (Mills et al., 
2015). The understanding of what authenticity of a human brand means exactly 
is predominantly twofold. On the one hand, it is understood as the “!t between 
persona and underlying personality” (Speed et al., 2015) and to act “according to his/
her true self” (Moulard et al., 2015). In this way, authenticity is thought to be derived 
from intrinsic motivation as opposed to extrinsic motivation, with commercially 
driven interests which implies that commercialization must not be part of intrinsic 
motivation. Against this background, Paris Hilton, for example, is perceived as 
hardly authentic, but she is without doubt a celebrity brand (Moulard et al., 2015). 
Is authenticity then indeed indispensable in personal branding? On the other 
hand, the focus lies on being “unconventional and […] seen to be going against 
the mainstream” (Lunardo et al., 2015). Here, clarity as well as rarity contribute to 
authenticity and are closely linked to di"erentiation as a further key element of 
personal branding. However, distinction does not necessarily have to have positive 
connotations. Even negative “bad boy” or “bad girl” images (Carlson and Donavan, 
2013), the refusal to comply with society’s conventions, or even scandals may lead 
to di"erentiation. How to separate then between “good authenticity” and “bad 
authenticity,” and how far does a human brand bene!t from it?

Obviously, a dilemma for personal branding arises from its tendency to demand 
both maintaining the true self, i.e., authenticity, and responding to di"erent 
target groups, even more when it comes to creating a digital footprint that 
implies multiple online identities. In branding the self, people often have trouble 
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crafting their individual web presence across various platforms when fashioning 
a coherent branded self (Gershon, 2014). Social psychologist Gergen (1991) and 
other postmodernists have argued that multiple selves are an adaptive response 
to a world of multiple demands. The multiplicity of roles is ascribed to represent 
a major psychological challenge today as people are expected to enact di"erent 
identities to !t in di"erent contexts (Leary and Tangney, 2012), which is in line with 
scholars’ perspective on personal branding, especially considering human brands’ 
presence on social media: “They struggle to seem like a coherent self across multiple 
platforms, despite the complexities of audiences for the di"erent interfaces they 
use” (Gershon, 2014, p. 29). In fact, scholars indicate successful examples of human 
brands consisting of di"erent roles o&ine as well as online, such as David Beckham 
and David Bowie. Beckham’s human brand, for example, encompasses several 
masculinities, including the romantic and compassionate husband, the hands-on 
father, the football legend and the fashion icon. He has become what his fans wish 
to see in him, which suggests that an important component of his popularity and 
success derives from these multiple identities (Cashmore and Parker, 2003; Vincent 
et al., 2009; Cocker et al., 2015). The human brand of late celebrity David Bowie 
consisted of three components, i.e., the real person (David Jones), the performance 
persona (David Bowie) and the characters derived from this persona, such as Ziggy 
Stardust (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015). Despite a few successful examples in the 
celebrity sector, there remains the question of the e"ects when having multiple 
discrepant identities for the in!nite number of human brands. Psychologists found 
that, despite their bu"ering e"ects in stressful events (Linville, 1987), a greater 
variability across identities was associated with lower well-being (Donahue et 
al., 1993), a lack of coherence and integrity (Ryan et al., 2005), and inauthenticity 
(Sheldon et al., 1997). Self-determination theory could serve as a helpful framework 
as “under conditions in which the identities o"ered individuals are both supported 
by signi!cant others and allow ful!lment of the psychological needs for relatedness, 
competence, and autonomy, a healthy integration of the individual is possible” 
(Leary and Tangney, 2012, p. 242).

Despite the creation of few personal branding frameworks, partly based 
on empirical studies (e.g., Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) and partly as a result of 
conceptual work (e.g., Bendisch et al., 2013), a comprehensive personal branding 
framework or even theory has not yet been developed in the academic !eld. Even 
in a well-de!ned !eld such as commercial sports, a general model for personal 
branding is not e"ective, as “wrestlers or boxers might be seen as rude athletes, 
while golfers might be seen as sophisticated ones” (Lunardo et al., 2015, p. 706). 
Nonetheless, the empirically based artistic brand model constructed as a di"usion 
process over time (Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) may serve as an inspiring example. 
Broken down to the individual level, an in!nite number of di"erent human brands 
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is possible, with each having its own human complexity. In addition, the more 
people have acquired a status symbol as a human brand, the less distinctive it is 
and the less status it confers on its holders. Simply said, “even if it were possible that 
we could all be famous, if everyone were famous, then no one would be famous” 
(Holmes and Redmond, 2006, p. 14).

As personal branding represents the logical extension of previous forms of 
branding, such as product brands, service brands, corporate brands, or retail 
brands, it would seem natural to call for an application of traditional branding 
practices in equal measure to the younger !eld of personal branding. As a matter 
of fact, this transfer has few clear advocates (e.g., Close et al., 2011; Ternès et al., 
2014) or critics (e.g., Russell and Schau, 2010; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015), but it 
promises constructive approaches (e.g., Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015) that very selectively adapt proven branding practices. So far, no 
one attribute from traditional branding can be identi!ed that has explicitly been 
rejected from personal branding. Others, such as the brand personality (Aaker, 
1997), competition which implies points of di"erentiation as well as points of parity 
(Keller et al., 2002), brand visibility (Keller, 2013), brand relationships (Fournier, 
1998), or brand meaning transfer (McCracken, 1989) as well as brand co-creation 
(Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 2000) have already been adapted to the context of 
personal branding as discussed earlier, de!ning them as single key ingredients. 
Nonetheless, personal branding is not investigated as an entire process to 
clarify how it emerges and even though a “great brand is not built by accident” 
(Keller, 2013, p. 125), it remains unclear how aware people really are about their 
own human brand and their brand building process. Furthermore, target groups 
and categories represent two indispensable dimensions in traditional branding 
(Keller, 2013). However, abstract terms such as “customer” (Gehl, 2011), “consumer” 
(Carlson and Donavan, 2013), and “audience” (Mills et al., 2015) are widely applied 
in personal branding but it remains nebulous as to who is meant by this. Similarly, 
the term “target market” serves as an unde!ned focus for numerous activities in 
human brand positioning (Shepherd, 2005), except for the art market (Schroeder, 
2005), the music market (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015) and the job market (Zamudio 
et al., 2013). Finally, the dimension of time suggests that “if there is one rule for 
modern branding, however, it is that brands can never stand still” (Keller, 2013, p. 
479). One should understand that “achieving and maintaining your personal brand 
is a journey, not a destination” (Trepanier and Gooch, 2014, p. 57). Human brands 
are not static and face continuous change during their lifetimes. Athletes may 
experience unexpected injuries or performance slumps (Arai et al., 2014), models 
have biological limits a"ecting their ability to keep their physical appearance 
(Parmentier et al., 2013), transgressions can damage human brands (Moulard et 
al., 2015) and, !nally, every branded individual will pass away (Fillis, 2015). There 
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are !rst insights into viable means to extend the life expectancy of a human brand, 
as can be seen in David Beckham maintaining human brand equity even after his 
active career in football had ended (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). Similarly, the 
artistic brand model has been considered in terms of a di"usion process over time 
(Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). However, the research domains of traditional branding 
(Kapferer, 2012; Keller, 2013) as well as personal branding (Philbrick and Cleveland, 
2015) show clear agreement about brands having to be managed over time. But, in 
contrast to traditional branding again, the issue of longevity faces a lack of clarity 
too in the sense of how to handle it in personal branding.

2.4 CONCLUSIONS

Fundamentally, personal branding has long outgrown its original academic role as 
another instance of “broadening the concept of marketing” (Kotler and Levy, 1969). 
Instead, it is worth appreciating personal branding as a distinct and interdisciplinary 
expression of branding and not just as a simple variation thereof. However, before 
giving a positive answer to the key question of whether science can “reclaim self-
marketing and personal branding from the enthusiasts” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 12), 
further academic e"orts are needed. Beside empirical studies, di"erent formats 
such as review papers (Gorbatov et al., 2018) not only o"er valuable contributions 
in this regard, but they also serve as a means to incite the required sophisticated 
debate on the contemporary phenomenon of human brands and their emergence.

Universally valid personal branding frameworks or even theories cannot be 
identi!ed yet, and those that have been put forward do not show great promise 
due to their fragmented nature. Therefore, this review suggests updated de!nitions 
to better structure the fragmented approaches toward the process of personal 
branding and to the human brand as a thing, as proposed above. Celebrities serve 
as the cradle of the personal branding movement as well as for all kind of human 
brands (Figure 2.3). Apart from the “celebrity,” two additional classes of human 
brands, i.e., the “icon” and the “personal brand,” as well as two intermediate classes, 
i.e., the “superstar” between celebrities and icons and the “micro-celebrity” between 
celebrities and personal brands, complement the aspect of classes.

Nonetheless, personal branding happens in many and diverse shapes and forms 
and takes place in a distinctly complex setting, so a precise and readily transferable 
recipe for personal branding that is applicable to every walk of life has to remain 
wishful thinking. Any search for the one universal personal branding theory would 
seem doomed from the outset. In addition, since proposing a model implies 
pragmatism, structure, and universality, personal branding faces a paradox in that 
a generalizable branding model has to be applied to something that is completely 
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unique, namely human beings. Therefore, more empirical evidence, exploration, 
and conceptual development are sorely needed, as they may result in class and 
category-speci!c de!nitions as well as models. In particular, the icon as a human 
brand class, celebrity academics, or the aristocracy call for deeper investigation, 
while social media in#uencers, e.g., Bhad Bhabie, as the new type of endorsers and 
“cele!ctions” (Nayar, 2009; Kerrigan et al., 2011), such as Harry Potter, Lara Croft or 
Dr Z, must not be neglected.

Gender di"erences in personal branding, whether in the branded individual 
itself or on the consumer side, have so far only been examined sporadically and 
rather one-sidedly with regard to the e"ect of human brands’ gendering in social 
media (e.g., Du"y and Pruchniewska, 2017; Draper and McDonnell, 2018). But 
the open questions are far more fundamental and very diverse, for example with 
regard to the world of work. What explains the existence of the gender gap in self-
evaluations which a"ects the gender gap in self-promotion? How can the gender 
gap in self-evaluations be mitigated? how does the potential for gender-speci!c 
backlash in#uence self-evaluations and how employers view self-evaluations? 
(Exley and Kessler, 2019). Future research should also consider the gender-oriented 
role of personal branding in private life. Sexual selection theory, for instance, can 
help to understand how people act in an e"ort to attract another person (Schmitt 
and Buss, 1996) and psychological mechanisms, to suggest further possibilities, 
appear to underlie between-sex di"erences in what people prefer in mates (Buss, 
1989) and how they attract mates (Buss, 1988).

Especially since, looking beyond the snapshot, the sustainability of human 
brands still su"ers from a lack of attention, research questions such as “How do 
top managers’ human brands emerge over time?” demand an answer based on 
empirical studies. From an academic vantage point, this more comprehensive 
understanding of personal branding also needs to expand from the synchronic 
to the diachronic level, that is, the human brand’s fate over time in the sense of 
developing a lifecycle approach and identifying ways to ensure the longevity of 
a brand. The same applies as well to further branding attributes promising useful 
applicability to personal branding such as target groups, competition, visibility, or 
human brand authenticity or, !nally, human brand equity measurement.

As human brands cannot function in isolation, brand leveraging processes 
between human brands and their organizational environment and stakeholders 
need to be investigated further. How do human brands develop an interactive, 
individualized, yet communal brand experience at all brand touch points for all 
stakeholders, considering that not all stakeholders are actively involved?

All in all, it is obvious that personal branding is an interdisciplinary domain 
where research into branding-oriented explanatory and development approaches 
is given considerable, if not too much, emphasis. Although some scholars already 
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refer to psychological models and theories in their research, we advocate for much 
more attention to be paid to the components “personal” and “human” in personal 
branding and human brand. The concept of narrative identity, for instance, plays 
a major role today in the multi-layer personality theory developed by McAdams 
and Pals (2006) which corresponds to today’s “#exible personality” the modalities 
of selfhood have shifted to from a preoccupation with “character” in the19th 
century to “personality” in the 20th (Hearn, 2008). Additionally, the concept of 
narrative identity serves as a framework to understand how human beings make 
narrative sense out of their own lives, how they develop the stories that come to 
comprise their very identities, how those stories change over time, and how those 
stories function—psychologically, socially, morally, culturally—as the storyteller 
journeys across the long course of adult life (McAdams, 2011). In turn, personal 
brands have so far been presented primarily as a static construct, which must 
be overcome in the future through a life-span approach. The method of process 
research, which has proven itself in organizational research, is just as obvious in 
its application as models and concepts from psychology. Erikson’s (1980) model of 
identity development, for instance, provides di"erent life stages each with its own 
central identity tasks that can contribute to the emergence of a human brand over 
time. Especially for the further challenges that personal branding faces, applied 
psychology o"ers numerous options for a deeper exploration of this contemporary 
phenomenon. A review from a psychological perspective, for instance, examining 
the literature on the context in which the concept of self-branding developed, the 
experience of presenting self-brands to a public audience, and the psychological 
construction of authenticity within the self-branding discourse, would certainly 
contribute signi!cantly to the state of knowledge on personal branding.

This review provides an overview of the contemporary phenomenon of 
personal branding from the angle of academic publications. As it certainly cannot 
avoid certain shortcomings, a deeper and even more systematic literature research 
is recommended, which, for example, implies speci!c inclusion as well as exclusion 
criteria (Ramírez et al., 2017), such as the classi!cation of journals or a more recent 
timeslot for the articles’ publication.

In the end, personal branding remains a !eld deserving to be scholarly explored 
and an academic impulse for rethinking branding, as it may sensitize scholars 
in applied psychology to the concept of more collaboration with practitioners 
and with other academic domains, e.g., culture theory, management education, 
organizational studies, or vocational behavior, in the interest of knowledge 
dissemination and mutual enrichment.



50 OLD PRACTICE, BUT YOUNG RESEARCH FIELD: A SYSTEMATIC BIBLIOGRAPHIC REVIEW OF PERSONAL BRANDING



HOW TOP MANAGERS BUILD THEIR PERSONAL 
BRAND: STRATEGIZING AND OVERCOMING 

DUALITIES ALONG THE CAREER PATH

In order to investigate what top managers do to develop their own 
personal brand over time and how they do it, a multi-method approach 
has been developed, building on various best practices in an empirical 
context. Using process research and the narratives of six top managers, 
three key practices are identi!ed, each involving a set of speci!c and 
dual activities. This chapter further highlights how these key practices 
change in their application and impact across di"erent career stages, 
but also how dualities in personal branding activities require strategic 
choices in order to overcome the tensions arising from these dualities.  
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ABSTRACT

While top managers are becoming increasingly visible, their managerial work and 
practices are now attributed to numerous themes.  Personal branding is one of 
them and considered an indispensable catalyst for careers. Despite the importance 
of personal branding, there is still very little empirical evidence in the academic 
literature on how top managers’ personal brands actually emerge and what they 
themselves do to shape these brands. This paper opens the black box of personal 
brand development by deploying a process and practice perspective and argues 
that personal branding is a distinct key practice underlying managerial work for 
managers at all levels, from beginner to top manager. Evidence was collected by 
studying the cases of six German top managers’ career trajectories - two women 
and four men. Using multiple strategies to analyse process data within and across 
cases, we identi!ed three distinct key practices describing how these top managers 
managed the development of their personal brands across the four phases of their 
careers. A central theme of personal brand development is managing dualities 
in all phases of career development and overcoming the tensions accompanying 
these dualities. We highlight the practical implications for today’s managers as well 
as add to the literature on personal branding by posing personal branding as a 
practice in itself.  

3.1 INTRODUCTION

Understanding what managers actually do has inspired practitioners, experts, 
researchers, and academics alike for several decades (Kurke and Aldrich, 1983; 
Willmott, 1987; Tsoukas, 1994; Chia and Holt, 2006). For today’s managers, 
developing their personal brand is inevitably part of their scope of work. A glance 
at celebrity CEOs su$ces to show that these individuals embody a brand that likely 
creates value beyond their individual traits. This may apply to founder CEOs such 
as Oprah Winfrey (Loroz and Braig, 2015), Martha Stewart (Murphy, 2010), and Bill 
Gates as well as to agent CEOs exempli!ed by Carly Fiorina at Hewlett-Packard 
(Johnson, 2008) and the late Jack Welch at General Electric (Abetti, 2006). But what 
about the ordinary top manager, especially as careers have changed over the last 
two decades (Crossland et al., 2014)? Radical changes in the economic environment 
such as globalization and corporate restructuring, combined with changing 
personal aspirations as in the work-life balance, have had a major impact on how 
people experience and shape their career (Koch et al., 2017). Given its impact and 
ability to advance careers, personal branding has gained increasing attention in the 
corporate and public world. It appears worthwhile to explore how top managers’ 



533.1 INTRODUCTION

personal brands develop during their careers.  So far, research on personal branding 
has been concentrated on the antecedents (e.g., Hearn, 2008), the key variables 
(e.g., Moulard et al., 2015), and the positive outcomes of personal brands in terms 
of career opportunities for managers (e.g., van Oort, 2015). These contributions 
show that personal branding has emerged as a branch in management sciences 
that deserves to be researched.  

In this paper we take up the perspective by examining what top managers 
actually do to develop a personal brand across career phases. Similar to the idea 
of practitioners doing ‘strategy’ (Whittington, 2006) and by bringing contemporary 
notions of practice to the study of managerial work (Korica et al., 2017), we examine 
what exactly managers do in terms of activities to develop their personal brand 
over time through managerial work. From this perspective, we perceive a personal 
brand not as a static phenomenon made up of variables, but as something that 
“can never stand still” (Keller, 2013, p. 479) as it continuously evolves over time 
(Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). Consequently, our research 
question is: 

What do top managers do to develop their own personal brand over time and 
how do they do it? 

In our study, we emphasize top managers as ‘actors’ and their actual activity ‘in 
practice’ (De Certeau, 1984) as a central part of our study. This practice-oriented 
approach is complemented by existing knowledge on personal brands to make 
sense of the managerial work underlying personal brand development given 
that a general theory simply does not exist. Empirically, we draw on a cross-case 
analysis of six successful, highly experienced, German top managers working in 
various industries ranging from the !eld of advertising to utilities. We extensively 
interviewed them between May 2018 and May 2019 followed by a systematic 
analysis of the activities conducted by these top managers to develop their own 
personal brand over time across de!ned career stages. We particularly looked at 
the challenges they faced in the development of their personal brand, usually in 
the form of controversies or dualities which pose a paradox (Smith and Lewis, 2011; 
Farjoun, 2010).  To make sense of the data emerging from the interviews, we used 
an alternate template, visual mapping, and temporal bracketing as commonly 
recommended strategies to analyse process data (Langley, 1999; Gehman et al., 
2013; Langley et al., 2013).

This paper is one of the !rst to deliver an integrated understanding of personal 
branding posed as a distinctive managerial practice. In cross-case examinations, 
we found that top managers’ personal brand development is a complex process 
that contains three interdependent and sometimes overlapping key practices, 



54 HOW TOP MANAGERS BUILD THEIR PERSONAL BRAND

i.e., ‘managing position,’ ‘managing individuals,’ and ‘managing visibility.’ Although 
these practices are consistent in themselves, the impact of each one for the 
development of a personal brand varies across four career phases, i.e., ‘beginner,’ 
‘professional,’ ‘manager,’ and ‘top manager.’ The activities within these key practices, 
in turn, invariably pose dualities that present di"erent challenges and outcomes 
shaping the course of the personal branding process. 

With these !ndings, we contribute to the literature on personal branding by 
opening the black box of personal branding as a process that requires deliberate 
e"orts by top managers, rather than a static concept useful for career development. 
We demonstrate how top managers and aspiring top managers can advance their 
careers by carefully building their personal brand over time. Finally, we contribute 
to the strategy as practice community by pointing out that actors, such as top 
managers, bene!t from their personal brand as a tool for strategy development in 
corporations.   

The paper continues as follows. We !rst give an overview of the relevant 
literature on managerial work and practices on the one hand and the key factors 
of personal brands on the other. We also expand the traditional view of personal 
brands to include a practice-theoretical position using strategy-as-practice (SAP) as 
an inspirational guide. In the next section, we highlight the methodology used in 
the research, and brie#y present data collection as well as data analysis containing 
cross-case analysis and cross-practice analysis. The !ndings section summarizes 
the results of our research, emphasizing the key practices along di"erent career 
phases and their interrelations. Finally, we discuss the theoretical and practical 
implications of our study and use the conclusions and limitations to derive avenues 
for further research in the !eld of personal branding as a managerial practice.

3.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

3.2.1 Managerial work and managerial practices
Research into management and managerial work is increasingly concerned with 
managerial practices, in areas such as leadership (Cho and Poister, 2014), technology 
(Dougherty, 2004), knowledge management (Inkinen, 2016), accounting (Ahrens 
and Chapman, 2007), and marketing (Allen, 2002). For decades, the managerial 
practices underlying strategy-making have probably received the most attention. 
Starting with Mintzberg (1978) and Mintzberg and Waters (1985), it has been made 
clear that strategies can emerge as a result of spontaneous managerial actions as “a 
pattern in a stream of actions” rather than planned in a vacuum. This was certainly 
addressed in the seminal work of Henry Mintzberg’s The Nature of Managerial Work 
(1973). He contributed to a broader understanding of managerial work by developing 



553.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

ten roles of managers, which he divided into three categories, i.e., interpersonal 
roles, informational roles, and decisional roles. Although these roles are intended 
to provide a descriptive theory of what managers do, critical examination reveals 
limitations concerning the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of managerial work. Closer examination 
of the inner workings of strategy processes from a practice-based approach led to 
research questions that seem to fundamentally guide the study of managerial work 
and practices, such as “Where and how is the work of strategizing and organizing 
actually done?” and “Who does this strategizing and organizing work, and with what 
skills and tools?” (Samra-Fredericks, 2003; Whittington, 2003; Jarzabkowski, 2004). 
According to Whittington, who describes ‘strategy-as-practice’ as being concerned 
with how managers actually “do strategy” (Whittington, 1996, p.732), we suggest 
that any managerial work - like personal brand development - must be understood 
from a practice point of view. The integrative framework of strategy practice, with its 
three concepts of praxis, practices, and practitioners (Whittington, 2006), provides 
a coherent approach to practice-oriented studies. While ‘praxis’ is concerned with 
actual activity, with what people do in practice, ‘practices’ refer to shared routines 
of behavior, including traditions, norms, and procedures for thinking and acting 
(Reckwitz, 2002). Practitioners, in turn, are the actors who both carry out this activity 
and bear its practices. They depend on their practical skills in what they do and may 
become creative agents: they are potentially re#exive enough and their social systems 
open and plural enough to liberate their activity from the thoughtless reproduction 
of initial conditions (Giddens, 1984, 1991; Whittington, 2006). From an interest in 
situational actors, the focus lies on the actual activity of people “in practice,” and 
the challenge is to capture the “practical sense” with which life is actually lived in the 
moment (Bourdieu, 1990). In their practice, actors can both change and replicate an 
existing body of practices to which they have recourse. 

Building on this practice, praxis, practitioner scheme, the analysis of 
management practices for personal branding is more of a necessity than ever 
before as managers today act in an era of high visibility and are expected to take 
unprecedented personal responsibility for their own professional destiny in a 
corporate world.  Empirical consideration of managerial practices focuses on their 
impact on organizations and people, e.g., organizational e"ectiveness, employee 
improvement, and organizational performance, thereby providing valuable 
insights. However, little attention is paid to managers’ development of their 
own brand as a managerial work practice in itself by considering management 
practices, i.e., what managers do, how they do it, and why. What we do know is 
that the literature on personal branding has highlighted its key factors. Before we 
conceptualize the how’s and why’s of personal brand development as a part of 
everyday managerial work, we !rst discuss the key factors to get acquainted with 
the scope of personal branding.  
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3.2.2 Key factors of personal brands 
The topic of personal branding has received increased academic attention over 
the past decade (Gorbatov et al., 2018; Scheidt et al., 2020), which has resulted in 
scholars increasingly contributing to our understanding of the personal branding 
of individuals. In doing so, they have focused primarily on antecedents (Lair et al., 
2005; Hearn, 2008), key ingredients (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; Elwell, 2014), 
and bene!ts (Harris and Rae, 2011). While forming the basis for this ambition by 
identifying key factors of what constitutes a personal brand, it is important to 
understand how personal brands come into existence over time and what appears 
to be critical in this endeavour, even more so with regard to the personal branding 
of managers and the emerging personal brand of top managers.

A widely recognized motivation to position oneself as a personal brand lies in 
gathering advantages in business (Rampersad, 2008; Moulard et al., 2015) or in 
speci!c occupations or professions (Gall, 2010; Close et al., 2011). Bene!ts from 
personal branding activities in careers in general (Labrecque et al., 2011; Gorbatov 
et al., 2019) are expected to apply to managers as well, as they are on a career path 
that they can further shape and continue through their own managerial practices. 
In turn, the risk of being marginalized or left behind should people fail to brand 
themselves (Shepherd, 2005; Harris and Rae, 2011) can pose an existential threat to 
the continuation of the manager’s career or the top manager’s raison d’être.

The target group (Parmentier et al., 2013; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015) represents 
a frequently mentioned factor, such as auction houses and artwork buyers as well as 
museums and their visitors as members of the audience of an artist’s brand (Preece 
and Kerrigan, 2015). While employers as well as colleagues are targeted in the case 
of personal branding e"orts in the labour market in general (Schau and Gilly, 2003; 
Parmentier and Fischer, 2012), a multi-stakeholder approach to CEO brands (Bendisch 
et al., 2013) provides an extended list that includes media, agencies, customers, 
employees, analysts, investors, and advisory boards, to name just a few.

These di"erent stakeholders, not merely consumers, need to be addressed by a 
personal brand in order to have real and comprehensive value (Keller, 2003; Roper 
and Davies, 2007). Di"erent stakeholders have di"erent points of contact with the 
personal brand as well as di"erent expectations, needs, and interests (Freeman, 
1984; Wolfe and Putler, 2002). This calls for a selective managerial practice that 
is consciously geared to the individual stakeholder in order to build up the 
personal brand towards the position of top manager. An investigation of artists’ 
brands (Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) provides valuable insights into stakeholder 
management, considering key !gures for starting to build the brand, external 
in#uences on the brand narrative, the changing of stakeholders over time, and the 
collective act of brand building, with producers, consumers, and other stakeholders 
collectively developing, maintaining, and changing the brand identity. 
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Considering endorsement e"ects between stakeholders and personal brands 
in general (Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta, 2010; Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016; 
Bergkvist et al., 2016) and CEO brands in particular (Bendisch et al., 2013; Scheidt 
et al., 2018) is necessary to enable collective branding and distributed ownership 
of a personal brand and goes beyond simple producer-consumer relationships (De 
Chernatony, 1999; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015).

Similar to the question of target groups and stakeholders, there is a de!nite 
gap in our understanding of the speci!c target market as the category in which 
a personal brand competes. The art market (Schroeder, 2005; Fillis, 2015; Preece 
and Kerrigan, 2015), the music market (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015), and the job 
market (Close et al., 2011; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; Zamudio et al., 2013) seem 
to appear clearer, but also rather abstract in the end. The category in which the 
personal brand of managers acts and competes also remains unde!ned. Is it the 
internal company !eld, the industry in which one’ s company is located, the yellow 
press that gives publicly known people a stage, a completely di"erent category, or 
is it even several at the same time?

In order to set a personal brand apart from competitors in the respective target 
market, di"erentiation is an entirely accepted factor (Shepherd, 2005; Labrecque et 
al., 2011; Gander, 2014), for example through skills, values, or competencies. This is 
all the more true for managers as they progress up the career ladder while, at the 
same time, the number of highly sought-after jobs continually decreases. Parmentier 
et al. (2013) explored the job category of fashion models and identi!ed points of 
di"erentiation to “stand out from other competitors in terms of the amount and 
the quality of their !eld-speci!c cultural and social capital” (Parmentier et al., 2013, 
p. 375) as well as points of parity that are “visibly !tting in with the expectations of 
the !eld” (Parmentier et al., 2013, p. 375) in which the personal brand is competing. 
Accordingly, the balancing of di"erentiation and conformance is supposed to be a 
managerial practice.

Probably the most frequently mentioned key factor of personal brands is visibility 
(Shepherd, 2005; Gander, 2014; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 
2015), caused by the advent of mass communication (Kotler and Levy, 1969), cable 
television (Lair et al., 2005), and the explosion of the Web 2.0 and social media 
(Gehl, 2011; Fillis, 2015). In a society where fame and attention have signi!cant 
cultural value and entrepreneurs such as Richard Branson, Je" Bezos, or Elon Musk 
mutate into pop stars, media coverage turns into a key currency that can enhance 
or destroy personal brands (Hearn, 2008; Bendisch et al., 2013). Visibility is to be 
attained in two areas: First, on-!eld in the original !eld of practice and profession 
of the branded manager aiming for instance at awards and honours conferred by 
those in the !eld; and, second, o"-!eld outside the professional !eld in the sense 
of building a mainstream media persona (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). What 
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managerial practices are required to enable this visibility of the personal brand has 
so far remained underexamined.

Table 3.1: Potential key factors of personal branding and corresponding authors

Factors Key content Sources in personal branding literature

Motivation The reasons and purposes for 
building the personal brand; 
level of intentionality in brand 
building

Harris and Rae, 2011; Hearn, 2008; Labrecque 
et al., 2011; Lair et al., 2005; Moulard et al., 2015; 
Rampersad, 2008; Shepherd, 2005; Thomas, 2011

Target group People the personal branding 
activities are designed to reach 
in a positive way

Gall, 2010; Gershon, 2014; Huang and Phau, 2015; 
Lair et al., 2005; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; 
Schau and Gilly, 2003

Category The market or industry in 
which the personal brand is 
competing

Close et al., 2011; Fillis, 2015; Lair et al., 2005; 
Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Parmentier and 
Fischer, 2012; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; 
Schroeder, 2005; Zamudio et al., 2013

Competition Points of di"erentiation 
to stand out from other 
competitors

Fillis, 2015; Parmentier et al., 2013; Preece and 
Kerrigan 2015; Schroeder, 2005

Visibility Observable attention in the 
professional !eld and beyond, 
supported by the narrative of 
the personal brand

Fillis, 2015; Gehl, 2011; Lair et al., 2005; Lindridge 
and Eagar, 2015; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; 
Preece and Kerrigan, 2015

Stakeholder Incorporation of di"erent 
entities and individuals into the 
personal branding process

Bendisch et al., 2013; Gurrieri, 2012; Labrecque et 
al., 2011; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; Thomas, 2011

Endorsement A synergistic brand alliance 
between a personal brand and 
another brand for promotion 
purposes

Bergkvist et al., 2016; Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016; 
Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta, 2010; Scheidt 
et al., 2018

Longevity Managing the personal brand 
over time

Arai et al., 2014; Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; 
Lunardo et al., 2015; Moulard et al., 2015; 
Parmentier et al., 2013; Philbrick and Cleveland, 
2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015; Trepanier and 
Gooch, 2014

Beyond the potential key factors discussed above (Table 3.1), scholars are in 
clear agreement about the fact that personal brands have to be managed over 
time (Gander, 2014; Lunardo et al., 2015; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015) for speci!c 
reasons. Branded athletes, for instance, face the potential risk of unexpected injuries 
or performance slumps (Arai et al., 2014) or the deterioration of their physical ability 
with age (Hoeymans et al., 1997). Thus, their appeal decreases steadily over time 
(Lunardo et al., 2015). Similarly, fashion models have physical limits for adapting 
their appearance as time passes (Parmentier et al., 2013), and managers change jobs, 
employers, or even industries during their career. Brand extension has been named 
as a constructive response to this, indicating a possible managerial practice. David 
Beckham’s move into new categories, for instance, ranges from the !eld of sports, 
as club owner in US American Major League soccer, to other realms, becoming a 
mainstream media person and developing his own line of fashion apparel (Vincent 
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et al., 2009; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). Obviously, the issue of longevity is of 
great importance for personal brands to “maintain momentum” (Dutta, 2010, p. 5) 
as they mature and adapt to changing circumstances (Parmentier, 2010), but still 
needs to be explored in more detail (Preece and Kerrigan, 2015).

In general, it becomes obvious that, on the one hand, personal brands do not 
just happen, their emergence is based on practices. On the other hand, despite 
the knowledge about the key factors of personal brands (see Table 3.1), the 
literature has not addressed how these factors are incorporated into the day-to-
day managerial work of top managers.

3.2.3 Personal branding as a practice in itself 
Personal branding represents something that managers and top managers de!nitely 
are supposed to apply to themselves (Bendisch et al., 2013; Schlosser et al., 2017). 
However, it is not yet seen as a managerial practice in itself. To achieve this, we need 
to introduce a radical shift in the current way of thinking about how personal brands 
are constructed in general and the path that personal branding takes in this process. 
In line with Whittington’s (2006) integrative framework for strategy practice, we apply 
its three core elements, i.e., practitioners, praxis, practices, to personal branding as a 
managerial practice. In our study, practitioners are the top managers who do the work 
of making, shaping, and executing their personal brands. Praxis encompasses all the 
various activities on the part of top managers that are necessary for the development 
of personal brands and their application. Finally, the domain of practices is the set 
of di"erent key personal branding practices that top managers typically draw on in 
their activities. This recognition of personal branding as a managerial practice from 
the angle of practice theory opens up perspectives in three distinct but ultimately 
interrelated directions that are pursued in our study. First, we are asked to identify 
the single activities that the individual manager engages in against the background, 
content, and impact of those activities. Personal branding here represents a type of 
work that the individual manager undertakes from a speci!c and situational context. 
Second, we are confronted with the fact that activities that in#uence, enable, or even 
inhibit the personal brand development may be repeated, changed, or have ceased 
to occur over the course of a career. In this case, personal branding is a process over 
time and the personal brand merely the result of managerial activities at a particular 
point in time. Third, we expect that managerial activities in the creation of top 
managers’ personal brands do not act independently, but rather exhibit various 
causalities, ranging from reinforcements and mitigations to interdependencies. 
Personal branding development may appear as a complex construct of key practices, 
their interrelationships and crossovers, which contributes to the fact that personal 
branding is an entire contemporary phenomenon that in#uences business and 
society.
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To make such claims, this paper explores personal branding as composed of 
managerial practices and activities across various career phases. We explore how 
top managers attribute the key factors discussed here in the development of their 
personal brand. In fact, we consider that these attributes pose potential dualities 
for managers in the development of their personal brand. Therefore, we start 
with these factors but conceive of them dynamically in the process of developing 
a personal brand. We are still open to include the emergence of other factors in 
the empirical study. We also explore the characteristics of the personal branding 
key practices and how they interrelate or in#uence each other over the course of 
di"erent career phases. We assume that while these key practices last for a long 
time, if not throughout a person’s entire career, the activities underlying them may 
vary over the course of that career. The ‘what’ and the ‘how’ of personal branding 
as a managerial practice form the black box we are trying to open with this paper. 
How we proceed will be explained in the next section.

3.3 METHODS

3.3.1 Study design
In this paper, we adopted a multiple case study design (Yin, 2003; Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007; Noor, 2008) consisting of a within-case and a cross-case analysis 
based on six personal brand development case stories. In the spring of 2018, we 
selected six top managers – two female and four male – with di"erent industry 
backgrounds and experiences (Table 3.2). Since the aim of our study was theory 
development, we based the selection on theoretical sampling (Eisenhardt and 
Graebner, 2007), in this case six knowledgeable top managers with insights into 
the development and events in the production of their own individual brand. The 
top managers’ job responsibilities and variety of positions represented additional 
criteria for selection (Noor, 2008). In our case, we picked top managers who ful!l 
a senior executive role and are responsible for the de!nition and execution of a 
company’s strategy and able to a"ect the company’s pro!ts, share price, reputation, 
and market position by the force of their individual activities. This includes functions 
like chief executive o$cer (CEO), chief operating o$cer (COO), chief !nancial o$cer 
(CFO), divisional head, and other heads of functions (Carpenter et al., 2004; Pepper, 
2006; Pepper and Gore, 2015). 
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Table 3.2: Personal and company information of the six top managers investigated in this 
study

Personal Information Company Information

Name Age Gender Current function Nationality Industry
No. of 
employees 
(2018)

Financials 
in 2018 (€) 

Ann
(pilot) 54 Female CEO German Real estate/ 

Construction 2,153 10.2 bn 
total assets

Brad 60 Male SVP Corporate 
Communications Austrian Utilities 21,775 20.6 bn 

turnover

Clare 50 Female General Partner German Banking 612 2.9 bn total 
assets

Dean 51 Male Global Portfolio 
Director German Trade fairs & 

events 831 294 m 
turnover

Edwin 44 Male Global Medical 
Director Swiss Pharmaceutical 38,478 16.8 bn 

turnover

Frank 46 Male Managing 
Director German Advertising 813 85 m gross 

income

It was important to have access to these top managers as well as to get them to trust 
us enough to share their personal stories. To this end, it was bene!cial that the !rst 
author maintained a trusting relationship with these top managers as their personal 
coach. In fact, close collaboration between the researcher and the interviewee is a 
key advantage, particularly when the research is rooted in a constructivist research 
paradigm (Stake, 1995; Yin, 2003). The professional occupation of the !rst author as 
executive coach, in combination with his substantive experience in international 
business environments, was not only helpful to get access but was also appreciated 
by the participants. Familiarity and appreciation are important to create a trusting 
atmosphere for the collection of in-depth data (Collins, 2004; Jay, 2013; Langley 
et al., 2013). The number of six cases is based on Eisenhardt’s (1989) suggestion to 
have a su$cient quantity of cases, with fewer than four making it more di$cult to 
generate theory, while more than ten would make it too complex and unwieldy 
given the amount of data generated. We maintain that six cases were su$cient to 
generate the transparent emergence of theoretical insights (Pettigrew, 1990). 

3.3.2 Strategies for collecting and analysing process data
Complementary combinations of process research strategies were applied 
sequentially (see Table 3.3) to our interest in top managers’ lived experiences of 
creating their personal brands. 
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Table 3.3: Steps of the research strategy in this study to collect and analyse process data

Step Added value Output References
Alternate 
template

Combining richness and theoretical 
parsimony by decomposing the 
problem;
marking certain boundaries of the 
study object and research feasibility 

Interview content and 
structure

Collis, 1991; Langley, 
1999; 

Top manager 
interviews

Authentic view of the top managers 
on their own story and activities;
matching top managers’ activities 
and events with personal brand 
factors from literature

Purposeful information 
about relevant events, 
ideas and main 
activities;
identi!cation of 
signi!cant stakeholders

Baxter & Jack, 2008; 
Goulding et al., 2004; 
Noor, 2008

Visual map Intermediate step between the 
raw data and a more abstract 
conceptualization; transform 
subjective data into constructive 
stories

Story timeline of each 
top manager;
individual and authentic 
narratives containing 
complex personal 
branding trajectories 

Langley, 1999; 
Langley & Truax 1994; 
Langley et al., 2013; 
Quinn 1980; Van de 
Ven & Grazman, 1999

Stakeholder 
interviews

Applying a variety of lenses which 
allows for multiple facets of the 
phenomenon to be revealed and 
understood;
triangulation of data 

Final veri!cation and 
re!nement of each 
timeline and story;
increasing validity 

Baxter & Jack, 
2008; Eisenhardt, 
1989; Eisenhardt & 
Graebner, 2007

Temporal 
bracketing

Mass of process data is transformed 
into a series of connected blocks;
identi!cation of speci!c theoretical 
mechanisms that reappear over 
time;
identifying continuity in the 
activities within each phase and 
discontinuities at its frontiers;
revealing how activities in the key 
practices over one period resulted 
in changes in the context that 
impacted activities in subsequent 
periods

One table for each key 
practice containing 
a clear structure of 
the ‘what’ and the 
‘how’ during the top 
managers’ careers 
and corresponding 
illustrative quotes

Giddens, 1984a; 
Langley, 1999; 
Langley et al., 2013

The interviews with the six top managers were conducted between June 2018 and 
December 2018 and were semi-structured (Appendix 2). To structure the interview 
questions, we used an alternate template that was built on speci!c factors of personal 
branding (see Table 3.1) as discussed in the previous section. We then mapped out 
the stories chronologically as revealed from archival data and the interviews and 
constructed a visual map for each top manager. Dividing the ordinate of the graph 
into horizontal bands, one for each proposition of the alternate template (e.g., 
visibility, relationships, brand personality), we then plotted the events, activities, and 
recollections from our database onto the grid. Between April 2019 and May 2019, we 
conducted interviews with ten stakeholders (see Table 3.4) as they were identi!ed 
as knowledgeable attesters referred to by the top managers. These interviews (see 
Appendix 3) were based upon the narratives constructed in the top managers’ visual 
maps and aimed to verify and re!ne each top manager’s story. 
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Table 3.4: Stakeholder sample group interviewed in this study to enhance validity by 
triangulation

Stakeholders’ Personal Information Stakeholder/Top Manager Relation
Name Age

Gender
Nationality Function /

Industry
Professional 
Relationship 
with the Top 
Manager

Top 
Manager

Duration 
of the 
Relationship 
in General

George 51
Male

Swiss Country Head /
Pharmaceutical

Former 
superior

Edwin 11 years

Howard 53
Male

German Head of HR /
Real estate & 
Construction 

Former 
colleague

Ann 18 years

Irvin 64
Male

German CEO / 
Trade fairs & events

Current 
superior

Dean 32 years

Joyce 32
Female

German PR Manager /
Banking

Current 
subordinate

Clare 5 years

Kylie 53
Female

German MD /
Advertising

Former 
consultant

Ann 21 years

Lenny 53
Male

German CEO /
Advertising

Former 
superior

Frank 16 years

Melinda 42
Female

German HR Director/
Mobility

Former 
subordinate

Brad 10 years

Nancy 58
Female

German Chair & Full Professor /
Academic

Former 
professor

Ann 30 years

Oliver 62
Male

German Entrepreneur /
Consultancy 

Former 
superior

Brad 15 years

Phil 65
Male

German Partner /
Consultancy

Former 
consultant

Brad 19 years

We conducted a within-case analysis that took place iteratively and parallel to 
a cross-case analysis after the !rst case. By this means, we generated di"erent 
areas of equal, similar, and interrelated activities on the visual maps which we 
aggregated to ‘key practices’, i.e., ‘managing position,’ ‘managing individuals,’ and 
‘managing visibility’. In order to better understand the linkages between the key 
practices used by the top managers and the kinds of activities they involved during 
the personal branding process, we adopted the temporal bracketing strategy. In 
doing so, we decomposed the time scale of the career of the top managers into 
four successive phases, i.e., ‘beginner,’ ‘professional,’ ‘manager,’ and ‘top manager.’ 
This data analysis step resulted in one table for each key practice containing a clear 
structure of the ‘what’ and the ‘how’ in the top managers’ careers and corresponding 
illustrative quotes. For veri!cation reasons, we went back to the transcribed top 
managers’ interviews and matched them with the provisional tables resulting from 
our previous step. In order to understand the temporal emergence, interrelations, 
and interdependencies of the speci!c events and activities in each top manager’s 
narrative, we transformed each table into a process scheme. Afterwards, we 
concentrated all six tables per key practice from the six top managers into one 
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processual master table per key practice containing the temporal career phases, the 
‘what’ and the ‘how,’ and illustrative quotes. With this coding process, we clustered 
and re-clustered iteratively the activities in the key practices of personal branding. 
The resulting master tables of each key practice together with the process !gures 
were transformed into a single cross-over !gure of the process in the top managers’ 
personal branding (Figure 3.1). Using these overviews, we were ultimately able to 
identify both the key practices and their activities for the development of the top 
managers’ personal brands, as well as their interrelationships.

Figure 3.1: Key practices, dual activities and their interrelations during top managers’ 
personal branding process

3.4 IDENTIFYING THREE KEY PERSONAL BRANDING PRACTICES

3.4.1 Key practices
We found that personal brand development is a complex process in which top 
managers resort to various key practices, i.e., ‘managing position,’ ‘managing 
individuals,’ and ‘managing visibility,’ in each career stage, i.e., ‘beginner,’ 
‘professional,’ ‘manager,’ and ‘top manager.’ These key practices were interdependent, 
sometimes overlapping and shifting in focus over the course of a career, a fact that 
Ann mentioned in the way she manages individuals. “I knew when I was in that 
organization that it would work [moving powerful people to personal facilitators]. You 
learn this by chance and tell yourself: What can I do with this? So that it stops being a 
happy accident and becomes a conscious decision.” Collectively, the key practices 
enabled the top managers to broaden their personal experience and awareness over 
time, as Frank re#ected. “I’m surprised myself how much impact it [Frank’s personal 
brand] has, or maybe I just notice it more consciously now than in the past.” 
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We present them as distinct practices in themselves, all of which inherently 
exhibit dualities at the level of activities. We start by describing each key practice 
separately along with its manifestations in each career phase, and then we continue 
to examine how top managers were challenged by dualities and how they were 
resolved.

3.4.1.1 Key practice: ‘managing position’
An awareness to position their own personal brand through their own activities 
could be ascribed to the top managers in our study and resulted in ‘managing 
position’ as one of three key practices. Frank recalled the importance of position 
building in the development of a personal brand. “I do believe that it is part of being a 
leader that you establish yourself so strongly in some form – well, brands are, in a sense, 
!gureheads that set a direction and stake a certain claim. But it has to be authentic and 
believable. You cannot fake it.”

We identi!ed positioning activities during the personal branding process of top 
managers that were highly compatible with the concept of points of di"erentiation 
and points of parity (Keller et al., 2002). With ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in,’ our study 
revealed an important duality encountered by managers, which we labelled 
collectively as the key practice ‘managing position.’

The activities of top managers focusing on ‘standing out’ answered questions 
such as ‘How does your personal brand di"er from competitors?’ and ‘Have you 
established a certain uniqueness with your personal brand and, if so, why?’ In 
general, the top managers o"ered a broad and profound awareness of their 
individual di"erentiation. In this regard, Edwin argued, “This uniqueness came from 
me doing certain things much better than others.” Dean, in turn, stood out because 
“I’m this contrary guy. I love it, I ask for it, doing things di"erently, even if everybody tells 
me: You cannot do that, you must not do that.” 

In contrast, top managers’ activities aimed at ‘!tting in’ enabled them to adapt 
to people and the environment, which represented an important component in 
their own positioning. Ann and Edwin clearly pointed this aspect out. “You get 
older, your horizons get wider. And some things might not !t anymore, which means 
you need to adjust your brand, or its character. (…) And when the requirements or the 
demand changes, you need to think: Does my brand, my brand’s character !t it, or do 
I need to adjust it to survive in this world?” (Ann) “Let’s say, when you move up the 
ladder, people’s expectations change. It goes from delivering performance, to leading a 
team, forming a team, vision, strategy, and, in the end, about being able to adapt in a 
way to your colleagues.” (Edwin) 

The top managers’ activities of ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ along the four career 
phases are presented below (Table 3.5). 

In the earliest career phase ‘beginner,’ individual di"erentiation from others 
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arose through the application of exceptionally well-developed skills and expertise, 
such as soft skills or the ability to serve customers particularly well, and through 
extraordinary achievements based on this. To stand out in these ways resulted in 
further responsibility, such as projects, tasks, and jobs. This early awareness and 
activities were not counterbalanced by any views or approaches to !t in, which 
changed during the next career phase, ‘professional,’ due to competition with other 
people but also new entrepreneurial conditions after a job change. Initial activities 
to !t in contained an adapted working style and conforming to the background 
and expectations of new colleagues and led to changing career paths within the 
company. For individual di"erentiation from others, in turn, the exceptionally well-
developed skills, whether professional or personal, were further sharpened and led 
to a more distinctive positioning with in#uential individuals within the company. 
Eye-catching but meaningful contributions in meetings, the questioning of existing 
things, and the successful completion of di$cult tasks constituted the activities to 
stand out. 

The insecurity of an organization and its size as well as competition with 
other people for further career opportunities, promotions, and !lling interesting 
vacancies were the main reasons to stand out in the ‘manager’ career phase. In order 
to attract the attention of internal decision-makers and convince them of being 
the right person for the next step, extraordinary single skills and expertise were 
no longer su$cient. Rather, the emphasis was on unique combinations of skills 
and expertise that not only exceeded those of the others but were also the best in 
absolute terms. Successful delivery as a standing out activity was conducted now 
under very di$cult or even unique conditions or even from a role as a successful 
!rst mover. As individual di"erentiation can also entail risks and disadvantages if 
pursued unilaterally, complementary activities were carried out to !t in by adapting 
one’s own way of working to the lower level of skills of others in a given situation, 
meeting the expectations of in#uential people in the company, and adapting to 
the changing conditions around the company and in the markets. Ultimately, the 
‘manager’ career phase saw an active balance of positioning activities between 
‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in.’

In their current career phase, the activities of top managers to stand out were 
justi!ed in the competition for the few places on in#uential committees and the 
equally small number of vacancies to be !lled. Preserving one’s own authenticity 
and consistent positioning that di"ers from any unsteadiness as well as constant re-
thinking and questioning of success and the tendency for continuous improvement, 
as opposed to complacency, were part of a prominent attitude that results in being 
positioned as a benchmark within the company. Besides a unique combination of 
outstanding and extraordinarily strong non-technical skills and expertise, which no 
one or hardly anyone else at the same level in the company has, and the meaning 
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transfer e"ects of successful and well-known personalities, functions, initiatives, 
and corporate brands also di"erentiated oneself from others. Therefore, the top 
managers worked primarily on deepening and expanding their network and on 
their relationship management. They did not mention any speci!c other activities to 
!t in during their current career phase. However, the top managers were obviously 
very aware that a balance between ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ was necessary and 
had been developed by them during their career.

3.4.1.2 Key practice: ‘managing individuals’
Although the number and the nature of these individuals seemed at !rst sight to be 
quite unmanageable, the question of their concrete in#uence on the development 
of the top managers’ personal brands provided two clearly distinguishable groups. 

First, the top managers in our study pointed to numerous, diverse individuals 
who a"ected their personal branding process positively. We labelled those persons 
as facilitators, de!ned as individuals who helped today’s top managers to achieve 
an e"ective personal brand more easily by suggesting ways of doing things 
and enabling next steps in their careers. Representing the sample group, Edwin 
expressed the relevance of these facilitators as “Careers don’t happen by themselves. 
Careers always happen with somebody acting as your facilitator in the end.”

Second, and in contrast to those who support top managers in their endeavour 
to become branded, the top managers in our study were also confronted with 
people who negatively in#uenced the development of their personal brands. We 
termed these people obstructors and de!ned them as individuals who prevented 
or hindered actions that today’s top managers wanted to take during their careers, 
thereby impeding progress in their personal branding. It seems to be the case that 
top managers were aware that these obstructors are a fact of life. In this regard, Clare 
stated, “Of course, there are people, in the background I think, who speak bad about 
you.” To Ann’s point of view, it is “competition that does not allow strong personal 
brands. Not competition between industries, but a competition – let me put it negative 
– in the company. If you have certain superiors at the company, or if stakeholders are a 
certain way (…) That can be an obstructing factor.”

The key practice ‘managing individuals’ is thus also based on a duality whose two 
elements appear as opposing activities. In addition to the role and function in which 
these facilitators and obstructors acted, we were also interested in gaining further 
and deeper insights into these people and their perceptions by top managers. How 
did facilitators and obstructors emerge? How did the top managers create them? 
How did facilitators and obstructors a"ect the top managers’ personal branding 
process? Why were facilitators and obstructors important during the top managers’ 
personal branding process? In the following, we answer these and further relevant 
why and how questions and thus describe the key practice ‘managing individuals’ 



693.4 IDENTIFYING THREE KEY PERSONAL BRANDING PRACTICES

and its two activities ‘facilitators’ and ‘obstructors’ for the respective career phases 
(Table 3.6).

During the !rst career phase, ‘beginner,’ superiors and top managers within the 
respective company appeared as facilitators at !rst, while obstructors did not have 
a signi!cant in#uence on the personal branding of the later top managers. People 
around the beginners became facilitators during this career phase because the 
beginner had previously successfully delivered what represented added value for 
the company from the perspective of the facilitators. The type of support provided 
by the facilitators was primarily a matter of handing over new tasks and jobs with 
greater responsibility. 

A signi!cant increase in activities characterized the second career phase. The 
professionals were personally visible in their deliveries that provided added value 
for the company and people at higher hierarchical levels and in powerful positions, 
who therefore turned into facilitators. The facilitators’ support took place along 
three lines. First, the professionals received appreciation, respect, and trust in their 
skills and work on a personal level. Second, some facilitators provided re#ection 
and coaching for the facilitated individual. Finally, the facilitation resulted in next 
career steps covering new and more responsibility, more leeway, a new job, or a 
new project in the organization. 

Obstructors appeared for the !rst time at the ‘professional’ career level and 
were limited to direct superiors and colleagues within the company. They primarily 
arose from personal comparison and tried to protect and defend their own !eld, 
also by deliberately damaging the personal brand of the professional and his/her 
reputation with direct superiors, who prevented him or her from further career 
steps. 

While supportive relationships to individuals at higher hierarchical levels were 
still based on give-and-take in the ‘manager’ phase, the conditions and situations 
for the activities now contained considerably more critical facets a"ecting the 
facilitators and the company. The manager was clearly at the forefront and was 
expected to meet the facilitators’ expectations, which included tactical and 
reputational aspects. Trust, support in di$cult situations, and the possibility to 
tackle new, even visionary things on a higher level formed part of the support 
provided by facilitators.  The managers also received greater transparency on 
internal company aspects, which gave them a better awareness of how to act in 
the corporation. External facilitators, such as journalists and coaches, now also 
joined in. Colleagues and superiors emerged as obstructors due to the lack of 
experience and skills of the later top managers in political and tactical procedures. 
Scepticism, envy, loss of reputation, obstacles in day-to-day business, and empty 
promises were experienced by the top managers in this career phase from those 
who obstructed them. 
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713.4 IDENTIFYING THREE KEY PERSONAL BRANDING PRACTICES

At their current career level, the top managers only knew of the company or 
group CEO as the exclusive facilitator within the company, mainly as a result of the 
proximity to that person and the function. Outside the company, facilitators were 
found exclusively in very powerful positions, such as politicians, supervisory boards, 
and boards of directors of other companies. Similarities, such as a comparable 
function and responsibility or interest in the same topics, were as much the basis 
for the relationship between a top manager and facilitator as mutual bene!t at eye 
level. Supporting activities of the facilitators resulted in a broadening of the top 
managers’ views through personal exchange, but also in access to other people 
and groups of people, which could provide next career steps and in turn might 
be of interest or bene!t to the facilitators themselves. Peers at the top manager 
level were explicitly named as obstructors. Their behavior was justi!ed by their 
active resistance to changes in the company and the competition for free CEO jobs. 
In addition, journalists could become obstructors by sni$ng out the challenges, 
problems, and di$culties around the top manager and creating a story that causes 
a stir when published. 

3.4.1.3 Key practice: ‘managing visibility’
In line with our !ndings from the literature review on the key factors of personal 
branding which resulted in visibility as a proposition for the alternate template and 
the interviews, personal visibility was a prominent, if not the most present topic for 
the interviewed top managers. Edwin exempli!ed for all top managers in our study 
the awareness of the importance of visibility in personal branding and that it has to 
be managed as a key practice. He stated that “I didn’t know it at the time, but I slowly 
realized that visibility matters if you want to get ahead.” 

Visibility appeared as a very abstract and #exible term in general and with 
fragmented content in the research !eld of personal branding. Since we were 
interested in !lling this term with precise content and a clear structure, we 
cascaded the application of ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions from the research !eld 
of this study, i.e., personal branding of top managers, down to this key practice 
‘managing visibility’ during our iterative process of interviewing top managers and 
during our data analysis: What kind of visibility did the top managers aim for or 
face? What activities did the top managers conduct to get visible? How were the 
top managers visible during their career? As a result, our data analysis revealed 
three activities for the key practice ‘managing visibility,’ each of which contains two 
opposing aspects, thus also indicating that dualities need to be managed during 
the personal branding process (Table 3.7).

First, managing on-!eld and o"-!eld visibility can be traced back to an 
investigation of athletes’ personal brands (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) that 
examined how athletes manage their visibility in their original !eld of practice and 
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profession (on-!eld visibility) and outside to build a mainstream media persona 
(o"-!eld visibility). Second, managing internal and external visibility, which refers 
to the visibility of the individual within the company and outside the company 
by which he/she is employed. Third, managing online and o&ine visibility. While 
a digital footprint forms an online self, e.g., on social media platforms, a physical 
footprint occurs by means of articles, public speeches, the expansion of one’s own 
network, presentations, or other publications to create an o&ine self (Philbrick and 
Cleveland, 2015). Below we describe the ‘managing visibility’ key practice and its 
three activities along the four career stages we have identi!ed.

The focus during the ‘beginner’ phase was on one’s own professional perfor-
mance, technical expertise, and professional function, which created a distinct on-
!eld visibility, while an o"-!eld visibility was not relevant at all in this career phase. 
While this did not change in the subsequent career phase ‘professional,’ aspects 
such as strategy, business development, change management, and leadership 
were mentioned for the !rst time as providing o"-!eld visibility in the ‘manager’ 
phase. For the ‘top manager,’ on-!eld visibility based on professional expertise was 
still relevant, but o"-!eld visibility came very much to the fore as the top manager 
became visible through activities that were related to his or her function and 
hierarchical level, but also had an impact in a cross-company and societal context.

As ‘beginners,’ the future top managers actively worked on internal visibility 
through professional performance, aiming to stand out from the many other 
beginners. Internal company visibility became more targeted on in#uential 
people during the ‘professional’ phase, such as one’s own supervisor and members 
of the top management. This progressed to a central role for internal visibility 
in the ‘manager’ phase, whether through personal conversations or one’s own 
contributions in management meetings.

While the external visibility was mainly ascribed to technical publications and 
interaction with clients in the ‘beginner’ and the ‘professional’ phases, interviews, 
portraits, articles in professional journals, magazines, and daily newspapers as 
well as press releases were the channels of activity through which the person was 
presented to the external public beyond professional topics during the ‘manager’ 
phase. In their current career phase, top managers face a signi!cant increase in 
external visibility rooted in their externally representative role and in meaning 
transfer e"ects from the corporate brand. They used the outwardly e"ective 
and visible media channels in a variety of ways, e.g., interviews, lectures, press 
conferences, and acted by means of personal mandates and in cooperation with 
associations.

Given the age of the top managers interviewed for this study, the Internet 
and social media did not yet exist or only existed to a limited extent during their 
‘beginner’ and ‘professional’ phases. Consequently, they left behind a physical 
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rather than a digital footprint. External visibility in the media during the ‘manager’ 
phase resulted in overlapping and interlocking online and o&ine visibility as the 
technology improved. However, o&ine visibility as a real person continued to gain 
importance through press conferences, press trips, personal appearances at events, 
and direct collaboration and interaction with colleagues, clients, and journalists. 
The development of an individual digital self directly linked to the physical self 
represented a conscious practice for current top managers to build up their own 
visibility. O&ine visibility at press conferences, for example, also meant an online 
presence on the Internet, and interviews or portraits about the top managers 
appeared simultaneously in newspapers, magazines, and journals and in their 
online channels. 

3.4.2 Managing dualities
In the previous section, we showed that each key practice is a category in itself. 
However, we recognized that these key practices as well as their underlying 
activities do not operate independently of each other during the emergence of 
the top managers’ personal brands (Figure 3.1). Rather, these activities constitute 
dualities that are inherent to each key practice.

The duality between ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ within the key practice 
‘managing position’ only arose in the second career phase, ‘professional,’ and 
initially represented a paradox in which the two activities proved to be opposites. 
In the further course of personal branding, however, these two activities must 
have been balanced against each other to avoid turning the previous advantage of 
di"erentiation through ‘standing out’ into a disadvantage. Or, considered from an 
alternate perspective, this balance between deliberately ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ 
created an additional di"erentiating factor to stand out in turn. “You can be seen as 
an innovator or a nuisance, but you have to make sure that you are seen as the right one 
at that” (Edwin).

Similarly, ‘facilitators’ and ‘obstructors’ within the key practice ‘managing 
individual’ only appeared as a duality in the ‘professional’ career phase. It is evident 
that the facilitators of personal brands were superiors or people higher up in the 
organizational hierarchy. The obstructors were colleagues from the peer group or 
one’s own supervisor. There was no fundamental personal connection between 
facilitators and obstructors, which was neither actively evoked nor consciously 
capitalized on by top managers. Therefore, it was a given circumstance and not a 
personal branding activity that facilitators and obstructors were incompatible and 
mutually exclusive in their duality. They maintained this status in relation to each 
other as the personal branding process continued. However, an indication was 
given of a possible resolution of this consistently opposing duality: “I know, back 
then, at [former employer of Clare] my supervisor told me, when I resigned, that he was 
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sad, which was true, because we got along well, but then he came out with: I will never 
recruit anybody who shines like you again, because they’d outshine me. That was really 
interesting, to put it like that, but he never hurt me.” (Clare). 

In the ‘managing visibility’ key practice, the activities also represented dualities 
without exception, although they di"ered from each other in their design and 
development during the personal branding process. The duality of on-!eld and 
o"-!eld visibility became apparent only at an advanced career stage (during 
the ‘manager’ stage), since before that only on-!eld visibility in#uenced the 
development of personal brands as an activity. After complementing on-!eld 
visibility with o"-!eld visibility, i.e., by the role as manager as well as the individual 
personality, the balance of this duality shifted even further towards o"-!eld 
visibility in the ‘top manager’ career phase. 

From another perspective, this shift in balance also o"ered the approach 
that on-!eld visibility increasingly took over some content of o"-!eld visibility, 
as aspects such as management function, mandates, strategic actions, and non-
professional personality could be attributed to the profession as a manager and 
especially as a top manager. This connotes that the original sharp distinction in 
the duality between on-!eld and o"-!eld visibility mutated into a duality with one 
activity enabling the other. 

The duality between internal and external visibility showed an asymmetrical 
dependence on each other. As far as the personal brand was visible outside the 
company, for example in the media through interviews, portraits, articles, and 
press releases, this also resulted in internal visibility. Conversely, visibility within 
the company did not necessarily lead to visibility outside the company. Here, too, 
one activity supported the e"ect of another to which it seemed at !rst glance to 
be contrary in the sense of a dual relationship. The interplay of the two dualities of 
on-!eld and o"-!eld visibility on the one hand and internal and external visibility 
on the other indicated that at an advanced career stage, i.e., from the career stage 
‘manager’ onwards, the personal brand was mainly developed outside the company 
and in public through non-technical issues.

The duality between online and o&ine visibility and its development during the 
personal branding processes of the top managers studied was primarily caused by 
technological progress. At the beginning of the careers of today’s top managers, the 
Internet or even social media simply did not exist. It was not until the ‘professional’ 
career phase that a veritable duality between the two activities of online and o&ine 
visibility began to evolve. But then these two activities went hand in hand and produced 
a digital and a physical footprint in equal measure, both in terms of the content that 
was communicated and the formats, such as interviews, portraits, or press releases.

The management of dualities thus extends both to strategizing with these 
dualities and to overcoming the tensions arising from the dualities.
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3.5 DISCUSSION

Our study took the form of a journey through the careers of six top managers, on 
the one hand, and through the analyses of their personal branding processes, on 
the other. At the beginning of this journey, we were motivated by our academic and 
practical ambition to understand how top managers’ personal brands develop over 
time. Basically, studying the emergence of personal brands implies a fundamental 
appreciation of “explanations that tell a narrative or story about how a sequence 
of events unfolds to produce a given outcome” (Van de Ven and Poole, 2005, p. 
1381), that is, mainly the lived experience of events that form a unique narrative 
for each top manager, resulting in his or her personal brand. Thus, personal brands 
correspond to what Tsoukas and Chia (2002) refer to as temporary instantiations 
of ongoing processes, continually in a state of becoming. This sequence of events 
over a temporal process does not entirely explain what top managers really do to 
develop their personal brand and how they do it, however. 

Personal branding as an essential part of today’s managerial work needs to 
be understood from a practice perspective. Top managers as actors with their 
practical skills and activities understood how it is done, and the social environment 
that drives and facilitates their actions requires close anthropological attention 
for a constant stream of tricks, stratagems, and manoeuvres (De Certeau, 1984). 
Examining these activities and processes in real time is of course as equally 
impossible as our intervening to produce optional e"ects. We could only describe 
and analyse the past experiences of the top managers as actors, which activities 
they implemented themselves or experienced through others, how they operated, 
which interrelations resulted from this, and what impacts this entailed.

On this basis, we demonstrated that what top managers do ‘in practice’ over the 
course of their careers from a personal branding perspective can be categorized into 
three key practices that we labelled as ‘managing position,’ ‘managing individuals,’ 
and ‘managing visibility.’ At this level of analysis, the question inevitably arises as 
to how exactly the top managers and other actors engaged in these key practices 
from a micro-behavioral point of view. Our di"erentiated, in-depth approach to 
the key practices allowed us to identify di"erent activities at the next level of 
granularity. The activities clearly aggregate what the numerous single actions aim 
at, what they contribute to, or even what they are rooted in, thus giving the actors 
concrete guidance for the development of their personal brand. 

In their juxtaposition within a key practice, the activities themselves exhibited 
aspects that are of a dual character, both in their positioning as an activity and in 
their e"ects. These activities, which emerged as dualities in the course of the study, 
show completely di"erent as well as independent characteristics in comparison 
to each other over the duration of a career. The duality between online and o&ine 
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visibility, for instance, depended on the fact that our study is a retrospective analysis 
of the careers of today’s top managers. The share and type of online visibility and 
its role in the duality were obviously dependent on how the required technology 
developed over the years. From our research, we can only speculate what activities 
underlie the ‘online/o&ine visibility’ duality and how it works for managers who are 
still on their way to becoming future top managers. 

Dualism typically demonstrates a clear and de!nite contradiction, a well-
de!ned boundary, and an absence of overlap. This often turns into a synonym 
for opposition and potential con#ict (Farjoun, 2010). In contrast, the recognized 
dualities in the top managers’ personal branding processes con!rmed the approach 
of social theorists who claim that conceptual distinctions can be maintained in 
dualities without being committed to a rigid antagonism or separation (e.g., Elias, 
1991; Giddens, 1984a). Rather, the two imperatives a duality consists of are no 
longer separate but interdependent, potentially compatible, and even mutually 
enabling and a constituent of one another, while remaining conceptually distinct.

Without a systematic process analysis, it would not have been possible to 
obtain transparency in crucial aspects of personal branding. Only by doing so did 
it become clear how important on-!eld visibility is at the beginning of a career, 
how it is created, and what changes (in terms of activities) it undergoes over time 
in subsequent career phases. Our practice-theoretical-processual methodology 
also revealed that the on-!eld visibility is extended by activities in the !eld of 
management and leadership from the ‘manager’ career phase onwards. From a 
di"erent interpretative perspective, on-!eld visibility is supplemented here by 
o"-!eld visibility, i.e., with activities in the area of management, leadership, and 
personality beyond the original professional competences. We want to emphasize 
that the personal branding process of top managers is not a unidirectional 
process of positive and supportive activities. Obviously, building up and dealing 
with supporters is an indispensable part of the managerial practice in personal 
branding. It is also important to identify obstructive activities, e.g., by colleagues 
or superiors, and to develop a way to deal with them. Our !ndings counteract the 
one-sidedness of merely wanting to di"erentiate oneself as a personal brand. We 
were able to demonstrate that conformity in approaches and behavior matter as 
well and complement di"erentiation activities in that way. We witnessed that top 
managers are able to maintain a good balance between !tting in and standing out, 
depending on the situation.

Our study did not end in a super!cial list of key practices and individual 
activities. In fact, we believe that our study adds value to the !eld of personal 
branding by identifying and distinguishing key practices as well as activities 
and examining them with their interrelations across di"erent career phases. This 
enabled us to answer the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions in the comprehensive and 
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highly condensed complexity of personal branding. We also commented on the 
origins of the activities and thus of the aggregated key practices. The question of 
‘why’ could only be answered to a limited extent from our analyses. It is equally 
relevant to answer the ‘why’ question with a view to the individual imprint of the 
respective personality and his or her personal background.

3.6 CONTRIBUTIONS

3.6.1 Theoretical contributions
Speci!c contributions are made to three distinct streams of literature.

First, we contribute to the management literature, and in particular managerial 
work and managerial practices, by adding a new facet when answering the decades-
old fundamental question ‘What do managers do?’ (e.g., Mintzberg, 1973) with the 
key practices of personal branding and through bringing contemporary notions of 
practice into the study of managerial work (Korica et al., 2017). We provide answers 
to both the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions with a view to managerial practices and use 
them to unravel the black box of ‘personal branding as practice’. Given the high 
visibility of top managers as individuals and as representatives of companies, the 
managerial practice of ‘personal branding’ may be counted among the most crucial 
contemporary managerial practices of current and future top managers. Given that 
top managers are the multipliers of corporate strategy through their visibility and 
brand power, both internally and externally, we also contribute to the SAP literature 
by calling for more research into the relationship between personal brands of 
actors in strategy-making. In other words, personal branding has a direct in#uence 
on strategy practice, “both as an activity within organizations that is central to 
managerial work and as a phenomenon that extends outside organizations with 
potential in#uence upon whole societies” (Whittington, 2006, p. 614), and thus 
contributes to an expanded and innovative understanding of ‘strategy-as-practice’ 
(Whittington, 1996). In this light, personal branding is a practice that can co-exist 
with strategy-related issues such as strategic decision-making, corporate strategies, 
and strategy implementation, to name a few.

Second, this work contributes to advancing the career literature on the role of 
time and of personal branding in career development and how personal brands are 
actually developed by careerists over time. We support and extend the understanding 
of careers as “the evolving sequence of a person’s work experiences over time” (Arthur 
et al., 1989, p. 8) and the suggestion of considering careers as patterns of positions 
and conditions of a career actor within a bounded social and geographical space over 
a lifetime (Gunz and Mayrhofer, 2018) by substantiating them through clear practices 
and activities over the duration of careers. In addition, we can enrich the knowledge 
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of how di"erent career stages can be characterized in terms of certain continuities 
in activities within each stage and certain discontinuities at their boundaries. This 
certainly contributes to two distinct traditions in career research in which time has 
played a particularly prominent role, namely classic career studies in the form of 
models of the developmental and career stages through which actors pass during 
their lives (e.g., Bateson, 1989, 2011) and studies that focus on timetables as playing 
an important role in describing and understanding careers (e.g., Lawrence, 1984). By 
better integrating the temporal perspective into career studies, we decisively improve 
the understanding of the career phenomenon: instead of a static, momentary view of 
people’s job-related positions and experiences, the concept of career now captures 
how these positions and experiences develop or, conversely, remain stable over time. 
Here we enrich the view of career with the important facet of the contemporary 
phenomenon of personal branding as a career catalyst, which has not yet played a 
role in the career literature.

Third, we extend the understanding of personal brands, which is strongly 
oriented towards a static proposition, to the processual view of personal branding 
over time. We thus empirically respond to the scholarly call (Keller, 2013; Gander, 
2014; Lunardo et al., 2015) to highlight time as an indispensable factor in the 
creation of personal brands and have added to the few existing examples of 
viewing personal brands as true narratives (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Preece 
and Kerrigan, 2015). The application of an alternative template, visual mapping, 
and temporal bracketing as commonly recommended strategies to make sense of 
process research strategies (Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013; Gehman et al., 2013) 
was successful in our study. It signi!cantly broadened the consideration of the 
personal branding process, especially as we have taken into account the fact that 
top managers’ personal brands also “need to evolve with career changes and trends 
in the !eld” (Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015, p. 188). We have signi!cantly expanded 
the previously limited understanding of the ‘what’ and ‘how’ in the emergence 
of top managers’ personal brands by identifying and structuring relevant key 
practices and activities. The integrative framework consisting of practice, praxis, 
and practitioners from strategy-as-practice research (Whittington, 2006) was 
helpful in exploring the managerial work underlying personal brand development. 
We would like to pay special attention to the key practice of ‘managing visibility,’ 
with the activities in ‘on-!eld/o"-!eld visibility’ being exemplary for an aspect of 
personal branding. We have signi!cantly developed and substantiated this aspect 
from its previous beginnings (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) by considering its 
change during the course of the personal branding process. 

In addition, we have followed up on the !ndings of earlier studies on the 
emergence of personal brands and can speci!cally con!rm them. Our selection 
of the sample group is in line with the distinction between the concept of 
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person brands who are celebrities (Thomson, 2006) and person brands who are 
professionals (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) and are not famous beyond a restricted 
!eld of endeavor.

On-!eld visibility through professional publications early in one’s career, as 
well as o"-!eld visibility through personal engagement in societal issues as a 
top manager, leads to being known as a personal brand in one’s !eld of practice 
(Close et al., 2011; Parmentier et al., 2013; Zamudio et al., 2013), but also to a !eld-
speci!c capital that increases personal brand equity (McQuarrie et al., 2013; Rein 
et al., 2006). Our study can con!rm that the activities of professional brands in the 
two relevant !elds from a !eld theory perspective, i.e., in the !eld of the speci!c 
organization the professional brand is currently working for and in the broader 
!eld of which this organization is a member (Parmentier and Fischer, 2021), are also 
relevant for the emergence of top managers’ personal brands. Smith and Fischer’s 
(2020) summarizing statement that “person brands are built by accumulating !eld 
speci!c capital forged through forming high status social connections, achieving 
institutionally well-recognized accomplishments, and/or receiving prestigious 
awards regarded as valuable by others in the !eld” (ibid., p. 259) also applies to 
our results. Thus, relationships with in#uential people are forged at the upper 
levels of the hierarchy in the !eld of the organization and in the !eld of industry. 
Commercial project successes meet the expectations of the business organization 
and being named as a special manager in a leading manager magazine is highly 
recognized in the !eld of top managers.

A !nal contribution can be made to the usefulness of a multi-method approach 
in empirical studies. The combination of process research strategies with cross-case 
and within-case analysis and an integrative framework from strategy-as-practice 
research resulted in the construction of an expanded, di"erentiated, and profound 
complexity of the managerial practice of ‘personal branding’ for top managers. This 
may also encourage other researchers to adopt a similar approach.

3.6.2 Practical contributions
How can the !ndings from this study support managers and top managers 
in developing or sustaining their personal brand? We established distinct key 
practices across career phases, each of them posing dualities and overcoming the 
challenges accompanied by these dualities. Although we are not able to outline 
an instruction manual at this point, we still can draft implications for three distinct 
target groups, i.e., professionals and managers, top managers, and those people 
who support them in their personal branding.

Depending on the stage of their career that professionals and managers have 
entered on their path to becoming top managers, the key practices presented 
provide support for raising awareness of their own activities as well as for their 
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implementation. It depends very much on how e"ectively one recognizes the 
dualities involved and how one overcomes them in order to move on to the next 
career phase. Here, we particularly point out the importance of keeping a balance 
between ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in,’ which changes over the course of a career. In 
order to maintain this balance and overcome this duality, we advise a continuous 
and re#ective change of perspective. From an external perspective or from a meta-
level, it is possible to assess how strongly pronounced ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ 
should be in a given situation in order to make personal progress. The development 
of skills on the company political level and in the tactical area helps to expand one’s 
scope of action for goal-oriented activities.

Top managers who are already working on their own personal brand but are 
now faced with expanding their brand exposure are advised to actively manage 
o"-!eld visibility in its duality with on-!eld visibility, which changes over the 
course of a career. We recommend that top managers do not rely on their initial 
professional quali!cations or their own professional expertise from the early stages 
of their career. The o"-!eld visibility that contributes to the necessary external 
company visibility requires a conscious expansion of skills and experience in the 
areas of management, strategy, leadership, and communication. Only then can the 
top management function be !lled and social activities successfully implemented, 
which adds to the top managers’ personal brand.

People who support the !rst two target groups, such as coaches and sta" 
from human resources management and communication units, may perceive our 
!ndings as practice-oriented inspirations. They may use them for aligning with the 
individual activities of the branded individuals they are responsible for but also for 
building comprehensive programs, for instance in leadership development.

3.7 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

In spite of contributing to a more comprehensive, nuanced, and profound 
knowledge of managerial practices, personal branding, and career development 
as well as their intertwined and complex construct, we need to discuss some 
limitations of our study and inspirations for future research that emerged during 
our empirical work.

From a methodological point of view, we limited our sample to six German 
top managers from di"erent industries. On the one hand, the application of our 
empirical approach to a numerically larger study group of top managers is obvious. 
On the other, the comparison between di"erent companies and industries seems 
to be necessary to consider contextual characteristics that in#uence the brand 
building process over the course of careers. Sociological !eld theories o"er a lens 
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that has already been applied to understand how professional brands are managed 
simultaneously in the !eld of the speci!c organization the top manager is currently 
working for and in the broader !eld of which this organization is a member 
(Parmentier and Fischer, 2021). These insights may be transferred to other sectors 
in order to identify to what extent, for instance, regulatory framework conditions 
of industries such as the !nancial sector and the energy and telecommunication 
industries have an impact on personal branding in comparison to non-regulated 
industries such as the event industry. While the prevailing management theory 
developed in the US and applied worldwide (House, 1998; Triandis, 2004) suggests 
that modern management practices are largely cross-cultural, this should also be 
explored for the managerial practice of ‘personal branding.’ Finally, with the gender 
heterogeneous composition of our research group, we were not able to identify 
gender-speci!c di"erences for the personal branding of top managers, which 
should be covered by future research.

We have clari!ed the ‘what’ and ‘how’ in the management practice of ‘personal 
branding’ and have recognized that the development of a top manager brand is 
based on overcoming dualities through strategizing. On the one hand, we suggest 
that these dualities be investigated more deeply and enriched by additional 
empirical studies in the !eld of top manager brands. On the other, the top managers 
surveyed in our study provided even further guidance concerning the ‘what’ and 
‘how’. Frank, for instance, was aware that “With [employer of Frank] I have exceptional 
visibility.” This indicated an endorsement e"ect from the corporate brand to the 
personal brand of the top manager, which was con!rmed by Dean who stated, 
“That I keep making the [leading trade fair of Dean’s current employer] better and 
stronger, great, that gives me my brand. But it will lose some of its shine if I stop being 
with this company.” Therefore, it seems worthwhile to investigate empirically how 
the personal brand of top managers interacts with the corporate brand of the 
company in which they work.

Beside the ‘what’ and ‘how’, the ‘why’ still needs deeper investigation. We suggest 
examining the antecedents of the individual personal brand and considering 
their impact on the individual personal branding process. This could include the 
family background and other factors that imprint and form the personal brand 
personality. We positioned the managerial work underlying personal branding from 
a methodological individualist perspective, taking into account the agency bias 
inherent in this social theory. The construction of the personal brand personality 
is a part of personal branding practices that cannot be entirely controlled by the 
top manager and therefore may add a structuralist position to the perspective on 
this managerial practice. In addition, it can be assumed that decision-making in the 
course of the personal branding process is context-dependent and to some extent 
involves re#ections on the past, present, and future on behalf of the top manager. 
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Thus, the study over time of personal brands in general, and the personal brand 
of top managers in particular, through the lens of temporal work (Emirbayer and 
Mische, 1998; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013) o"ers a valuable approach to an even 
better understanding of personal branding.  



84 HOW TOP MANAGERS BUILD THEIR PERSONAL BRAND



IN FOR A PENNY, IN FOR A POUND? EXPLORING 
MUTUAL ENDORSEMENT EFFECTS BETWEEN 
CELEBRITY CEOS AND CORPORATE BRANDS

In this chapter, di"erent indications from the previous two chapters 
converge to explore one particular aspect that contributes to 
understanding how top managers’ personal brands work. The 
celebritization of CEOs derived from the distinction between icons, 
celebrities and personal brands of ordinary people (Chapter 2), as 
well as the fact that the top managers’ personal brand is the result 
of a collective branding process in which di"erent stakeholders are 
involved as endorsers (Chapter 3) result in the quantitative investigation 
of brand meaning transfer e"ects between top managers’ personal 
brand and corporate brand. This step shows that the concept of brand 
endorsement is applicable to celebrity CEOs and indicates a mutual 
brand meaning transfer e"ect between the personal brand of top 
managers and the corporate brand.

Publication history
The earliest version of this chapter was written together with Dr. 
Carsten Gelhard and Prof. Dr. Jörg Henseler as a conference paper 
and subsequently presented at the 11th Global Brand Conference in 
Bradford, United Kingdom, from April 27-29, 2016. A full paper has 
been submitted to the Journal of Product and Brand Management for 
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ABSTRACT

While the branding of individuals has attracted increasing attention from 
practitioners in recent decades, understanding of personal branding still remains 
limited, especially with regard to the branding of celebrity CEOs. To contribute 
to this debate, this paper aims to explore the cobranding of celebrity CEOs and 
corporate brands, integrating endorsement theory and the concept of meaning 
transfer at a level of brand attributes. A between-subjects true experimental 
design was chosen for each of the two empirical studies with a total of 268 
participants, using mock newspaper articles about a succession scenario at the 
CEO level of di"erent companies. The study is designed to analyse the meaning 
transfer from celebrity CEO to corporate brand and vice versa using 16 personality 
attributes. This study gives empirical support for meaning transfer e"ects at the 
brand attribute level in both the celebrity-CEO-to-corporate-brand and corporate-
brand-to-celebrity-CEO direction, which con!rms the applicability of the concept 
of brand endorsement to celebrity CEOs and the mutuality in co-branding models. 
Furthermore, a more detailed and expansive perspective on the de!nition of 
endorsement is provided as well as managerial guidance for building celebrity 
CEOs and corporate brands in consideration of meaning transfer e"ects. This study 
is one of only few analysing the phenomenon of meaning transfer between brands 
that focus on non-evaluative associations (i.e., personality attributes). It is unique 
in its scope, insofar as the partnering relationship between celebrity CEOs and 
corporate brands have not been analysed empirically from this perspective yet. It 
bridges the gap between application in practice and the academic foundations, and 
it contributes to a broader understanding and de!nition of celebrity endorsement.

4.1 INTRODUCTION

The branding of individuals is increasingly attracting attention from professional 
practitioners (Peters, 1999; Montoya, 2004; Rampersad, 2009). In particular, 
celebrities have become a staple feature of mainstream media, as evidenced by 
recent reports that the former Mayor of London, Boris Johnson, “battles to turn 
brand Boris from “comedy act” to leading man” (Rigby and Parker, 2015, p. 3). They 
have also become an object of interdisciplinary interest, covering various academic 
disciplines, such as sociology (Furedi, 2010; Kurzman et al., 2007), psychology (Li, 
2007; Moulard et al., 2015), information technology (Alghawi et al., 2014; Elwell, 
2014) and educational science (Edmiston, 2014).

Celebrities appear as a phenomenon of post-modernism in which “we are 
witnessing the alteration of human roles due to the multiplying spaces or to 
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deconstructing structures” (Rotaru et al., 2010, p. 330). Consequently, there is no single 
consistent de!nition of what a celebrity is, and, in addition, there remains considerable 
room for enriching this de!nition, which this study will contribute to. Contemporary 
celebrity status is not limited to actors and actresses (e.g., Jennifer Aniston and 
Johnny Depp) or singers (e.g., Bono and Alicia Keys). It has come to cover a variety of 
other celebrity types (Moulard et al., 2015) that also include artists (Fillis, 2015; Preece 
and Kerrigan, 2015), politicians (Speed et al., 2015) and business personalities such 
as Carly Fiorina (Johnson, 2008) or Richard Branson (Rein et al., 2006). In particular, 
celebrity CEOs are gaining increasing attention in management and marketing 
research. While prior research has consistently shown that certain certi!cations 
impact celebrity CEOs’ compensation positively (Malmendier and Tate, 2009; Wade 
et al., 2006) or that a CEO’s reputation serves as a proxy for managerial ability (Gra$n 
et al., 2012; Milbourn, 2003), previous research on the impact of celebrity CEO’s on 
company-related outcomes, such as stock returns, was inconclusive. Whereas some 
researchers have found a positive relationship between CEO reputation (Agarwal et 
al., 2011; Milbourn, 2003) or award-winning CEOs (Wade et al., 2006) and stock-based 
pay sensitivities, others allude to negative corporate performance evaluation due to 
CEO’s reputation (Fombrun, 1996; Rajgopal et al., 2006) and awards (Malmendier and 
Tate, 2009). To contribute to this debate, the study at hand examines the e"ects of a 
CEO’s personal brand on the corporate’s brand, and vice versa.

Proposed meaning transfer e"ects between a CEO’s personal brand and a 
corporate’s brand is conceptually grounded in the concept of celebrity endorsement, 
de!ned as “an agreement between an individual who enjoys public recognition 
(a celebrity) and an entity (e.g., a brand) to use the celebrity for the purpose of 
promoting the entity” (Bergkvist et al., 2016, p. 644). While research in this area is 
mostly limited to athletes and movie stars, a more precise understanding of the 
endorsement roles of celebrity CEOs is crucial to explore the nature and e"ects of 
a CEO’s personal brand. The major mechanisms forming the basis of celebrity CEO 
endorsement are the source credibility model (Ohanian, 1990; Silvera and Austad, 
2004), congruence theory (Friedman and Friedman, 1979; Mittelstaedt et al., 2000), 
co-branding (Fournier, 2010; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) 
with spill-over e"ects (Swaminathan et al., 2012) and the brand personality (Aaker, 
1997; Eisend and Stokburger-Sauer, 2013; Lee, 2014). They coherently accentuate 
that the interaction between brands can be characterized by a meaning transfer 
(Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). This central notion is further supported by previous work 
of cultural theorists, such as McCracken (1989), who proposed that it is the celebrity’s 
cultural meaning and transfer of meaning that drives endorsement outcomes.

While previous research has shown that meaning transfer might indeed occur 
between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands, empirical evidence is still scarce, 
and comparatively little is known about how this process operates. Drawing on 
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existing literature on the humanization of brands (Aaker, 1997; Aggarwal and 
McGill, 2012), we refer to the concept of brand personality as a theoretical lens for 
exploring the mechanism of celebrity CEO endorsement. Brand personality “grasps 
the set of human personality traits ascribed to a brand” (Eisend and Stokburger-
Sauer, 2013, p. 951) resulting when consumers attribute human characteristics to 
nonhuman forms, such as brands.

To empirically examine how a celebrity CEO transfers meaning to a corporate 
brand and vice versa, the study at hand uses a between-subjects true experiment 
using a set of 16 human personality attributes. The results provide new theoretical 
insights into what speci!c attributes possess the potential to turn CEOs into 
successful celebrity CEO endorsers and, thus, into the meaning transfer process 
from celebrity CEOs to corporate brands. Moreover, this study generates the 
!rst empirical evidence that a corporate brand can serve as a source for an 
endorsement to a CEO through personality attributes. It additionally contributes 
to the literature on cobranding insofar as the partnering relationship between 
celebrity CEOs and corporate brands is two-sided and, thus, calls for an analysis and 
development of co-branding models that must not be restricted to one direction 
between the partner brands. Apart from providing insights into a more detailed 
and expansive perspective on the de!nition of endorsement, the study derives 
valuable managerial implications for building celebrity CEOs and corporate brands 
in consideration of meaning transfer e"ects.

4.2 THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES

4.2.1 Celebritization of CEOs
The contemporary phenomenon of celebrity has seen countless de!nitions from 
merely “being famous” (Epstein, 2005; Furedi, 2010), “well-known for his well-
knownness” (Boorstin, 2012; Epstein, 2005), “the few, known by the many” (Banister 
and Cocker, 2014), “result of great good luck” (Milner, 2010), “celebrated not for 
doing, but for being” (Banister and Cocker, 2014) to “not born, but made” (Epstein, 
2005). Similarly, the notion of celebrity has been substituted by various other 
abstract terms, including “heroes”, “stars”, “superstars”, “television personalities”, 
“idols” or “icons” (Epstein, 2005; Holmes and Redmond, 2006). A more integrated 
understanding of celebrities implies the distinction between an ascribed status 
based on bloodline or family relationships, an achieved celebrity status that 
originates from talent or accomplishments and the attributed celebrity (Rojek, 
2012). The latter seems most in line with the contemporary type of celebrity, 
manufactured and made famous by media publicity alone (Furedi, 2010; Kerrigan 
et al., 2011; Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Milner, 2010; Rojek, 2014; Turner, 2004).
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The vast and complex celebrity industry contains celebrity-creating institutions, 
from paparazzi to public relations experts to reality television. In most cases, 
celebrities are exploited in the promotion of some special interest, such as selling 
commodities or in#uencing political decisions (Cashmore and Parker, 2003; Milner, 
2010). While they may bene!t from their status, celebrities may also su"er from 
a temporary loss of ownership of celebrity images and their shift from celebrity 
producer to industry reproducer to the audience, and they might become a virtual 
hostage to the brand recognized and expected by the public (Lindridge and 
Eagar, 2015). This also applies to ordinary people, as new media, and the Internet 
in particular, supports them in shaping their own personal brand (Khedher, 
2014). Correspondingly, the phenomenon of celebrities and the cultural personal 
branding movement are closely linked together. Personal branding faces numerous 
interpretations and de!nitions (Zarkada, 2012), emptying into a triangular view of:
��what the branded individual brings in, such as values, competencies, skills, 

abilities, personality (Gander, 2014; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015);
��audience and target group orientation and the public (Bendisch et al., 2013; 

Preece and Kerrigan, 2015); 
��and the di"erentiation from others (Harris and Rae, 2011; Shepherd, 2005).

While some discussions of celebrity assume that the state of celebrity entails being 
famous beyond a restricted endeavour (McCracken, 1989; Turner, 2004), others 
emphasize that celebrities are usually nothing more than a more publicized version 
of ordinary people (Boorstin, 2012; Kerrigan et al., 2011). If celebrities are people the 
public is interested in, it can be argued that “some, but not all, person brands are 
celebrities” (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012, p. 109). This lack of an accurate distinction 
between individuals who enjoy public recognition and those who are not known 
or who are buried in oblivion characterizes the contemporary view of celebrities in 
the era of post-modernism (Hearn, 2008; Lair et al., 2005; Vallas and Cummins, 2015). 
The inevitability of building a personal brand is additionally justi!ed by the fear that 
individuals who do not use the concept of brands as a metasemiotic ideology to 
regiment their selves into legible employable personas risk are marginalized or left 
behind (Harris and Rae, 2011; Lair et al., 2005; Shepherd, 2005). “If you don’t brand 
yourself, someone else will” (Kaputa, 2016) appears as a slogan of post-industrial 
socioeconomic transformation, in which the traditional bases of solidarity erode 
signi!cantly with a decay of trust in any overarching system of values. Instead, 
cultural changes encourage a dominant ethos of radical individualism (Arnould 
and Thompson, 2005; Zarkada, 2012) with fame and attention gaining signi!cant 
importance and people mutating into “gossip-hungry consumers” (Mills et al., 2015, 
p. 1). This supports the rise of a culture of promotionalism, with the postmodern 
celebrity brand as a life-de!ning resource (Hearn, 2008). Celebrity has become far 
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more attainable than traditional movie stardom. Being within reach of ordinary 
people (Hearn, 2008; McQuarrie et al., 2013), it con!rms a central feature of post-
modernism: “the collapse of the hierarchic distinction between high culture and 
mass culture” (Rotaru et al., 2010, p. 328). Accordingly, there is growing concern 
over the fact that there are innumerable individuals vying for the coveted top-
dog status in the marketplace (Shepherd, 2005). The more people have acquired a 
status symbol, the less distinctive it is and the less status it confers on its holders 
(Milner, 2010; Rotaru et al., 2010). Simply said, “even if it were possible that we could 
all be famous, if everyone were famous, then no one would be famous” (Holmes 
and Redmond, 2006, p. 14). Thus, how much room is there for celebrities to not step 
out from the celebrity zone and step into the zone of ordinary personal brands? 
“Celebrity”, Kurzman et al. (2007, 363) said, “is status on speed”, resulting in “instant 
celebrities” (Furedi, 2010, 493) and star favourability eroding substantially over 
time (Luo et al., 2010). Because of the contradictory forces a"ecting media visibility, 
namely, the need for constant renewal and the competition for that scarce resource 
that is public attention, there is a rapid turnover of celebrities in the media.

New forms of media (e.g., searches on Google, sharing via Facebook, networking 
on LinkedIn and broadcasting on YouTube) are becoming central elements that 
shape the postmodern paradigm (Rotaru et al., 2010) and making it di$cult to 
precisely determine where the analogue, embodied self of a celebrity ends and the 
digital, virtual self begins (Elwell, 2014; Gershon, 2014). While identity fragmentation 
due to multiple identities on the internet may be taken as a risk (Brivio and Ibarra, 
2009), the fragmented self may also serve as a means to achieve freedom. As with 
other aspects of the digital extended self, the challenge is to adapt to as well as 
control all of the new possibilities for self-presentation (Belk, 2013; Gershon, 2014). 
Celebrity examples show that many of these identities can be connected to one 
another, resulting in a networked ecosystem of digital selves (Elwell, 2014), and 
characterized by the rise of what Holmes (2002) has called “the #exible personality”: 
perpetually active and willing to innovate and to change personal a$liations at a 
moment’s notice. Former football player David Beckham, for instance, embraces 
multiple masculinities, including the romantic and compassionate husband, the 
hands-on father, the football legend and the fashionable style icon (Cashmore and 
Parker, 2003; Cocker et al., 2015; Vincent et al., 2009).

Recognizing the importance of celebrities in contemporary society, their 
relationships with customers must not be disregarded. Customers borrow from 
celebrities in the construction of their own identities (Cocker et al., 2015; Cohen, 
2001; Lunardo et al., 2015; Maltby et al., 2002; Zarkada, 2012). To this end, Twitter, 
Instagram and others o"er celebrity platforms in the virtual world of social media, 
while charities (e.g., charity portals such as Omaze, IfOnly or CharityStars) connect 
celebrities and ordinary people in real life. The latter covers the experiential 
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perspective, beside the traditional information processing perspective, where 
value is considered to reside not in a sense-making, cognitive process, but in the 
experience of consumption (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Payne et al., 2008; 
Payne et al., 2009). Neotribalism, which is characterized by #uid and temporary 
assemblies of individuals, may foster collective identi!cations. Celebrity Cruises, 
for example, o"er opportunities for “collaborative customisation [that] has the 
potential to generate experiences that are truly tailored to the requirements of 
consumers and thus satisfy diverse groupings within a highly fragmented market” 
(Weaver, 2011, p. 57).

Taken together, celebrities appear as a #uid phenomenon if we accept that 
there is “no Unitarian postmodernist theory, but more likely a set of perspectives, 
of post-modern theories that sometimes coexist with each other, including the 
modern perspective” (Rotaru et al., 2010, p. 330). The fraying of the categorical 
terminology mirrors both the loss of accurate distinctions between human roles 
in post-modernism and the economic law that the demand for and manufacturing 
of new celebrities lead to new celebrity categories beyond movie stars, singers, 
entertainers or sports stars (Fillis, 2015; Furedi, 2010; Kerrigan et al., 2011; Lunardo 
et al., 2015; Moulard et al., 2015). Celebrity CEOs constitute an additional celebrity 
category that gains increasing attention in media and substantially impacts 
on business and society. Outstanding corporate performance associated with 
idiosyncratic behaviour or management practices have made individuals such 
as Richard Branson, Warren Bu"ett or Elon Musk more noteworthy and ready to 
be singled out by the media (Hayward et al., 2004). Very often, they appear more 
like rock stars than traditional business executives (Johnson, 2008). However, the 
burden of celebrity lies in ever-increasing expectations that push celebrity CEOs 
into pursuing high-risk, high-reward strategies (Fombrun, 1996; Gra$n et al., 
2012). Furthermore, holders of responsibility and power are regularly exposed for 
abusing their authority caused in a culturally ingrained suspicion of the exercise of 
authority (Furedi, 2010). In this context, negative media coverage has the potential 
to damage both the image of the corporate enterprise and its CEO (Jin and Yeo, 
2011). Celebrity CEOs are also viewed as corporate spokespersons, representing 
their company’s values with a “master’s voice” the public is eager to listen to (Ferns 
et al., 2008). Additionally, numerous examples indicate the impact of celebrity CEOs 
particularly on a company’s performance. The announcement of Kasper Rorsted’s 
move from the helm at cosmetics and adhesives maker Henkel to become the CEO 
of sportswear company Adidas resulted in Henkel’s shares falling by 4.8 per cent, 
o"set by Adidas’s share price increasing 8 per cent, representing £2.2bn in market 
capitalization (Jervell, 2016).

It can reasonably be argued that celebrity CEOs might serve as a management 
instrument for endorsement. Celebrity endorsement, de!ned as “an agreement 
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between an individual who enjoys public recognition (a celebrity) and an entity 
(e.g., a brand) to use the celebrity for the purpose of promoting the entity” 
(Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016, p. 644), is one of most popular means to enhance 
marketing communications. Brand endorsement e"ects, such as brand attitudes 
and behaviour towards the brand (Amos et al., 2008; Choi and Rifon, 2007), negative 
brand evaluation e"ects caused by the perceived lack of a !t between the celebrity 
and the brand (La"erty, 2009), as well as !nancial e"ects on sales (Elberse and 
Verleun, 2012; Garthwaite, 2014) or share prices (Nicolau and Santa-María, 2013), 
represent a central piece of a brand’s advertising strategy.

Previous research on celebrity CEOs indicates that there is general agreement 
in the public about a corporate’s reputation and performance being attributed to 
the image of its CEO (Alghawi et al., 2014; Bendisch et al., 2013; Fetscherin, 2015). 
In particular, some evidence for the impact of employing award-winning CEOs 
on stock returns has been found by scholars, both in positive (Koh, 2011; Wade 
et al., 2006) and in negative terms (Malmendier and Tate, 2009). Media coverage 
may lead celebrity CEOs to become overcon!dent in their own managerial ability, 
which may, in turn, lead to lower levels of performance, as they underestimate the 
impact of external factors and are forced to pay higher premiums for acquisitions 
(Hayward and Hambrick, 1997).

4.2.2 Celebrity CEO endorsement mechanisms
The humanization of brands provides some unmistakeable prospects for a 
deeper understanding of the underlying mechanisms concerning celebrity 
endorsements. Consumers tend to ascribe uniquely human characteristics and 
features to non-human beings, natural phenomena, material objects and brands 
(Aaker, 1997; Aggarwal and McGill, 2007; Fournier, 1998). This phenomenon of 
anthropomorphizing results in the creation of brand personalities which encompass 
the set of human personality traits, also known as personality attributes, that are 
both applicable to and relevant for brands (Aaker, 1997; Eisend and Stokburger-
Sauer, 2013), such as product and corporate brands or, indeed, celebrities 
(McCutcheon and Maltby, 2002).

While there is general agreement about e"ects transferred from presenter to 
product through celebrity endorsement, e.g., as a neural mechanism (Stallen et al., 
2010), and about the fact that celebrity CEOs serve as endorsers for their corporate 
(Bendisch et al., 2013; Fetscherin, 2015; Gra$n et al., 2012), prior research is silent 
about mutual endorsement e"ects between celebrity CEO and corporate brand 
or about how these endorsements may work. The literature on source credibility 
and on congruence represents a starting point for a more holistic understanding 
of the phenomenon of celebrity CEO endorsement. When explaining celebrity 
endorsements, numerous source credibility studies emphasize the celebrity 
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Table 4.1: Endorsement mechanisms and their implications to celebrity CEOs

Mechanism Key Content Sources Implications

Source 
Credibility 
Model

The celebrity being 
the source of a 
communication 
and the consumer 
being the receiver; 
three dimensions 
of source credibility 
(trustworthiness, 
expertise, attractiveness).

Arai et al., 2014; Ohanian, 
1990; Silvera and Austad, 
2004

Celebrity CEOs credibility 
as an endorser is based on 
that he/she is trustworthy, 
attractive, and provides 
expertise in his !eld which 
refers to be professional.

Congruence 
Theory

Congruence of the 
product with the 
celebrity creates a more 
favorable impact on 
consumer attitudes than 
that of an incongruent 
celebrity-product 
combination.

Bergkvist et al., 2016; 
La"erty 2009; Simonin 
and Ruth 1998; Amos et 
al., 2008; Choi and Rifon, 
2007

Congruence and !t 
respectively, in the 
combination of celebrity 
CEO and corporate leads to 
a more positive perception 
of this combination by 
consumers compared to 
incongruence.

Meaning 
Transfer Model

The celebrity personi!es 
a set of meanings to 
the consumer; these 
meanings get transferred 
to the brand from the 
celebrity through an 
endorsement.

McCracken, 1989; 
Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016

Celebrity CEOs transfer 
evaluative and non-
evaluative associations to 
a brand (e.g., a corporate 
brand); customers then 
consume this set of 
meanings.

Co-Branding Two or more individual 
brands, products, 
or other distinct 
proprietary assets are in 
combination;
a co-brand may 
positively in#uence 
quality perceptions of 
unobservable product 
attributes of a partner 
brand.

Close et al., 2011; Fillis, 
2015; Fournier, 2010; 
Parmentier and Fischer, 
2012; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015; Speed et 
al., 2015; Swaminathan et 
al., 2012

The partnering between 
a celebrity CEO and a 
corporate brand implies 
that speci!c attributes spill 
over from each brand to 
the other and thus have 
an impact on perception 
of the celebrity CEO and 
the corporate brand 
respectively.

Brand Alliance A brand is presented in 
the context of another 
brand and vice versa 
to form a synergistic 
alliance.

Erevelles et al., 2008; 
Gammoh and Voss, 2011; 
Park et al., 1996; Rao and 
Ruekert, 1994; Rodrigue 
and Biswas, 2004; 
Simonin and Ruth, 1998

A celebrity CEO-corporate 
brand combination will 
create an impact on each 
party’s brand and will 
shape attitudes toward the 
alliance.

Brand 
Personality

The set of human 
characteristics 
associated with a 
brand used through 
anthropomorphism.

Aaker, 1997; Aggarwal 
and McGill, 2012; Eisend 
and Stokburger-Sauer, 
2013; Lee, 2014

Celebrity CEOs as natural 
human beings and other 
brands (e.g., corporate 
brands) are ascribed to be 
associated with human-
like characteristics (e.g., 
age, skills, attitudes, traits/
attributes), which facilitates 
the consumer-brand-
relationship building.
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as the source of communication and the consumer as the receiver (Arai et al., 
2014; Ohanian, 1990). Source credibility comprises three dimensions, namely, 
trustworthiness, expertise and attractiveness (Ohanian, 1990) that have an impact 
on consumer attitudes.

The theoretical argument for the importance of congruence is that perceived 
lack of celebrity-brand congruence leads to negative attributions which, in turn, 
lead to negative brand evaluation e"ects (Bergkvist et al., 2016; La"erty, 2009). 
On the other hand, researchers found that congruence of the product with the 
celebrity creates a more favourable impact on the consumer attitudes compared to 
an incongruent celebrity product combination (Amos et al., 2008; Choi and Rifon, 
2007).

However, evidence about the impact of these credibility dimensions and of 
celebrity-brand-congruence on consumer attitudes is inconsistent. The situation 
asks for a more expansive view of endorsements (Roy, 2012). Therefore, McCracken 
(1989) indicates that celebrity endorsement models also need to take into account 
the various meanings with which celebrities are imbued. His meaning transfer 
model (McCracken, 1989) has become well established in celebrity endorsement, 
suggesting that celebrities transfer a wide range of associations to the brand 
(Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). Those associations can be evaluative, i.e., measured 
directly and thus dependent on judgement (e.g., price or age), or non-evaluative, 
i.e., measured by a means or instrument and thus immediately comparable (e.g., 
positive or negative character and personality traits). As customers consume the set 
of meanings associated with the product rather than the actual product or service, 
the objective of celebrity endorsement should be to transfer a set of meanings 
(Miller and Allen, 2012). Prior literature has mostly limited the concept of meaning 
transfer to conventional advertising (McCracken, 1989). This, however, appears to 
be outdated in the fragmented contemporary world, where social media and mass 
media a"ord the consumer more control over the distinction between celebrities 
and meanings (O’Reilly, 2005). Advertising has experienced a revolution to a two-
way conversation, in which listening, involving, engaging and staying in continuous 
communication with the customer are now essential elements of delivering a 
message to potential customers (Arnould and Thompson, 2005; Wetsch, 2012). 
Customers assume a more active role in the meaning transfer process, deriving 
considerable meaning from advertisements without necessarily consuming the 
goods that they advertise (Ritson and Elliott, 1999). They experience celebrities as 
socially and not just managerially constructed cultural brands (Banister and Cocker, 
2014; O’Reilly, 2005). Moreover, the required multistage model, incorporating 
all contacts of celebrities with customers (Swain, 2004), has resulted in the rise 
of integrated marketing communications as a strategic concept, rather than a 
tactically oriented tool to build brand equity (Kitchen et al., 2004).
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Customers taking over a more active role in the meaning transfer process 
resonate with the concept of co-branding. Two essential e"ects characterize co-
branding: First, the alliance’s aggregated brand value is greater than the value 
of each partner’s individual brand value. This synergy e"ect (Lee, 2014) can be 
explained by applying the maximum rule (Murphy, 1988), instead of the additive 
rule (i.e., the sum is greater than the individual parts; Rao and Ruekert, 1994). 
Second, the spill-over e"ect implies that the value of the brand alliance is greater 
for each partner than without the alliance in cases of a positive spill-over e"ect 
(Lee, 2014; Swaminathan et al., 2012). The main success factor contributing to this 
e"ect is identi!ed in the perceived !t between the two allying brands (Radighieri et 
al., 2014; Swaminathan et al., 2012), which results from a high level of consistency 
between the two brand images (Baumgarth, 2004). Considering the continued 
lack of clear selectivity between co-branding and brand alliances (Erevelles et al., 
2008) and the fact that co-branding has even been taken as the ultimate form of 
brand alliance strategies (Helmig et al., 2008; Kippenberger, 2000), the mutual 
endorsement of celebrity CEOs and corporate brands can be regarded as an active 
brand alliance. Both co-branding and brand alliances a"ect the same processes 
(i.e., meaning transfer and associative learning), and both produce associative 
networks (Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta, 2010). Complementarity between 
partnering brands is also a motivational factor for building a brand alliance (Choi 
and Jeon, 2007) and has been identi!ed as an important variable in#uencing 
consumers’ evaluations of brand alliances (Park et al., 1996) beside other factors, 
such as prior attitudes towards each brand (Rodrigue and Biswas, 2004; Simonin 
and Ruth, 1998). In general, spill-over e"ects and meaning transfer are closely 
connected to the concept of brand alliances, where a brand is presented in the 
context of another brand and vice versa to form a synergistic alliance, resulting 
in how consumers react to the brand alliance and in an impact on each party’s 
brand (Dickinson and Barker, 2007; Erevelles et al., 2008; Rao and Ruekert, 1994; 
Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Gammoh and Voss, 2011). This impact can be bene!cial, 
for instance, through securing competitive advantages in the marketplace (Park et 
al., 1996; McCarthy and Norris, 1999), but it might negatively in#uence partnering 
brands as well (Rao and Ruekert, 1994; Simonin and Ruth, 1998; Helmig et al., 2008).

With regard to celebrities, the concepts of brand alliance and of co-branding 
elucidate that celebrities can gain end consumer awareness by fraternising with !gures 
from the entertainment world (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). Moreover, the transfer 
process from highly accepted institutions to celebrities and co-branding strategies 
around celebrities leading ideological campaigns and moral crusades con!rm the 
suitability of celebrities for co-branding strategies. Co-branding is assumed to work 
too for the partnering relationship between celebrity CEOs and corporates, but 
research appears reluctant here from a branding perspective (Table 4.1).
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Derived from this theoretical discussion, it can be hypothesized that celebrity 
CEO attributes transfer to corporate brand attributes and, vice versa, that corporate 
brand attributes transfer to celebrity CEO attributes:

H1. Celebrity CEO attributes transfer to corporate brand attributes.
H2. Corporate brand attributes transfer to celebrity CEO attributes.

4.2.3 Celebrity CEO attributes
To investigate meaning transfer with personality attributes, de!ned as “relatively 
enduring styles of thinking, feeling, and acting” (McCrae and Costa, 1997, p. 509), 
a hybrid approach was chosen for select relevant attributes. First, bibliographic 
research of academic literature was conducted to reveal the personality attributes 
that are ascribed to CEOs and celebrity CEOs respectively and the models as well as 
theories applied to them. This revealed that prior literature has primarily considered 
age, education, organizational or position tenure and functional background of 
the CEO as human characteristics that have an impact on their corporates, e.g., 
in the form of corporate performance (Herrmann and Datta, 2006; Hsu et al., 
2013). Considering that a general factor of brand personality embraces numerous 
characteristics, such as gender, age or others (Eisend and Stokburger-Sauer, 2013; 
Rushton, 2012), and thus induces a construct validity problem, this study had to 
focus on a more narrowly determined approach and refer to speci!cally nominated 
personality attributes. Therefore, as a second step in this hybrid approach, a pre-
test was conducted to de!ne 16 relevant brand attributes for both celebrity CEOs 
(Study 1) and corporates (Study 2) as the dependent variables. The available brand 
attributes were identi!ed through a review of academic and business literature 
and were con!rmed by individual semi-structured interviews (n = 12) with a 
sample group that matches the sample group in the experiments in terms of its 
composition. Emphasis was placed on the clarity of the attributes. In doing so, the 
attributes were veri!ed in terms of whether they are readily understandable, have 
a single meaning that is known to the respondents and do not imply any irony. 
Moreover, ordinary terms that match the vocabulary level of the sample group 
were used, while redundancies and synonyms were eliminated (Couper, 2000).

In the following, we outline the attributes that resulted from the hybrid 
nomination approach and were tested in the study at hand with regard to meaning 
transfer between celebrity CEO and corporate brand. The nominated attributes 
are “successful”, “innovative”, “tolerant”, “trustworthy”, “transparent”, “stable”, 
“creative”, “progressive”, “likeable”, “credible”, “agile”, “professional”, “international”, 
“responsible”, “famous” and “authentic”. Nonetheless, it needs to be acknowledged 
that this list of attributes cannot claim to be exhaustive.
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“Successful” managers or organizations are always expected to produce high 
performance (Boynton and Zmud, 1984). As CEOs are already at the peak of 
their careers and the organizational hierarchy, they are already successful, which 
con!rms the self-reliance-equals-success myth (Lair et al., 2005). While celebrity 
status is commonly associated with being “successful” (Furedi, 2010, p. 493), the 
attribute “successful” is named as an important attribute for an endorser brand 
(Arai et al., 2014), and it is suggested for a transfer from CEO to the corporate brand 
(Bendisch et al., 2013).

“Innovative” organizations “transform ideas into new/improved products, 
service or processes, in order to advance, compete and di"erentiate themselves 
successfully in their marketplace” (Baregheh et al., 2009, p. 1334). CEOs may adopt 
company values, such as being innovative, if they work for an innovative company 
(Bendisch et al., 2013). In turn, innovative CEOs identify fast-changing market needs, 
deal with their weak internal R&D capacities and may use customers’ knowledge to 
obtain fresh ideas and respond quickly to market changes (Ahn et al., 2014), which 
is something the corporate organization can then bene!t from.

From a social sciences perspective, tolerance refers to the belief that all cultures 
ought to be given equal respect. The notion of tolerance and the related ideas of 
human dignity and self-determination have always been at the basis of the strong 
appeal enjoyed by the construct of culture (Wainryb, 2006). Celebrity CEOs as part 
of contemporary culture may be perceived or even expected to be “tolerant” as well.

Trust refers to situations that are characterized by one party (i.e., the trustor) 
who has a general propensity to be willing to depend on others (i.e., the trustees), 
resulting in the trustee being perceived as “trustworthy”. This is expected to be 
applicable for both interpersonal trust, where the direct object is the other speci!c 
individual (i.e., the celebrity CEO), and institution-based trust, implying that the 
trustor trusts the structure (i.e., the corporate) or situation (McKnight and Chervany, 
2001). For building successful brands, there is an urgent need for !rst building trust, 
especially as trust seems to be a shrinking commodity in post-modern societies 
(Ternès et al., 2014). Following past literature, “trustworthiness” is named as an 
important attribute for an endorser (Arai et al., 2014; Braunstein and Zhang, 2005; 
Erdem and Swait, 2004; Ohanian, 1990).

“Transparency” can be de!ned as “an individual’s subjective perception of 
being informed about the relevant actions and properties of the other party 
in the interaction” (Eggert and Helm, 2003, p. 103). Furthermore, transparency 
in relationships has been argued to involve the sharing of information and 
knowledge about important characteristics of the other person (Eggert and Helm, 
2003). As celebrity CEOs are also viewed as corporate spokespersons representing 
their company’s values (Ferns et al., 2008), this may also hold for customer–brand 
relationships with regard to celebrity CEOs and corporate brands.
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Stability is de!ned as:

The degree to which the celebrity is perceived as unwavering. Celebrities that 
exhibit stability are those who are !rm and steadfast in their words, actions, 
principles, and their mental and physical characteristics (Moulard et al., 2015).

While CEOs appear to be “stable” by building reputation (Bendisch et al., 2013), work 
as a primary source of individual identity became much less stable as companies 
began to lay o" large numbers of workers (Lair et al., 2005).

While most theories describe creativity as a process by which an individual 
produces creative ideas that includes both skill and motivational elements, 
the de!nition of creativity primarily appears as a combination of novelty and 
appropriateness (Amabile, 2012). Although the attribute “creative” has not yet 
been ascribed to CEOs from the scholars’ side, the de!nition above suggests the 
applicability of this attribute to CEOs.

Being “progressive” means to provide constantly expanding and deepening 
insights as well as a sense of change (Carr et al., 2001). The antonym “traditional” 
is used in organizational research, being associated with a concern for morality, 
high standards, appropriate social behaviour and a lifestyle guided by speci!c, 
established principles and respect for authority !gures (Giberson et al., 2009). 
Numerous examples, such as conventional car manufacturers, show that companies 
aim to balance the progressive and the traditional approach, and that they try to 
employ a suitable CEO who represents both attributes.

Brodsky et al. (2009) identi!ed a list of verbal and nonverbal components 
associated with high likeability, such as a pleasant facial expressions and smiles, 
the use of “we” or “us” when referring to groups, demonstration of a less controlling 
attitude, physical attractiveness, a low degree of arrogance exhibited in verbal 
responses and the use of informal speech. There exists evidence that less likability is 
expected for large !rms’ CEOs compared to small !rms’ CEOs and for CEOs compared 
to non-CEOs (Graham et al., 2010). Additionally, more mature-looking CEOs are less 
likable (Graham et al., 2010), and “likeable” personalities have been identi!ed as a 
factor for an athlete’s ability to act as an endorser (Braunstein and Zhang, 2005).

Erdem and Swait (2004, p. 193) de!ned brand credibility as “the believability 
of the product information contained in a brand, which requires that consumers 
perceive that the brand continuously deliver what has been promised”. As credibility 
is considered as an essential element for celebrities to be endorsers (Arai et al., 
2014; Ohanian, 1990), the CEO’s attribute “credible” is assumed to be transferred to 
the company (Bendisch et al., 2013).

Conboy and Fitzgerald (2004, p. 40) de!ne agility as “the continual readiness 
of an entity to rapidly or inherently, proactively or reactively, embrace change, 
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through high quality, simplistic, economical components and relationships with its 
environment”. Although scholars have not yet used “agile” as an attribute of CEOs, 
the de!nition above suggests its applicability to CEOs.

Professionalism is described as a “set of attitudes and behaviors believed to be 
appropriate to a particular occupation and represents the active demonstration of the 
traits of a professional” (Hammer, 2000). Celebrity researchers distinguish between 
professional or on-!eld skills and marketing or o"-!eld skills, stating that both are 
needed in general for self-branding (Fillis, 2015). Additionally, professionals are 
subject to strict codes of conduct, enshrining rigorous ethical and moral obligations, 
which apply to both the celebrity CEO and the corporate. Numerous examples, such 
as the Volkswagen’s Dieselgate a"air, indicate that there is a meaning transfer here.

CEOs’ “international” experience is associated with a !rm’s level of international 
diversi!cation, reduced levels of uncertainty in international operations, increased 
awareness of international opportunities and superior ability to manage operations 
in di"erent countries (Black, 1997; Sambharya, 1996) and, thus, has a signi!cant 
positive relationship with corporate performance (Hsu et al., 2013). Additionally, 
CEOs’ international experience further contributes to the development of a “global 
mindset” throughout the organization (Kedia and Mukherji, 1999), which may 
reciprocally have an impact on the people working in such an organization.

What matters most for being “responsible” in a business context is the morality 
and accountability of managers (Windsor, 2001). Whereas responsibility as an 
organizational characteristic is assigned to management boards in the Anglo-
Saxon hemisphere (Balmer, 2001), global business managers in general have 
the over-riding responsibility to further their companies’ global-scale e$ciency 
and competitiveness (Bartlett and Ghoshal, 2003). The idea of meaning transfer 
concerning responsibility suggests itself.

People and organizations that are widely known and respected for their 
achievements are considered to be “famous”. The fame of a CEO is assumed to be 
inextricably linked with the reputation of the company, and a CEO’s name and fame 
is important to identify and distinguish the company from others (Bendisch et al., 
2013). Moreover, consumers identify with famous athletes (Carlson and Donavan, 
2013) and products as well as corporate brands because they are perceived to 
be symbolic of desirable reference groups. Thus, meaning transfer might happen 
between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands for the attribute “famous”.

Authenticity is de!ned as “the perception that a celebrity behaves according 
to his or her true self” (Moulard et al., 2015, p. 175). While consumers exhibit an 
increased focus on authenticity and have begun to look for authentic brands 
(Lunardo et al., 2015) in general, being “authentic” appears as a key success factor 
in the branding of celebrities (Moulard et al., 2015; Speed et al., 2015) and hence 
potentially for celebrity CEOs.
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4.3 EMPIRICAL STUDIES

4.3.1 Research design and pre-test
A between-subjects true experimental design that includes a posttest-only control 
group (Bakker et al., 2007; Hartmann and Apaolaza-Ibàñez, 2012; Henseler et 
al., 2009) was chosen for each of the two empirical studies examining meaning 
transfer. This experimental design promises to a high degree of control and a 
randomisation in the selection of test units and their assignment to experimental 
groups (Malhotra and Birks, 2007) as used in this study.

A mock newspaper article (Elving, 2013; Morwitz and Fitzsimons, 2004; Raska, 
2011) of about 300 words was used as a stimulus during the experiment, followed 
by a questionnaire to assess given brand attributes.

The choice of a student sample group (i.e., business students from a German 
university), quali!es as research subjects, as fundamental research is conducted 
in this study (Bello et al., 2009; Pernice et al., 2008). Furthermore, students may 
also be potential consumers (Megehee, 2009) or even future business leaders and 
can be expected to have broader knowledge of the business world in general in 
view of their higher level of education. It can therefore be reasonably argued that 
their views on celebrity CEOs and corporates are well-founded and would promise 
reliable and meaningful results. Moreover, students tend to be homogeneous 
on demographic, psychographic and educational dimensions. Such apparent 
homogeneity makes student samples easier to compare than other groups of 
people (Peterson and Merunka, 2014) and, thus, helps ensure internal validity. While 
the majority of the sample group, i.e., 83.3 per cent in Study 1 and 90.4 per cent in 
Study 2, are German native speakers, non-native speakers among the participants 
successfully completed a German language test to be accepted for their study. It 
can be expected that all subjects understood the mock newspaper articles, the 
survey questions and especially the attributes. However, an e"ect caused in the 
culture of individual respondents cannot be excluded completely.

During the pre-test, unprompted questions as well as aided questions which 
the subjects were asked led to the nomination of two celebrity CEOs and two 
corporate brands, re#ecting the highest numbers of mentions by the sample 
group. This refers to brand awareness that is related to the identi!cation of a brand 
under di"erent conditions and the ability to retrieve the brand from memory when 
given a relevant category (Keller, 2013), i.e., the CEO and industry in this pre-test.

The two individual celebrity CEOs, i.e., Mark Zuckerberg and Dieter Zetsche, 
were nominated based on the level of public awareness, their strong pro!le and 
the expected divergence in terms of the elicited meaning transfer e"ects. It might 
seem worthwhile investigating celebrity CEOs with di"erent genders in such an 
empiric study, but female celebrity CEOs are completely unrepresented in Germany, 
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which is where the study was conducted. With that in mind, no such !gures were 
used here. The perceived brand images of Mark Zuckerberg and Dieter Zetsche 
were used as independent variables in Study 1[1].

The pre-test served to determine the independent variables for Study 2 as 
well, i.e., the brand images of two nominated suitable companies. Again, the level 
of awareness and the distinct perceptions were important nomination criteria. 
Moreover, we decided to conduct Study 2 with companies from the same industry 
to increase the reliability of the experiment. With this in mind, BMW and Opel were 
nominated as two representatives of the car manufacturing industry. Whereas Opel 
operates under a di"erent name in some regions, for instance as Vauxhall in the UK, 
as Chevrolet in Argentina and Brazil, and as Buick in North America and China, Opel 
is very well known in Germany, since it was founded there in 1862, took the German 
market’s leadership in the 1960s and 1970s, and gained increasing media attention 
as a result of massive redundancies as well as !nancial di$culties in the past few 
years. Studies conducted in Germany, con!rm Opel’s high brand awareness of 75 
per cent and of almost 90 per cent for BMW (Goebel, 2011).

Our emphasis on the celebrity CEOs’ names and corporates’ names follows 
the !nding of De Chernatony (2001) that a brand’s name receives most consumer 
attention and is a key in#uencer on perceptions of quality compared to all other 
marketing variables.

4.3.2 Experiment procedure and data collection

4.3.2.1 Empirical study 1
The !rst study aimed to test the hypothesis that celebrity CEOs brand attributes 
transfer to corporate brand attributes (H1).

The participants were randomly assigned to one of two experimental groups in 
a controlled environment, i.e., during a lecture in a lecture hall, supervised by two 
lecturers, with no incentive for participating in the study. After excluding incomplete 
questionnaires, our !nal response sample was 132 subjects. Their ages ranged from 
19 to 36 years, with a mean of 23.76 years. In total, 59 female and 73 male respondents 
participated, and each of the two experimental groups had 66 participants.

In a paper-based document, the participants were asked to answer questions 
concerning their demographic data, including age, gender, native language and 
degree course. The results showed the homogeneity within the sample group, 
which supported a higher validity of the experiment.

Second, they were presented with a mock newspaper article, in which a !ctitious 
corporate was described in unbiased terms to reduce the risk of intervening 
variables. The text stated that one of the two celebrity CEOs being nominated 
in the pre-test, has been announced to become the next CEO of that !ctitious 
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company. Two versions of the newspaper article were developed in response to the 
pre-test, di"ering only in the choice of the celebrity CEO, Mark Zuckerberg or Dieter 
Zetsche, mentioned as the new CEO. This manipulated the perceived celebrity CEO 
brand images enacted in each case at the brand attribute level. Furthermore, this 
procedural method and the fact that no measurement of the dependent variable 
was conducted before the presentation of the mock newspaper article, i.e., a pre-
test-post-test control group design was not applied, ensured high internal validity 
by avoiding testing e"ects (Malhotra and Birks, 2007). As the respondents were 
not informed about the purpose of the study, it is to be expected that demand 
artefacts did not arise; thus, neutrality was supported signi!cantly (Malhotra and 
Birks, 2007).

Finally, all respondents completed a survey composed of two sections. First, the 
questions asked about the respondents’ perception of how the !ctitious corporate 
might develop in future, referring to the facts presented in the mock newspaper 
article. In these questions, the 16 brand attributes revealed in the pre-test were 
applied on a semantic di"erential scale, i.e., a rating scale whose end points are 
opposite labels. Speci!cally, the respondents rated the brand attributes on seven-
point rating scales (Coelho and Esteves, 2006) that were de!ned at each end with 
two opposite expressions, such as “successful” and “unsuccessful” (Morwitz and 
Fitzsimons, 2004). In addition, the positive rating was sometimes put at the right 
and sometimes at the left side of the scale to prevent the respondents marking 
the right or left column of the scale without properly reading the brand attributes 
(Naresh and Birks, 2007). Moreover, !ller tasks, represented by questions about 
the company beyond brand attributes, were used to disguise the purpose of the 
experiment (Raska, 2011). The respondents were then asked to rate their perceptions 
of the celebrity CEO in question. Depending on which questionnaire they were 
randomly assigned, the respondents either had to rate the brand attributes of Mark 
Zuckerberg or Dieter Zetsche. Again, the 16 brand attributes were successively 
presented on a semantic di"erential scale, but without any interjacent !ller tasks.

4.3.2.2 Empirical study 2
The second study aimed to test the hypothesis that corporate brand attributes 
transfer to celebrity CEO attributes (H2).

The design of this second experiment was similar to the !rst experiment with 
no incentive for participating the study. Neither the sample group of the !rst 
empirical study nor the sample group of the second empirical study had been 
informed about the other study to keep them unbiased. However, it needs to be 
acknowledged that subjects of a student sample group may be dependent on their 
lecturer or feel to be forced to participate and, thus, respond di"erently compared 
to an independent group. The participants were randomly assigned to one of two 
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experimental groups. They were given a link to an online version of the experiment. 
In total, 136 respondents delivered complete questionnaires. Their ages ranged 
from 19 to 51 years, with a mean of 26.3 years. A total of 82 female and 54 male 
subjects participated, and 66 answered the questionnaire on BMW and 70 the 
questionnaire about Opel.

The initial questions concerning demographic data (i.e., age, gender, native 
language and degree course) were followed by a mock newspaper article that 
introduced a !ctitious CEO in unbiased and neutral terms. He was announced as 
the next CEO of either BMW or Opel, depending on the version of the newspaper 
article. This manipulated the perceived corporate brand images in question at a 
brand attribute level. Subsequently, the respondents completed a questionnaire 
that asked them about their perceptions of how the !ctitious CEO might develop 
in future referring to the mock newspaper article. The 16 brand attributes revealed 
in the pre-test were applied to a scale of a design similar to the !rst experiment. 
Depending on which questionnaire they were randomly assigned, the respondents 
had to rate the brand attributes of either BMW or Opel. The procedural method to 
avoid testing e"ects and to ensure neutrality (Malhotra and Birks, 2007) was similar 
to the !rst experiment.

4.3.3 Findings

4.3.3.1 Empirical study 1
First, a manipulation check was conducted on the perceived celebrity CEO 
brand images to ensure the experimental validity of the research design. A set 
of independent sample t-tests revealed signi!cant di"erences (p < 0.05), which 
showed that the manipulation was successful for 12 brand attributes: “progressive” 
(0.000), “famous” (0.000), “creative” (0.000), “international” (0.000), “successful” 
(0.000), “innovative” (0.000), “agile” (0.000), “transparent” (0.000), “professional” 
(0.000), “responsible” (0.000), “trustworthy” (0.016) and “credible” (0.037). Therefore, 
we met the requirements given by Perdue and Summers (1986) “to establish that 
the manipulation produced a large enough variance in the indented independent 
variable to provide for a meaningful test of the hypotheses of interest” (Perdue and 
Summers, 1986, p. 321).

Second, H1 was tested by a statistical analysis that used a multivariate analysis 
of variance (MANOVA). This showed a signi!cant meaning transfer e"ect from 
celebrity CEO to corporate brand, F(12,119) = 6.306, p = 0.000. Therefore, H1 is 
supported by this experiment. At the level of brand attributes as key dimensions 
of brand knowledge, the MANOVA showed signi!cance for “famous” (F(1,130) = 
25.884, p = 0.000), “creative” (F(1,130) = 17.420, p = 0.000), “international” (F(1,130) = 
12.031, p = 0.001), “transparent” (F(1,130) = 8.601, p = 0.004), “progressive” (F(1,130) 
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= 7.203, p = 0.008), “credible” (F(1,130) = 5.416, p = 0.022) and “professional” (F(1,130) 
= 4.030, p = 0.047). These brand attributes di"er depending on which celebrity 
CEO, Mark Zuckerberg or Dieter Zetsche, was announced as the new CEO of the 
!ctitious corporate. However, tests of between-subject e"ects indicated that not all 
brand attributes provide a transfer e"ect from celebrity CEO into corporate brand, 
namely, “successful”, “innovative”, “agile”, “responsible” and “trustworthy”.

4.3.3.2 Empirical study 2
First and in a similar process as was used in the !rst experiment, a manipulation 
check was conducted to ensure the experimental validity of the research design 
concerning the perceived corporate brand images as independent variables. A set 
of independent sample t-tests showed that the manipulation was successful for 15 
brand attributes, with signi!cant di"erences (p < 0.05): “successful” (0.000), “stable” 
(0.000), “innovative” (0.000), “agile” (0.000), “professional” (0.000), “creative” (0.000), 
“trustworthy” (0.000), “international” (0.000), “authentic” (0.000), “responsible” 
(0.000), “famous” (0.000), “likeable” (0.000), “credible” (0.004), “progressive” (0.004) 
and “tolerant” (0.004). As in the manipulation check for the !rst main hypothesis, 
we can state that the requirements for a meaningful test of the hypothesis were 
met (Perdue and Summers, 1986).

Second and again as in the !rst experiment, H2 was tested by a statistical 
analysis that used a MANOVA. The MANOVA with F(15,120) = 2.60, p = 0.002 
showed that H2 is supported by this second experiment, indicating that there is a 
signi!cant meaning transfer e"ect from corporate brand to celebrity CEO. At the 
level of brand attributes, a test of between-subjects e"ects showed signi!cance 
for “successful” (F(1,134) = 16.423, p = 0.000), “international” (F(1,134) = 10.744, p = 
0.001) and “professional” (F(1,134) = 5.601, p = 0.022). These three brand attributes 
di"er depending on which company, BMW or Opel, announced the !ctitious CEO 
as their new CEO (Figure 4.1).

4.4 GENERAL DISCUSSION

4.4.1 Theoretical implications
While current literature suggest that celebrity CEOs can act as brand endorsers, 
i.e., that meaning transfer occurs between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands, 
empirical evidence is still scarce, and relatively little is known about how this 
process operates. Making use of an experimental setting, the study at hand answers 
the call for more rigorous research. Its contribution is at least fourfold.

First, this study provides new theoretical insights into what speci!c attributes 
possess the potential to turn CEOs into successful celebrity CEO endorsers. 
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Note: n.s. = non-significant; at-test (p<0.05); bMANOVA (p<0.05)

Figure 4.1: Expanded conceptual framework findings
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Whereas prior literature has predominantly considered demographic and 
functional associations (e.g., age, tenure and educational background), the 
study at hand applies a more anthropomorphised and thus distinctive view by 
identifying non evaluative associations as underlying carriers of meaning between 
celebrity CEOs and corporate brands. In particular, our results show that “famous”, 
“creative”, “international”, “transparent”, “progressive”, “credible” and “professional” 
as attributes can contribute to the establishment of celebrity CEO endorsers and, 
thus, to the meaning transfer process from celebrity CEOs to corporate brands.

Considering prior literature (Black, 1997; Hsu et al., 2013; Kedia and Mukherji, 
1999; Sambharya, 1996), this study extended the impact of an international CEO 
on corporates in the form of a meaning transfer of the attribute “international” 
from celebrity CEO to corporate brand. The suggestion of professional skills that 
are needed in general for self-branding (Fillis, 2015) is also extended in that the 
celebrity CEO perceived as professional indeed reveals a meaning transfer e"ect 
with the corporate brand. Furthermore, the study at hand provides evidence to 
support the assumption that the fame of a CEO is inextricably linked with the 
corporate (Bendisch et al., 2013). Finally, this empirical research con!rms that 
credibility is an essential element for celebrities to be endorsers (Arai et al., 2014; 
Ohanian, 1990) and especially for celebrity CEOs in their meaning transfer to a 
corporate brand, which con!rms the assumption of Bendisch et al. (2013).

In contrast to several scholars, several suggestions and empirical !ndings are 
not supported by this study with speci!c regard to celebrity CEOs. This concerns 
especially the attributes “likeable” (Braunstein and Zhang, 2005), “trustworthy” 
(Arai et al., 2014; Braunstein and Zhang, 2005; Erdem and Swait, 2004; Ohanian, 
1990) and “successful” (Arai et al., 2014) that are named as important attributes for 
endorsers. Moreover, the suggestion of transferring the attribute “successful” from 
CEO to corporate brand and the attribute “innovative” from corporate brand to CEO 
(Bendisch et al., 2013) is disproved. Being “authentic” may remain a key success 
factor for the branding of celebrities (Moulard et al., 2015; Speed et al., 2015), but it 
does not work in meaning transfer from celebrity CEO to corporate brand.

Second, this study contributes to the under-researched area of “brand-to 
celebrity transfer” (Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). Existing literature on associations 
transferring between brands has predominantly considered endorsement from 
a celebrity-to-brand-perspective (Bergkvist et al., 2016; Eisend and Langner, 
2010), which underpins the celebrity CEO taking the role as the endorser. Arsena 
et al. (2014), however, show that brand traits may also transfer to people who 
are associated with the brand. The present research extends these !ndings and 
supports a broader view of endorsements by demonstrating which personality 
attributes can be transferred from an organizational brand to a person brand as 
meaning transfer between these two brands. As such, the !ndings eventually 
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provide the !rst empirical evidence that a corporate brand can serve as a source 
for an endorsement to a CEO. In particular, “successful”, “international” and 
“professional” are revealed as personality attributes that make a corporate brand an 
endorser for the CEO. With regard to the predominant manufacturing of celebrity 
CEOs by media publicity (Furedi, 2010; Kerrigan et al., 2011; Lindridge and Eagar, 
2015; Milner, 2010; Rojek, 2014; Turner, 2004), a more expansive approach of taking 
the corporate brand and its meaning transfer into account for celebritization of 
CEOs needs to be suggested.

Third, by showing that a meaning transfer occurs from the CEO celebrity brand 
to the corporate brand as well as from the corporate brand to CEO celebrity brand, 
the endorsement between celebrity CEO and corporate brand can be characterized 
as two-sided. This is particularly supported for the attributes “international” 
and “professional”. For the other attributes, the present research does not !nd 
evidence for mutual meaning transfer between celebrity CEO and corporate 
brand concerning any of the personality attributes used in this study. By this, we 
contribute especially to the literature on cobranding, which has generally traced 
a one-sided approach that produces outcomes for just one of the two partnering 
brands (Close et al., 2011; Fournier, 2010; Keller, 2003). The extension of this 
limited view on co-branding has wide-ranging implications. For instance, the 
mutual meaning transfer demonstrated in the study at hand calls for an analysis 
and development of co-branding models that must not be restricted to one 
direction between the partner brands. Moreover, reciprocal e"ects in co-branding 
models are to be considered, as this has signi!cant impact on theory building as 
well as on applicability. Nonetheless, it has to be acknowledged that cobranding 
between celebrity CEO and corporate brand works for di"erent brand attributes 
depending on the direction of the spill-over e"ect. Given the presence of reciprocal 
meaning transfer, it has to be con!rmed that celebrity endorsement in general and 
particularly the celebrity CEO-corporate brand combination should be considered 
brand alliances, in which meanings and values can transfer from either partner to 
the other (Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta, 2010).

Fourth, the results of the study provide an insight into a more detailed and 
expansive perspective on the de!nition of endorsement. Following prior literature, 
the de!nition of endorsement has been restricted to a general endorsement of 
products through celebrities in advertising. Here, the celebrity endorser has 
been primarily de!ned as “any individual who enjoys public recognition and who 
uses this recognition on behalf of a consumer good by appearing with it in an 
advertisement” (McCracken, 1989, p. 310). Considering the results of this study, this 
de!nition seems limited and dated. Borrowing from prior literature on celebrity 
endorsements (Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016; Keller, 2013; Miller and Allen, 2012) 
and drawing on the !ndings of the study at hand, a more di"erentiated view on 
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endorsement needs to be suggested. A CEO endorsement, as one category of 
celebrity endorsement, may be de!ned as a celebrity CEO endorser is a CEO who 
receives public recognition and e"ects meaning transfer at the level of nonevaluative 
associations (i.e., personality attributes) to his or her corporate organization. Likewise, 
there exists evidence through this study that the corporate entity can act as an 
endorser. Precisely, it is suggested to de!ne that a corporate endorser is a corporate 
brand that e"ects meaning transfer at the level of non-evaluative associations (i.e., 
personality attributes) to its CEO.

Taken together, extending and specifying the de!nition of endorsement 
resonates with the empirical setting and !ndings of this study and provides 
valuable guidance for exploring celebrity CEOs and their role as endorsers in 
its entity. Following up on this speci!cation, future scholars should consider an 
endorsement between a celebrity CEO and a corporate brand as one-sided or mutual 
meaning transfer between the celebrity CEO and the corporate brand, depending on 
non-evaluative associations (i.e., personality attributes).

4.4.2 Practical implications
This study has several useful implications for di"erent target groups, including 
marketers, brand manager, HR manager, advisory boards and, not least, CEOs.

Marketers should be encouraged to make use of the meaning transfer process 
from celebrity CEO to corporate brand. This calls for thinking outside the box of 
traditional marketing and for a more expansive understanding of the humanization 
of brands, of meaning transfer at the level of non-evaluative associations, and of co-
branding between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands. Celebrity CEOs should play 
an active part in a company’s brand advertising strategy to make the celebrity CEO 
more relatable. The brand–customer relationship needs to exist in the virtual world 
as much as in the real world to make full use of the reach in social media and of 
experiential e"ects. To reduce confusion or dilution, the celebrity CEO is ideally not 
linked to a number of other brands or otherwise overexposed (Keller, 2013). This, for 
instance, implies that the members or chairpersons of advisory boards should not be 
considered as preferred co-branding partners, as they typically hold several mandates.

HR professionals and advisory boards should be made more aware of meaning 
transfer e"ects during the recruitment processes for a new CEO. Speci!c attributes 
of the celebrity CEOs, i.e., “famous”, “creative”, “international”, “transparent”, 
“progressive”, “credible” and “professional”, should be given attention, as they 
provide meaning transfer to the corporate brand. The situation of the company 
may call for a celebrity CEO with speci!c image, skills or attributes, in the hope 
that these will be infused back into the organization, comparable to sports teams 
employing coaches depending on the team’s situation. It is thus not always a matter 
of celebrity CEOs adapting to the corporate brand, but of corporate brands trying 
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to acquire some of the non-evaluative associations of their CEOs. Moreover, the 
mutual transfer e"ects by the brand attributes “professional” and “international” 
ties in with brand managers who should strive to manage congruency between 
celebrity CEO and corporate brand. A good !t was illustrated, for instance, by 
Juergen Hubbert, the former boss of the Mercedes Car Group, who was called 
“Mister Mercedes” during his 45 years working for the Daimler group (Rother, 2005).

Furthermore, celebrity CEOs should be aware of their presence as a personal 
brand as well as brand attributes and the meaning transfer between their own 
brand and the corporate brand. Speci!cally, the brand attributes “international”, 
“professional” and “successful” of the corporate brand should be analysed prior to a 
move, as they have a signi!cant meaning transfer e"ect on celebrity CEOs.

Finally, practitioners such as coaches and consultants should be expected to 
understand celebrity endorsements as well as the meaning transfer processes 
between their CEOs and corporate clients, as they do not happen in isolation. 
Brand building is a collective development process, for CEOs and for corporate 
organizations alike, which goes beyond simple producer–consumer relationships 
(De Chernatony, 1999; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). This area of responsibility can 
be expected to gain signi!cant prominence for practitioners, supported by further 
research from the academic angle. This also applies to the idea that celebrity 
CEOs are brand assets for corporates, such as Richard Branson, who sustains his 
own celebrity brand and the Virgin brand (Bendisch et al., 2013). Whereas brand 
personality is accepted to be a dimension of brand assets (Kapferer, 2012), it still is 
questionable how exactly celebrity CEOs may serve as a brand asset.

Overall, we would suggest that the !gure of the celebrity CEO is not simply the 
embodiment of the person of the CEO, but rather the result of meaning transfer 
as perceived by others (e.g., customers). Rather than focusing on how celebrity 
CEOs (sub)consciously develop their brands, managers, marketers and consultants 
should therefore see branding from a more holistic perspective, according to which 
they can establish a celebrity CEO through meaning transfer processes.

4.4.3 Limitations and further research
Celebrities have attracted the attention of marketing practitioners, but little 
academic attention has been given to celebrity CEOs or their endorsement. The 
!ndings of this study contribute to celebrity CEO research by deepening our 
knowledge of meaning transfer processes at a brand attribute level. However, as 
with almost any study, the research is also subject to certain limitations.

Although our !ndings can be deemed comparatively well-suited for 
generalization due to their sound theoretical grounding, the external validity of 
the study could be increased through replication. Even though the purpose of 
this study is fundamental research and “in spite of the belief that student samples 
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are very homogeneous […] only replications can assess the reliability, validity, 
and generalizability of research !ndings pragmatically” (Peterson and Merunka, 
2014, p. 1040), Lindsay and Ehrenberg (1993, p. 236) remind us that, “If a study 
is worth doing at all, it’s worth doing twice”. Future research should expand this 
study to other kinds of sample groups, where the perception and understanding 
of celebrity CEOs and corporates may be quite di"erent compared to students. 
Advisory boards, for instance, are expected to accept substantial responsibility for 
companies when deciding which celebrity CEO to appoint.

Mock newspaper articles about a !ctitious corporate and CEO were used in this 
study to show meaning transfer processes at work. However, in the brand building 
process of both celebrity CEOs and corporate brands, primary associations also have to 
be considered on top of the secondary associations investigated in this study. Research 
into how di"erent channels and means of communication, such as blogging, television 
news or a speech, or speci!c contents, for instance resignations or other announcements 
by a celebrity CEO, in#uence the branding of CEOs or their endorsement would seem 
useful. Although di"erent types of communication are practised by celebrity CEOs, 
there still exists plenty of room for research compared to product branding.

Moreover, our research was conducted in Europe and focused on two speci!c 
large corporations from the car manufacturing industry and two speci!c male 
celebrity CEOs. Future studies could replicate this study in other regions as well as 
in di"erent industries, focusing on mid-size companies, to develop a cross-cultural 
comparison of personal branding in global business and to compare di"erent 
types of managers in terms of their age, cultural backgrounds, and gender. Gender 
di"erences in the mechanisms and, in particular, interactions between the CEO’s 
gender and the respondent’s gender remain an interesting question for future 
research. In addition, future research is encouraged to consider di"erent chief 
o$cers, such as CFO, COO or CTO, as well as distinct types of CEOs, be it with regard 
to celebrity CEOs in general or concerning CEOs as endorsers. For instance, the 
distinction between “agent or non-founder CEOs” and “founder CEOs” is explored 
in terms of their relation with a !rm’s performance (He, 2008; Randøy and Goel, 
2003; Shulman, 2010) or their in#uence on the !rm (Nelson, 2010), but it is sorely 
missing for CEOs in their role as celebrities. Before all such di"erentiation, the need 
for generalization among leaders, executives or top managers has to be kept in 
mind, as they are given greater visibility in their !elds and beyond, largely due to 
the platform a"orded to them by social media.

Beside further research to address the limitations of this study, some additional 
areas for investigation immediately come to mind. Recognizing the importance of 
celebrities in brand–customer identi!cation, a promising avenue for future research 
is to further investigate whether and how celebrity CEOs, not unlike parents, 
nations, singers or athletes, a"ect identity construction processes in consumers. 
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Furthermore, the “brand-to-celebrity-CEO transfer” alone was covered this study, 
which calls for a deeper investigation.

Finally, studies should extend their examination of the partnering between 
personal brand and corporate brand in general and particularly the celebrity CEO–
corporate brand combination to the concept of brand alliance (Simonin and Ruth, 
1998), by expanding the scope of the relevant variables. While this study focused on 
meaning transfer and spill-over e"ects between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands, 
the questions remain as to which e"ects of this brand alliance may arise concerning 
the attitudes towards each party’s brand and which impact each brand may have on 
the brand alliance. Furthermore, and by contrast to, for example, the alliance of two 
di"erent product brands, there is still a lack of a clear description of the brand alliance 
or measurement of the resulting brand equity between partnering celebrity CEOs 
and corporate brands. With this in mind, the concept of brand alliances represents 
a valuable research phenomenon for further examination of celebrity–corporate 
brand combinations, for which this study may act as an initial empirical door-opener.

4.4.4 Conclusions
This study examined the phenomenon of meaning transfer between celebrity CEOs 
and corporate brands. It appears unique in its nature, as the mechanism of meaning 
transfer at the level of non-evaluative associations (i.e., personality attributes) has 
not yet been analysed empirically in terms of the partnering of celebrity CEO and 
corporate brand. We concluded that celebrity CEOs and corporate brands could be 
used as mutual endorsers, depending on speci!c personality attributes, and that 
co-branding between celebrity CEOs and corporate brands works reciprocally for 
the brand attributes “professional” and “international”. Celebrity CEO endorsement 
as well as corporate brand endorsement receive a more expansive perspective but 
need to be explored in more detail in future.

Despite all of these new insights, this study again drew our attention to the 
striking gap between academics and practitioners in the !eld. From our point 
of view, it is not enough to just mind the gap; rather, it is an obligation for us to 
bridge this gap. Establishing the celebrity CEO as a rewarding object for further 
investigation may help do so, as it may be used even more for the dissemination of 
marketing ideas, knowledge and theories through the collaboration of practitioners 
and other academic disciplines.

Note
1 It is recognized that the background (e.g., gender, age, life story, track record, type of CEO such 

as agent CEO or founder CEO) of an individual celebrity CEO can be an antecedent to his/her 
brand attributes. While this study is meant to analyse meaning transfer from celebrity CEO to 
corporate brand and vice versa using 16 personality attributes, it does not investigate how 
each attribute has been created.
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THE VALUE OF TEMPORAL WORK IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF TOP MANAGERS’  

PERSONAL BRANDS DURING THEIR CAREER

This chapter advances the idea that careers and personal brands of top 
managers are developed over time and adds the approach that they 
need to be built in particular time contexts. given the idea that careers 
and personal brands are not only developed over time but must also 
be built in particular time contexts. By exploring the issue of time in the 
personal branding of top managers from the perspective of temporal 
work, this step shows how their personal brands emerged over time 
through making re#exive connections between their past, present and 
future at each stage of their careers.
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ABSTRACT

Top managers know that time and timing are important aspects of building a 
personal brand as their careers develop. Although career research acknowledges 
the importance of time as a construct, so far it has been less explored empirically, 
particularly given the idea that careers and personal brands are not only developed 
over time but must also be built in particular time contexts. Therefore, this paper 
explores the issue of time from the perspective of temporal work on behalf of 
careerists as a fundamental mechanism to develop a personal brand. In doing so, 
we studied in depth the career-building trajectories of six top managers and how 
their personal brands developed over time through making re#exive links across 
their past, present and future. For each phase in career development, we explored 
and identi!ed the key mechanisms in terms of actions and decision making to arrive 
at a generalized model of personal brand development. Theoretical contributions 
to the career and personal brand literature are made as well as the provision of 
guidance to practice. 

5.1 INTRODUCTION

The issue of personal brand has increasingly attracted scholarly attention. Personal 
brands, de!ned as “a strategic process of creating, positioning, and maintaining 
a positive impression of oneself, based in a unique combination of individual 
characteristics, which signal a certain promise to the target audience through a 
di"erentiated narrative and imagery” (Gorbatov et al., 2018, p. 6), increasingly boost 
careers and provide bene!ts not only for the person who “owns” the brand in terms 
of career opportunity but also for employers.  

So far, research has primarily focused on the antecedents (e.g., Hearn, 2008; Lair 
et al., 2005), the key ingredients (e.g., Arai et al., 2014; Moulard et al., 2015) and the 
outcomes of personal brands in terms of material pro!t (e.g., Carlson and Donavan, 
2013) and social capital (e.g., Hanusch and Bruns, 2017), and has portrayed personal 
brands as a static construct. Yet, little is known about how personal brands are 
actually developed by careerists over time. More speci!cally, we do not know 
how time is involved in switching jobs, embarking on new opportunities, dealing 
with competition of peers, managing visibility, decision-making processes and 
background of careers, which constrain or enable the development of a personal 
brand over time. 

This paper is devoted to examining how personal brands are developed over 
time and identi!es the key actions underlying the development of a personal 
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brand in successive stages of career development. Such an endeavour can be 
examined from multiple points of view. Rational choice theory, for instance, would 
suggest that a personal brand is the outcome of decision-making processes by an 
individual over time. In general, careerists are certainly determined to shape their 
own future and personal brand. However, we suggest that building a personal brand 
is not a mere future-oriented process that relies on rational decision-making, but 
a contextual- and temporal-dependent one. Therefore, in this paper we examine 
the development of a personal brand over time through the lens of temporal work 
(Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013), which suggests that 
decision-making is contextually dependent and somehow involves re#ections on 
the past, present and future on behalf of the careerist.

Consequently, we posed two research questions. We !rst wanted to understand 
how interpretations of the past, present and future are incorporated in the e"orts of 
top managers to build their own brand during their career trajectories. Second, we 
continued with discovering patterns in the actions and decisions that strengthen 
the development of a personal brand across all cases of the top managers that we 
studied.  

Our sample is based on an in-depth study of the career trajectories of six 
successful, German top managers who managed to successfully develop their own 
personal brand. We analysed how each of them dealt with threats and opportunities 
during their careers which made them re#ect on past experiences in the face of 
a present situation and essentially revise their future as necessary to sustain or 
improve their personal brand. Through cross-case analysis, we identi!ed key 
mechanisms that helped these managers develop their personal brand, starting 
from the beginner phase, becoming a professional, promotion to manager and, 
!nally, reaching the top manager level.

This paper contributes to further advancement of the literature on the role 
of personal branding in career development. First, we demonstrate how past 
experiences and present situations shape actions and decision-making in the 
development of a personal brand. Second, we show how these actions and 
decision-making are linked together from phase to phase. 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. In the next section, we 
!rst review the literature on personal branding, particularly the antecedents, 
key ingredients and outcomes. Then we introduce the theoretical foundations 
of temporal work, followed by theorizing the concept for the study of personal 
brands developed from the perspective of contextually situated managers. In the 
following section, we describe the methods and analytical approach followed by 
results, discussion and conclusions in the subsequent sections. 



116 THE VALUE OF TEMPORAL WORK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOP MANAGERS’ PERSONAL BRANDS DURING THEIR CAREER

5.2 LITERATURE REVIEW

The contemporary phenomenon of personal branding is traced back to three key 
antecedents from the recent past and their joint impact in societal, economic and 
technological !elds: the development of the new world of work with powerful 
social norms and pressures that promised stability in uncertain environments but 
has now become unstable; a new understanding of individualism developed as 
a countermovement to traditional collectivistic systems and resulting in a self-
help movement; and the explosion of the Web 2.0 and social media that o"er 
continuously evolving platforms for an emerging attention economy that self-
branding is directly related to (Fillis, 2015; Hearn, 2008; Lair et al., 2005). 

Many scholars agree on a small number of elements that personal brands may 
consist of besides conceptual fragmentation, such as the branded individual’s 
personality (Moulard et al., 2015), stakeholders who contribute to personal brand 
co-creation (Bendisch et al., 2013), and di"erentiation to set a personal brand 
apart from competitors in saturated job markets (Parmentier et al., 2013). Visibility 
is probably the most frequently mentioned element of personal brands, with 
the digital footprint that is expected increasingly to be created on social media 
platforms (Chen, 2013; Gander 2014). Further importance is ascribed to on-!eld 
visibility, i.e., visibility in the original !eld of practice or profession of the branded 
individual, as distinguished from o"-!eld visibility outside this !eld to build a 
mainstream media persona (Parmentier & Fischer, 2012). A transmedia model 
of storytelling and story-world construction may bundle the di"erent individual 
visibility activities (Elwell, 2014).

Despite top managers’ visibility in public, their consideration as personal 
brands from an empirical angle reveals a manageable amount of results to date. 
The endorsement, for instance, between celebrity CEO and corporate brand can 
be characterized as two-sided, which is particularly supported for the attributes 
‘international’ and ‘professional’ (Scheidt et al., 2018). A measure scale containing 
seven dimensions, i.e., work standards, style, leadership, personality, values, 
character and teamwork, serves as a means for a CEO personal brand measurement 
(Chen and Chung, 2017). Career background, change leadership, relationship 
management, and !rm brand are found to be the determinants of CEOs’ personal 
brand construction (Erdoğmuş and Esen, 2018). Finally, career transitions of 
executives from the for‐pro!t sector to the non-pro!t sector require frequent 
personal rebranding activities at each transitional stage, such as creating new 
networks of contacts and re-positioning their skills, knowledge and values within 
the context of their new organizations (Schlosser et al., 2017).

Top managers in particular and personal brands in general have been portrayed 
so far as static constructs, although scholars acknowledge that personal brands 
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have to be managed in context and over time (Gander, 2014; Lunardo et al., 2015) 
to adapt to changing circumstances (Parmentier, 2010) or for timing in career 
changes (Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; Labrecque et al., 2011). Branded athletes, 
for instance, face the deterioration of their physical ability with age (Hoeymans 
et al., 1997), resulting in a decrease of their appeal (Lunardo et al., 2015). After all, 
there are empiric insights !rst into viable means to extend the life expectancy of a 
personal brand, as can be seen in artistic careers and the artists’ brand building as 
a series of statuses over time, following individual evolutionary paths which lead 
to a career trajectory with distinct, di"erent stages, drawing upon the social and 
cultural context, rather than having a de!nite positioning (Preece and Kerrigan, 
2015).

Despite general agreement that personal branding serves as a support for 
career development and that longevity has to be considered in personal brand 
development, and although progressing with the identi!cation of key elements 
and an examination of top managers, research has been largely cross-sectional and 
static and disregards the time perspective of the human being when developing a 
personal brand over time. Therefore, we are not yet able to indicate, explain or even 
recommend how personal branding processes really work in a career framework 
in certain stages and over time. Consequently, there is a need to advance our 
knowledge in order to understand how top managers actually build their personal 
brand as an “evolving sequence of a person’s work experiences over time” (Arthur 
et al., 1989, p. 8), resulting in a “pattern of a career actor’s positions and condition 
within a bounded social and geographic space over their life to date” (Gunz and 
Mayrhofer, 2018, p. 71).

5.3 THEORETICAL APPROACH

Organizational and management researchers are interested in process theory and 
dynamic phenomena, such as organizational learning (Cohen and Sproull, 1991), 
competitive interaction (Illnitch et al., 1996), innovation and change (Van de Ven and 
Huber, 1990) and strategic evolution (Barnett and Burgelman, 1996), and they have 
applied process research to understand how things evolve over time and why they 
evolve in that way (Berends and Lammers, 2010; Bingham and Kahl, 2013; Gehman 
et al., 2013; Van de Ven and Huber, 1990; Van Oorschot et al., 2013). Nonetheless, 
process studies have historically been underrepresented, dramatically so in the 
case of retrospective process studies (Langley et al., 2013), and particularly in the 
nascent !eld of personal branding. Furthermore, process research may deal with 
the evolution of relationships between people or with the cognitions and emotions 
of individuals as they interpret and react to events (Isabella, 1990; Langley, 1999; 
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Peterson, 1998). Consequently, we share the conviction of Langley et al. (2013, p. 10) 
that “there are important opportunities to address management and organizational 
concerns at the individual level of analysis and would encourage such research that 
might deal with such temporally evolving issues as careers, work-family balance, 
identity, work practices, and socialization from a process perspective”. 

From an epistemological perspective, process narratives provide di"erent 
approaches for studying organizational change (Tsoukas, 2005; Van de Ven and 
Poole, 2005). The ‘weak’ process approach conceptualizes change as a succession 
of events, stages, cycles or states in the development or growth of an organization. 
Thus, substance has priority over process. In contrast, the ‘strong’ process approach 
supposes the world is composed of processes and claims that only research 
that adopts the processual perspective is suited for their study. Time may be so 
intimately connected with change and innovation here that it is useful to consider 
how it might be constructed during the process. Creating a vocabulary and 
grammar for expressing things in processual terms is expected to produce useful 
insights, too. Therefore, we deliberately use the term ‘personal branding’ instead of 
‘personal brand’ to stay with a verb or process rather than a !nished object or noun 
(Langley et al., 2013; Maguire and Hardy, 2013; Tsoukas, 2005; Weick, 1979) which, 
according to Van de Ven and Poole (2005), poses a threat to the identity of personal 
branding studies, the validity of studies in personal brands, and the coherence of 
studies of personal brands. An additional fundamental dichotomy in how to view 
realities lies in the objective versus the subjective perspective on time (Adam, 
1994; Blyton et al., 1989; Jacques, 1982). The objective view treats time as linear, 
mechanical and quantitative, aligning this view with a Newtonian assumption of 
time. The clock has emerged as a primary metaphor in this conceptualization of 
time that provides a strong limitation as it neglects the active role of people in 
creating and shaping the temporal conditions of their lives (Orlikowski and Yates, 
2002). In contrast, the subjective view determines time as a socially constructed 
conceptualization “de!ned by organizational members” (Clark, 1985, p. 36) and the 
result of the norms, beliefs and customs of individuals and groups. 

A practice-based perspective on time that covers both the shaping of people’s 
actions and their being shaped by structural conditions within and outside of their 
immediate control would focus on a set of practices known as ‘temporal work’ that 
links the subject’s interpretations of the past, present and future to strategic action 
(Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013). From this perspective the future is not a simple 
accumulation of outcomes that appear accidentally or that can be forecasted more 
or less accurately. Rather, it is shaped by the re#ective practices of actors anticipating 
what might be possible. The role of the past is that actors reconstruct histories out 
of their di"erent prior experiences, and the present directs attention through their 
multiple assessments of current concerns (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998).
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Originally applied to study how situated actors make sense of a breakdown 
of current strategic accounts (Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013), we argue that using 
the concept of temporal work can be fruitful in grasping how managers make 
re#exive links to the past, present and future in the development of their personal 
brand. Temporal work happens when top managers are confronted with threats 
or opportunities during their careers that break down their current perception 
of their personal brand and force them to re-think the past, present and future, 
possibly leading to certain actions and decisions. Using this lens potentially reveals 
the temporal-re#exive dynamics of personal branding also present in Schön’s 
(1983) notion of ‘re#ection-in-action’ (Yanow and Tsoukas, 2009). It sheds light on 
how temporal work guides activities and a"ects visibility and social relations when 
top managers face changing circumstances that challenge their current situation. 
Finally, a temporal perspective on top managers’ personal branding and their 
career building may advance the knowledge of how di"erent career stages can be 
characterized in terms of tools to develop a personal brand for a careerist. 

In the next section, we describe our empirical approach to the study of temporal 
work of six successful top managers.

5.4 METHODOLOGY

5.4.1 Setting and research strategy
The setting for our study covers two female and four male top managers (Table 5.1), 
selected by theoretical sampling, as the purpose of this research is to contribute 
to the theory’s development (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). In Table 5.1, we 
summarize the personal background and information of the companies at which 
the top managers were employed. We anonymized their names for privacy reasons. 

The top managers’ job responsibilities and positions represented initial criteria 
for selection (Noor, 2008). For this, we de!ned ‘top managers’ as those very senior 
executives who are responsible for the de!nition and execution of a company’s 
strategy and who are capable of a"ecting the company’s pro!ts, share price, 
reputation and market position by their individual activities. This includes chief 
executive o$cers (CEOs) and other heads of function (Pepper and Gore, 2015). 
We selected the top managers on the grounds of their knowledgeable insights 
and experiences into their own individual branding development process over an 
appropriate length of time. This makes its emergence transparently observable 
(Pettigrew, 1990). The participating top managers were additionally selected on the 
basis of the researcher’s individual judgement, in the sense of having appropriate 
access to them, and on the grounds that they would provide the necessary 
information because of their trust in the researcher, who is otherwise involved as 



120 THE VALUE OF TEMPORAL WORK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOP MANAGERS’ PERSONAL BRANDS DURING THEIR CAREER

their personal business coach. This led to in-depth personal and re#ective insights 
shared in a trusting atmosphere (Noor, 2008). 

Table 5.1: Top manager personal and company information

Personal Information Company Information

Name Age Gender Current 
function Nationality Industry

No. of 
employees 
(2018)

Financials 
in 2018 (€)

Ann
(pilot) 54 Female CEO German Real estate/ 

Construction 2,153 10.2 bn 
total assets

Brad 60 Male SVP Corporate 
Communications Austrian Utilities 21,775 20.6 bn 

turnover

Clare 50 Female CEO German Banking 612 2.9 bn total 
assets

Dean 51 Male Global Portfolio 
Director German Trade fairs & 

events 831 294 m 
turnover

Edwin 44 Male Global Medical 
Director Swiss Pharmaceu-

tical 38,478 16.8 bn 
turnover

Frank 46 Male Managing 
Director German Advertising 813 85 m gross 

income

We chose an exploratory and explanatory multiple case study design (Eisenhardt 
and Graebner, 2007; Yin, 2003) implying a within-case and a cross-case analysis. 
Complementary combinations of process research strategies, i.e., alternate 
template, narrative strategy and visual mapping, were applied to re#ect the 
temporal sequence of actions and experiences unfolding over time (Gehman et al., 
2013; Langley, 1999; Langley et al., 2013).

5.4.2 Data collection
Following Pettigrew (1990), we !rst collected archival data from di"erent public 
and private sources about the six top managers and put all the pieces into a 
chronological sequence. This !rst outline was important to map the key events in 
their career lives. Between May 2018 and November 2018, we conducted individual 
semi-structured interviews with the selected top managers. We used the narrative 
strategy (Van de Ven and Poole, 2005) to enable them to tell us their own individual 
stories of personal branding, deeply rooted in their real-life activities and career 
path. In addition, we ensured that the relevant concepts and ideas assembled from 
the literature on personal branding were included through an ‘alternate template’ 
that contained speci!c propositions (Langley, 1999). In particular, the proposition 
‘longevity’ is echoed in the methodology of our study as it involves the factor of 
time in process research. The !rst interview with a top manager served as a pilot, 
a format which is being increasingly adopted in qualitative case study research 
(Yin, 2003). This allowed us to become familiar with the topic as well as test the 
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interview protocol and verify the speci!c instruments (alternate template, visual 
map). In doing so, we became aware that the top manager in the pilot case rarely 
consciously engaged in a complete personal branding process during her career, 
an observation that was also con!rmed by the other top managers. In focussing on 
personal branding during the interviews, we deliberately attempted to #esh out 
certain critical moments in their careers, which somehow a"ected the development 
of their personal brand. In other words, we wanted the top managers to re#ect on 
what they were thinking at such moments and how the past, present and future 
played a role in moving ahead to maintain or develop their personal brand. 

Procedurally, we started each interview by asking them to openly describe 
their individual personal branding process and what a personal brand means for 
them, including their intent and motivation for pursuing a personal brand. This 
setting was important to maintain a focus during the interview. Then, equipped 
with our alternate template in mind, we tried to obtain purposeful information 
about relevant critical events and triggers during their careers that made them 
re#ect on the past, their current situation and their intended actions for the future 
in light of their personal brands. Additionally, we veri!ed their stories against the 
available data from di"erent public and private sources for triangulation purposes. 
All interviews were audio-recorded with the interviewees’ consent and transcribed 
verbatim. Our data analysis phase extended between December 2018 and March 
2019.

5.4.3 Data analysis
In a !rst step, we mapped out chronologically the stories revealed from archival 
data and the interviews and #eshed out those parts that could be related to the 
aspects of the alternate template without discarding peripheral data. This led to 
the construction of a visual map (Langley, 1999) for each top manager. Dividing 
the ordinate of the graph into horizontal bands, one for each proposition of the 
alternate template (e.g., visibility, relationships, brand personality), we then plotted 
the events and key activities from our database onto the grid, resulting in individual 
narratives. Each narrative is far more than just a sequence of events and activities. It 
is a great part of an individual top manager’s life (Van de Ven and Poole, 2005) as it 
conveys a high degree of authenticity that cannot be achieved economically with 
large samples (Golden-Biddle and Locke, 1993; Langley, 1999).

Next, the content of the visual maps was transferred into one table for each 
top manager, providing a clear structure of the career phases and containing 
key events and triggers, re#exivity processes, key activities, and corresponding 
illustrative quotes.

We looked for commonalities and di"erences between the maps and tables to 
arrive at patterns in a broader picture. Since the visual mapping of our analysis is 



122 THE VALUE OF TEMPORAL WORK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOP MANAGERS’ PERSONAL BRANDS DURING THEIR CAREER

“not a ‘theory’ but an intermediary step between the raw data and a more abstract 
conceptualization” (Langley, 1999, p. 702), we conducted a within-case analysis 
that took place iteratively and in parallel to a cross-case analysis after the pilot 
case. This resulted in one key table for each of the four career phases of the top 
managers’ personal branding processes. By this means, we generated converging 
and diverging patterns that uncovered how the past, present and future are 
reconstructed along the career trajectories. 

Finally, the resulting master tables of each career phase were transformed 
into an entire model of temporal work in the personal branding of top managers 
(Figure 5.2). An investigator triangulation (Eisenhardt, 1989; Thurmond, 2001) that 
involved the use of multiple observers, interviewers, and data analysts was part of 
our study for con!rmation purposes.

Figure 5.1: Frame for data collection and analysis

These extensive and continuous steps of iteration (Figure 5.1) challenged our 
emerging understanding of the processes involved. Our intention to replicate 
!ndings from earlier cases in this multiple case study, eliminate alternative 
explanations, and elaborate the emergent theory via an iterative process gave 
more theoretical support for the choice to use a constant group of top managers 
as participants in this study (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). On the whole, our 
iterative, mixed inductive-deductive, and interactional process of data collection, 
simultaneous analysis, and emergent interpretation resulted in a synthesis that 
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enhanced the robustness of our !ndings (Creswell, 2007; Eisenhardt, 1989; Goulding, 
2005; Strauss and Corbin, 1998), as our longitudinal data built an increasingly rich 
and detailed picture of patterns.

5.5 MAIN FINDINGS

From our study of temporal work in the development of a personal brand, we 
uncovered the following general dominant patterns based on the six top managers. 
For the sake of clarity, we discuss these patterns according to their career phases 
starting from beginner, moving to professional stage, promotion to manager and, 
!nally, reaching the top manager level.

5.5.1 Beginner
In analysing temporal work in this phase, we found that top managers were 
confronted at some point in time with the fact that they conceived of themselves 
as similar to their peers and, as such, did not stand out. For instance, Edwin, who 
started his career as an assistant physician in a hospital, remarked, “When you have 
30 assistant physicians, you !rst need to make yourself seen among those 30. They’re all 
there together; they’re all working; they’re all motivated. It’s the same: When you have 
20 people employed for the same job: Why pick A1 and not A19?”

The top managers re#ected on the past by considering the many professional 
tasks they had to perform in order to launch their career but found themselves 
ending up like everybody else with having gained !rst visibility at best.  For 
instance, Dean re#ected on some positive feedback he received from an external 
consultant that “I still remember thinking: What? My boss? The lord on high? He came 
from [leading company in German Mittelstand] and was the model of corporate 
communication mastery for me. My boss can be happy to have me? I always saw it 
the other way around.” Ann referred to numerous activities in the past based on 
her professional expertise that supported her !rst visibility, “Well, at SMEs, by being 
active at events. Lots of it in person. There was no internet. You had to be very active, be 
there at events, give speeches, write articles.”

To remedy their situation, they started to think of di"erentiating themselves 
more in the future by selecting tasks and positions in which they could perform 
better and stand out from their peers. For instance, Dean remembered a project 
from the past “that we simply couldn’t shift in Poland, to get that moving. (…) I took 
a trolley, I can still see it, went to this DIY place in Munich, with our prospectus in the 
trolley and went from place to place to sell this expo.” Dean made the impossible 
possible, which no one before him had ever achieved in this trade fair project and 
brought him to the attention of top management, helpful for his next career steps. 
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He continued for the future, “With that going so very well, even though the expo did 
not draw that many visitors, then it happened that the top management came to me 
right away and said: Listen, [Dean], we have other projects for you.”

But personal traits from the past, which led to di"erentiating oneself from 
others, also have an e"ect in the present at the career stage of ‘beginner’. Ann, 
for instance, considered her role as a woman in a male-dominated industry, “there 
aren’t that many women in my industry. And at an SME, in the insulation business, 
you had two women. So, people always said: That’s the !erce one, and you’re the nice 
one (...) In the industry, people were speaking about these two women and that’s why 
I had this reputation.” In this regard, Ann does not disagree that gendered traits 
contribute to her personal branding as she noted, “But you can use that quite well 
for yourself.” 

All in all, personal branding at the !rst career level is characterised by the fact 
that employing professional competences creates an initial visibility as a person, 
but this does not di"erentiate the person from the many other job entrants. In order 
to stand out from colleagues, it is necessary to deliver an exceptional performance 
or to make use of other, almost unique, personal quali!cations and qualities.

5.5.2 Professional
In order to steer their personal brand in the ‘professional’ career phase in various 
ways, the top managers in our study relied on their technical competencies 
developed in the past. For instance, Ann (in charge of the banking industry) 
remembered that she “was invited to lots of interviews back in the market magazines 
to speak about transactions”, and Brad, in his capacity as communicator in this 
career stage, stated that, “Letter writing is a skilled art. It’s a curse and a blessing. I 
started quite early to write letters for a CEO. Not just any letter, but maybe the ones to 
ministers, and the CEO noticed: That’s not bad, and he does not need days on end for it. 
So, they trusted me with that job more and more frequently.”

In addition, the application of professional skills was complemented by social 
skills acquired in the past, such as an exceptionally good working method, as Edwin 
compared himself to colleagues. “Work speed, that is one thing. I always knew that I 
need a third of the time other people need, and that was relatively clear for me.” Edwin 
generalised this example for himself and is aware of the consequence of this, which 
is to distinguish himself from his colleagues. “This uniqueness came from me doing 
certain things much better than others or believing that I could do many things much 
better. That’s where the unique thing comes through.” 

Similarly, Ann brought a speci!c mindset from her childhood, “And it’s one of 
these formative events, I would say, from my primary school. Simply to say that you 
are always a step ahead.” This led her to opt for an approach that set her apart from 
others, even though she had only recently moved to this company. “I was with the 
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company for six weeks, and my boss said, ‘Here comes the new director.’ He was from 
another country where they had more centralized structures. ‘We need to speak about 
what we do here.’ He then asked these speci!c questions, and we were all sat on that 
table, and nobody was getting to the point, and it annoyed me so. So, I got up, with six 
weeks of experience on the job. Six weeks of really being with the company, and I said, 
‘Let’s do it this way. Let me explain.’” In this regard, Ann considered her mindset as 
a vehicle to create a personal brand for future career development as she noted, 
“From then on, I was, for him… the director attributed certain traits to me. Or they 
had a certain image of me, and they expected it from me. So, four weeks later, I had a 
leadership role.”

The personal preconditions that the top managers already had in the past and 
therefore naturally brought with them also in#uenced their personal branding. 
Clare, for instance, remembered how she unintentionally became aware of her 
visibility as a woman when she noted, “I was always pushed into the limelight by my 
superiors and top managers, because I had a certain image, as a woman, as a mother, 
as a successful woman, and they liked to use that.”

Given these re#ections by the top managers, we concluded that in addition to 
professional skills, the application of social skills resulted in internal visibility and 
an extended di"erentiation. Internal visibility means being personally visible to 
powerful people in the company, such as CEOs and directors. This is closely related 
to di"erentiating oneself from colleagues through exceptional skills or in special 
situations through unique and eye-catching activities and results in career support 
from these powerful people, which Ann sums up in a nutshell, “To get visible and 
to be recognizable. When I have 40,000 employees and I, as a director, am looking for 
a manager, then I only see a sea of faces. But if I have somebody that gets recognized, 
that I see certain traits in, some that I might want or need, then I react di"erently.”

However, distinguishing oneself from others becomes a threat in the present 
of the professional career stage as it results in competing with other people. Frank 
exempli!ed having a con#ict with his superior due to his application of skills from 
the past. “I had this boss that I came too close to in a sense – so here we are with the 
issue of top management attention. How far can you rise without hitting the ceiling? 
So, he was as well – in a way, I was part of the team, but what I was doing and with 
my skills and my competences, my visibility with clients and how I was perceived in 
general, I was somewhere else. And he essentially started picking on me.” By applying 
his skills in the past and the resulting personal visibility with customers and in the 
company, top management also became attentive to Frank - more attentive than 
to Frank’s boss, which caused the latter to behave in a personally damaging way 
towards Frank. Looking for a way out, Frank decided to conform in the future. “And 
that could only be resolved by me picking a di"erent route at the company, because 
there was not enough space for the two of us at that place.” He was aware that the 
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con#ict with his boss would continue or even intensify if he continued displaying 
his internal visibility and the associated di"erentiation. Therefore, Frank adapted to 
the given situation and to his boss and chose a di"erent career path.  

At the career level of professional, three key activities are important to enable 
personal branding. First, to di"erentiate oneself from others in an extended way 
beyond professional skills by applying non-technical skills. Second, to become 
visible within the company as an individual personality, which is closely related to 
the extended di"erentiation. Finally, conforming to other people and situations as 
a key activity that complements di"erentiating oneself from others. 

5.5.3 Manager
When considering the career stage of ‘manager’, the top managers in our study 
explained that they overwhelmingly relied on their ability to adjust to people 
and situations, especially when general conditions had changed massively or 
gotten di$cult and when powerful people in the company expressed demanding 
requirements. Ann, for instance, compared one of her employers from the past, “at 
an SME, it was all quite easy-going”, to one in the present, “The challenges change 
when you are in a larger company (…) Think globalization… market development. 
Eastern Europe. South Africa (…) But then your stakeholders change, suddenly they are 
more academic.” She attributes challenging changes to a much larger organisation 
on the one hand and to a higher level of stakeholder education on the other. 
Consequently, she anticipates for the future that relying on the value of one’s own 
brand from the past will not be enough. Rather, she poses herself the core questions 
in order to decide for herself what and how she will adapt to continue developing 
under changed conditions in the future: “You won’t get far with the original: Nice 
German brand, German engineering. Unless you like German mechanical engineering. 
But even they have to go with the times (…) You have to adjust in a di"erent way. (…) 
then you have to see: Does it still !t? Those were the issues I mean. (…) And with all these 
changes, how do I adjust to them? What do I need to do with my brand for it to work in 
this context? Or for me to position myself somehow.”

Clare, in turn, re#ected on a crisis situation for the company and derived from 
it how her CEO expected a speci!c role from her as a female manager in front of 
the male colleagues. “Yes, there was this statement from [name of former CEO at 2nd 
employer of Clare], (...) when we had a really major crisis at [2nd employer of Clare] and 
the press relations were really tough, and he said, Well, we now need a big press event, 
and we need one of us to do it who has the competence – we all do – but who also has 
that sympathy factor. We need the most likeable person out front, and that has to be 
Ms [name of Clare]. (...) It was evident: he was under !re, and two of my colleagues, 
who are also very good at what they are doing, were too rough around the edges.” 
Clare pointed out how her family background and how she was raised caused her 
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to act in certain ways today which had less to do with her gender when she noted, 
“maybe that comes from my roots, also from my strict father, because I never wanted 
any privilege, no privilege because of my gender, my family, my children, my husband. 
Instead, I am extremely hard working, and I did it consciously, I think, by delivering 
results.” Despite her very clear attitude, Clare conformed to her CEO’s demands and 
the needs in this di$cult situation, resulting in “a give and take”, which “did create 
trust and sponsorship” in her relation to the CEO in the future, which justi!ed her 
decision to conform rather than look for something new. 

On the other hand, the top managers became aware in the career stage of 
‘manager’ that they were running the risk of creating too much di"erentiation. This 
occurs primarily as a result of very strong self-interested thinking and acting, too 
many activities that stand out, and questioning everything from the past. In this case, 
the top manager will move too far away from everyone else and will no longer be 
perceived as useful to the organisation. Edwin gave an example from a situation in 
the past when he was a manager, “you cannot always question everything”, resulting 
in “the point where it got dysfunctional” in the present. He referred to the future that 
“if I continued like that, I would get the sack, because they see me as a nuisance and not 
as a change agent. And then I noticed that there is a point when you have to hold back 
and see: It is what it is, and I need to !t in and understand: Where do I consciously want to 
stand apart, where do I want to be di"erent. Because people then see you as added value, 
not as a nuisance. The problem for a change agent is: You can be seen as an innovator 
or as nuisance. You always have to be careful that you’re seen as the right choice.” 
Obviously, Edwin realized that he would cross the Rubicon from change agent useful 
to the people in the company to troublemaker in the organization if he continued 
working unilaterally to be considered unique in the organization. Balancing activities 
for personal di"erentiation with activities through which he aligns or even adapts to 
people and conditions is a logical guideline for Edwin’s future actions to avoid the 
threat of being !red and to make further progress in his career.

The three essential activities for personal branding at the ‘manager’ career level 
are the extended conforming required due to fundamental changes, building 
trusting sponsors especially among powerful people in the company, and a 
situationally conscious balance between the personal di"erentiation from other 
people and conforming to them.

5.5.4 Top manager
Regarding their current career stage, the top managers re#ected that job activities, 
promotion, and the coverage by the media from the past led to shining (becoming 
prominent) in the present. 

Dean re#ected that in the past he had experienced much opposition to his new 
ideas. “People were completely critical at !rst: Oh, [Dean] and his silly ideas, what is 



128 THE VALUE OF TEMPORAL WORK IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF TOP MANAGERS’ PERSONAL BRANDS DURING THEIR CAREER

that about: [founding of a global initiative by Dean]?”  However, the implementation 
of his ideas led to Dean shining in public today. “That is now the most important 
image campaign for [employer of Dean]. It’s the most important image campaign in 
the packaging industry, for all associations in it. (…) It is the fastest growing initiative 
globally on this type of thing. The federal government is on board. We are now getting 
invited, that’s where my brand comes in. I am getting invited to give speeches. Two 
weeks ago, I was in New York, at the United Nations.” 

Brad in his role as SVP corporate communication remarked, “I can say honestly: I 
spent a long, long time on one thing: My job in the business. Full stop. And not whether 
I am writing an essay or attending a conference or giving a speech.” Frank took the 
same line, “I, on the other hand, always cared about the objects of my work.” However, 
Brad knows that his current reputation is built on his job. “In communication, you 
are always very exposed. In the end, you are the guy on the front line, dealing with 
the full force of society and speaking on behalf of the company.” From his public 
visibility as a representative of the company in the front line, Brad realizes for the 
present “that it is a very, very exposed and, if you want, very loud position.” Clare, in 
turn, considered her media coverage in the past, “… and suddenly I’m in the Bunte 
[leading German yellow press journal]. More and more people called me then, which 
really doesn’t work for me.” Although she had not actively contributed to this, Clare 
has made a surprising appearance in the yellow press.

Given the visibility activities of colleagues but also triggered by their own shining 
in public, the top managers concluded for the future that they have to take speci!c 
actions concerning their visibility. Both Brad and Frank have plans for actions 
aiming at a purposeful visibility of their own person. “I would, for instance, keep up a 
much more intensive dialogue and more contacts in my community” (Brad) – “You do 
realize that this issue of self-branding on social media is a thing. There are colleagues, 
if I think of [name of a colleague]. (...), he is extremely active. I’m not, I admit. I would 
have to change that (…) I think: I should. But I do too little in reality. Maybe more in 
2019. It is de!nitely an issue” (Frank). Clare intends to be equally focused, but much 
more selective, ”I’m not the person who likes to be exposed to the public mainstream. 
I cherish my privacy, my personality for myself, and I am ready to go public with my 
professional side. And I’m ready to be a model for other women, to some point also 
about things like: women, emancipation, professional success, also family, because I 
think, I’m an important example, but that’s where it stops. I don’t care about seeing my 
name in there and having other women read about my life at the hairdresser’s.” Clare 
assigns great importance to appearing in the public eye through her professional 
appearance and strives to leave her private life out of public visibility. Furthermore, 
it seems to be important to select the right media channels. In her dealings with 
media representatives, she claims, “and then we have a !rst talk that still gives me the 
opportunity to say: Maybe not this time.”



1295.5 MAIN FINDINGS

In contrast to previous career phases, shining appears to be one of the core 
activities for the personal branding of top managers. This is supplemented by a 
conscious, targeted and selective visibility in the future, which we labelled as 
‘controlled shining’.

Di"erent mechanisms in terms of decisions and actions were identi!ed in the 
development of a personal brand for top managers at each stage of their career. In 
Figure 5.2, we graphically display these mechanisms and how they are linked within 
a phase and between phases. The vertical axis represents the progress of a personal 
brand over time over four di"erent and consecutive career stages plotted on the x-axis. 

Figure 5.2: Actions and decisions in personal brand development over phases in career 
development

5.6 DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This study of six top managers’ career trajectories demonstrates how 
interpretations of the past, present and future are incorporated in their pursuit of 
building their own brand during their career trajectories. Our analysis of temporal 
work supplements the few existing empirical studies on longevity in personal 
brand development (Lindridge and Eagar 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). To 
our knowledge, this research is unique in nature as we discovered patterns in the 
actions and decisions that strengthened the development of a personal brand 
over time and while re#ecting on the past and future in di"erent career phases. 
We found that a personal brand viewed as a thing with !xed properties cannot be 
understood as the product of more or less intentional actions without considering 
the multiple interpretations of present concerns and historical trajectories as well 
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as anticipations of prospective options that help to constitute those personal 
brands. Thus, temporal work in personal branding corresponds to the practice-
based perspective on time that covers both the shaping of people’s actions and 
their being shaped by structural conditions within and outside of their immediate 
control (Kaplan and Orlikowski, 2013). 

In emphasizing temporal work, we appreciate more than just the call for process 
research in organizational concerns at the individual level (Langley et al., 2013). 
The importance of temporal work highlighted by our analysis of top managers’ 
personal branding processes also provokes a general consideration of how time 
is treated in personal branding research and, therefore, in theory advancement. 
The future in an individual’s personal branding process, for instance, will likely 
not turn out the way it was derived from the simple application of tools, decided 
due to given general conditions or projected from the one experience. Rather, it 
depends on the individual’s temporal work processes generated by critical events 
and triggers experienced by the careerist. This approach indicates that personal 
branding is not a deliberate, predictable and future-oriented process but requires 
frequent interpretive links across the past, present and future in the various career 
phases. Also, a personal brand is not fully determined by background or luck for 
it requires a thoughtful, re#exive process by the careerist, which appears to be 
consistent in our cross-case study on the basis of six top managers. This amounts 
to a strong personal brand built on distinct actions and decision-making moments 
in each phase of career development. In this vein, personal branding serves as a 
framework within which careerists create a personal brand through temporal work. 
We emphasise the importance of temporal work in career research when we want 
to understand why certain actions are taken and decisions made to develop a 
personal brand during career trajectories.

Our model of temporal work in the personal branding of top managers may 
help practitioners deal with the challenges of creating careers when confronted 
with a contemporary world of work that implies the need for continuous 
development and constant change. In this respect, the group of practitioners is 
certainly manifold because it covers young careerists as they climb their way to 
top management, coaches of top managers, and the top managers themselves. We 
advise young careerists, in particular, who are still in the process of building their 
personal brand, not to pick out a single core activity of our model that intuitively 
suits them best in order to set their personal branding in motion. Temporal work 
is a subjective process and highly dependent on opportunities and threats posed 
in the successive stages of a career. Each phase o"ers numerous possible actions 
and decisions from which young careerists can choose. Therefore, our model o"ers 
a well-founded framework with do’s and don’ts (Table 5.2), which enables them to 
critically question their own personal branding process and align it for the future.
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5.7 LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

Although we are contributing to a more comprehensive and !ner grained 
knowledge on career building over time, we also need to discuss a few limitations 
of our study and inspirations that arose during our explorative work which open 
avenues for future research.

Our process data is based on retrospectively collected live stories from 
interviews with current top managers. We suggest that even stronger patterns can 
be developed from temporal work by real-life longitudinal research, for instance 
through auto-ethnographic accounts from managers who are encountering 
opportunities to become top managers in the mid-term. Furthermore, frequent 
and issue-centric sessions in which top managers are supported and challenged by 
the researcher during longitudinal studies may improve the data triangulation by 
additional real-life temporal work. Longitudinal studies may also o"er opportunities 
to investigate how unforeseen events that a"ect an entire industry, such as the 

Table 5.2: Personal branding do’s and don’ts

Do’s Personal Branding Don’ts
Beginner

��Apply your professional skills to gain 
!rst general visibility

��Choose challenging tasks and deliver 
outstanding performance

��Accept that you are ending up 
like all your colleagues

��Feel complacent that you got 
the job

Professional
��Go beyond your technical skills and 

!nd out what you are exceptionally 
good in

��Do things you are much better at 
than others

��Be courageous when confronting top 
management team members

��Recognize when you should adapt to 
people or situations

��Rely on what you learned at 
school and college

��You can count on being 
discovered somehow

��Stay humble and get in line 
behind those who have been 
with the company much longer

��Carry out your behaviour at all 
costs

Manager
��Accept changing conditions and 

adjust to them
��Deal constructively with unexpected 

expectations from powerful people 
in the company

��Apply a wide range of actions #exibly 
depending on the situation

��Accept changing conditions as 
fate and submit to them

��As a matter of principle, be 
against those positioned 
higher up in the company

��Rely on recipes that have been 
successful so far

Top Manager
��Accept your shining in public as the 

result of your long-lasting e"orts and 
developments

��Control your shining and the people 
who make it happen

��Let other people see into your 
private life, because you are a 
public !gure

��Rely on the fact that you will 
always shine as a top manager
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nuclear power plant accident at Fukushima in 2011 and its impact on utilities, are 
re#ected in the present and lead to anticipation for the future in an individual’s 
career.

The sample group in our study provides cultural homogeneity and gender 
and industry heterogeneity. Future research is recommended to explore possible 
distinctions of temporal work in personal branding processes between female 
and male top managers. Also, speci!c industry-related aspects, for instance the 
impact of powerful people and their sponsoring in regulated versus non-regulated 
industries, cannot be neglected.
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

This dissertation was driven by the desire to understand how personal brands in 
general and top managers’ personal brands in particular emerge, how they work and 
what impact they create. Personal branding looks back on a long history, attracts 
innumerable practitioners as a contemporary phenomenon and has become an 
object of interdisciplinary interest as various scholarly disciplines have begun to 
approach this topic. Antecedents (Hearn, 2008; Lair et al., 2005), the outcomes 
(Gorbatov et al., 2019; Hanusch and Bruns, 2017), and the key ingredients (Elwell, 
2014; Parmentier and Fischer, 2012) of personal branding are well investigated. 
Mechanisms such as endorsement are also well studied and widely accepted 
(Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016; McCracken, 1989) and theoretical frameworks, such as 
a conceptual model of CEO brands (Bendisch et al., 2013), have even considered 
an application of personal branding to top managers. To advance these insights 
with regard to personal branding and its speci!c mechanisms in context with top 
managers, this dissertation addresses two central research questions:

How do top managers’ personal brands emerge?

How does the personal brand of top managers work?

In addressing these research questions, I adopted multiple theoretical perspectives 
that enabled me to evaluate and compare the !ndings from various angles. Each 
perspective provides its own conceptional background, ontological foundation, 
compositional features, and approach to human individuals or even to managers. In 
this dissertation, I applied a bibliographic perspective, a practice-based perspective, 
a career perspective, a time perspective, a meaning transfer perspective, and 
a re#exive perspective. The reason for utilizing these perspectives, partly in this 
particular order and partly in contemporaneous combination with each other, is 
due to the insights that have emerged from the empirical chapters in the course of 
this dissertation.

Similarly, the application of the methodological approaches has deliberately 
avoided one-dimensionality. Rather, I used a multi-method approach that contained 
quantitative and qualitative methods, interviews and di"erent process research 
strategies, cross-case and within-case analysis, continuous steps of iteration and 
an integrative framework from strategy as practice research – always following the 
simple but truthful guiding principle that “variety contributes to richness” (Langley, 
1999, p. 707).

This concluding chapter builds on the individual Chapters 2 to 5 of this 
dissertation and brings together their !ndings from the various steps of this 
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comprehensive doctoral research project. Not only will the two central research 
questions be answered, but the individual, investigated areas will be bundled and 
brought into relation with each other in order to !nally create a synopsis. With this 
in mind, the remainder of this chapter is structured as follows. The discussion in 
Section 6.2 consolidates the results from the separate studies of this dissertation into 
central research domains and scrutinizes them in order to answer the two central 
research questions. While Section 6.3 summarizes the theoretical contributions 
of this dissertation with regard to di"erent literature streams, the implications 
for the practice of personal branding and especially the personal branding of top 
managers are explained for selected target groups in Section 6.4. The limitations of 
the studies have been addressed in each individual chapter. This leads to Section 
6.5 indicating the limitations of this research project as a whole, in order to open up 
avenues for further research in the !eld of personal branding, also with a speci!c 
focus on top managers.

6.2 DISCUSSION

6.2.1 The nature of personal branding
The question about the fundamental ‘what’ with regard to personal branding, 
namely ‘What is personal branding?’, not only serves as an opening perspective 
on this contemporary phenomenon, but at the same time implies the need for 
a di"erentiated and profound understanding of it. However, when dealing with 
personal branding, scholars can be tempted to focus on speci!c individual aspects 
or sub-!elds, which can be understandably justi!ed by personal expertise or 
formal a$liation to a singular, academic discipline. However, despite the need for a 
comprehensive overview of the research !eld of personal branding, this also carries 
the risk of not embedding these individual aspects and sub-!elds in an overarching 
context, limiting oneself to them and thereby contributing to a fragmented overall 
understanding. Indeed, it was exactly this circumstance that I was confronted with 
at the beginning of this research project through the existing literature reviews 
on personal branding (Alipour et al., 2015; Whitmer, 2019). My expectation of 
a structured and thematically coherent as well as interdisciplinary overview of 
personal branding therefore had to be met by independently preparing a literature 
review (see Chapter 2), especially since the only comprehensive overview (Gorbatov 
et al., 2018) was published at a time when the majority of my research had already 
been completed.

A key !nding of the iterative multi-step analysis of the growing body of 
literature on personal branding is, at a methodological level, an integrating 
framework that, with its six key research streams, also appears applicable to other, 
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fragmented research !elds in order to obtain a comprehensive overview through 
a literature review. Webster and Watson (2002) point out that literature reviews 
are concept-centric and suggest the use of a concept matrix to avoid an author-
centric approach that would result in a simple enumeration of publications. The 
six key research streams I developed are comparable to these concepts. However, 
while the concept matrix is !lled sequentially with each additional publication, the 
resulting framework was created in an iterative way by also using publications that 
had already been analysed for key research streams that emerged later. This gives 
the resulting overall picture an even greater richness of content.

In order to overcome the confusion around the terminology and de!nitions of 
an individual’s branding, I propose to use the term ‘personal branding’ instead of 
the numerous neologisms and synonyms. The decisive factor here was not that Tom 
Peters (1997), considered by many practitioners and academics to be the founder of 
the personal branding movement, used this term for the !rst time, especially since 
he provided neither an explanation nor a de!nition. Rather, my analysis of the body 
of literature on personal branding con!rms that “the phrase ‘personal branding’ is 
now fairly well established, and more consistently used” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 2) and, 
moreover, in contrast to terms such as self-marketing or self-branding, refers to 
personality as crucial to the branding of the individual.  

Substantively, this dissertation bene!ted from distinguishing between the 
process, i.e., personal branding, and the thing or product, i.e., the personal brand, 
both in the early stage of drafting the literature review and throughout the 
entire empirical research, following Tsoukas and Chia (2002) and their view of 
organisations. In contrast to a large majority of scholarship in the !eld of personal 
branding who do not distinguish clearly between the process and the thing, I argue 
that this distinction is a fundamental issue to understand the phenomenon of 
personal branding. In doing so, I followed the di"ering philosophies of Democritus 
and Heraclitus in antiquity (Rescher, 1996). On the one hand, Democritus pictured 
all of nature as composed of stable material substance or things that changed only 
in their positioning in space and time. Whereas the identity or substance of things 
does not change, and substances exist independently of other substances, their 
development and adaptation in relation to other dimensions and properties and 
their qualities may change. This substance-cum-quality view of reality is closely 
associated with the subject predicate structure of language (Mesle, 2008) and 
applies to the notion of ‘personal brand’. On the other hand, I adopted Heraclitus’ 
view, who perceived reality not as a constellation of things but of processes. He 
argued that substantializing nature into enduring things (substances) is a fallacy 
because these are constituted by varied and #uctuating activities: “Process is 
fundamental: The river is not an object but an ever-changing #ow; the sun is not 
a thing, but a #aming !re. Everything in nature is a matter of process, of activity, 
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of change” (Rescher, 1996, p. 10), which I con!rm from this research for personal 
branding as a part of today’s nature. A “great brand is not built by accident but 
is the product of […] a series of logically linked steps” (Keller, 2013, 125), which 
reveals branding as a process in general. Nonetheless, process studies have 
historically been underrepresented and retrospective process studies, in particular, 
are completely underrepresented (Langley et al., 2013), which especially applies 
to the research !eld of personal branding. The empirical studies in Chapter 3 and 
5 followed the call for process research, especially since they also deal with the 
evolution of relationships between people or with the cognitions and emotions 
of individuals as they interpret and react to events (Isabella, 1990; Langley, 1999; 
Peterson, 1998). Therefore, I share the conviction of Langley (2013) that “there are 
important opportunities to address management and organizational concerns at 
the individual level of analysis and would encourage such research that might deal 
with such temporally evolving issues as careers, work-family balance, identity, work 
practices, and socialization from a process perspective” (Langley et al., 2013, p. 10). 

However, personal branding is much more than a process that is clearly 
distinguishable from its outcome, the personal brand. It is a movement based on 
causal antecedents and by no means an accidental phenomenon. Indisputably, 
the combined impact of societal, economic and technological developments 
(Gehl, 2011; Hearn, 2008; Lair et al., 2005; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015; Schau 
and Gilly, 2003) created the emergence of pervasive personal branding and the 
resulting personal brands. Celebrities, de!ned as “part of the social elite who 
engage in the public relations machine of television and movie roles, special event 
appearances and talk show and gossip magazine placements” (Lunardo et al., 2015, 
p. 687) evoke much of the academic e"ort on personal brands, also expressed 
in its publication platform of the Celebrity Studies journal. But celebrities on the 
one hand and the personal brand of the ordinary person on the other are not 
su$cient to capture the diversity of personal brands. Therefore, I advocate for a 
structure of three classes, i.e., the icon, the celebrity, and the personal brand, and 
two intermediate stages, i.e., the superstar and the micro-celebrity, assigned to 11 
di"erent categories (see Chapter 2). The demand for permanent refashioning in 
social media and the competition for public attention leads to a rapid turnover of 
celebrities in the media, only appearing interesting for a limited time through the 
symbolic meanings associated with their private and public selves. In contrast, the 
icon represents a legitimate cultural symbol of personal achievement and societal 
values and experiences convergence and change in meaning over time, re#ecting 
broader cultural concerns, which transcends time. Celebrities can become icons 
when their fame lasts through changes in their cultural signi!cance and values that 
re#ect changes in society (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015). Along the way, the superstar 
represents an intermediate stage to stand out from the crowd of an increasing 
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number of celebrities. Likewise, the personal brand of an ordinary person can 
transform into a celebrity. Rojek (2012) distinguishes between ascribed celebrity 
status based on bloodline or family relationships, achieved celebrity status that 
originates from talent or accomplishments, and attributed celebrity, imposed by 
the media. The latter seems most in line with the contemporary type of celebrity, 
manufactured and made famous by media publicity alone (Lindridge and Eagar, 
2015; Milner, 2010; Rojek, 2014). The micro-celebrity appears as an intermediate 
stage in the transition from an ordinary people’s personal brand to celebrity status 
(Khamis et al., 2017), enabled especially by social media and exempli!ed by the 
in#uencer.

As far as the personal brand category of business managers is concerned, 
and here speci!cally top managers as the target group of our research, I also 
advocate for personal branding as a managerial practice in itself (Chapter 3). This 
represents an unprecedented view of personal branding and an equally new facet 
of managerial work that is increasingly concerned with managerial practices, in 
areas such as leadership (Cho and Poister, 2014), technology (Dougherty, 2004), 
knowledge management (Inkinen, 2016), accounting (Ahrens and Chapman, 
2007), and marketing (Allen, 2002). Given the fact that personal branding is an 
essential part of today’s managerial work, it needs to be understood from a practice 
perspective, which calls for a radical shift in the current way of thinking about how 
personal brands are constructed in general and the path that personal branding 
takes in this process. The application of the integrative framework of strategy 
practice (Whittington, 2006) in this dissertation provided a coherent approach to 
the practice-oriented investigation of top managers’ personal brand. Top managers 
as practitioners who do the work of making, shaping, and executing their 
personal brands, the various activities on the part of top managers as the praxis 
that is necessary for the development of personal brands and their application, 
and three key personal branding practices that top managers typically draw on 
in their activities as the domain of practices are in line with Whittington’s (2006) 
three concepts of praxis, practices, and practitioners. On this basis, I demonstrated 
that what top managers do ‘in practice’ over the course of their careers from a 
personal branding perspective can be categorized into three key practices labelled 
as ‘managing position,’ ‘managing individuals,’ and ‘managing visibility’. Thus, this 
study con!rms that the top managers’ social environment that drives and facilitates 
their actions requires close anthropological attention for a constant stream of 
tricks, stratagems, and manoeuvres (De Certeau, 1984).

Personal branding started its campaign through academia as another instance 
of “broadening the concept of marketing” (Kotler and Levy, 1969). Over the 
decades, personal branding has moved beyond the marketing discipline. Aaker 
(1997) brought in the human perspective into branding since she de!ned brand 
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personality as “the set of human characteristics associated with a brand” (1997, p. 
347), di"erent authors in focused on labour market and career emphasizing that 
everyone is able to position himself uniquely and in this way di"ers from anybody 
else (Rein et al., 2006; Lair et al., 2005), and an the educational perspective arose as 
personal branding “appear to be largely absent from marketing curricula in higher 
education” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 589). Sociology (e.g., Furedi, 2010; Wee and Brooks, 
2010), psychology (e.g., Li, 2007; Moulard et al., 2015), and information technology 
(e.g., Alghawi et al., 2014; Chen, 2013; Elwell, 2014) as well as management 
science, communication, organisational behavior, and accounting (Gorbatov et 
al., 2018) have also begun to approach personal branding. Personal branding as 
an interdisciplinary !eld o"ers a glimpse at the future of marketing. Traditionally, 
marketing looks far beyond its borders and involves numerous theories from 
di"erent disciplines. Personal branding shows that this interdisciplinary direction 
should be utilized even more for the dissemination of marketing ideas, knowledge, 
and theories through collaboration with both practitioners and other academic 
disciplines. This will certainly result in mutual enrichment and an even greater 
interdisciplinary pro!le for marketing.

But personal branding is not only representative of the fundamental tendency 
towards an interdisciplinary orientation in research. It has also emancipated itself 
from traditional branding disciplines, such as product or corporate branding. 
The application of traditional branding practices in equal measure to the !eld of 
personal branding has few clear advocates (e.g., Close et al., 2011; Ternès et al., 
2014) or critics (e.g., Russell and Schau, 2010; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015), but it 
promises constructive approaches (e.g., Parmentier and Fischer, 2012; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015) that very selectively adapt proven branding practices. This research 
revealed that attributes such as brand personality (Aaker, 1997), competition which 
implies points of di"erentiation as well as points of parity (Keller et al., 2002), brand 
visibility (Keller, 2013), brand relationships (Fournier, 1998), or brand meaning 
transfer (McCracken, 1989) as well as brand co-creation (Prahalad and Ramaswamy, 
2000) are veri!able components of personal branding. In addition, the identi!ed 
key practices (Chapter 3), the re#exive work of the branded practitioner (Chapter 
5) and the fundamental absence of anthropomorphising are distinctive features of 
personal branding. Therefore, I advocate to consider personal branding as a brand 
discipline in its own right. 

Taken together, answering the question of what personal branding respectively 
a personal brand is, results in a multi-faceted perspective. It is a process, an outcome 
of a process, a speci!c class or intermediate stage, a management practice in itself, 
an interdisciplinary !eld, and a brand discipline in its own right, which does not 
yet claim to be exhaustive. A deeper understanding of what personal branding is 
inevitably leads to the how questions.
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6.2.2 In mutual cooperation: Emergence and way of working of top 
managers’ personal brand

For the !rst time, this research demonstrated for a clearly de!ned category of 
personal brands which concrete key practices and tangible activities develop 
a personal brand over di"erent time phases and which re#exive activities the 
branded top managers conduct or ought to conduct for this purpose. The three 
key practices identi!ed, i.e., ‘managing position’, ‘managing individuals’, and 
‘managing visibility’, represent the content of the distinct managerial practice 
personal branding and answer the questions of how the personal brand of top 
managers emerges, how it works and what managers actually do (Kurke and 
Aldrich, 1983; Tsoukas, 1994; Chia and Holt, 2006) by providing a new perspective 
(Chapter 3).

On the one hand, the activities contained in these key practices con!rm 
individual key factors of personal brands that have already been mentioned in the 
fragmented body of knowledge of personal branding. As such, in the key practice 
‘managing position’, I continue the !ndings of Parmentier et al. (2013) who identi!ed 
points of di"erentiation as well as points of parity for personal branding in the 
job category of fashion models. Accordingly, the application of ‘standing out’ and 
‘!tting in’ is supposed to be a managerial practice. However, I extend this view by 
adding the factor of time, in that di"erentiation and conformity are implemented 
in di"erent ways by the top manager depending on the respective career phase. 
Furthermore, this study points out how these two activities are balanced on a 
practical level in di"erent career phases. 

Similar to other scholars (e.g., Bendisch et al., 2013), I also identi!ed various 
stakeholders within and outside the company with whom the top manager 
interacts from a personal brand perspective. Taking into account the fundamentally 
collective nature of brands, this study builds on the multi-stakeholder approach 
developed by Freeman (1984). However, for the sake of my interest in how these 
stakeholders act and how they a"ect personal branding, I identi!ed supportive, i.e., 
facilitators, and hindering, i.e., obstructors, stakeholders instead of applying the 
traditional functional view of stakeholders (e.g., Bendisch et al., 2013; Preece and 
Kerrigan, 2015), subsequently creating the key practice ‘managing individuals’. In 
addition, I demonstrate that over the time of the emergence of the personal brand 
of top managers, partly the same but partly also di"erent stakeholders are relevant 
for personal branding. The indications on how to deal with the di"erently aligned 
stakeholders in order to facilitate the development of the personal brand also 
represent a decisive extension to the previous understanding of personal branding 
as a collective act. The third key practice identi!ed for top managers’ personal 
branding, i.e., ‘managing visibility’, con!rms visibility as a key factor for personal 
brands. Justi!cation can be found in the emergence of mass communication 
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(Kotler and Levy, 1969), cable television (Lair et al., 2005) and the explosion of Web 
2.0 and social media (Gehl, 2011; Fillis, 2015). Fame and attention have signi!cant 
cultural value in today’s society. Therefore, media coverage turns into a key 
currency that can enhance or destroy personal brands (Hearn, 2008; Bendisch et al., 
2013). However, it is noticeable that the focus on the visibility of personal brands in 
social media, as well as the consideration of the category of content creators in the 
online environment, particularly journalists (e.g., Brems et al., 2017; Molyneux et 
al., 2019), bloggers (e.g., Archer, 2019; Delisle and Parmentier, 2016) and YouTubers 
(e.g., Harrington, 2019; Lovelock, 2017) increased signi!cantly in recent years. 
Although this online visibility is included in the key practice ‘managing visibility’, I 
deliberately contrast it with o&ine visibility in order to counteract one-sidedness. 
This study also connects to the recognition of the distinction between on-!eld and 
o"-!eld visibility in personal branding (Parmentier and Fischer, 2012). While on-
!eld visibility refers to the original !eld of practice and profession of the branded 
manager aiming for instance at awards and honours conferred by those in the !eld, 
o"-!eld visibility operates outside the professional !eld in the sense of building a 
mainstream media persona. This approach proved to be very valuable, especially 
over the course of the development of the personal brand of top managers, in 
order to be able to classify the necessary activities. It became clear how important 
on-!eld visibility is at the beginning of a career, how it is created and what changes 
in the content of activities it undergoes over time in subsequent career phases. This 
investigation also revealed that the on-!eld visibility is extended by activities in 
the !eld of management and leadership from the career phase ‘manager’ onwards. 
From a di"erent interpretative perspective, on-!eld visibility is supplemented here 
by o"-!eld visibility, i.e., with activities in the area of management, leadership 
and personality beyond original professional competences. The resulting practice 
‘personal branding’ transfers already known, individual key factors of personal 
brands into a coherent overall construct with interdependent activities, which 
develops, works and has an e"ect over time.

On the other hand, my research presents aspects that are completely new for 
the understanding of how the personal brand of top managers is created and even 
provide transfer possibilities and inspiration for the understanding of the creation 
of other personal brands. As such, this study demonstrates that the activities 
themselves within a key practice of developing top managers’ personal brand 
have aspects that are consistently dual in nature, both in their positioning as an 
activity and in their e"ects (Chapter 3). Dualism is often equated with opposition 
and potential con#ict, as it is attributed to contain a clear and unambiguous 
contradiction as well as a well-de!ned boundary and to lack overlap (Farjoun, 
2010). The activities, which have emerged as dualities in the course of the study, 
have completely di"erent and also independent characteristics in comparison to 
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each other during the course of a career. In other words, each of the !ve identi!ed 
dualities possesses a unique character with regard to the interactions of the two 
imperatives, their weightings, dependencies and exclusions from each other as 
well as their constitution over time. Consequently, each duality requires targeted 
management by the top manager, both in its individual nature and in its interactions 
with the other four dualities. The duality between ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’ 
within the key practice of ‘managing position’, for instance, only appeared in the 
second career phase after the imperative of ‘standing out’ had been solely relevant 
before. While this initially represented a paradox in which the two activities proved 
to be opposites, these two activities must have been balanced against each other 
in the further course of personal branding in order to avoid turning the previous 
advantage of di"erentiation through ‘standing out’ into a disadvantage. Or, 
considered from a di"erent perspective, this balance between consciously ‘standing 
out’ and ‘!tting in’ resulted in a former imperative within the duality, i.e., ‘standing 
out’, mutating into an independent activity that corresponds to its original e"ect 
with a content expanded by the other imperative. The duality between internal and 
external visibility, however, showed an asymmetrical dependence on each other. 
As far as the personal brand was visible outside the company, this also generated 
internal visibility. Conversely, visibility within the company did not necessarily lead 
to visibility outside the company. Here, one activity supported the e"ect of another 
to which it seemed at !rst glance to be contrary in the sense of a dual relationship. 
Moreover, at an advanced career stage, the personal brand was developed mainly 
through one of the two imperatives of this duality, namely outside the company. 
In contrast to Farjoun (2010), the dualities in top managers’ personal branding 
processes identi!ed by this research con!rm the approach of social theorists. 
They argue that conceptual distinctions can be maintained in dualities without 
being committed to rigid antagonism or separation (e.g., Elias, 1991; Giddens, 
1984a). Rather, the two imperatives that make up a duality are no longer separate 
but interdependent, potentially compatible and even mutually enabling and 
constituting, while remaining conceptually distinct. The management of dualities 
thus extends both to overcoming the tensions arising from the dualities and to 
strategizing with these dualities and it concerns both the targeted application of a 
single activity as well as the conscious balance of dual activities in relation to each 
other. Evidently, developing the personal brand of top managers does not imply 
using all dual activities continuously during the personal branding process in order 
not to miss anything. Rather, a qualitative approach emphasises recognising these 
dualities, accepting them for oneself and one‘s personal branding, and dealing 
with them actively and selectively.

With an emphasis on temporal work, I acknowledge more than just the call 
for process research of organisational research at the individual level (Langley 
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et al., 2013). The importance of temporal work highlighted by my analysis of top 
managers’ personal branding processes also encourages a general consideration 
of the ways in which time and especially re#exivity is treated in personal branding 
research and thus in theory development (Chapter 5). Scholars emphasize the 
importance of re#exivity for the development of personal brands from di"erent 
perspectives. Gorbatov et al. (2018) derive from their comprehensive review 
on the body of knowledge of personal branding that in addition to e"ective 
sense-making, seeking feedback and greater self-awareness, also the process of 
self-re#ection contributes to a stronger and more coherent personal brand. As 
such, self-awareness is named as the !rst step of the personal branding process 
(Cederberg, 2017; Philbrick and Cleveland, 2015), a certain kind of re#exivity is 
required for posting a narrated sel!e (Eagar and Dann, 2016), and the development 
of re#exivity is evoked by personal branding strategies as branded individuals 
undertake a careful and critical self-assessment of their relative strengths and 
weaknesses (Wee and Brooks, 2010). However, the results of my research not 
only con!rm the importance of re#ection in the personal branding process. It 
also demonstrates how re#ection is indispensable in the development of a top 
manager’s personal brand over time and how this is applied in practice. I found that 
top managers‘ personal brand viewed as a thing with !xed properties cannot be 
understood as the product of more or less intentional actions without considering 
the multiple interpretations of present concerns and historical trajectories as well 
as anticipations of prospective options that help to constitute those personal 
brands. Rather, it depends on the individual’s temporal work processes generated 
by critical events and triggers experienced by her or him. This approach indicates 
that personal branding is not a deliberate, predictable and future-oriented process 
but requires frequent interpretive links across the past, present and future in the 
various career phases. Also, a personal brand is not fully determined by background 
or luck for it requires a thoughtful, re#exive process by the branded individual in 
practice. The use of this lens potentially reveals the temporal-re#exive dynamics of 
personal branding, which is also contained in Schön’s (1983) notion of ‘re#ection in 
action’ (Yanow and Tsoukas, 2009). In doing so, this study con!rms scholars who use 
this view to explain that personal branding should be seen as a self-development 
tool that involves re#exivity (Khedher, 2015; Shepherd, 2005). However, I extend 
this view by adding concrete procedures of how temporal work guides activities 
and a"ects visibility and social relations when top managers are confronted with 
changing circumstances that challenge their current situation. Temporal work is 
a subjective process and highly dependent on opportunities and threats posed 
in the successive stages of a career. Considering re#exivity as an indispensable 
activity for the development of top managers’ personal brands over time and 
understanding personal branding as a managerial practice in its own right as part 
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of managerial work, con!rms that both personal branding itself and the way we 
have identi!ed for the emergence of top managers’ personal brands are inevitably 
part of managerial development as Henry Mintzberg stated, “you can’t create a 
manager in a classroom. Forget it. What we can do is take people who are managers 
and enhance their practice by giving them a chance to re#ect on their experience, 
share it with each other, and learn from that experience to become more re#ective 
and to understand their practice and enhance it” (Grand and Rüegg-Stürm, 2019).

My empirically based understanding of personal branding as a comprehensive 
process involving concrete practices that tangibly answer the how questions 
signi!cantly expands the previous view. Gorbatov et al. (2018) pointed out that 
scholars who e"ectively discuss the process of personal branding only refer to 
models from the popular literature, such as Aruda’s “extract, express, and exude” 
(Chen, 2013, p. 334), or the three-step model by McNally and Speak: “(1) identify the 
areas where your competencies matter; (2) examine your standards and values; (3) 
de!ne your style” (Gander, 2014, p. 101). Further inspiration is given by, for instance, 
Brooks and Anumudu (2016) examining the 10-step model used by the consultancy 
PriceWaterhouseCoopers to teach personal branding, and the “4Ps” to design a 
self-branding model (Resnick et al., 2016). In contrast to this conceptual transfer of 
existing models to personal branding, I used a framework at the methodological 
level (Whittington, 2006) to identify the personal branding process in a practice-
oriented approach (Chapter 3). De!ning vision and targets, needs analysis and 
positioning, constructing brand architecture and brand story, self-re#ection, and 
feedback-seeking are the mostly named processes in personal branding (Gorbatov 
et al., 2018). However, a large part of personal branding scholarship tends to 
exclude the temporal perspective to depict personal brands as static propositional 
statements.

My approach of examining personal branding from a process perspective 
signi!cantly complements the very few empirical studies in the !eld of personal 
branding that look at personal brands’ development over time (Preece and Kerrigan, 
2015; Lindridge and Eagar, 2015). Preece and Kerrigan (2015) applied a longitudinal 
life-passage approach based on retrospective interviews with artists and their 
stakeholders to understand how the artistic brand is constructed. This results in 
the depiction of the artist’s brand as an artistic career that maps a series of statuses 
with di"erent identities of the artist and is primarily based on an individual brand 
narrative. Lindridge and Eagar (2015), in turn, applied process research strategies, 
such as alternative templates and temporal brackets, but limited their study of 
the personal brand of a single celebrity, namely the late musician David Bowie, 
to archival data. They point out that a celebrity’s personal brand is a creation of 
the market, and that the enduring popularity of a celebrity’s character re#ects not 
only a particular point in time, but also the ability to adapt to di"erent times. This 
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study complements this already applied process perspective with tangible insights 
into how personal brands are created and, in particular, how people’s actions are 
shaped and in#uenced by structural conditions within and beyond their immediate 
control. In doing so, I extended the methodology to investigate personal branding 
by applying a practice-based perspective on time and proven process research 
strategies in face-to-face re#ection with a group of branded individuals, i.e., top 
managers. 

Although temporality is a fundamental element of this dissertation, even without 
its explicit consideration in the area of endorsement (Chapter 4), a con!rming 
but also expanding understanding emerged of how top managers’ personal 
brands work within the context of corporate brands. Beyond demographic and 
functional associations, e.g., age, tenure and educational background, of successful 
celebrity CEOs, I took an anthropomorphised and thus di"erentiated view by 
identifying non-evaluative associations as underlying carriers of meaning between 
celebrity CEOs and corporate brands. I extended the already proven in#uence 
of an international CEO on companies (Black, 1997; Hsu et al., 2013; Kedia and 
Mukherji, 1999; Sambharya, 1996) by adding a meaning transfer form at the brand 
attribute level. This resulted in empirical evidence for the !rst time to support the 
assumption that CEO fame is inextricably linked to the company and that credibility 
is an essential element for celebrity CEOs in transferring meaning to a corporate 
brand (Bendisch et al., 2013). With a view to further personal brand attributes, I 
di"erentiated personal branding for the category of celebrity CEOs. While scholars 
cite the attributes ‘likeable’ (Braunstein and Zhang, 2005), ‘trustworthy’ (Arai et al., 
2014; Braunstein and Zhang, 2005; Erdem and Swait, 2004; Ohanian, 1990) and 
‘successful’ (Arai et al., 2014) as important characteristics for endorsers in general, 
this cannot be con!rmed for celebrity CEOs. The brand attribute ‘authentic’ also 
does not work in meaning transfer from celebrity CEO to corporate brand, although 
it remains a key success factor for the branding of celebrities (Moulard et al., 2015; 
Speed et al., 2015). In addition to this ‘celebrity-to-brand transfer’, the under-
researched area of ‘brand-to-celebrity transfer’ exists in the opposite direction 
(Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016), which entails that brand traits may also transfer to 
people who are associated with the brand (Arsena et al., 2014). The !ndings in this 
study eventually provide the !rst empirical evidence that a corporate brand can 
serve as a source for an endorsement to a CEO, in particular for the brand attributes 
‘successful’, ‘international’ and ‘professional’. In view of the increasing celebritization 
of CEOs in the media and especially in social media, a more expansive approach is 
proposed that takes into account the corporate brand and its transfer of meaning 
in the personal branding of top managers. The initial empirical evidence of mutual 
meaning transfer between celebrity CEO and corporate brand also suggests that 
the combination of celebrity CEO and corporate brand should be considered as a 
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brand alliance, where meanings and values can be transferred from one partner to 
the other (Halonen-Knight and Hurmerinta, 2010).

Re#ecting again on Webster and Watson (2002) referring to Parsons and Shils 
(1962) who established a hierarchy for classifying theories, this research provided 
classes and categories of personal brands and elaborated their taxonomies. 
However, many scholars who skipped this step, at least in thought, already 
produced conceptual frameworks based primarily on the application of theories 
from other !elds of research. Therefore, and encouraged by my research !ndings, 
I propose to complement the classi!cation model of Webster and Watson (2002) 
by a hierarchical level between conceptual frameworks and theoretical systems: 
practice-based models that incorporate empirical observations and predictions 
and are generalised for a de!ned category.

6.3 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS

With this interdisciplinary dissertation, I also aim to make some contributions to 
di"erent literature streams.

First, it follows inevitably from the title of this dissertation and its !eld of 
research that this dissertation contributes to the personal branding literature. 
While the ‘marketing of persons’ was initially mentioned in the marketing literature 
more than !ve decades ago and was ascribed to represent a de!ning feature of 
the expansion of the traditional marketing concept (Kotler and Levy, 1969), this 
research !eld only experienced an increase in publications from the mid-2000s 
onwards, which stepped up very steeply (Scheidt et al., 2020). This signi!cant 
increase in scholarly attention to personal branding has given this contemporary 
phenomenon a widespread, albeit fragmented, academic presence in which valid 
personal branding frameworks or even theories cannot be identi!ed yet. Initial 
literature reviews attempted to address the need for an overview of personal 
branding, which however limit themselves to speci!c sub-!elds, such as personal 
branding and social media (Alipour et al., 2015) and the sociological discussion 
of personal branding (Whitmer, 2019), and thus do not provide a comprehensive 
overview. I deliberately created an initial structured overview of the research !eld 
of personal branding at the beginning of this research project and thus before 
the further empirical investigations, in order to obtain the necessary guidance 
for these. In the further course of my empirical research, this !rst overview was 
continuously updated, which ultimately allowed me to contribute signi!cantly 
to the structuring of the existing personal branding literature (Scheidt et al., 
2020) and which resulted in Chapter 2 of this dissertation. The interdisciplinary 
framework covers six key research streams of personal branding, i.e., terminology 
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and de!nition, underlying theories, classes and categories, bene!ts, antecedents, 
and key ingredients and applications. It is complemented by challenges in the 
domain of personal branding and may serve as a guidance for approaching 
personal branding as a holistic academic !eld and the interrelations between 
its di"erent streams. This was paralleled by a !rst literature review on personal 
branding published by Gorbatov et al. (2018), which aggregates the trends, drivers, 
processes, and outcomes of personal branding from the literature and proposes 
a theoretical model for personal branding. In its genesis independent of this, my 
literature review in turn complements that of Gorbatov et al. (2018) with a number 
of additional points. It channels the diverse use of the term ‘personal brand’ and 
its numerous synonyms, as well as the recognition that personal branding is no 
longer limited to actors and musicians but is complemented by other professional 
and personal groups (Moulard et al., 2015), by o"ering for the !rst time a clear 
structure of classes and categories that is both based on previous literature and 
grounded in societal, technological and cultural developments. In addition, this 
study expands the understanding of personal brands, which is strongly oriented 
towards a static statement, to a processual view of personal branding over time. 
I respond empirically to academic calls (Keller, 2013; Gander, 2014; Lunardo et al., 
2015) to emphasize time as an indispensable factor in the creation of personal 
brands, complementing the few existing examples of viewing personal brands 
as true narratives (Lindridge and Eagar, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015) with an 
application of process research strategies and the perspective of temporal work. 
In this regard, I also point out the necessary distinction between personal brand 
as a thing and personal branding as a process, which is insu$ciently developed 
in this !eld of research, and therefore propose speci!c de!nitions. Many scholars 
already identi!ed key factors of what constitutes a personal brand, such as a focus 
on target groups (Bendisch et al., 2013), endorsement e"ects (Halonen-Knight and 
Hurmerinta, 2010), di"erentiation (Parmentier et al., 2013) and visibility (Philbrick 
and Cleveland, 2015). My research extends the existing knowledge about these 
key factors by progressing them to clearly outlined and interrelated key practices 
that contain coherent activities, thus providing a di"erentiated understanding of 
how to build personal brands. I also propose an empirically derived model for the 
development of top manager personal brands that may be transferable to other 
personal brand categories.

Second, and equally inevitably from the research !eld of this dissertation, this 
study contributes to the literature that deals with top managers such as CEOs. From 
a con!gurational perspective the fragmented research results can be categorized 
into three interrelated domains: the position (i.e., the role and structure of the 
CEO job), the person (i.e., personal characteristics of the CEO and his or her self-
perceptions), and the environment (i.e., how others perceive the CEO) (Busenbark 
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et al., 2016). Even though the personal component is already focused on here, 
the consideration of top managers as publicly visible personal brands is largely 
missing, which also applies to the literature that already considers the traits of 
top managers manifold (Ahn, 2014; Fetscherin, 2015; Graham et al., 2010; Hsu et 
al., 2013; Rule and Ambady, 2008). Here I provide a !rst fundamental, empirically 
based understanding of the construction and development of the personal brand 
of top managers by not limiting myself to individual aspects but using their entire 
career as a time frame for the development of their personal brand and applying 
a practice-oriented perspective. I also deliver evidence on how CEO brand and 
corporate brand are related to each other through meaning transfer e"ects at 
brand attribute level. Existing evidence on the impact of CEOs on corporates tends 
to focus on the corporate performance aspect (Agarwal et al., 2011; Fombrun, 1996; 
Malmendier and Tate, 2009; Milbourn, 2003; Rajgopal et al., 2006; Wade et al., 2006), 
which my research extends by adding the branding perspective.

I also aim to contribute to celebrity endorsement research (Keller, 2013; Miller and 
Allen, 2012), which has predominantly considered endorsement from a celebrity-to-
brand-perspective (Bergkvist et al., 2016; Eisend and Langner, 2010). This research 
extends initial !ndings demonstrating that brand traits may also transfer to people 
who are associated with the brand (Arsena et al., 2014). As such, the !ndings 
eventually provide the !rst empirical evidence that a corporate brand can serve as a 
source for an endorsement to a CEO, which contributes to the under-researched area 
of “brand-to-celebrity transfer” (Bergkvist and Zhou, 2016). While general agreement 
exists that celebrity CEOs serve as endorsers for their corporate (Bendisch et al., 2013; 
Fetscherin, 2015; Gra$n et al., 2012), I add insights about how mutual endorsement 
e"ects between celebrity CEO and corporate brand may work at the level of speci!c 
brand attributes. In doing so, I provide new theoretical insights into what speci!c 
attributes possess the potential to turn CEOs into successful celebrity CEO endorsers. 
This research extends the predominantly considered demographic and functional 
associations in endorsements, such as age, tenure and educational background, by 
a more anthropomorphized and thus distinctive view resulting in brand attributes as 
non-evaluative associations. The mutual meaning transfer between celebrity CEO and 
corporate brand demonstrated in my research contributes especially to the literature 
on co-branding, which has generally traced a one-sided approach that produces 
outcomes for just one of the two partnering brands (Close et al., 2011; Fournier, 
2010; Keller, 2003). The resulting extension of this limited view on co-branding 
implicates calls for an analysis and development of co-branding models that must 
not be restricted to one direction between the partner brands. Reciprocal e"ects in 
co-branding models are to be considered, as this has signi!cant impact on theory 
building as well as on applicability. My proposed, expanded and speci!ed de!nitions 
of endorsement and endorser consolidate the contributions to this !eld of research.
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Another contribution can be made to the stream of management literature 
and especially to some of its sub-streams. The literature on managerial work 
and practices e"orts to answer the decades-old fundamental question ‘What do 
managers do?’ (Mintzberg, 1973) by identifying numerous managerial practices in 
various areas of management (Korica et al., 2017; Kurke and Aldrich, 1983; Tsoukas, 
1994; Chia and Holt, 2006). This research enriches the given body of knowledge by 
providing answers to both the ‘what’ and ‘how’ questions with a view to managerial 
practices. This allowed me to identify personal branding as a distinct management 
practice in itself and an additional facet of managerial work, which, given the high 
visibility of top managers as individuals and as representatives of companies, 
should be one of the most important contemporary management practices of 
current and future top managers. Moreover, I suggest that any managerial work 
- like personal brand development - must be understood from a practice point of 
view and thus I contribute to practice-oriented literature (Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 
1984, 1991; Reckwitz, 2002), which pays particular attention to strategy practice 
(Jarzabkowski, 2004; Whittington, 2006). On the one hand, I con!rm here the 
applicability of the integrative framework of strategy practice, by applying its three 
concepts of praxis, practices, and practitioners (Whittington, 2006) to personal 
branding as a managerial practice. On the other hand, I indicate that personal 
branding is a practice that cannot only coexist with strategy-related issues such 
as strategic decision-making, corporate strategies and strategy implementation. 
Rather, I add that personal branding has a direct impact on strategy practice, both 
in terms of the activity within organisations that is central to managerial work, but 
also as a phenomenon that spreads beyond organisations with potential in#uence 
on entire societies, contributing to an expanded and innovative understanding of 
‘strategy-as-practice’.

In addition, this dissertation contributes to the literature stream that addresses 
dualism and duality (Abbott, 2001; Elias, 1991; Farjoun, 2010; Giddens, 1984; 
Orlikowski, 1992). These phenomena typically demonstrate a clear and de!nite 
contradiction, a well-de!ned boundary, and an absence of overlap. This often turns 
into a synonym for opposition and potential con#ict (Farjoun, 2010). In contrast, the 
recognized dualities in the top managers’ personal branding processes of this study 
con!rmed the approach of social theorists who claim that conceptual distinctions 
can be maintained in dualities without being committed to a rigid antagonism or 
separation (Elias, 1991). Rather, the two imperatives a duality consists of are no 
longer separate but interdependent, potentially compatible, and even mutually 
enabling and a constituent of one another, while remaining conceptually distinct.

Time is a key dimension in the process research literature (Berends and Lammers, 
2010; Bingham and Kahl, 2013; Jacques, 1982; Orlikowski and Yates, 2002; Van de 
Ven and Huber, 1990; Van de Ven and Poole, 2005). I appreciate the call for process 
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research in organizational concerns at the individual level (Langley et al., 2013) 
by applying process research strategies, which extends signi!cantly the very few 
empiric studies that consider how personal brands are built over time (Lindridge 
and Eagar, 2015; Preece and Kerrigan, 2015). In doing so, I contribute to scholars’ 
general agreement that personal brands need to be managed in and over time 
(Gander, 2014; Lunardo et al., 2015), although they have been previously portrayed 
as static constructs rather than something that emerges over time. The literature 
stream on temporal work considers the dimension of time through a speci!c lens, 
implying a practice-based perspective on time that encompasses both the shaping 
of people’s action and the being shaped by structural conditions within and outside 
of their immediate control (Emirbayer and Mische, 1998; Kaplan and Orlikowski, 
2013). My research contributes to this concept of temporal work in grasping how 
managers make re#exive links to the past, present and future in the development 
of their personal brand. 

Finally, this dissertation enriches the career literature and especially the 
scholarship interested in the role of time in career development. Scholars already 
understand careers as an “evolving sequence of a person’s work experiences over 
time” (Arthur et al. 1989, p. 8) and as a pattern of positions and conditions of a 
career actor within a bounded social and geographical space over a lifetime (Gunz 
and Mayrhofer, 2018). I support and extend these perspectives by substantiating 
them through clear practices and activities over the duration of careers. In addition, 
I emphasize the importance of temporal work in career research when we want 
to understand why certain activities are taken and decisions made to develop a 
personal brand during career trajectories. Furthermore, this research enriches 
the knowledge of how di"erent career stages can be characterized in terms of 
certain continuities in activities within each stage and certain discontinuities at 
their boundaries. This contributes to classic career studies in the form of models 
of the developmental and career stages through which actors pass during their 
lives (Bateson, 1989, 2011) and studies that focus on timetables as playing an 
important role in describing and understanding careers (Lawrence, 1984). By better 
integrating the temporal perspective into career studies, I decisively improve the 
understanding of the career phenomenon: instead of a static, momentary view of 
people’s job-related positions and experiences, the concept of career now captures 
how these positions and experiences develop or, conversely, remain stable over 
time. On the whole, this research enriches the view of career with the important 
facet of the contemporary phenomenon of personal branding as a career catalyst 
over time, which has not yet played a role in the career literature.
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6.4 IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

One aspiration of this dissertation is to build the bridge from practice, exempli!ed 
by sample groups of top managers and their real-life narratives, to theory and its 
implicit methodological analysis and theory development, and back to practice 
with the aim of applying key practices and models. This application in practice 
subsequently provides the opportunity for re#ection and new inspiration for 
further theory development. 

In view of this close, mutual and iterative interlocking of theory and practice, not 
accidentally I have applied the practice-oriented perspective in Chapters 3 and 5 in 
order to prepare the ground for practice already in the process of building a theory. 
Practice theorists emphasize the importance not only of what is done, something 
that can be understood by counting, but also of how it is done, something that 
necessitates close anthropological attention (De Certeau, 1984; Whittington, 2006). 
The substance that leads to added value in practice results from this what and 
how in the theoretical examination - complemented, naturally, by the answer to 
the question of why. However, the reality in practice shows that the fundamental 
substance su"ers to the advantage of rapid commercialization. Time to market and 
a strong predatory competition for the favour of the manager and top manager 
to be advised but also of the ordinary person who needs a personal brand as 
otherwise the inescapable consequence is “being marginalised or left behind” 
(Harris and Rae 2011, p. 14), let the number of countless guidebooks from railway 
station and airport bookshops increase steadily. Their qualitative level is not the 
aim of the implications for practice in this dissertation, just as this research does 
not aim to produce simple instruction manuals.

Practice theorists also focus on the actors who have the skills and initiative 
on which the activity depends. These actors are ascribed to be creative agents 
insofar as they are re#ective enough to liberate their activity from the thoughtless 
reproduction of the initial conditions (Giddens 1984; 1991) and thus can both 
change and reproduce the set of practices they draw upon. “For practice theory, 
people count” (Whittington, 2006, p. 615), which is why I target people in three 
core target groups who may bene!t in the practical application and use of my 
research !ndings. This is !rstly intended for professionals and managers who are 
at di"erent stages of their careers on the way to becoming top managers. Then, I 
am concerned with top managers themselves. And !nally, my contributions also 
address those people who support the two aforementioned target groups in their 
personal branding and beyond.

The !rst target group of professional and managerial sta" can bene!t from 
building or expanding their basic knowledge and awareness of personal branding 
before they even start working on their personal brand by using the !ndings 



152 SYNOPSIS

from Chapter 2 in the sense of an overview as well as from the further chapters 
to deepen their knowledge. Alongside the fact that personal branding is mainly 
marketed to this target group as a communication activity with primary visibility 
in social media, the ownership of one’s own personal brand constitutes one of 
the greatest challenges in this !eld. Conventional notions of brand ownership are 
perceived as inadequate in a world facing a massive transition from an industrial 
to an information-based economy. Particularly the rise of social media, where 
personal brands are constructed for individuals through user-generated content, 
suggests that control over and ownership of the self needs to be challenged (Hearn, 
2008). The personal brand and its values are co-constructed by a variety of actors, 
going beyond simple producer–consumer relationships (Preece and Kerrigan, 
2015), which results, for instance, in ownership of a top manager’s personal brand 
now resting in the hand of the media, agencies, customers, employees, analysts, 
investors, and advisory boards to name just a few (Bendisch et al., 2013). The 
statement “that [personal] brands need to accept the loss of control that arises 
from an empowered audience and technological changes” (Lindridge and Eagar, 
2015, p. 5 referring to Iglesias and Bonet, 2012) appears overly pessimistic to me.  
However, the fear of losing ownership of one’s personal brand, as someone else 
will manage this personal brand if the individual does not do so him or herself, as 
well as the accompanying fear of losing one’s own existence, has its justi!cation. 
Consequently, I suggest that the responsibility for one’s own personal brand must 
not be delegated to a coach, consultant or even a seminar or book, but that personal 
branding should be understood and implemented as part of the responsibility for 
oneself. In order to bring this notion of self-responsibility to life, professionals and 
managers can bene!t in developing their personal brand by broadening their 
scope for purposeful activity through the key practices I identi!ed in Chapter 3. 
Depending on the stage of their career as well as on how e"ectively one recognizes 
the dualities involved in these key practices and how one overcomes them, the 
transition to the next career stage is practicable and contributes to the development 
of the personal brand. Given the prevalent and biased view in practice that 
personal branding relies on strong personal di"erentiation, I particularly highlight 
the importance of !nding the balance between ‘standing out’ and ‘!tting in’, which 
moreover changes as a requirement throughout one’s career. However, the key 
practices and the dual activities inherent in them are not a simple manual that is 
applied in the particular career phase in which the leader !nds himself or herself 
and the personal brand then emerges, more or less as a matter of course. Re#exivity 
is key and an indispensable part of self-responsibility. Therefore, young careerists 
are encouraged to deal deliberately with the challenges of creating their careers 
when confronted with a contemporary and prospective world of work that implies 
the need for continuous development including personal branding and constant 
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change. I like to advise them to critically re#ect on their own personal branding 
process and the associated actions and decisions at every stage of their career and 
to align them for the future by temporal work as described in Chapter 5.

Top managers are equally confronted with the same challenge as professionals 
and managers in terms of ownership of their own personal brand. For that reason, they 
also bene!t from the insights and overviews of this dissertation in their awareness 
about personal branding. I also want to sensitise top managers to integrate personal 
branding as an indispensable practice in their managerial work and to actively take 
part in it themselves. On the one hand, the key practices of top managers presented 
in Chapter 3 can be used to determine self-critically which activities from previous 
career phases can still be meaningfully completed and how this can be realised. On 
the other hand, visibility and shining in the company and in public are key success 
factors in personal branding at top manager level. Therefore, they are particularly 
advised to actively manage o"-!eld visibility in its duality with on-!eld visibility 
by consciously building skills and experience in management, strategy, leadership 
and communication. In addition, I suggest speci!cally to top managers to add a 
deliberate, targeted and selective visibility, which I have called ‘controlled shining’, 
in order to preserve privacy as described in Chapter 5. Even though top managers 
have reached the supposed pinnacle of their professional career and advancement, 
and despite the fact that these CEOs are unique as individuals and because of their 
unique position and context (Lange et al., 2015), this does not keep them from the 
necessary re#ection to build up their personal brand respectively to stabilise and 
develop it further. Therefore, I also advise them not to understand their personal 
branding and the associated positioning and visibility as a conscious, predictable 
and unilaterally future-oriented process. I would also like to suggest top managers 
that a personal brand is not fully determined by background, luck or fate. Rather, it 
requires a thoughtful, re#exive process by the top manager that includes frequent 
interpretive connections between past, present and future. I propose to consider 
the multiple interpretations of present concerns and historical trajectories, as well as 
anticipations of future options, that help constitute these personal brands. In addition, 
I show this target group how they interact as a personal brand with the corporate 
brand of the company they work for. On the one hand, I would like to sensitise top 
managers to take the meaning transfer e"ect between their own personal brand and 
the corporate brand of their future employer into account when deciding on their 
next career move. On the other hand, I advise a self-re#exive (concerning one’s own 
personal brand) and an analytical (regarding the corporate brand) approach to those 
brand attributes that have been identi!ed in Chapter 4 as having a mutual meaning 
transfer e"ect between these two brands. This applies to both the planned step of 
moving to a new company and in the continuous work as a representative of the 
current company. 
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The third target group, those who support professionals, managers and top 
managers in their development, their positioning or even consciously in their 
personal branding, bene!t from the advice for professionals and managers as well 
as from that for top managers mentioned above. Brand managers, communication 
managers, human resource managers, and advisory boards within companies are 
encouraged to think outside the box of their traditional professions and perspectives 
to gain a more comprehensive understanding of brands, people, and management. 
Brand managers and communication managers are advised to combine activities 
for corporate branding and personal branding of company representatives. 
Nowadays, a marketing or branding unit often takes care of the corporate brand 
while a communication unit supplies the CEO and other board members with texts 
for the public and the media. As a consequence, board members tend to be limited 
to transmitting corporate messages that are intended to serve the reputation of the 
company and thus the corporate brand. The targeted development and conscious 
use of the personal brand of top managers in a joint, combined synergistic 
mechanism of e"ect with the corporate brand is advisable. In this regard, the key 
practices identi!ed in this dissertation as well as the identi!ed meaning transfer 
e"ects can be used. I recommend, for instance, that an ambassador programme be 
set up in which managers and top managers represent the company internally and 
externally based on their individually developed personal brands. Human resource 
managers are recommended to include the idea of personal branding already in 
recruitment processes and, for instance, to use it as a re#exive exercise during 
assessment centres for applicants in order to question their understanding of their 
own personality and its e"ect in the company context and to sensitise them to 
it. I also suggest that the development of personal brands constitutes a re#exive 
part of leadership development programs to induce an early sensitisation among 
young leaders and managers for personal branding as a conscious and re#exive 
process and as a managerial practice in itself, which may support career building 
inside the company. Similar to human resource managers, I also advise advisory 
board members to consider the importance of meaning transfer e"ects between 
the personal brand of C-level candidates and the corporate brand as part of the 
decision-making process when it comes to hiring for vacancies at this level. Coaches 
and consultants outside companies, in turn, will hopefully gain inspiration from the 
!ndings in this dissertation to broaden their approach of service delivery when 
it comes to developing and positioning personal brands or coaching managerial 
personalities.

Whenever the talk is of a ‘core’, there must be something else beyond this 
‘core’. Therefore, I naturally take a look beyond the three core target groups of the 
implications for practice and additionally focus on further groups that can bene!t 
in their practice by transferring the !ndings to themselves. Lecturers in branding 
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are advised to expand their curriculum by adding the !eld of personal branding, 
as I have been able to identify personal branding as a discipline in its own right. 
Business schools that o"er executive programmes targeting managers and top 
managers, be it an executive MBA, a tailor-made one for the top management of 
a company or an open one, are well advised to include an elective that includes 
personal branding. Again, I point out that re#exivity is key and agree with Henry 
Mintzberg’s call for what management development requires: “What managers 
need now, above all else, is to slow down, step back, and re#ect thoughtfully on 
their natural experience” (Mintzberg, 2004, p. 28). Finally, I would like to encourage 
the academics to strengthen their own personal branding e"orts. The !ndings in 
Chapter 2 reveal that there exists neither a publication nor an empirical study for 
celebrities and icons in the category of academics, and just four publications on the 
personal brand of the ordinary professor. However, I am convinced that academics 
can also bene!t from my !ndings in the sense of a transfer for their personal brand, 
but also are obliged to do so, as an increasing number of faculty leaders are no 
longer just researchers or lecturers, but clearly placed in a managerial role.

On the whole, personal branding proves to be an indispensable component in 
the practice of leadership development, management work and coaching.

6.5 A PERSPECTIVE ON FURTHER RESEARCH

This dissertation provides con!rming as well as new !ndings, theoretical 
contributions, and implications for practice, thus opening the black box of personal 
branding to a certain extent. From the !ndings around my research, however, the 
question arises to what extent personal branding represents a fundamentally 
recognised scienti!c discipline or predominantly an advisory service provided by 
consultants. The key question of whether “the discipline of marketing [can] reclaim 
self marketing and personal branding from the enthusiasts” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 12) 
can thus be answered on the one hand with the fact that this responsibility lies in the 
discipline of personal branding itself. On the other hand, conceptual considerations 
and empirical studies will also be necessary in the future to give personal branding 
the scienti!c weight it deserves. Despite a number of useful !ndings from this study 
that may act as initial empirical door-openers and irrespective of the care spent 
along the entire research process, this dissertation, like all research, encounters 
some limitations and areas for improvement. Such limitations, by their nature, also 
have value, as they inevitably lead to further directions for future research. While 
speci!c limitations are identi!ed within each chapter, the following re#ections are 
of a general nature and relate to this dissertation as a whole.
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“If a study is worth doing at all, it’s worth doing twice” (Lindsay and Ehrenberg, 
1993, p. 236), which imposes fundamental approaches for further research 
emerging from this study. In this way, the external validity of the quantitative study 
(Chapter 4) could be increased through replication, and I suggest that the identi!ed 
dualities (Chapter 3) be deepened and enriched through further empirical studies 
in the !eld of top manager personal brands. The exploration of the partnership 
between the personal brand and the corporate brand at the level of top managers 
requires a more in-depth examination of the !rst time demonstrated ‘brand-to-
celebrity-CEO transfer’. Moreover, it should be extended to the concept of brand 
alliance (Simonin and Ruth, 1998), also considering a measurement of the resulting 
brand equity between partnering celebrity CEOs and corporate brands. 

In addition to simply extending existing results through further research, the 
added value of future studies in the area of personal branding lies primarily in a 
stronger di"erentiation of the !ndings from our research. The sample group in this 
study in Chapters 3 and 5 provides heterogeneity in terms of gender, age, and exact 
job function. Future research is recommended to explore possible distinctions 
between these dimensions. Indeed, there are di"erent chief o$cers, such as CFO, 
COO or CTO, as well as distinct types of CEOs. The distinction between ‘agent or 
non-founder CEOs’ and ‘founder CEOs’ may also show di"erences in the personal 
branding processes as well as the construction of the personal brands beyond 
their already studied contexts with the company (He, 2008; Randøy and Goel, 2003; 
Shulman, 2010; Nelson, 2010). Considering the gender-heterogeneous composition 
of our research group, I was not able to identify any gender-speci!c di"erences 
for the personal branding of top managers, which should be the subject of future 
research. Here, too, existing, gender-speci!c !ndings can be drawn upon and at 
least used as inspiration. Women, for instance, are less likely to self-promote than 
men (Dobbins et al., 1990; Oakley, 2000; Singh et al., 2002). This gender gap in self-
promotion mirrors the gender gap in self-evaluation, and furthermore, the gender 
gap in self-evaluation is speci!c to the evaluation of one’s own performance (Exley 
and Kessler, 2019). Although many women are aware of the potential of impression 
management, self-promotion, and networking, they decide not to use it (Singh et 
al., 2002), which might a"ect their personal brand.

Further di"erentiating the !ndings of my research by examining them in 
additional !elds also o"ers valuable opportunities for future research. The 
comparison between di"erent industries, for instance, provides indications of the 
extent to which regulatory frameworks of industries such as the !nancial sector 
and the energy and telecommunications industry may have an impact on personal 
branding compared to non-regulated industries such as the event industry. Cultural 
di"erences in the development of personal brands are also conceivable. Certainly, 
the prevailing management theory developed in the United States and applied 
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worldwide (House, 1998; Triandis, 2004) suggests that modern management 
practices are largely cross-cultural. However, this should also be explored for the 
management practice of ‘personal branding’.

In addition to the ‘what’ and ‘how’ in personal branding, the ‘why’ should also 
become subject of future research. I propose to examine the antecedents of the 
individual personal brand and consider their impact on the individual personal 
branding process. This could include the family background and other imprinting 
factors that shape and mould the personal brand. Methodologically, the process 
data from the qualitative research in this dissertation is based on retrospectively 
collected live stories from interviews with current top managers. I suggest that 
even stronger patterns can be developed from temporal work through real 
longitudinal research, for example auto-ethnographic accounts from managers 
who potentially reach the position of top manager in the medium term. On 
the way to a comprehensive personal branding framework or even theory, all 
research e"orts should take into account that even in a well-de!ned !eld such as 
commercial sports, a general model for personal branding is not e"ective, as, for 
instance, “wrestlers or boxers might be seen as rude athletes, while golfers might 
be seen as sophisticated ones” (Lunardo et al., 2015, p. 706). I therefore propose to 
develop more practice-based and empirical models for speci!c personal branding 
categories, as their aggregation may serve as an approximation towards an 
overarching theory of personal branding.

Beyond these rather obvious paths of expansion and di"erentiation for future 
research in the !eld of personal branding, it is important to courageously leave 
the familiar paths of discipline, methodology and content. The multidisciplinary 
approach of personal branding, career, and organisational behaviour, for instance, 
is already proving fruitful for all disciplines involved and also for personal branding 
from the perspective of these di"erent disciplines - in theory and practice. The 
use of empirical and observational approaches to learning is part of the modern 
researcher’s day-to-day work. Equally, it is challenging to translate the gained 
evidence into concrete, sustainable action to change policy or practice. The need 
to inspire learning and action is far from new. Centuries ago, Leonardo da Vinci is 
supposed to have remarked, “I have been impressed with the urgency of doing. 
Knowing is not enough; we must apply. Being willing is not enough; we must do” 
(Zelmer, 2014). But what happens when everyone knows, wants, applies and acts 
with their personal brand in mind? Can there be an in!nite number of di"erent 
personal brands, each with its own human complexity? Can all these personal 
brands work and have an e"ect as distinctive personal brands? Simply said, “even 
if it were possible that we could all be famous, if everyone were famous, then no 
one would be famous” (Holmes and Redmond 2006, p. 14). From my experience, 
the clear positioning of a person always includes his or her realistic demarcations. 



158 SYNOPSIS

I  suppose this also applies to people’s personal brand and also to personal 
branding as such. Besides the urge to explore and prove further application areas 
and approaches of personal branding, research should therefore also focus on the 
limitation of personal branding. Possibly, this represents a way to give guidance to 
the fragmented body of knowledge of personal branding and to come closer to a 
theory of personal branding.
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Appendix 1: Overview of publications concerning three different classes of personal brand 
in eleven different categories

Categories Sub-
categories

Classes of Human Brands
Icon Celebrity Personal brand

Sports Athletes --- Rascher et al., 2017; 
Sassenberg et al., 2012; 
Shuart, 2007; Summers & 
Morgan, 2008 

Agyemang, 2011; Arai et 
al., 2013; Arai et al., 2014; 
Ballouli & Hutchinson, 2012; 
Carlson & Donavan, 2013; 
Carlson & Donavan, 2017; 
Chang, 2018; Chang et al., 
2018; Constantinescu, 2017; 
Desmarais, 2017; Emmons & 
Mocarski, 2014; Geurin, 2017; 
Geurin-Eagleman & Burch, 
2016; Green, 2016; Hasaan et 
al., 2016; Hasaan et al., 2018; 
Hasaan et al., 2019; Hodge 
& Walker, 2015; Kunkel et al., 
2019; Lebel & Danylchuk, 2014; 
Lobpries et al., 2017; Lobpries 
et al., 2018; McGhee, 2012; 
Parris et al., 2014; Schwartz & 
Vogan, 2017; Staskeviciute-
Butiene, 2014; Tsiotsou, 2016; 
Williams et al., 2015; Wilson & 
Liu, 2012; Zhou & Tainsky, 2017

Athletic 
trainers

--- --- Kahanov & Andrews, 2001; 
Walsh & Williams, 2017

Athletes 
from speci!c 
disciplines

David Beckham 
(Kelting & 
Rice, 2013; 
Parmentier & 
Fischer, 2012)

Ryan Giggs (Parmentier & 
Fischer, 2012)
LeBron James (Fresco, 
2017)
Andy Murray (Davies & 
Slater, 2015)
Suzann Pettersen 
(Kristiansen & Williams, 
2015)
Eugen Sandow (Morais, 
2013)
Annika Sörenstam 
(Cortsen, 2013)
Tiger Woods (Tanner & 
Maeng, 2012)

Bigsby et al., 2019; Chadwick 
& Burton, 2008; Kakitek, 2018; 
Lebel & Danylchuk, 2012; 
O’Reilly & Braedley, 2008; Price 
et al., 2013 
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Academics General --- --- Banet-Weiser & Juhasz, 2011; 
Borman-Shoap et al., 2019; Close 
et al., 2011; Cole-Turner, 2019; 
Du"y & Pooley, 2017; Hotez, 2018; 
Radford et al., 2018; Reif-Lehrer, 
1992; Shafaei et al., 2019

Professors --- --- Jillapalli & Jillapalli, 2014; Jillapalli 
& Wilcox, 2010; Zamudio et al., 
2013; Zamudio & Meng, 2015

Students --- --- Bergh et al., 2017; Bronstein, 2014; 
Chakrabarti, 2014; Edmiston, 2014; 
Flostrand et al., 2016; Holmberg 
& Strannegård, 2015; Hood et 
al., 2014; Humphrey et al., 2019; 
Ilies, 2018; Johnson, 2017; Jones & 
Leverenz, 2017; Lee & Cavanaugh, 
2016; Levin et al., 2019; Manai & 
Holmlund, 2015; McCorkle et al., 
1992; McCorkle et al., 2003; Myers, 
2017; Robson, 2019; Shuker, 2014; 
Stanton & Stanton, 2013; Taylor, 
2003; Watson, 2019

Politicians General --- McKernan, 2011; Street, 
2004

Algara, 2019; Bors, 2019; 
Coesemans & De Cock, 2017; 
Colliander et al., 2017; Jones, 
2010; Medveschi & Frunzã, 2018; 
Milewicz & Milewicz, 2014; Speed 
et al., 2015

Prime 
ministers

--- Tony Blair (Scammell, 
2007)
Benito Mussolini (Swan, 
2016)
Kevin Rudd (Burgess et 
al., 2020; Craig, 2014)

---

Presidents --- George W. Bush (Tanner 
& Maeng, 2012)
Wladimir Putin 
(Campbell & 
Denezhkina, 2017)
Donald Trump (Hearn, 
2016; Pérez-Curiel & 
Naharro, 2019)

---

Election 
candidates

--- Charles Kennedy (Harris 
& Lock, 2001)

Chai & Kim, 2013; Kaneva & 
Klemmer, 2016; Parker, 2012; Van 
Steenburg & Guzmán, 2019

Ordinary 
politicians

--- --- Rozanova, 2017
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Visual 
artists

General --- --- Baumgarth & O’Reilly, 2014; 
Baumgarth et al., 2014; 
Hernando & Campo, 2017; 
Kucharska & Mikolajczak, 2018; 
Moulard et al., 2014; Preece & 
Kerrigan, 2015; Schroeder, 2005

Painters/
Graphic 
artists

--- Thomas Kinkade (Fillis, 
2015)
Ernst Ludwig Kirchner 
(Weikop, 2012)
Pablo Picasso (Muñiz Jr. 
et al., 2014)
Andy Warhol (Kerrigan 
et al., 2011)

---

Sculptors --- Ai Weiwei (Preece, 
2015)

---

Video/!lm 
producers

--- Marina Abramovic 
(Marcus, 2015)

---

Performing 
artists

Actors --- Drew Barrymore (Choi 
& Rifon, 2012)
Russell Brand (Mills et 
al., 2015)
Dustin Ho"mann (Tripp 
et al., 1994)
Elizabeth Hurley 
(Barron, 2007)
Jena Malone (Wohlfeil 
& Whelan, 2012)
Julia Roberts (Choi & 
Ri"on, 2012)

Mathys et al., 2016

Musicians David Bowie 
(Lindridge & Eagar, 
2015; Eagar & 
Lindridge, 2015)

Cheryl Cole (Cocker et 
al., 2015)
Ladi6 (Friend, 2015)
Lady Gaga (Click et al., 
2013)
Kylie Minogue 
(Chapman et al., 2005)

Huang & Huang, 2016; 
Matenge, 2013; Meiseberg, 
2014; Turri et al., 2013; Saboo et 
al., 2016; Schar", 2015

Comedians --- Matthew Broderick 
(Tripp et al., 1994)

---

Models --- Tyra Banks (Keller, 2014; 
Persis Murray, 2015)
Katie Price (Cocker et 
al., 2015; Genz, 2015)

Belk, 2019; Parmentier et al., 
2013

TV Anchor --- Bethenny Frankel 
(Nayar, 2015)
Oprah Winfrey (Loroz & 
Braig, 2015)

Finneman et al., 2019

Aristocracy Royals British royals 
(Otnes & MacIaran, 
2018)

--- Dionise, 2018

Producers 
of hedonic 
products

Chefs --- Chen et al., 2017; Clark 
et al., 2016; Ehrmann et 
al., 2009

---



163APPENDIX A

Professional 
services

General --- --- Abrate & Viglia, 2019; Henning & 
Padayachee, 2018; Maiksteniene, 
2009; Ogutu & Ougo, 2016; Shek et 
al., 2015; Tussvadiah & Park, 2018

Medical sta" --- --- Brigham, 2016; Cederberg, 2017; Chu 
et al., 2018; Ioan et al., 2014; Kalia et 
al., 2017; Luca et al., 2015; Marwitz 
et al., 2018; Mishra, 2019; Munden, 
2015; Trepanier & Gooch, 2014

Consultants --- --- Pagis & Ailon, 2017
IT 
professionals

--- --- Johnson, 2015

Engineers --- --- Brennan et al., 2015; Sheikh & Lim, 
2011

Salespeople --- --- Amoako & Okpattah, 2018; Little, 
2012

Teachers --- --- Ilina et al., 2017
Librarians --- --- Ahmad et al., 2016; Eke, 2012; Gall, 

2010; Kalbande, 2019; Schneider, 
2012; Thomas, 2011

Self-
employed

General --- --- Gandini, 2016 
Creative 
industry

--- --- Du"y & Pruchniewska, 2017; Pick et 
al., 2015; Pruchniewska, 2018

Spiritual --- --- Gregory, 2019
Business 
managers

CEOs --- --- Alghawi et al., 2014; Bendisch et 
al., 2013; Catellani et al., 2016; Chen 
& Chung, 2016; Chen & Chung, 
2017; Cottan-Nir, 2019; Cottan-Nir 
& Lehman-Wilzig, 2018; Erdoğmuş 
& Esen, 2018; Fetscherin, 2015; Friel 
& Dubo", 2009; Takács et al., 2018; 
Mudambi et al., 2019; Scheidt et al., 
2018; Treadway et al., 2009; Wade et 
al., 2006

Executives --- --- Karaduman, 2013; Schlosser et al., 
2017

Leaders --- --- Manurung, 2015; Nolan, 2015; 
Uymaz, 2016

Entrepreneurs --- Martha Stewart 
(Fournier, 2010; 
Murphy, 2010)

Ekhlasi et al., 2015; Raftari & Amiri, 
2014; Razeghi et al., 2016; Sweeney 
et al., 2018; Thompson-Whiteside et 
al., 2018

Owner-
manager

--- --- Resnick et al., 2016
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Content 
creators

Journalists --- --- Bossio & Sacco, 2017; Brems et al., 2017; 
Bruns, 2012; Canter, 2015; Carpenter et al., 
2017; Hanusch, 2018; Hanusch & Bruns, 2017; 
Hedman, 2015; Hedman & Djerf-Pierre, 
2013; Holton & Molyneux, 2017; Jukes, 2019; 
Molyneux, 2015; Molyneux, 2019; Molyneux & 
Holton, 2015; Molyneux et al., 2018; Molyneux 
et al., 2019; Olausson, 2017; Olausson, 2018; 
Ottovordemgentschenfelde, 2017; Schultz & 
She"er, 2012; Van Hove et al., 2018; Zeng & 
Song, 2018

Authors --- Elizabeth Gilbert 
(Johns & English, 
2016)

Bremner & Phung, 2015; Corrigan, 2015; 
Makkai, 2016

In#uencers --- Kim Kardashian 
(Harvey, 2018)

Khamis et al., 2017

Bloggers --- --- Ahmad et al., 2013; Archer, 2019; Bronstein, 
2013; Delisle & Parmentier, 2016; Draper & 
McDonnell, 2018; Du"y, 2015; Du"y & Hund, 
2015; Erz & Christensen, 2018; Hendrawan 
&Nahdiah, 2019; Kretz & De Valck, 2010; Liu & 
Suh, 2017; McFadden, 2018; Pihl, 2013; Sa!tri, 
2017; Van Nuenen, 2016; Wang et al., 2015

YouTubers --- Jenna Marbles 
(Maguire, 2015)

Chen, 2013; Harrington, 2019; Lovelock, 2017; 
Smith, 2014; Tarnovskaya, 2017

Vloggers --- Bubz (García-Rapp 
& Roca-Cuberes, 
2017)
Zoe Sugg 
(Berryman & 
Kavka, 2017)

Berryman & Kavka, 2017; Pahwa, 2019
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Appendix 2: Protocol of the semi-structured interviews with top managers

Stages Questions 

Warm-up - First of all, we are interested in understanding you as a person. Can you please 
give us some information about what characterizes you (societal background, 
family, parents, special events in your childhood and youth, school etc.)?

Pre-branding - When did personal branding become an issue for you in your career?
- Was this always the case or did it happen later in your career?
- How intentional were you in planning to build your personal brand? 
- Why was this important to you? What did motivate you to do so?

Personal 
branding

- What events have been critical in the development of your personal brand?
- Why were these events critical?
- What were the e"ects of these events?
- When did you become aware that you are developing your personal brand for 

speci!c target groups?
- How did you do this? 

Competition - At which moment was it obvious to you that you are competing with others with 
your personal brand?

- In which speci!c !elds did you compete (industry, in the company, to other top 
managers etc.)? 

- How did you compete?
- Who were your competitors?
- Did this !eld change over time? If so, why did this happen? And how?
- How did this a"ect your personal brand?

Visibility - When did you reach visibility in your career?
- What did you do to gain this visibility?
- What was the result of your visibility? 
- Has there been a di"erence in the emergence of your visibility between your 

professional !eld and mainstream media?
- How did this happen?
- What was the result?

Relationship - Did you build any crucial relationships during your personal branding process? 
- How did you do so? When?
- Why did you form these relationships? 
- What was the impact of these relationships?

Sponsor - When did you receive any sponsoring in building your personal brand?
- How did the sponsor act? 
- What result emerged from his/her activities?
- Did any stakeholder damage you in your personal branding process? 
- What did he/she do? 
- How did this a"ect your personal brand?
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Stages Questions 

Endorsement - Have you ever been endorsed by any other brand?
- What other brands have you been endorsed by?
- How did this happen?
- What was the result?
- When did you act as an endorser for other brands through your personal brand? 
- What other brands did you endorse?
- How did this happen? 
- What has been the result?

Brand 
Personality

- What are the key characteristics of your personal brand personality? How did 
your personal brand personality develop over time?

- When did you develop speci!c aspects of your brand personality?
- How did you do this?

Closing 
re#ections

- What were the main enablers and obstacles in your personal branding 
emergence? 

- Would you repeat the development of your personal branding? 
- If not, why not? 
- If so, what would you keep and what would you do di"erently to improve it?
- Finally, if you had to provide a short de!nition of personal branding, what would 

it be? 
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Appendix 3: Protocol of the semi-structured interviews with stakeholders 

Stages Questions 

Warm-up - We want to start by getting to know more about you as a person and as a 
professional in your role. Can you tell us more about your current function / 
industry?

Pre-branding - To what degree have you been involved with the question of “personal 
branding”?

- When did the issue of personal branding become an important part of your 
professional life?

- Why is that?

Personal 
branding

- What is your role / function in relationship with the top manager?
- When did you !rst encounter the top manager?
- How long did you work with the top manager?
- What is or was your personal relationship with the top manager?
- How would you characterize your work with the top manager?

Brand
Personality

- How would you describe the personal brand of the top manager?
- What would you associate with the top manager’s personal brand? From your 

point of view, what does that brand stand for?
- What would be the brand core of the top manager’s personal brand?
- What would you see as the core characteristics of the personal brand personality 

of the top manager?
- How has the personal brand personality of the top manager developed over 

time?

Managing 
position

- In what sense does the top manager’s personal brand di"er from that of other 
people?

- What did the top manager do to stand apart from others?
- To what extent did the top manager use his or her personal brand to engage in 

competition with others?
- To what degree has the top manager integrated with his or her professional 

environment?

Managing
individuals

- Which relationships has the top manager bene!ted from in the process of 
personal branding?

- How did the top manager proceed in this respect?
- What were the e"ects of these relationships for the top manager?
- Did the top manager receive support or sponsoring from others in the 

development of the personal brand?
- What did the supporter or sponsor do?
- What were the results of the e"orts of the supporter or sponsor?
- Did any stakeholder ever disrupt or harm the top manager’s development of a 

personal brand?
- What did this antagonist do?
- How did this a"ect the top manager’s personal brand?
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Stages Questions 

Managing
visibility

- From your point of view, at what point did the top manager become truly visible 
in his or her career?

- How did the top manager achieve this level of visibility?
- What did this visibility bring the top manager?
- How did you perceive the top manager’s visibility over the course of his or her 

career:
- Internal vs external
- Limited to the industry vs going across industries
- Online media vs o&ine media
- Inside vs outside of the top manager’s original !eld of expertise
- How did this happen?
- What were the e"ects?

Events - Which incidents and events were important for the development of the top 
manager’s personal brand?

- What made these events important in this respect?
- What were the e"ects of these events?

KSFs - From your point of view, what would be the main factors enabling or hindering 
the development of a personal brand of the top manager?

Support by the
Stakeholder

- Did you consciously and purposefully plan or support the development of the 
top manager’s personal brand?

- If so, why did you do this? What motivated you?
- How speci!cally did you support the top manager in the evolution of his or her 

personal brand?
- Would you o"er the top manager support with establishing his or her personal 

brand again?
- If not, why not?
- If so, what would you do again and what would you improve?

Closing 
re#ections

- What would you consider the main factors that enable or preclude the 
development of a personal brand in top management?

- What constitutes a personal brand?
- How important is visibility for you? What type of visibility?
- How important are stakeholders? Which stakeholders?
- How important is it to di"erentiate oneself from others?
- When is conformity required?
- How important would you consider the issue of personal branding for today’s 

top managers? Why is that?

- To conclude: If you had a give a brief de!nition of “personal brands”, what would 
it be?
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Lifelong learning and the continuous development of one’s personality 
are a matter of course for Stefan Scheidt. After studying sports science 
at the German Sport University in Cologne, he graduated with a Master 
of Arts in Human Resources and Organisational Development (Techni-
cal University of Kaiserslautern) and an Executive MBA at Manchester 
Business School. He draws his practical experience from international 
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and medium-sized companies. His interdisciplinary research on the 
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at the University of Twente contributes speci!cally to his many years of 
work as a business coach for executives and top managers. In addition 
to publications in renowned journals and presentations at international 
conferences, he also bridges the gap between science and practice as 
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Personal branding is more than just being personally visible in social media or presenting oneself ap-
propriately in public or professional appearances. It is about positioning oneself as a top manager in a 
targeted way in the company, in the corporate environment and in public, establishing oneself as an 
opinion leader with individual strengths in one’s own competitive environment. It is also about building 
a brand from one’s own name, giving it a pro!le, positioning the appropriate topics in the respective 
media and further developing the individual personality in the relevant !eld. However, personal bran-
ding encompasses more than merely focusing on the person. Equally crucial is how the personal brand 
interacts and has an impact with the corporate brand and how it is integrated into its environment. 
The individual personality with all its strengths, abilities, values, motives, interests, experiences and 
goals is unique and distinctive. This personality is the germ cell, the core and the highest asset of one’s 
own personal brand. The strengths must be sharpened in a personal pro!le and staged individually 
through the appropriate storytelling in di"erent media and in public. Personal branding is a constant, 
long-term process to present authenticity in a credible way and to make the personal brand equity 
tangible and visible. 
The development of a personal brand is the crucial element on the path to top management and to be 
successful in top management. This dissertation and its !ndings from various research studies contribu-
te to a deeper understanding of personal branding, especially for top managers, and provide profound 
options for applied practice.


