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MARKETING | ORIGINAL RESEARCH PAPER

Exploring internal stakeholders’ emotional 
attachment & corporate brand perceptions 
through corporate storytelling for branding
Brighton Nyagadza1,2*, Ernest M. Kadembo3 and Africa Makasi4

Abstract:  The goal of this article was to explore internal stakeholders’ emotional 
attachment and corporate brand perceptions through corporate storytelling for 
branding. Due to the nature of the research questions, the research was purely 
qualitative in nature. A total of fifty four (54) in-depth semi-structured interviews 
were conducted from 2019 to 2020. These constituted the bedrock of qualitative 
data analysis for the study. An interpretivist research paradigm, anchored on sub
jectivist ontology, were both applied as research philosophy pillars. This was done 
by the researchers in order to get deeper understanding of corporate stories for 
branding in the six (6) selected listed company. Purposive sampling was used to 
select respondents from three (3) levels of authority, thus operational, tactical and 
strategic level. The mutual connection on variables of corporate stories for branding 
and Impression Management theory elements depicted that these are related to 
internal stakeholder’s corporate brand perceptions. The research results showed 
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that there is a positive nexus between corporate stories for branding with emotional 
attachment and internal stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions. 
Recommendations include that corporate management need to consciously involve 
internal stakeholders in developing corporate stories for branding, as it is crucial in 
carving positive corporate brand perceptions and emotional attachment. The 
research contributes to the theory and practice by shaping listed corporates to be 
able to maximise effectiveness of their corporate strategies, meant to improve 
internal corporate reputation and motivation of internal stakeholders.

Subjects: Work & Organizational Psychology; Organizational Communication; Strategic 
Management; Marketing  

Keywords: emotional attachment; listed companies; corporate storytelling for branding; 
internal stakeholders; perceptions; Zimbabwe
JEL Classification: M3; M31

“The world is set of stories which must be chosen among to live the good life in a process of 
continual recreation” (Fisher, 1985) 

1. Introduction
Corporate storytelling for branding has assisted a variety of organisations in efficiently attaining of 
communicative goals (Mendonca, 2015; Nyagadza et al., 2019; Smith & Keyton, 2001). Kadembo 
(2016, p. 18), suggests that branding is an important marketing tool that helps in giving the 
product a unique identity for purposes of differentiating it from other similar products that perform 
the same or similar functions. Choudhury (2001, p. 1) referenced by Kadembo (2016, p. 15), defines 
a corporate brand as any distinctive feature on a product or service, which differentiate itself from 
others in the market. Aggregate satisfaction in a corporate product or service defines a corporate 
brand. Kadembo (2016, p. 15), contends that a brand refers to the maximisation in totality of 
quality of performance, the packaged pricing, the strategies of distribution used as well as 
reputation attached. A bold connection exists in corporate storytelling and branding since the 
former tends to shape the latter. This results in the incubation of the concept called corporate 
storytelling for branding. Internal stakeholders are important audience of the corporate stories for 
branding since they are the primary custodians of the corporate brand. Their perceptions towards 
the corporate brand as a result of corporate stories for branding have a bearing on how companies 
tend to survive the competition in both private and public sectors. This is so because the feelings of 
internal stakeholders reinforce adoption of the corporate cultures and values, and ultimately the 
corporate reputation. The article explored the internal stakeholders’ emotional attachment and 
corporate brand perception through corporate storytelling for branding, within selected 
Zimbabwean listed companies. Therefore, the study sought to answer the following qualitative 
methodological questions which were used to guide the research study; what kind of perception do 
you have about your organisation’s corporate brand as an internal stakeholder? To what extent are 
you emotionally attached to the corporate brand? Target of the interviews was internal stake
holders (employees from lower, middle to upper level of authority). Further to this, the article 
presented important research results which depict that there is a missing link on conception and 
customary action on emotional attachment and corporate brand perceptions through corporate 
storytelling for branding by organisations. These are of help to Zimbabwean, regional, international 
and global business and marketing practitioners, academic researchers and corporate storytelling 
strategists in understanding the connection between emotional attachment and internal stake
holders’ corporate brand perceptions. Having the knowledge would assist them in crafting corpo
rate strategies from corporate storytelling for branding and impression management. Corporates 
need to design effective corporate stories for branding so as to influence the internal stakeholders 
positively. Findings from the critical synthesis of literature and/or review pave a way for empirically 
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testing the research propositions. All these exhibit the power of both online and offline media 
channels, such as the social media and main stream corporate platforms, to which corporate 
stories for branding are shared.

2. Research context
It is of utmost importance to know that, in agreement with Kadembo (2016, p. 20), corporate 
storytelling for branding paves way for the organisations to differentiate themselves with a unique 
identity. If the corporate stories for branding are positive or negative, questions are thrown to 
investigate their effects on the internal stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions. The current 
situation in the selected Zimbabwean-listed companies (found in sampled telecommunications, 
construction, retail, banking, consumer fast-moving goods and manufacturing sectors) shows that 
the employee’s attitude towards corporate brands has an effect to the corporate performance and 
brand identity. Some sectors have indicated growing spirit of demotivation of its employees with 
increases in negative perceptions of the corporate stories for branding shared within their respec
tive organisations. This entirely has affected their emotional attachment to the corporate brand. 
The function and role of the internal stakeholders, especially the employees has changed, as they 
are now being taken as the corporate brand ambassadors of the organisation. Internal stake
holders, interactivity with both internal and external environments depicts that these have a direct 
impact on the perceptions driven towards the corporate brand itself. Their values and behaviours 
need to be in sync with their perceptions and emotional attachment to the corporate brand. 
However, the corporate media polarisation in the selected listed companies as a result of informal 
internal stakeholder journalism, has perverted the real conveyance taste of true corporate stories 
for branding! The internal stakeholders of the selected listed companies have developed differ
entiated perceptions of the corporate stories for branding shared amongst them within their 
organisations. This influences the way the organisation performs and identifies itself against 
other competitors in the business fraternity. The current state of the Zimbabwean corporate 
media fraternity has an impact on how listed companies are doing their best to maintain corporate 
identity and image for corporate success. Related prior researches showed that there are insuffi
cient predictors of corporate brand emotional attachment (Park et al., 2009; Oliver, 1999; 
Patwardhan & Balasubramanian, 2011; So et al., 2013; Thompson et al., 2006; Yongjae et al., 
2018). Employees as primary stakeholders are keener to hear corporate stories for branding 
related to accomplishments, self-promotional, benefits and emotion bearing ones. Corporate 
stories related to vision and mission statement are less appealing in the companies, as they 
tend to be directly linked to the corporate strategy as a whole. However, evidence in the listed 
corporates shows that corporate activities, as part of corporate stories for branding elements, has 
proven to be more likeable than other elements (Spear & Roper, 2013). Managers within these 
corporates are making efforts to communicate and build these corporate stories for branding, 
since they involve a two-way communication mode, through various media platforms such as 
corporate websites, official social media sites like the WhatsApp (though assumed to be a bit 
informal in nature), YouTube, twitter, team briefings and official annual meetings. Some of the 
methods are the effective and the less effective. Feedback is provided, but the sentiments from the 
internal stakeholders (mainly the employees), indicates that there is limitation in the effectiveness 
of the conveyance of the communiques. There are gaps that exist in previous studies indicating 
that employees’ corporate brand emotional attachment is important for internal corporate brand
ing. On the other hand, the nature and type of emotional corporate brand attachment is depicted 
in the corporate brand relationships, brand love, love marks, brand communities, brand commit
ment, and other areas such as passion, intimacy are linked to many other research (Aaker, 1997; 
Carroll & Ahuvia, 2006; Fournier, 1998; Herskovitz & Crystal, 2010; Kim et al., 2008; Muniz & 
O’Guinn, 2001; Pawle & Cooper, 2006; Schouten & McAlexander, 1995; Warrington & Shim, 2000; 
Woodside, 2010; Yongjae et al., 2018). Therefore, it is against this background that prompted the 
researchers to carry a research study exploring internal stakeholders’ emotional attachment and 
corporate brand perceptions through corporate storytelling for branding.
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3. Research problem
From the background and the preliminary literature review, it has been ascertained that 
internal stakeholders are vital advocates and recipients of corporate stories for branding 
(Abratt & Keyn, 2012). Corporate brand perceptions can be shaped through the use of 
corporate storytelling for branding as it embraces internal and external communication 
issues, through conventional and digital platforms (Dowling, 2006; Nyagadza et al., 2019). 
A well-crafted corporate story for branding needs to bear the qualities which push 
a corporate reputation and suggests that the major reputation platforms are necessary initial 
points (Spear & Roper, 2013; Van Riel & Fombrun, 2007). Corporate stories for branding results 
in making interested parties see the corporates as more genuine, different, truthful, trans
forming and lovable, then it will polish up the corporate reputation (Dowling, 2006; Spear & 
Roper, 2013). Authors argue that this is also necessary in the designing of overall corporate 
strategies. Corporate storytelling for branding has become fast-rising area of interest in the 
study of brands (Nyagadza et al., 2019; Spear & Roper, 2013). With expertise of working with 
corporate brands, the authors have found that corporate brands tell stories which go beyond 
just selling the corporate brand. They found that corporate storytelling for branding is a key 
element in harmonising corporate strategy with its internal stakeholders. The main problem 
the study aimed to address, was the need to look into internal stakeholders’ perceptions of 
the corporate storytelling for branding and emotional attachment to the corporate brand. 
Usually, in organisations, there are many instances when pervasive and retrogressive corpo
rate activities are experienced and are not reported in corporate stories for branding. The 
same case is found in some of corporate brand associations, which tend to affect internal 
stakeholders’ perceptions.

4. Brief literature review
Corporate storytelling for branding is the storyline which depicts the corporate courageous purpose 
and links a stakeholder’s internal state of the mind with its corporate brand (Nyagadza et al., 
2019). It is an original, fascinating and causing a desire to know more garrulous story, which 
enhances the brand that it represents. A corporate story for branding that can represent the 
organization well can also be known as a signature brand story. In companies, corporate stories of 
branding emerge in different formats such as images, narratives, audios or videos (both online and 
offline). These tend to influence perceptions of the internal stakeholders of the corporate brand. 
Once corporate stories for branding are important in the architecture of what the corporate is 
known for, ultimately it is necessary to understand their relation to internal stakeholders’ corpo
rate brand perceptions as well as retention to the organisation (Janssen et al., 2012; Spear & 
Roper, 2013; Vingirayi et al., 2019).

4.1. Corporate storytelling for branding
Furthermore, Spear and Roper (2013) and Hermansson (2008) found that, “corporate story
telling for branding is part of human communication”. A variety of authors have written more 
on how corporate storytelling for branding in line with how it results in emotional arousal in 
the organisations. These include but not limited to S. Morgan and Dennehy (1997), McLellan 
(2006), Herskovitz and Crystal (2010), Woodside (2010), and Spear and Roper (2013). Currently, 
there are high prompts in academic research on corporate storytelling for branding (Spear & 
Roper, 2013). However, there is still limited research conducted on how corporates actually 
convey corporate stories for branding (De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003; Mossberg, 2008; 
Romaniuk & Gaillard, 2007; Smith & Keyton, 2001; Spear & Roper, 2013), and how these affect 
internal stakeholders’ corporate brand perception. Globally, Apple is rated as the top storyteller 
for branding, followed by Cadbury and McDonald’s (Marketing Week, 2018). In Zimbabwe, there 
are currently 66 listed corporates but little is known about the effect of corporate stories for 
branding (according to Spear & Roper, 2013), on the corporate brand perceptions of internal 
stakeholders.
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4.2. Emotional attachment
As internal stakeholders’ become more connected to a corporate story for branding, they are 
in close ranks with the corporate brand due to the presence of the attracting element- 
yielding joy, freedom from apprehension and contentment. Thus, it is believed that internal 
stakeholders who have a higher level of psychological loyalty towards the corporate brand 
would be connected to it for a prolonged period of time. The researchers agree that corporate 
brand perception is the way stakeholders evaluate or see an organisation in its entirety and 
give a position against other brands. The concept of perception is a psychological matter that 
is related to mental processes and imaging upon assessing a variable (Schroeder & 
Borgerson, 2005; Smith & Wheeler, 2002). Internal stakeholders perceive a corporate brand 
positively if the related brand stories such as corporate associations, corporate values, 
corporate personalities, and corporate culture are intertwined to the sum of a whole. 
Corporate brand perception is a resultant effect of combined information and related emo
tions about the brand. Furthermore, corporate brand relationship and brand meaning ideally 
tend to shape the level of influence towards stakeholders (internal and external) (Escalas & 
Stern, 2003). Emotions evoke perceptions, because these are issues related to mental pro
cesses (Nyagadza et al., 2019). However, if there is inconsistency in terms of how rational and 
emotional aspects influence the audience, negative perceptions tend to mount against the 
corporate brand.

4.3. Corporate brand perceptions
Internal stakeholders perceive positively a corporate brand if the related brand stories such 
as corporate associations, corporate values, corporate personalities, and corporate culture 
are intertwined to the sum of a whole (Nyagadza et al., 2018; Schroeder & Borgerson, 2005; 
Smith & Wheeler, 2002). Corporate brand perception is a product of combined information 
and related emotions about the brand. The more the internal stakeholders’ are attached to 
a corporate story for branding, they are likely to result in proximity or close ranks to the 
corporate brand due to the existence of emotions (Kapferer & Bastien, 2009; Nyagadza et al., 
2019). With this knowledge already tapped, a gap exists on whether there is an association 
between corporate storytelling for branding and internal stakeholders’ corporate brand per
ceptions. Therefore, it is argued that the more connection to the corporate storytelling for 
branding then there is more probability of internal stakeholders’ attachment to the corporate 
brand. The current study seeks to close the gap by evaluating the link on internal stake
holders’ corporate brand perceptions and corporate storytelling for branding. The researchers 
believe that there is a strong link between emotional attachments to the corporate story for 
branding. Once internal stakeholders are emotionally attached to a corporate story for 
branding, this leads to positive perception towards the corporate brand. The reverse is also 
true.

5. Theoretical framework
This paper integrated corporate storytelling for branding constructs, which make it functional to 
produce a theoretical framework and understanding of the internal stakeholders’ corporate brand 
perceptions, as well as emotional attachment to the corporate brand. The theoretical framework 
that best explained the relationship between corporate storytelling for branding and internal 
stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions was Impression Management (IM) theory. Much of 
the literature on corporate storytelling for branding lacked theoretical frameworks, such as 
Mucundorfeanu (2018), Cornelissen et al. (2012), De Chernatony & Segal-Horn, 2003, p. 818), and 
Melewar (2003, p. 195) according to Spear and Roper (2013). Therefore, this section considered 
previous theoretical frameworks used in prior research so as to identify, the best one for this 
article, in sync with its trajectory. The following table 1 is the summary of previous theoretical 
frameworks used to evaluate corporate storytelling for branding, together with the methodologies 
used.
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The core of each theory include the following; Stakeholder theory advocates organisations have 
a mandate which obliges them to look into the interests of major players that are influenced by 
their activities (Daugaard & Johansen, 2014; Nyagadza et al., 2019). On the other hand, Narrative 
theory depicts the cradle to the formation of corporate storytelling for branding behaviour which 
leads to the uptake of corporate story for branding descriptors as well as content (Woodside, 
2010). The central proposition is that stakeholders utilise sellable goods as indicative brands which 
show some related myths in line with their beliefs (Holt & Cornelissen, 2013; Wertime, 2002; 
Woodside, 2008). The Drama theory advances that the dramatic performances are as a result of 
the consumers’ activities involvement, which are dovetailed from passive and active tendencies 
(Woodside et al., 2008, p.105). Impression Management theory propounds that socializations are 
viewed as dramaturgical in nature and humans as stakeholders to certain things usually end up 

Table 1. Theoretical approaches used in prior research relating to corporate storytelling for 
branding and corporate branding
Theory Area Author Methodology
Impression management 
theory

Corporate reputation Spear and Roper (2013) Empirical and content 
analysis.

Impression management 
theory

Corporate 
communication

Connolly-Aher and 
Broadway (2007)

Empirical and content 
analysis.

Impression management 
theory

Consulting McFall (2017). Empirical and 
quantitative.

Impression management 
theory

Marketing 
Communications

Young et al., (1994). Empirical and content 
analysis.

Impression management 
theory

Marketing 
Communications

Wu and Shang (2012). Empirical and content 
analysis.

Narrative theory Corporate Stories Woodside (2007) Conceptual

Narrative theory Metaphor in 
conversations

Doyle and Sims (2002) Empirical and content 
analysis.

Narrative theory Narrative processing Escalas (2004) Empirical and content 
analysis.

Narrative theory Storytelling Kadembo (2012) 
Nyagadza et al. (2019)

Conceptual.

Narrative theory Storytelling Daugaard and Johansen 
(2014).

Empirical and content 
analysis.

Stakeholder theory Corporate identity Spear and Roper (2013) Empirical and content 
analysis.

Stakeholder theory Corporate identity Balmer Fukukawa, and 
Gray (2003, p. 10)

Conceptual

Stakeholder theory Corporate reputation Spear and Roper (2013) Empirical and content 
analysis.

Stakeholder theory Corporate reputation Dickinson-Delaporte et al. 
(2010, p. 1871)

Empirical and 
quantitative.

Stakeholder theory Corporate reputation Mahon (2002, p. 423) Empirical and 
quantitative.

Consumer storytelling 
theory

Storytelling Woodside (2008) Conceptual

Consumer storytelling 
theory

Storytelling and Sense 
making in organizations

Weick and Browning 
(1986).

Empirical and 
quantitative.

Consumer storytelling 
theory

Storytelling Wertime (2002) Conceptual

Drama theory Cognitive and affective 
responses

Wells (1988). Empirical and 
quantitative.

Signalling theory A communication review Connelly et al. (2011) Theoretical review.

Source: Researchers’ own conception (derived from literature and theoretical review) (2020). 
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conducting performances in front of selected audiences (Gardner & Martinko, 1988; Goffman, 
1959; Nyagadza et al., 2019; Spear & Roper, 2013). Lastly, the Signalling theory mainly focuses 
on issues relating to a strategic balance of information between concerned stakeholders, whether 
internal or external (Connelly et al., 2011; Spence, 2002).

5.1. Using impression management as the theoretical framework
The Impression Management is relevant for this research study as it allows the readers to connect 
the major components of corporate stories for branding. Many Impression Management strategies 
and tactics have been utilised for human interactions and are also meant for functional use in 
corporates (Carter, 2006; Nyagadza et al., 2019; Spear & Roper, 2013). Researchers agree that 
corporate stories for branding elements and Impression Management have a strong relationship 
with how internal stakeholders perceive the corporate brand. The link is projected based on the 
theoretical literature made by authorities who confirm the link that exists between IM and 
Corporate storytelling for branding, according to Goffman (1959), Johns and Pittman (1982), 
Tetlock and Manstead, (1985)Gardner and Martinko (1988), Schlenker and Weigold (1992), 
Elsbach et al. (1998), Carter (2006), Brennan et al. (2009), Spear and Roper (2013), McFall (2017), 
Thompson-Whiteside et al. (2018), and Nyagadza et al. (2019). The respective links are explored 
further with a view to demonstrate their impact on corporate story for branding. Scale of 
Impression Management behavioural elements include self-promotion, exemplification, acclama
tion, intimidation, and ingratiation. These behavioural strategies were unfolded by Spear and Roper 
(2013).

6. Materials and methods
A total of fifty-four (54) in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted in 2019 to 2020 and 
these constituted the bedrock of qualitative data analysis for the study. An interpretivist research 
paradigm, anchored on subjectivist ontology was applied as research philosophy pillars. This was 
done by the researchers in order to get some deeper understanding of corporate stories for 
branding in the six selected listed companies, in line with perceptual influences. The respondents 
were given codes starting from R1 to R54, in sequential order of interviews conducted throughout 
the research period. The development of the interview guide was informed by a more compre
hensive approach to literature review (Polit & Beck., 2004, p. 489). The guide to interview was 
scrutinized by experts in the qualitative research so as to enhance content validity and reliability 
according to Surujlal and Dhurup (2011, p. 26). Thereafter, a pilot test was conducted on the 
interview guide using ten participants to enhance the integrity of the data as well as to ascertain 
the proper flow of questions (Surujlal, 2011, p.121; Muposhi, 2015, p.183; Nyagadza, 2020). The 
integrity of the methodology of study utilized to produce desired results for this research was 
highly dependent on the reliability and validity of qualitative study applied (Granehiem & 
Lundman, 2004, p. 109). Purposive sampling was used to enhance the richness of the data in an 
attempt to answer the research questions as far as possible (Russell & Gregory, 2003, p. 36). In 
every qualitative study, the researcher(s) plays an integral role of bringing in research credibility 
and integrity. By virtue of receiving adequate training in research methodology, the researchers 
conducted all the interviews, since they had phenomenal knowledge of the concepts that were 
under inquiry. Researchers’ reflexivity was employed so as to enhance trustworthiness of the 
inquiry, by disclosing all personal beliefs and values that underpin the study (Creswell & Miller, 
2000, p. 121). This is the reason why the researchers were physically available during the study, 
and they made sure that they do not include any preconceptions about the subject under inquiry. 
Consistency of responses was analysed by the researchers so as to maintain the much required 
credibility (Easterby-Smith et al., 2008) and evaluated the responses using forms of questioning 
(Long & Johnson, 2000, p. 31). Prolonged engagement in the conduct of the interviews, averaging 
between 30 and 60 min was done so as to produce thick data that is revealing to the study 
phenomenon (Kirk & Miller, 1986, p.30–31; Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 242).

In a bid to increase the credibility of the study, the researchers requested seven respondents who 
were readily available to evaluate the interview transcripts as a way of testing the truthfulness of the 
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views reflected. In order to safeguard the skipping of important information, the data were analysed 
following an iterative format, in addition to member validation (Morse et al., 2002, p. 17). Peer 
debriefing was done as an additional method of emphasising credibility of the study (Morrow, 
2005, p. 257; Muposhi, 2015, p. 185; Nyagadza, 2019). The process of debriefing was done by the 
authors, and took an analyst triangulation where an audit trail was done to check for adequacy of the 
research process (Myrdal, 1970, p. 43, Patton, 1999, p. 1193). The researchers made sure that there is 
meticulous evidence regarding the interviewing process in form of recorded transcripts of the inter
views and the interviewer’s notes for retest reliability (Mays & Pope, 1995, p.110; Surujlal & Dhurup, 
2011, p. 127) and themes corroboration (Crabtree & Miller, 1999, p. 170). Thematic analysis and axial 
coding was used to analyse the interview responses. Qualitative analysis was employed to collect and 
analyse the literature. The words such as corporate storytelling for branding and internal stake
holders’ corporate brand perceptions were used to guide the search process. The most cited literature 
was from Spear and Roper (2013) and So et al. (2013). To look for authorship in the research area, the 
authors carried out investigations in journals that have the strong reputation in the area of corporate 
storytelling for branding: Journal of Marketing Research, European Journal of Marketing, Journal of 
Business Communication, Journal of Marketing and others. The literature search was conducted in 
May 2019 and was not restricted to certain years. Articles that were not related to the study area 
were deleted from the selection because the focus of the current paper is on corporate storytelling for 
branding. All non-empirical articles were also excluded.

The sex-disaggregated composition of respondents’ statistics comprised 40% females and 
60% males. Mean age range for the operations level of authority was dominating at 
25 ≤ 34 years, followed by 35 ≤ 44 years for the tactical level and strategic level being at 
45 ≤ 54 years. This distribution of age and gender statistics could be as a result of education 
levels as well as the history and experience of service within the selected listed companies. The 
sector to which each of the listed companies belong to play a major role in the results 
presented in the table 2, as appointments and work contracts (either permanent, fixed or 
backup) tend to differ across the board. On average the strategic level employees hold at 
least a master’s degree and for the tactical ones, most of them had undergraduate qualifica
tions ranging from a college diploma, professional diploma and a university degree, which was 
almost the same with the operational customer service level.

7. Results
The following is an analysis of the results from interviews, documentary analysis and observations, 
in sequential ordering.

8. Interviews
The current study depicted that emotional attachment is an issue related to high connective- 
bond towards a corporate brand by the internal stakeholders. What triggers a connective-bond 
to the corporate brand, is the perception aggravated on the shared corporate stories for 
branding amongst the audience, which tend to be the internal stakeholders. If internal stake
holders face a stressful working environment and organisational politics, this normally results 
in negative perceptions and impressions to the corporate brand. Corporate values, corporate 
activities, corporate personalities and corporate associations have an impact on how internal 
stakeholders perceive the corporate brand and the level of emotional attachment. However, 
upon making a deep scrutiny on the interview results the researchers noted that negative 
responses were more on the part of less experienced internal stakeholders in terms of corpo
rate history. Again, female respondents looked more passive in their responses than their male 
counterparts. The issue related to the authority level had an impact on the response tone 
ushered by the respondents.

The excerpts under this section present different answers given by respondents to the inter
view questions; “what perception do you have on your organisation’s corporate brand as an 
internal stakeholder? To what extent are you emotionally attached to the corporate brand?” 
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Due to the responses elicited from the interviews, the researchers saw that emotional attach
ment to the corporate brand is directly linked to investment of attention, thus the desire to 
leave self-interest so as to allow a connection to the corporate brand. Emotional attachment 
tend to differ and vary in the depth or strength. Deeper emotional attachments to the 
corporate brand as noted in the research process like the response of R39, depicted a bold 
feeling of connection, affection, love and compassion. This can be confirmed with the views of 
other researchers who have made some inquiries related to emotional attachment. These 
include Thomson et al. (2005, p. 78), Aron and Westbay (1996), Bowlby (1979), Brennan et al. 
(1998), Feeney and Noller (1996), Fehr and Russell (1991), Sternberg (1997).

Respondent R15;
“The corporate brand of our organisation was built by our predecessors. It has a strong position in 
the market and it is very difficult to destroy it as it is [laughs]. I think it will continue to survive in the 
market … although sometimes it is affected by some bad reputation … .In terms of emotional 
attachment, I can simply say I am emotionally attached to it.”

The response of R15 depicts total loyalty and positive emotional attachment to the corporate 
brand. This shows the more the internal stakeholders are connected emotionally to the corporate 
brand the higher the proximity they have to the corporate brand. Adopting the Impression 
Management as the theoretical framework for this study, has led to the scientific testing of the 
theory in ascertaining the relationship between corporate storytelling for branding and internal 
stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions. The exploration of the Impression Management stra
tegies can indicate the potential for corporate stories for branding to shape the audience form of 
the corporate brand (Nyagadza et al., 2019, p. 48).

Respondent R3;
“I think our corporate brand it’s a lie [frowns], it’s a wolf in sheep clothing.”

Respondent R3 depicted an element of negative perception towards the corporate brand. Causes of 
this drive can be as a result of negative emotional attachment that was also found in R1, R8, R16, R21 
R36, R51 responses. In some sources, this can be viewed as cognitive dissonance. Under Impression 
Management, the authors saw this kind of emotional attachment as signifying a conflicting tendency, 
concretely intended and symmetrically conscious in form. The conflict element can be used as part of 
supplication behaviour in Impression Management, as this element identifies the problems the 
company has faced, but also how these have been overcome (Spear & Roper, 2013; Dowling, 2006; 
Melewar, 2003; Woodside et al., 2008; Nyagadza et al., 2019, p. 47). At times individual internal 
stakeholders tend to showcase some expectations towards a supported impression that is desired.

Respondent R27
“The corporate brand is good and has been well accepted but the challenge is, it has been left 
unsupported. It is lacking promotion financially and the products levels are not maintained.”

Respondent R39;
“We have a strong corporate brand which stands out among other corporates, which makes it competitive. 
I am emotionally attached to it to the extent of defending it if there are negative things being said about it.”

The tone of respondents R27 and R39, showed signs of pride in the corporate brand. Pride can also be 
seen as self-promotion behaviour, whereas fear could be portrayed as part of supplication behaviour. 
However, to be precise, in tandem with the provisions of Impression Management theory, it is argued that 
the responses of R27 and R39, can be as a result of masking an unpleasant or unacceptable situation that 
can be taking place within the organisation. This is in cognisance of the works of Goffman (1959), who 
made a conceptualization of the front and back stage models of Impression Management. Further to this, 
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the emotional expression of Impressions here shows that the internal stakeholders’ perceptions during 
the interview, might have been incongruent with their personalised truthful expressive impressions.

Corporate brand storytelling has an emotion element in them since emotion is a key element, such as 
pride expressed before (Keller, 2009; Chiu et al., 2012; Spear & Roper, 2013; Nyagadza et al., 2019, p. 48; 
Musingarimi et al., 2020). Conflict element is part of defensive strategy in Impression Management 
theory. This strategy includes the company reacting to a given problem that might have occurred, as 
Spear and Roper (2013) and Nyagadza et al. (2019, p. 47) contend. This can influence internal stake
holders’ perceptions by assisting the corporate brand in gaining legitimacy and reducing negative 
characteristics attributed to it (Spear & Roper, 2013). This was also evident in the responses by R15, 
R20, R31, R34, R40 and R50. The selected listed companies can use the activities element to demonstrate 
strategy development as it depicts the activities taken by the organisation, in line with Bolino et al. (2008) 
and Spear and Roper (2013). This can yield positive perceptions towards the corporate brand!

As internal stakeholders become more connected to a corporate story for branding, they are in close 
ranks with the corporate brand due to the presence of the attracting element-yielding joy, corporate 
freedom from apprehension and contentment (Jones & Leverenz, 2017). Thus, it is believed that internal 
stakeholders who have a higher level of psychological loyalty towards the corporate brand would 
connect to it for a prolonged period of time. With this, corporate brand perception is the way internal 
stakeholders evaluate or see an organisation in its entirety and gives a position against other brands. The 
concept of perception is a psychological matter that is related to mental processes and imaging upon 
assessing a variable (Nyagadza, 2020; Schroeder & Borgerson, 2005; Smith & Wheeler, 2002). Internal 
stakeholders perceive positively a corporate brand if the related brand stories such as corporate associa
tions, corporate values, corporate personalities, and corporate culture are intertwined to the sum of 
a whole. The researchers see that corporate brand perception is an outcome of combined information 
and related emotions about the brand, according to the researchers.

Corporate brand relationship and brand meaning ideally tend to shape the level of influence towards 
stakeholders (internal and external). Emotions evoke perceptions, because these are directly related to 
psychologica processes. However, if there is inconsistency in terms of how rational and emotional aspects 
influence the audience, negative perceptions tend to mount against the corporate brand. This can 
influence internal stakeholders’ perceptions by assisting the corporate brand in gaining legitimacy and 
reducing negative characteristics attributed to it (Spear & Roper, 2013, Ogden & Clarke, 2005; Nyagadza 
et al., 2019, p. 47). With the above analysis and evaluation, the researchers suggest that Impression 
Management theory clearly shows a great relationship to corporate storytelling for branding. Emotional 
attachment is directly linked to the latter. The emphasis is that internal stakeholders can dramatize, have 
expressive control maintenance, misrepresentation, mystification, reality and contrivance all as a result 
of their perceptions and emotional attachment to the corporate brand.

9. Document analysis
Document analysis was done using publicly available documents and secondary sources. These 
mainly included corporate annual reports, magazines, heralded documents, newspapers and 
website content data sources. The document analysis was done for all the six selected listed 
companies; C1, C2, C3, C4, C5 and C6. The aim for the document analysis was meant to get deeper 
understanding of the selected companies on how they portray themselves through corporate 
storytelling for branding and how this may have an impact internal stakeholder’s perception of 
the corporate brand. Themes developed from research questions (emotional attachment and 
corporate brand) were used to guide the content analysis in the documents that were analysed 
by the researchers. The elements examined in each of these corporate stories for branding 
strategies was based on elements found in Keller (1993), Aaker (1997), Thomson et al. (2005), 
Keller (2006) and Yongjae et al. (2018). The checklist in table 3 was compiled by the researchers as 
a way to verify evidence in the selected listed companies’ corporate stories for branding document 
content, in terms of emotional attachment and the corporate brand. The source of the corporate 
stories for branding document content analysis come from official annual reports of the selected 
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listed companies. Companies have been given unique codes; C1, C2, C3, C4, C5 and C6. Verification 
is indicated by a Y symbol, to indicate presence of an element in the corporate stories for branding 
and an N symbol to depict absence of the latter.

In reference to the analytical schematic table 3, once the employees are captivated by the corporate 
stories for branding in an organisation, it becomes easy for them to be emotionally attached to the 
corporate brand itself. The target audience of corporate stories for branding are influenced by how 
they evaluate the level of sense making in the latter. The way internal stakeholders position a certain 
corporate brand in their minds, shows clearly the degree to which an organisation is competent. 
Corporate activities are very instrumental elements of the organisation as they represent the corpo
rate stories for branding. Furthermore, corporate activities such as corporate social responsibility can 
be a strong brand story element, which drives a desired brand imaging in the stakeholders mind. All 
stakeholders, be it internal or external, have an intuitive approach towards activities. They make 
evaluation against what the corporate brand promises and the desired results (Keller et al., 2002). 
As internal stakeholders are attached to a corporate story for branding, they are likely to feel closer to 
the corporate brand due to the existence of emotions. With this knowledge already tapped, a gap 
exists on whether there is an association between corporate storytelling for branding and internal 
stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions. Therefore, it is argued that an increased connection to the 
corporate storytelling for branding enhances the probability of internal stakeholders’ attachment to 
the corporate brand. The utilisation of the coding methodology in documentary analysis to analyse the 
presence and inclusion of Impression Management strategies or behaviours in the corporate story
telling for branding of the six selected listed companies.

10. Observations
As part of the qualitative research study, an effort was made to do observations at the stations 
which were visited during the interview sessions. There was only one organisation which was 
excluded from the observation due to its ethical policies. The other five listed organisations have 
been observed by the researchers in line with the research themes; emotional attachment and the 
corporate brand perceptions. They recorded the observations during the interview sessions for all 
the five selected listed corporates. Buildings, clothing (officially approved apparel), posters, frames, 
digital-static billboards and artefacts inside the buildings were observed to check the presence of 
the elements related to corporate storytelling for branding. The observation was that it was 
difficult to notice perceptions and emotional elements related to Impression management. 
Posters discovered in the five sampled listed corporates available to the public receptions and 
offices included the heralding of the corporate values in terms of mission statements, corporate 
goals, corporate visions, snapshots of corporate strategies and the entire corporate brand (Larsen, 
2000; Megee & Woodside, 2010). To be more precise the observation results showed that almost 
all the selected listed companies had their branded apparel worn by employees, mainly in banking 
area and retail, as well as telecoms. Within the branded apparel, the corporate brand was more 
visible corporate storytelling element than any other form of corporate brand communications. 
Posters inside the companies were associated with the corporate brand as well as the main 
corporate colours. Internal stakeholders resultantly see corporate stories for branding as capable 
of possessing personality traits (So et al., 2013, Hawabhay, 2009). As alluded to earlier, it was 
difficult to evaluate the level of perceptions and truthful behaviour of the internal stakeholders and 
their emotional attachment, as there is an element of dramaturgy in impressions showcased 
(Schroeder & Borgerson, 2005; Smith & Wheeler, 2002). This view is corroborated by Goffman 
(1959) who argued that people tend to dramatize during their service delivery and at times it may 
lead to burnouts in terms of how they deliver their service promises. This is in agreement with 
Spear and Roper (2013) and Hermansson (2008) who found that, corporate storytelling for brand
ing is part of human communication. The way the internal stakeholders interacted within the 
selected listed companies highly resembled their corporate cultures which are embedded in the 
corporate values and belief systems. In sync with this notion, corporate stories for branding are 
intended to effect the corporate’s plans of action, through the corporate purpose, core actions and 
belief systems (Marzec, 2007). Combatively, in summation, the observation research results 
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showed that majority of the selected listed companies herald their corporate stories for branding 
in various forms.

11. Managerial implications
As internal stakeholders are attached to a corporate story for branding, they are likely to be 
attracted to the corporate brand due to the existence of emotions. With this knowledge already 
tapped, a gap exists on whether there is an association between corporate storytelling for 
branding and internal stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions. Therefore, it is argued that 
a closer connection to the corporate storytelling for branding is likely to result in internal 
stakeholders’ increased attachment to the corporate brand. The current study seeks to close 
the gap by evaluating the link on internal stakeholders’ corporate brand perceptions and 
corporate storytelling for branding. There is a strong link between emotional attachments to 
the corporate story for branding. Once internal stakeholders are emotionally attached to 
a brand story, this leads to the directed change to positive perception to the corporate brand. 
The reverse is therefore true. Corporate stories for branding as the most important element of 
impression management tactics for the organisations have the ability to improve the strategic 
elements. The corporate activities element in corporate stories for branding form a great and 
important part of the demonstrative strategy that organisations can use to differentiate itself 
from competitors. It is also a vital factor in passing message to corporates on what they will be 
doing in their organisations (Marzec, 2007; Nyagadza, 2020). Corporate stories for branding can 
be used to motivate internal stakeholders to create strong emotional bonds and close ranks 
with the corporate brand itself. The corporate stories for branding form self-promotion beha
viour which in turn creates positive reputation for the corporates. It shows they are a vital tool 
for corporate survival. The likeability of the communicated benefits by internal stakeholders can 
be made through an ingratiation behaviour resembled in the corporate stories for branding.

12. Conclusion
This article has identified that corporate storytelling for branding can arguably be seen as the 
corporate narratives, which are totally and timeously linked sequence of events in organisations, 
such as listed companies. Main contributions of the current research study are in the identifica
tion of the gap between theory and practice of corporate storytelling for branding in the selected 
listed Zimbabwean companies from diverse sectors, of maximising their strategies towards 
enhancing internal stakeholders’ corporate brand emotional attachment. This essentially moti
vates the internal stakeholders, like employees, to be corporate brand advocates or ambassa
dors, who can deliver services and products with positive perception of their organisation. In 
addition, the study contributes to extant literature by depicting the notion that Impression 
Management theory could be used as an anchor for evaluating nexus between corporate stories 
for branding, emotional attachment and corporate brand perceptions of internal stakeholders. 
Alternatively, it advances theory on corporate branding concepts through researching on the 
ways that drive internal stakeholders’ brand loyalty, and positive brand perceptions through 
corporate brand storytelling from the corporate’ perspective. Another issue that was drawn 
from this research study is that there are some more influences on internal stakeholders’ 
perceptions of the corporate brand than others. The key contributors to corporate storytelling 
for branding include the perspectives from Boje (1991a, 1991b, 1993, 1995, 2014), Boje and 
Dennehy (1993), Denning (2006), Woodside et al. (2008), Kadembo (2014, 2016), Spear and 
Roper (2013), Clegg (1989), Cooper and Burrell (1988), Laclau (1983, 1988), Herskovitz and 
Crystal (2010), Barker and Gower (2010), and other related authorities of the field. Corporate 
values can be used as a gateway towards how the listed companies can share their corporate 
culture (beliefs and principles) and express what the corporate mean to the business world. 
Managers can use the corporate stories for branding to engage with their subordinates, as 
internal stakeholders, so that they can appreciate their valuable contribution to the organisation. 
Further to this, the article showed that there are more existing knowledge gaps as exposed by 
the development of the corporate brand story telling research. Many issues need to be addressed 
in link to the corporate associations, emotional attachment, benefits themes, activities and 
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corporate brand perceptions. The study can be applied in some sections of the business globally, 
regionally or locally to determine its universal applicability.

13. Limitations and future research direction
The corporate storytelling for branding literature used in building this article suggests that corporate 
stories shared amongst the internal stakeholders carry some truth for credibility with the targeted 
audience (Gardner & Martinko, 1988; Heugens, 2002; Spear & Roper, 2013). However, this may not be 
effectively in tandem with the perceptions of some of the internal stakeholders in an organisation. Again, 
at times corporate stories for branding can be utilised by companies as a way of defending and 
conflicting with the business environmental issues, although to some extent there are many retro
gressive corporate misbehaviours which go unnoticed and unacknowledged by the top management. 
This may lead to the negative perceptions of the corporate brand by the concerned internal stake
holders. Future research can look into; investigating whether corporate stories for branding expressed in 
corporate personality element can be visible and measurable behaviours within internal stakeholders. 
Furthermore, the researchers in the times ahead through their scientific inquiries can evaluate the 
connection between employees’ behaviours and the influence of corporate stories for branding person
alities. More interrogation is required on evaluating the corporate stories for branding if they are not 
linked to the corporate strategy.
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