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Abstract

Purpose — This paper aims to operationalise and juxtapose variables related to identity, strategy and
communications, and then examine the impact of such integration on organisational stakeholders’ trust,
loyalty and commitment by using commitment/trust theory.

Design/methodology/approach — This research design utilises explanatory research at the preliminary
stage, as informed by the literature and conceptual framework. The subsequent model was examined via a
positivist survey carried out among stakeholders in high-end retail stores in London. Structural equation
modelling (SEM) via AMOS was conducted to gain insight into the various relevant influences and
relationships.

Findings — The results indicate that identity and strategy are key drivers of integrated corporate
communication, and they serve to build stakeholder trust, loyalty and commitment.

Originality/value — The paper shows that while practitioners have indicated that integrated marketing
communication is important for organisations, there are a few other areas of concern with regard to
consequences related to trust, loyalty and commitment, especially in a retail context. This paper empirically
examined relationships between these constructs by validating a conceptual model by using SEM.
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Introduction

Changes in the marketing environment with the introduction of new media are driving the
need for more efficient and cost-effective communication (Low, 2000). Hence, managers
approach, articulate and implement their company’s marketing communication strategies
using integrated tactics. Kitchen and Burgmann (2010) and Kitchen et al. (2004) suggest that
marketing managers should consider integration of different marketing approaches not as
part of their marketing mix, but as a holistic concept. The concept chosen should use all the
elements of the marketing mix to promote and reinforce customer interactions and distribute
integrated messages to the appropriate target audience. Companies that are obviously
struggling to efficiently deliver their services and to survive in the global competitive market
consider integrated marketing communication (IMC) as a strategy for aligning their
marketing messages with the marketing objectives of managers and the target audience.

Kitchen et al (2004) state that when IMC is enforced, it enables marketers to recognise the
needs of stakeholders, particularly of employees and suppliers. Scholars also believe that is
it not possible to have a global definition of IMC, although the main benefit of IMC is
understood to be its capability to transfer reliable, consistent and allied messages to the
target audiences through various channels (Low, 2000; Phelps and Johnson, 1996). The use of
IMC to develop relationships and create a distinctive identity distinguishes the company
from its competitors (Balmer ef al., 2007; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). A study by Kerr ef al.
(2008) explains IMC as a key communication tool which plays a significant role in building
public and media relations. Effective advertising, sales promotion and direct marketing are
the core channels for delivering messages with accuracy and reliability.

Research studies such as Gurau (2008) and Hallahan (2007) assert that the association
between public relations and IMC achieves the purpose of creating a long-term
customer-centric mindset and enhancing customer relationships. The aim of public
relations is to generate signals to attract attention to one’s brand/product and services
by creating awareness through events and mass media (Kotler ef al, 2005).
Consequently, public relations has one of the most significant roles within the IMC
process. Grunig (2006) stated that the public relations concept is an independent
strategic function rather than being a marketing function or a component of IMC. Kotler
et al. (2005) confirm that one of the important aims of public relations is to generate and
provide information to an audience through mass media tools, attract their attention and
generate awareness.

Previous research studies have explored these different issues in isolation and have
argued about the variables that influence the context in which they operate, and they have
failed to consider these factors from a retail perspective (Appendix 1). There is no research
that discusses the operationalisation of variables related to identity, strategy and
communications combined with a focus on trust, loyalty and commitment of stakeholders to
an organisation, specifically by using commitment/trust theory. Integrating corporation into
communications implies that it is important to create and accomplish stakeholders’
perceptions towards the company. Simoes ef al (2005) state that the importance of
“consistency in corporate communications has fuelled interest in integrated marketing
communications”.

The next section provides a brief, general discussion about the influence of nexuses
between identity and strategy on IMC elements, which express our consumer-level
conceptual framework. The section after that explains the methodology used by the
authors to evaluate the proposed model. Finally, the authors conclude with a discussion
of the theoretical significance of this study and implications and limitations of the
research.
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Identity

The management of corporate identity is of great significance for the success of any
organisation (Schultz and Kitchen, 1997). Although according to Melewar (2003) there is no
common definition of corporate identity, the understanding of the concept of corporate
identity is fairly homogenous. He used the common definition that “corporate identity is a
mix of characteristics that a company possesses as a subject” (Melewar, 2003).

According to scholars, corporate identity is made up of the distinctive characteristics of a
company which form a central and integrative function within the company and its
competitive strategy. In addition, corporate identity performs a pivotal role which addresses
four questions: “who you are, what you do, how you do it and where you want to go” (Balmer,
2001; He and Balmer, 2005, p. 6). In addition, identity is a powerful tool that influences the
strategy content by providing a communication system to the company’s stakeholders (He
and Balmer, 2005). Balmer and Wilson (1998, p. 15) encapsulated this approach in the
following definition:

corporate identity is the total of visual and non-visual means applied by a company to present itself
to all its relevant target groups on the basis of a corporate identity plan.

Corporate identity is a unique feature that a corporation or brand transmits about itself,
embracing values and communication. Furthermore, Balmer (2001) defines the corporate
identity mix as communications that need to be integrated. Researchers have stated how
corporate identity and its components should be communicated internally and externally
(Balmer, 2001). Moreover, Cornelissen and Harris (2001, p. 56) clarified the definition of
corporate identity as a “tangible symbol of the company’s personality, the symbol which is
manifest in the behaviour and communication of an organization”. Abratt’s (1989) model
considers the concept of “interface” in corporate identity and corporate image. Organisations
harmonise both internal and external communications to generate favourable images of the
company for target audiences. The following communicators of the corporate image were
mentioned: nomenclature, formal statements (mission), corporate communication, visual
identity, graphics and imagery (company stationary) and promotional media (public
relations and advertising). It is important that these sources communicate a consistent image
to the company’s internal and external stakeholders (Cian and Cervai, 2014).

Strategy

IMC is “the strategic coordination of all the company’s messages as well as the media used by
an organisation to impact on the company’s perceived value”. By integrating the
communication strategies, synergies are created among different forms of communication.
All forms of communication that express an image and seek an integrated approach to
articulate a company’s identity should be consistent messages which are transmitted by
external and internal methods of communication (Simoes et al., 2005). Gilly and Wolfinbarger
(1998) analysed the impact of advertising upon an internal audience and the importance of
involving employees in communications; they stressed the need for integrated and consistent
communications. Communication effectiveness may relate to customers previous
familiarity with the advertised brand or company (Campbell and Keller, 2003). Corporate
personality is defined by Abratt (1989, p. 413) as the sum total of the characteristics of the
company — behavioural and intellectual characteristics — which serve to distinguish one
organisation from another. Some authors (Balmer and Wilson, 1998; Van Riel and Balmer,
1997) believe that these characteristics are the attitudes and beliefs which are shared by the
organisation’s employees. The link between corporate brand identity and strategy is very
significant, as it illustrates the company’s aims, ethos and values. All these factors
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potentially demonstrate a sense of distinctiveness that can distinguish an organisation from
its competitors through the company’s visual cues.

Marketing communication

It is vital for an organisation’s marketing managers to realise which communication tools,
channels and messages are more powerful in the company’s stakeholders’ perception
(Kitchen, 2005). Additionally, managing the company’s identity and its communication
should be based on the company’s consumers’ response towards the messages, so it is
important to examine communication from a receiver's viewpoint to reveal how
organisational cues are collected and interpreted. Stakeholders can be passive receivers of
organisation communication, and can also positively influence organisations. Van Riel and
Balmer (1997) assert that a company’s communications can play a critical role, for instance,
in regard to corporate personality and corporate visual identity, which are recognised in the
literature of corporate identity. Abratt’s (1989, p. 203) model, called “the corporate image
management process”, was the first attempt to show the link between personality, identity
and image, which sets out the foundation for corporate image. The visual/graphic designers
and marketers realised the effectiveness of consistency in design and marketing
communications, which affect the consistency of the company’s formal corporate
communications (Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). Communicators such as advertising, corporate
logo, buildings, etc. can form the customers’ perceptions of the intended corporate identity.
The essence of a brand is externally embodied in the form of a corporate logo, which is
always present and is important as a product and corporate differentiator to convey a
favourable corporate image (Foroudi ef al., 2014; Hatch and Schultz, 2001; Henderson and
Cote, 1998) when compared to competitors (Kotler, 2000).

The concept of communication can be considered as a bridge that links the company’s
identity with the image of the company (He and Mukherjee, 2009, p. 3). In addition, it can
influence the company’s strategy and provide a corporate communication system to the
stakeholders (Hatch and Schultz, 1997; He and Mukherjee, 2009). Stuart (1999) states that he
“considered that both organisational and marketing communications are the central forms of
communication between identity and image”. Also, communication can shape the connection
between a company’s personality and identity (p. 204). Van Rekom (1997, p. 411) highlights
how the purpose of corporate communications is to improve a certain desired corporate
image for target audiences. According to Simoes et al. (2005, p. 156), gaining a competitive
advantage from messages needs the integration of communications between internal and
external stakeholders.

Conceptual framework overview

Our model articulates the individual-level dynamics of IMC in terms of two relationships.
The conceptualised model emphasises the relationship between the concept of identity and
strategy and the main antecedent of IMC and its outcomes. This study argues that in the
current era of unprecedented organisational impacts and consumerism, some companies
offer meaningful controlled and uncontrolled communication to their audience which assists
them in satisfying their chief self-definitional requirements. Therefore, such organisations
establish communication through different cues to create valid targets for trust, loyalty and
commitment among relevant consumers, even though these are not prototypical consumers.

We suggest that identity:

forms a central and integrative function within the corporate and competitive strategy and that
corporate identity forms a pivotal role which can influence the strategy content as well as providing
a corporate communication system to stakeholders (He and Mukherjee, 2009, p. 3).
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Figure 1.
The conceptual
framework

Creating a consumer-level conceptual framework based on commitment/trust theory shows
that the ideal identity is the optimum philosophy, vision and value (Hatch and Schultz, 1997;
Simoes et al., 2005), personality (Aaker, 1997) and the organisation’s positioning in its
marketplace (or markets) (Das, 2014) in a given time frame which inspires trust, loyalty and
commitment from consumers (Figure 1). The model also reflects a link between consumers’
perceptions of a company or brand identity to strategy which is linked to IMC (controlled
communication and uncontrolled communication). Specifically, customers are more likely to
use their perceptions of company strategy from their judgement about brand/company
distinctiveness; brand/company social responsibility (link between competitive advantage
and corporate social behaviour in generic ways); and governance, which is empowerment
either explicitly or implicitly by governments and international organisations with the right
to make decisions for others. Reactions of consumers in this setting depend on the extent to
which they receive information from communication tools that they know and trust; these
may generate loyalty and commitment to the company or brand.

We reflect on the argument of Kitchen (2005) that communication has a wide influence on
how an organisation presents its image verbally and visually. Communication can be
considered as the aggregate of messages from official and unofficial sources, via a diversity
of media, whereby a company can transfer its identity to its various audiences (Melewar,
2003). Brown and Dacin (1997) state that strategic management puts a substantial effort into
the company’s identity management; however, it is not easy to understand whether it is the
planned communication response to the company’s efforts that influence the internal
stakeholders’ perception. Some scholars have emphasised the importance of consistency
between identity and communication (Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). In addition, the strategic
management of messages and the media employed by an organisation influence its perceived
value. IMC as a key concept of marketing communications planning can add value and be
used to evaluate the company’s strategic roles (for example, sales promotion, direct response,
general advertising and public relations), and associations of all these disciplines can deliver
consistency, clarity and maximum communications impact (Schultz and Kitchen, 1997, p. 9).

Identity, strategy, controlled communication and uncontrolled
communication

Corporate identity is demonstrated in an organisation’s communications (Balmer and
Wilson, 1998; Cornelissen and Harris, 2001; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). Communication is
also the touchstone for demonstrating an identity and is recognised as such in the
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identity-creation process. Communication is everything in and about an organisation and it
has an extensive impact. Studies on consumer behaviour have extensively acknowledged
that communication — from company stationary to promotion and internal/external
communications — influences stakeholders’ behaviour and attitudes (Lau and Ng, 2001).
According to Belch and Belch (2011), advertising is a key element of promotion in
organisations, as it informs their audience about their brands, their key benefits, accessibility
and position, while IMC puts emphasis on supporting a consistent message to demonstrate
their brands through diverse ways (Kliatchko, 2008). Luck and Moffatt (2009) claimed that
the role of promotion in IMC is to deliver adequate information to the audience about the
brand in a way that is consistent with how the firm describes its identity and image. In
addition, they recommend that promotion contributes to a very distinctive identity, by
maintaining the reliability shaped by the brand. This is predominantly important in the
context of IMC, as it stresses the brand image formed by the company. Furthermore, Belch
and Belch (2011) then proposed that the key vital value of IMC is to demonstrate the integrity
of the product to customers, regardless of the kinds of communication tools elected to convey
the message.

Corporate communication can impact on the organisation’s uniqueness in addition to
its products and services, sales promotion, sponsorship and direct selling, advertising,
corporate advertising and public relations activities (Barich and Kotler, 1991). A
company communicates in both a controlled and an uncontrolled manner to make the
organisation distinctive. Therefore, in addition, public relations and corporate
advertising activities are directed at brand recognition and familiarity rather than at
individual promotions communicating a company’s corporate identity. Appendix 1
illustrates the notion of integrating identity, strategy and communications for trust,
loyalty and commitment from key authors.

Corporate communications have been classified into internal and external and are
considered as a function of human resources, public relations and marketing
communications departments in an organisation. As explained in existing academic
literature, these departments use corporate communications for communicating with
internal and external audiences about policy, crises, promotions, marketing initiatives,
etc. by means of various vehicles such as logo, fonts, typefaces, code of conduct, email
etiquettes, branding, recognition rewards, customer relationship strategies, marketing
collaterals, etc. Van Riel (1995) reviewed corporate communications from an
organisational function point of view and classified them into management
communications, marketing communications and organisational communications.
Classification of corporate communications by Balmer (1995) indicates that the
corporate communications mix incorporates primary, secondary and tertiary
communications. The embeddedness of a company’s communications to stakeholders
into concepts like mission, vision, strategies, identity, image, reputation is also reflected
in marketing literature by authors such as Lau and Ng (2001). Barich and Kotler (1991)
explain that controlled marketing communication activities position a company’s brand
in the marketplace, as well as promote the company itself. Simoes et al. (2005) refer to
corporate identity as an uncontrolled communication and reflect on it as the way in
which an organisation’s identity is revealed through its behaviour and symbolism
towards internal and external audiences. Based on this, the following hypotheses are
derived:

HI. The more favourable the brand identity is perceived by consumers, the more
favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand strategy.
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H2. The more favourable the brand identity is perceived by consumers, the more
favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand-controlled
communication.

H3. The more favourable the brand identity is perceived by consumers, the more
favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand-uncontrolled
communication.

H4. The more favourable the brand strategy is perceived by consumers, the more
favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand-controlled
communication.

H5. The more favourable the brand strategy is perceived by consumers, the more
favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand-uncontrolled
communication.

Controlled communication, uncontrolled communication, trust,
loyalty and commitment
Controlled and uncontrolled corporate communications are part of overall corporate
communication. Both concepts are part of the company’s management tools; all deliberately
used forms of communication (internal and external) are consistently efficient and
professional in generating a favourable basis for an association with a company’s
stakeholders (Van Rekom, 1997). A key element of controlled corporate communication is
recognised as visual identity/design, which is a tangible centrepiece of the company’s
identity; it forms the physical symbols and produces physical recognition of the company
(Olins, 1991). Nevertheless, the intangibility of brand exacerbates the effort of managing the
visual identity of the company. For instance, logo, name and design all aim to transmit the
tangible hints that influence consumers’ perception. The organisation’s design can be viewed
as either long- or short-term commitment. Additionally, the visual identity/design
components indicate the organisation’s culture, which must be recognised by the
organisation’s stakeholders to make an impact on their trust, loyalty and commitment. A
website is an essential communication function (Kim and Stoel, 2004) and is considered to be
an organisation’s virtual storefront (Argyriou ef al, 2006). It provides general audience
information about the firm and its products/services and promotes a positive corporate and
product/brand image to improve trust, loyalty and commitment. Promotion is a kind of
advertising of a product to endorse its effectiveness to deliver customers with different levels
of hedonic benefits. Promotion is an opportunity for exploration, value expression and
practical benefits such as improving shopping convenience, savings and higher product
quality (Chandon et al., 2000). Promotion as a key element of controlled communication
provides recognisability and evokes an emotional response towards the company.
Organisations have many ways of communicating to create the organisation’s
distinguishing features. Therefore, in addition to visual identity, website and promotion,
managers use uncontrolled communication. The key elements of uncontrolled
communication have been identified as either word-of-mouth (WOM) or tertiary
communications, which is a message that is imparted about the organisation by third parties.
WOM can affect consumers’ perceptions and expectations during their search for
information and the subsequent purchase process; also, it influences their attitude during the
re-purchase evaluation of alternative brands. WOM can impact their decisions either
positively or negatively. Public relations and media relations are the significant functions for
the maintenance of relations with the company’s public, and are relied on for success,
legitimacy and growth (Broom, 2011). Public relations activities are focused on an
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organisation’s familiarity and recognition rather than on individual promotions
communicating a company’s corporate/brand identity. However, media and public relation
activities are gradually being recognised by the marketers as important components of the
IMC arsenal; however, there is a lack of studies on public relations and marketing
communication. Hallahan (2007, p. 308) states that the public relations literature recognises
communication as “fragmentary and hardly conclusive”. Grunig (2006) emphasised the
association between IMC and public relations as an independent strategic function (Grunig,
2006). IMC can be perceived as a marketing planning process. However, IMC can trigger
public relations’ authors’ doubts about marketing as the prevailing purpose of
communication (Grunig et al., 2002) and public relations as a marketing support purpose
(Debreceny and Cochrane, 2004; Hendrix, 2004; Keh et al., 2007).

Given the exceptional influence of social media, companies are increasingly trusting it as
a channel for marketing communication (Kumar ef al., 2016). Alden et al. (2011) found the
best three IMC practices for social media marketing to be:

(1) the brand should be promoted consistently within different elements of the
communication mix;

(2) the 4Ps should be integrated; and

(3) communication should provide information on positive social behaviour changes and
actions.

Whereas commercial marketers mostly emphasise the first principle when they mention
IMC, social media marketers consider the efficiency of their interventions and usually use all
three tenets for planning an advertising campaign, and they refer to this as the ISMC
(integrated social marketing communications) approach. ISMC scholars (Grier and Bryant,
2005; Maibach, 2002) refer to social marketing promotion as an integrated constituent of the
social marketing endeavours. An original and creative programme can produce a higher
level of customer attention. The social marketing and IMC relationship stresses the
importance of integrating communications with elements of the communication mix
(Deshpande ef al., 2004; Smith, 2009). The internet is a significant medium and channel for
marketing and is an important part of a firm’s multichannel strategy (Bart ef al., 2005). To
exploit this channel effectively, firms need to create long-term relationships with customers.
To cultivate relationships, customer trust is important (Dwyer et al., 1987; Shankar et al.,
2003). Developing a successful marketing strategy would require an understanding of the
way consumer trust is developed and how trust affects consumer behaviour (Bart et al.,
2005). Alden ef al. (2011) believe that by integrating the approach to social marketing,
managers could deliver more consistency in the brand’s promotional efforts through the
communications mix; this results in synergy, which improves the influence on consumer
trust, loyalty and commitment. Taken from the above, we postulate the following:

H6. The more favourable the brand’s controlled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable the attitude consumers have towards the brand’s
uncontrolled communication.

H7. The more favourable the brand’s controlled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable trust consumers have towards the company.

HS. The more favourable the brand’s controlled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable loyalty consumers have towards the company.
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H9. The more favourable the brand’s controlled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable commitment consumers have towards the
company.

HI10. The more favourable the brand’s uncontrolled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable trust consumers have towards the company.

HI11. The more favourable the brand’s uncontrolled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable loyalty consumers have towards the company.

HI12. The more favourable the brand’s uncontrolled communication is perceived by
consumers, the more favourable commitment consumers have towards the
company.

Trust, loyalty and commitment

The relationships between trust, loyalty and commitment were based on the seminal paper
by Morgan and Hunt (1994) on relationship marketing. The commitment/trust theory makes
relationship marketing more effective because it inspires marketers to aim at:

preserving relationship investments by co-operating with exchange partners; resist attractive
short-term alternatives in favour of the expected long-term benefits; and view potentially high-risk
options as being prudent because of the belief that their partners will not act opportunistically
(Mukherjee and Nath, 2007, p. 1176).

Trust is defined as a psychological state of accepting vulnerability by expecting positive
behaviour and intention of others (Rousseau ef al, 1998). Trust is the confidence about a
website or social media as an element of uncontrollable communication to deliver according
to the expectation, which is based on prior experience (Gefen, 2000). Trust can therefore
moderate loyalty and strengthen customer commitment. Trust is an important aspect of
building a long-term relationship with customers. In addition, trust can be linked to the
perception of consumers about the ability to meet the customers’ loyalty. Loyalty can be
defined as:

a deeply held commitment to re-buy or re-patronise a preferred product or service consistently in the
future, thereby causing repetitive same-brand set purchasing, despite situational influences and
marketing efforts having the potential to cause switching behaviour (Chaudhuri and Holbrook,
2001, p. 82).

According to Ponsonby-Mccabe and Boyle (2006), the key issues which encourage the
consumers to become loyal to the brand are:

» willingness to re-purchase over and over again; and
« the belief that the consumption experience is good value for the price paid (p. 180).

Well-designed communication can have an impact on trust and loyalty, and impact the
commitment of stakeholders to an organisation. The interactions between the constructs
draw customers into the centre of the company’s networks (Rao et al., 2000) by increasing the
salience of the organisation identity in the mind of consumers, and increasing the likelihood
of their commitment. Based on all the different arguments presented by various scholars,
such as Kitchen (2005) and Van Riel (1995), we offer trust, loyalty and commitment as
consequences of communications.

Furthermore, customers who are loyal to the company are less likely to switch, and they
make more purchases compared to non-loyal customers. Also, loyal consumers may be
willing to pay more for services or products, because they perceive some distinctive value in
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the brand compared to its competitors (Reichheld, 1996). Studies show that satisfying
customers is very significant for the success of any company; however, there is no guarantee
that the satisfied customer will come back and repeat the purchase. In addition, loyalties can
influence commitment to the brand, as commitment is a psychological brand attachment
which leads a customer to a state of motivation (Eagly and Chaiken, 1995). The motivation
produced by high levels of commitment which is behavioural and attitudinal can be assumed
to replace the selective cognitive processing of information which filters out aspects
threatening the customers’ attitude. Thus, according to the commitment/trust theory, the
discussion highlights the significance of trust, its ambiguous association with loyalty and
commitment and lastly, the significance in the current context of the research, it is
hypothesised that:

H13. The more favourable the trust is perceived by consumers, the more favourable
loyalty consumers have towards the company.

HI14. The more favourable the loyalty is perceived by consumers, the more favourable
commitment consumers have towards the company.

Methods

The study’s context and data collection

This paper examines the applicability of commitment/trust theory (Morgan and Hunt, 1994)
and the results are based on data which are collected from a well-recognised retail store in
London. The high-end retail stores in London have well-known brands and are destinations
for tourists and non-tourist visitors. According to Dennis et al. (2014), the high-end store can
influence consumers’ perception associated with its brand identity. An exploratory study
was conducted in this study to gain an in-depth understanding of the research questions in
the retail industry. To develop an appropriate scale, we follow Churchill’s (1979) procedures:

e to gain an in-depth understanding of the research area (Dacin and Brown, 2002);

« tounderstand the actual practice in the field to gauge whether the proposed research
study is relevant; and

* to obtain insightful information and understand the proposed research questions,
generate hypotheses and refine the measures for a questionnaire (Churchill, 1979).

Nine interviews were conducted with academics and experts. The data collected assisted the
researchers to narrow the search from broad to more specific and concrete data. The main
scale measurements were generated from the preliminary qualitative research and literature
review. Afterwards, the list was checked for inter-judge reliability by five academics in the
field of branding and marketing. They commented on the suitability of the items and checked
the clarity of wording; their suggestions were then incorporated. Also, they were asked about
the significance of each statement and to indicate which items should be retained
(Lichtenstein ef al., 1990).

Then, to examine the research’s conceptual model, a pre-test was conducted among 45
academics and practitioners to examine the suitability, validity and freedom from error of the
measures developed. All responses were measured using a seven-point Likert-type scale
(from 1 = strongly disagree to 7 = strongly agree). At this stage, reliability as an essential
condition of validity and exploratory factor analysis (EFA) were tested to identify any
patterns in the data (De Vaus, 2002). The scales illustrated a high degree of reliability, with
a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.95; this is greater than 0.70, which is appropriate for most research
purposes (De Vaus, 2002; Hair ef al., 2006; Nunnally, 1978). After the validation process
(pre-test), the main data set was collected from a self-structured administered questionnaire.
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Table 1.
Respondents
characteristics

Based on the study by Dennis ef al. (2014) to represent sample as practicable of shoppers in
the store, a usable sample of 347 internal and external stakeholders (employees and visitors
to the store) was collected on various days and hours including weekdays and weekends over
a two-month period. This includes 105 male and 242 female respondents (plus five other
missing answers to the gender question). The distribution according to ethnic group was 25
per cent Asian, 18.7 per cent mixed/multiple ethnic groups, 17.3 per cent English/Welsh/
Scottish/Northern Irish, 14.7 per cent Mediterranean, 8.6 per cent Black/African/Caribbean
and 15.3 per cent others. The respondents were mainly undergraduates (47.6) with an
average age of 30 to 39 years (40.6) and 20 to 29 years old (27.7 per cent). Respondents were
mainly students (44.7 per cent) or employees at the store (16.4 per cent). Table I provides
further details on the sample frame.

The survey measures
The questionnaires contained measures based on previous research and qualitative study.
There are seven main constructs in the current research: identity (CBI), strategy (STR),

Frequency (%)
Gender
Female 242 69.7
Male 105 30.3
Education
High school/Some colleges 118 34.0
Undergraduate 165 476
Postgraduate and above 64 184
Occupation
Top executive or manager 8 2.3
Owner of a company 17 49
Lawyer, dentist or architect etc 27 7.8
Office/clerical staffs 35 10.1
Worker 5 14
Craftsman 8 2.3
Student 155 44.7
Housewife 35 10.1
Employee at the store 57 164
Age 57 16.4
19 years old or less 45 13.0
20 to 29 years 96 27.7
30 to 39 years 141 40.6
40 to 49 years 29 84
50 to 59 years 26 75
60 years old or more 10 29
Ethnic groups
English/Welsh/Scottish/Northern Irish/British 60 17.3
Mixed/multiple ethnic groups 65 187
Asian 88 254
Black/African/Caribbean 30 8.6
Mediterranean 51 14.7

Other ethnic group 53 15.3
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controlled communication (CCC), uncontrolled communication (UCC), trust (CBT), loyalty
(CBL) and commitment (CBC). Identity is defined as the characteristics, features, attributes or
traits of an organisation that are recognised to be central, enduring and distinctive through
a company’s guidelines, personality and positioning (Balmer, 2001; He and Balmer, 2005; He
and Mukherjee, 2009; Van Riel and Balmer, 1997). The company’s guidelines were measured
by using four items (philosophy, value, vision and mission). The variable “personality” was
obtained based on previous conceptualisations (sincere, excited, competence, sophistication
and rugged), in particular those described by Aaker (1997). Positioning was measured as the
respondents’ perception towards the companies’ target market, competition, product
category and brand promise.

Corporate strategy can be defined as the master plan of an organisation which
circumscribes the company’s services/products, its total objectives and the policies through
which it competes in its specific marketplace (Melewar, 2003). The variable strategy was
measured through three constructs:

(1) differentiation (customer focus, unique selling point, customer knowledge and
customer satisfaction);

(2) social responsibility (social participation, ethical, honest and transparent); and
(3) governance (policy, procedures, standards, accountability and equality).

Appendix 2 illustrates the study constructs and scale items.

Controlled communication is the tool of management by means of which all consciously
used forms of external and internal communication are harmonised successfully and
professionally to generate a favourable basis for associations with the stakeholders upon
whom the organisation is dependent (Melewar, 2003; Van Rekom, 1997). Controlled
communication consists of three key elements:

(1) wvisual identity/design (logo, name, colour and design) (Foroudi ef al., 2014);
(2) promotion (product launches, sponsorships, events and loyalty incentives); and
(3) website.

The measurement for website was based on previous studies (Alwi, 2009; Argyriou et al.,
2006; Halliburton and Ziegfeld, 2009). Previous studies recognised antecedents of website
design used here; these include navigation, design/layout/appearance, functionality and
usability, customisation, security, availability and information.

Semi-/uncontrolled communication is defined as organisational communication by
sending signals that are not created consciously or deliberately (Melewar, 2003), and it is
measured by means of four elements:

(1) WOM (consumers, suppliers, business customers, investors);

(2) public relations (media engagement, content management, event management and
industry awards);

(3) media relations (print media, electronic media, television and radio); and

(4) social media (marketing podcasts, blogs, social networking websites and search
engine optimisation).

Trust can be defined as the reliability of a brand or the willingness of the average consumer
to trust the brand’s capability to achieve its stated function and develop a long-lasting
relationship (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). It can be measured through reliability, social
consciousness, familiarity and identification. In addition, based on the definition by
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Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001), loyalty is the devotion that leads to greater market share
when a similar brand is constantly purchased by specific customers. The loyalty is related to
experience, credibility, trendiness and innovation. Commitment can be described as a
psychological bond that characterises an individual’s relationship with an organisation
(Bateman et al, 2011) via four particulars: brand relevance, brand love, brand dominance and
brand preference.

Analyses and results

The study followed a measure validation procedure through a two-step approach based on
Anderson and Gerbing (1988). In the first stage of analysis, EFA was run to achieve the
theoretically expected factor solutions (Hair et al., 2006). All the scales illustrated acceptable
reliability (Cronbach’s alpha < 0.931) (Nunnally, 1978). Bartlett’s test of sphericity showed
the association between the measurement items to be higher than 0.3, and this is also
appropriate for EFA (Hair et al, 2006). In addition, Kaiser—-Meyer—Olkin’s measure of
sampling adequacy is 0.941. This is greater than 0.6, which suggests suitability for EFA;
furthermore, the relationships between the items are statistically significant and provide a
parsimonious set of factors (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007). The results from descriptive
statistics and correlation matrix for the constructs showed that the correlation between each
pair of latent variables was significantly less than 1 (Appendix 2).

In the second stage of analysis, the analysis was run using AMOS 21 (analysis of moment
structures) using the default method — maximum likelihood. In this stage, CFA (confirmatory
factor analysis) was used to measure construct unidimensionality; the investigation of each
item was internally consistent and confirmed the constructs on the basis of the measurement
models (Gerbing and Anderson, 1988). Additionally, discriminant validity indicated that
relationships between the research factors were less than the suggested value of 0.92 (Kline,
2005). In addition, the homogeneity of the construct was examined by convergent validity
which was inspected on the basis of construct reliabilities (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988).
AVE (average variance extracted) for each construct ranged from 0.503 to 0.818. A good rule
of thumb is that an AVE of 0.5 or higher indicates adequate convergent validity. Then, the
analysis proceeded to “step-two approach” known as the structural model.

In this stage, the structural model fit was examined throughout goodness-of-fit indices
(df — degrees of freedom, 5,043.695; RMSEA — root mean square error of approximation,
0.058; CFI - comparative fit index, 0.921; IFI — incremental fit index, 0.921; and TLI - Tucker—
Lewis index, 0.917). The “favourable” fit values provide a satisfactory fit to the data and
therefore indicate the unidimensionality of the measures (Anderson and Gerbing, 1988).
Afterwards, the hierarchical linear regression analysis was used to test the research
hypotheses. Given the directional nature of the research hypotheses, the examinations are all
one-tailed.

Table II shows the final research model with structural path coefficients and ¢-values for
each relationship and with squared multiple correlations (R?) for each endogenous construct.
The H1I, proposing the direct effect of identity on strategy (HI: B = 0.652, t = 8.880), was
statistically supported. H2 and H3 address the impact of identity on controlled
communication and uncontrolled communication (8 = 0.332, ¢ = 4.628; B = 0.406, t = 3.451
respectively), and the significant relationships were confirmed. The findings signify that the
relationship between strategy and controlled communication (H4) was significant (8 =
0.691, ¢t = 7.025). With regard to the fifth research hypothesis (H5), the unexpected result
shows the relationship between strategy and uncontrolled communication (8 = —0.200,
t = —1.132) was non-significant. H6, H7, H8 and H9 address the impact of controlled
communication on uncontrolled communication, trust, loyalty and commitment (H6: B =
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Hypotheses relationships Estimate ~ SE CR
H1  Identity —  Strategy 0.652  0.073 8880  **  Accepted
H2  Identity —  Controlled corporate brand 0332 0.072 4628  ***  Accepted
communication
H3  Identity —  Uncontrolled corporate brand 0406 0.118 3451  *  Accepted
communication
H4  Strategy —  Controlled corporate brand 0691  0.098 7.025 e Accepted
communication
H5  Strategy —  Uncontrolled corporate brand ~ —0200 0177 —1.132 0.258 Rejected
communication
H6  Controlled corporate brand —  Uncontrolled corporate brand 0.783  0.259 3.018 0.003 Accepted
communication communication
H7  Controlled corporate brand —  Trust 0.643  0.221 2916 0.004 Accepted
communication
HS8  Controlled corporate brand —  Loyalty 1722 0.332 5187  *#k  Accepted
communication
H9  Controlled corporate brand —  Commitment 0.580 0.173 3.359  FFF Accepted
communication
H10  Uncontrolled corporate brand —  Trust —0.344 0201 -1.710 0.087 Rejected
communication
H11  Uncontrolled corporate brand —  Loyalty —-0.899 0273 —3293 **  Accepted
communication
H12  Uncontrolled corporate brand —  Commitment —0.262 0177 —1484 0.138 Rejected
communication
H13  Trust —  Loyalty 0.145  0.060 2424 0.015 Accepted
H14  Loyally —  Commitment 0.149  0.096 1547 0122 Rejected

Note: **p < 0.001
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Table II.
Hypotheses summary

0.783,t = 3.018 H7: B = 0.643, t = 2.916; H8: B = 1.722, t = 5.187; H9: B = 0.580, = 3.359
respectively) and the significant relationships were confirmed. The standardised regression
path between uncontrolled communication and trust (H10: B = —0.344, t = —1.710, p =
0.087 > 0.05) and uncontrolled communication and commitment (H12: B8 = —0.262, t =
—1.484, p = 0.138 > 0.05) were rejected because the results were not statistically significant.
As a result, it may be a challenge for companies to design a favourable uncontrolled
communication which could influence the stakeholders’ trust and commitment towards the
organisations. H11, which explains the relationship between uncontrolled communication
and loyalty, was found to be significant in the hypothesised direction (8 = —0.899, ¢t =
—3.293). In the hypothesised model, the effect of trust on loyalty (H13: B = 2.424, t = 0.015)
did reach significance. However, the results indicate that there are no relationships between
loyalty and commitment (8 = 0.149, ¢ = 1.547 p = 0.122 > 0.05). The results show that the
hypotheses received a considerable amount of support; 10 out of 14 relationships were
statistically significant. The results of the validated structural model are depicted in
Figure 2.

Findings and discussion

This paper contributes to several different research streams. By implicating identity and
strategy as key drivers of IMCs, this research complements that built on consumers’ trust,
loyalty and commitment. The research’s conceptual framework was developed based on
commitment/trust theory and the understanding and application of IMC as synergy in
communication, by using multiple modes of communication to send the desired message to
the intended audiences and improve consumers’ loyalty. The emphasis on identity and
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Figure 2.
The structural model
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strategy enables the marketing managers to precisely and consistently communicate,
develop and implement the IMC strategy. The results of this study and our framework can be
a useful guideline for managers to create a more synergistic and effective IMC program.

The findings suggest that the elements of identity (guidelines, personality and
positioning) have an influence on the strategy of the brand (brand identity has positive
impacts on brand’s strategy), which leads to a more synergistic and effective controlled and
uncontrolled communication programme (identity has positive impacts on brand’s
controlled and uncontrolled communication). From an academic and industry standpoint,
the study provides some support for confirming an idea that some marketing and
communications practitioners have believed for years: that consumer attitudes towards a
brand identity may be enhanced by pursuing a strategy that consistently integrates
messages across controlled communication. This research makes a number of contributions
to the literature of identity, strategy, communication and IMC. The research is the primary
basis that confirms the presence of significant direct effects of both identity and strategy on
IMC. This research offers managerial contributions for decision-makers, marketers and
graphic designers who wish to understand the whole situation of the relationship between
identity, strategy and favourable IMC, and their impact on consumers’ trust, loyalty and
commitment. Importantly, this study helps consultants and managers to understand
whether the company’s identity and strategy communicate an authentic message and the
personality of the company to the target audience.

The next findings were based on the relationships between strategy and controlled and
uncontrolled communication. The characteristics of strategy include differentiation, social
responsibility and governance. Our study found that brand strategy has positive impacts on
brand’s visual identity/design, website and promotion (controlled communication).
However, surprisingly, there was no relationship between brand’s strategy and uncontrolled
communication, and the regression path unexpectedly illustrated a significant negative
relationship between these two variables (y = —0.200, t-value = —1.132). Therefore, H5 was
rejected because it was not statistically significant (p 0.258). This unexpected result could be
related to the industry type of the case company. For a more critical consideration of the
emerging insignificant relationship, the literature and the qualitative data were revisited.
The structural model assessment supported the discriminant validity of the research
constructs, and established that the constructs measures are truly distinct. The assessed
discriminant validity correlations were statistically significant (p < 0.05) (Hair et al., 2006).
The estimated correlations among factors were less than the recommended value of 0.92
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(Kline, 2005). Because no study has examined IMC in terms of its association with brand/
corporate identity and strategy, as the current study has done, no direct comparison with
previous research can be made.

Our conceptual framework has many implications for practitioners. The results show
that the companies should focus on efforts that define and develop a favourable identity, and
based on their identity, create a strategy to gain momentum. Following this, the managers
and employees of the company should focus on communicating that provide consistent
identity and strategy to all controlled communication tools. For instance, the company’s
visual identity such as its logo should be used consistently in any communication cues such
as the company’s website. The company should communicate the same message through all
their communications to internal and external audiences. The key elements of uncontrolled
communication have been identified as tertiary communications which are messages that
are imparted about the organisation from third parties. Companies have less control over
these communication cues which may influence decisions either positively or negatively.
Managers should consider wide-ranging plans that assess the strategic roles of a diversity of
communication disciplines and combine these disciplines to provide consistency, clarity and
maximum communications influence (Schultz and Kitchen, 1997, p. 9). In any event, the
findings of this study suggest that the need for further research into the reason why a brand’s
strategy did not appear to correlate with the uncontrolled communications concept.

Specific to IMC in the retail industry, the results of this study indicate that as companies
have control of their brand’s visual identity, website and promotion, the brand’s controlled
communication has positive impacts on uncontrolled communication. In addition, the results
show that consumers’ perception towards controlled communication has positive impacts on
their trust, loyalty and commitment. Technology makes integration possible, and IMC
programmes need to be adopted by organisations to generate synergy between the different
marketing elements to attain short- and long-term relationships with consumers. Managers
and practitioners should use a diversity of communication channels to maintain and enhance
their relationships with consumers. In addition, managers should focus on developing
relations between the brand and consumers through a component of IMC. In particular, retail
communication and managers and sector brands should always rely on the company itself to
represent the services and products, as well as consumer perception, which has implications
for the company’s success.

This article has also focused on the concepts of controlled communication and
uncontrolled communication, their implementations and their relation to trust, loyalty and
commitment. The study into past research has shown that while practitioners have indicated
that IMC is required from organisations, little study has been carried out regarding their
consequences to trust, loyalty and commitment, especially in the retail setting.

The next fundamental outcome of this study is that such an IMC programme will lead
to stronger brand loyalty. The more positive and synergistic are controlled
communication (brand’s visual identity/design, website and promotion) and
uncontrolled communication, the more effective will be the IMC programme, resulting in
exceptionally superior brand loyalty. Every individual in the company is responsible for
the firm’s marketing communication efforts. The evidence of this study should be of
interest to both proponents and critics of IMC and it is hoped that it will serve as an
additional catalyst for further work in this area. There is little doubt that IMC is
increasingly significant in the twenty-first century. However, the results show that the
relationship between the uncontrolled communication and consumers’ trust and
commitment was not significant. This can confirm the essential tenet of the commitment/
trust theory. H10 (H10: B = —0.344, t = —1.710, p = 0.087 > 0.05) and HI12 (H12:
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B = —0.262t= —1.484,p = 0.138 > 0.05) were rejected, as they were not significantly
different from 0 at the 0.001 level of probability.

With regard to the tenth research hypothesis (H10) (brand’s uncontrolled communication
has a positive impact on consumers’ trust towards the brand), the examination found that
there is insignificant relationship between the consumer’s attitude towards the brand’s
uncontrolled communication and their trust towards the brand. This finding is surprising,
considering that the literature indicates that uncontrolled communication has an impact on
consumers’ perception but not necessarily an impact on consumers’ trust and commitment;
it can be a challenge for companies to increase their consumers’ trust and commitment with
the company and its services. Therefore, managers should pay particular attention to IMC
information from the consumers’ point of view.

Future research

This study attempts to develop understanding of the role of identity and strategy on IMC in
relation to building trust, loyalty and commitment, although the findings are not without
their limitations. This study provides a broad base for further research on IMC, identity,
strategy and marketing channel evaluation and effectiveness at a time when this is a key
issue for marketing communications.

In future research, the number of channels studied could be extended; indeed, there may
well be new ones soon. In addition, this study used multiple constructs and measurements
and worked within a retail setting in the UK. Researchers who study retail in the UK could
explore these validated and reliable measurements. This research represents a first attempt
to conceptualise the favourable IMC and its antecedents and consequences in a retail setting;
hence, a future study could further develop the concept of IMC in a retail setting taking into
account the various stakeholders (e.g. consumers, employees, shareholders and employers).
It should also be helpful to consider other modes of services. In this respect, further study
should investigate whether the domain of the favourable IMC construct modifies or changes,
and how the association in the proposed framework would differ with the type of
relationships being investigated. Furthermore, a future study could explore whether the
relationships found in this study hold in other countries. This study is the first on the topic
of the relationship identity and strategy on IMC in relation to building trust, loyalty and
commitment. It attempts to empirically examine the IMC by using a quantitative approach to
examine and validate a conceptual model using structural equation modelling. Given the
increased attention on the IMC, the lack of systematic and empirical research on the IMC is
alarming.

This study might be examined by conducting an exploratory research. Furthermore,
replicated study is required to gain greater generalisability and validity for the examined
measurement and relationships. In addition, the developed and extended scales of the
favourable IMC and the related research constructs could be investigated in future research.
Future research could replicate the conceptual framework of the present study in another
setting. Furthermore, to adapt the constructs used in the current conceptual framework for a
different research setting, future study should examine the validity and reliability of the
constructs of interest. Because some of the findings of this study, such as the direct effect of
strategy on uncontrolled communication, were unexpected and could be related to the type of
business that the case company belongs to, future study might usefully repeat this research
in another sector or country, to examine the abstractions of the findings. Furthermore, the
relationship between the uncontrolled communication and trust and commitment was not
found to be significant. This could be a long-term investigation.
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