Walter Wymer: Nonprofit brand strength’s moderational role

Walter Wymer UDK 339.138
University of Lethbridge Review articele
4401 University Drive, Lethbridge, Canada

walterwymer@uleth.ca Received: July 3, 2014
Phone: +014033292648 Accepted for publishing: November 16, 2014

NONPROFIT BRAND STRENGTH’S
MODERATIONAL ROLE

ABSTRACT

The nature and characteristics of the nonprofit brand strength construct are conceptualized. Brand stren-
gth is defined as a multidimensional construct, composed by brand familiarity, brand remarkability, and
brand attitude. Brand familiarity refers to the level of knowledge the target audience has about the brand
object. Brand attitude refers to the degree to which a brand object is perceived favorably by a target group.
Brand remarkability refers to the degree to which a brand object is perceived by a target group to be extra-
ordinary. In the brand management nomological net, brand strength acts as a moderator, influencing the
strength of the relationship between marketing tactics (antecedents) and marketing outcomes (consequ-
ents). Brand strength’s inter-dimensional relationships are conceptualized. A brand strength strategy grid is
presented, which informs brand management strategy based on a brand’s current levels of brand familiarity
and brand remarkability.
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1. Introduction

What does it mean to say that a brand is strong?
What is brand strength? How does a manager de-
velop and maintain a strong brand? What are the
benefits and outcomes of having a strong brand?
There has been substantial prior research on the va-
rious parts of the brand nomological network (net).
However, the absence of conceptualizing and mea-
suring brand strength remains a substantive gap in
the literature. While prior research has discussed
strong brands in terms of their likely correlates or
outcomes, the field has not conceptualized the na-
ture and characteristics of the brand strength con-
struct.

It appears obvious to marketing professionals that it
is desirable to have a strong brand. A strong brand is
desirable because of the potential benefits that ha-
ving a strong brand implies. Because brand stren-
gth produces favorable marketing outcomes, it is
surprising that the conceptualization and measure-
ment of brand strength has received very little atten-
tion in prior marketing research, even in articles in
which terms like “brand strength” or “strong bran-
ds” are used and the importance of strong brands is
mentioned (Henderson et al., 2003; Hoefller, Keller,
2003; John et al., 2006; Keller, 1993).

Biel (1992) argues that marketing scholars have
not articulated the underlying characteristics that
make a brand strong. Two decades later, the brand
strength construct still has not been adequately
conceptualized. MacKenzie (2003) finds that failure
to adequately specify the conceptual meaning of a
study’s focal constructs is a common source of inva-
lid research. One purpose of this paper is to provi-
de a conceptualization of nonprofit brand strength.
It seems erroneous to invest in brand management
tactics in order to achieve the benefits of a strong
brand without first understanding what a strong
brand actually is.

Another purpose of this paper is to conceptualize
the moderating role of nonprofit brand strength.
The motivation for investing in brand management
activities is to achieve the benefits that are believed
to be a consequence of having a strong brand. It
is, therefore, apparent that brand strength plays a
role in the relationship between brand management
activities and their desired marketing outcomes or
consequents. This role will be discussed in an effort
to improve our theoretical understanding of brand
strength and its relationship within its nomological
net.

2. Conceptualizing Brand Strength

A brand represents how the public (or a target gro-
up or target audience of interest) perceives or com-
prehends the organization (Simoes, Dibb, 2001). “A
brand is a psychological construct held in the minds
of all those aware of the branded product, person,
organization, or movement” (Kylander, Stone, 2012:
37). Henceforth, the entity that is branded (product,
person, organization, or movement) will be referred
to as the branded object.
Nonprofit organizations do not typically brand dis-
crete products or services. Instead their brand is
derived by a target audience’s perceptions of their
organizations (Daw, Cone, 2011). Hence, a brand
needs to be construed as a target group’s compre-
hension of the organization (Tapp, 1996). Therefore,
we define a brand as target groups’ comprehension
of the organization based on their experiences with
the organization and information they have recei-
ved about the organization (Brown, 1992; Daw,
Cone, 2011).
The brand strength construct has an individual as
well as a comparative quality. An organization can
be a weak brand if it is relatively unknown or if tar-
get audiences perceive it to be mediocre. A brand
may also be weak or strong, by a target audience’s
comparison of the organization with its peers (peer
brand set). The strength of a brand is based on the
perceptions of a target group or audience of ma-
nagerial interest. This view is consistent with that
of Dacin and Smith (1994), who argue that brand
strength should be construed from the perspecti-
ve of a target audience or group. For a consumer
product brand, this might be the target consumer
group. For a nonprofit organization, this might be
the general population or some population subgro-
up (Helmig, Thaler, 2010). Based on a review of the
branding literature, is it argued that a strong brand,
compared to a weak brand, has the following pro-
perties:
1. A strong brand is well-known to a target group
of interest.
2. A strongbrand is favorably perceived by a target
group of interest.
3. Astrongbrand is believed to be exceptional and
extraordinary in comparison to peer brands by
a target group of interest.
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2.1 A Strong Brand is Well-Known

An organization would want its brand to be well-
known to target groups of managerial importance.
The characteristic of being well-known refers to
how familiar a target group is with a branded object.
Napoli (2006) argues that the more well-known a
charity brand is, the stronger it is.

Prior research in consumer products branding has
recognized the importance of brand familiarity and
its probable antecedent relationship to purchase
intention, repeat purchase, brand recall, and other
consequent variables (Aaker, Keller, 1990; Campbell,
Keller, 2003; Hoyer, Brown, 1990; Kent, Allen, 1994;
Laroche, Zhou, 1996). Hoeffler and Keller (2003) ar-
gue that consumer familiarity (based on ownership,
prior knowledge, or brand exposure) has served, in
prior research, as a proxy for strong brands.

There is some similarity between brand familiarity
and brand awareness. Brand awareness, however,
is a construct with limited applicability and which
is subsumed into brand familiarity. One is either
aware of the brand object or not. It is not descrip-
tive to assess the degree to which one is aware of a
brand. For example, what does it mean to say one is
very aware of the brand object or merely somewhat
aware of the brand object? However, brand familia-
rity incorporates brand awareness and adds a ma-
gnitude facet. For example, if one is not aware of the
brand then one is also not familiar with the brand. If
one is aware of the brand, the degree to which one is
familiar with the brand will vary along a familiarity
continuum.

Brand familiarity is a necessary but insufficient
component of brand strength. While a strong brand
may be one with which an important group is fami-
liar, a familiar brand may be unpopular or disliked
(and therefore, weak). It is possible for a familiar
brand to be perceived as mediocre in comparison
to a peer brand, suggesting the mediocre brand is
comparatively weak. Hence, in addition to being a
familiar brand, the brand must also be perceived
favorably by the target group of interest. This leads
into the second characteristic of a strong brand.

2.2 A Strong Brand is Favorably Perceived

Being perceived positively relates to the attitude
concept. Since attitude has a valence and a magni-
tude, attitude is well-suited as a means of assessing
the degree of favorability with which the organiza-

tion or other branded object is perceived by a target
audience. Prior research in commercial branding
has recognized the importance of brand attitude
and its probable antecedent relationship to outco-
me variables indicative of a strong brand, such as
brand equity (Faircloth et al., 2001; Kardes, Allen,
1991; Keller, 2001; Lane, Jacobson, 1995; Park, Yo-
ung, 1986; Simonin, Ruth, 1998). Dacin and Smith
(1994) argue that the favorability of consumers’
brand predispositions is important in conceptuali-
zing brand strength.

Like familiarity, a favorable attitude is a necessary
but insufficient component of a strong brand. For
example, most well-known charities are perceived
favorably by the public. Many charities do good
work and enjoy favorable public attitudes. For a cha-
rity to be considered the strongest brand in its class,
however, something additional is required. Among
charities having similar missions and attracting do-
nations and volunteers from the same population,
it is the stand-out, exemplar, and best organization
which will attract the most support, thus indicating
an additional characteristic is also a component of
brand strength.

2.3 A Strong Brand is Exceptional and Extraordi-
nary in Comparison to Peer Brands

This brand strength characteristic pertains to how
exceptional a target group perceives a brand in
comparison with other brands in its class. Brand
strength is an interesting concept in that it has a
comparative quality. If a community has three simi-
lar nonprofit organizations, the organization with
the greatest brand strength would be perceived as
exceptional in comparison with the other two orga-
nizations. If an organization is viewed as no better
than similar organizations, then this perception of
being average would imply a brand of average stren-
gth. If an organization is perceived as being worse
than similar organizations, then one would expect
this organization’s brand strength to be below ave-
rage. Prior literature supports the argument that a
strong brand needs to be perceived as exceptional
and extraordinary (Godin, 2009; Hildreth, 2010;
Temple, 2011; Vrontis, 1998). Biel (1992), for exam-
ple, argues that salience within a product class is
a requirement of being a dominant brand. Simoes
and Dibb (2001) argue that a dominant brand needs
to have some aspect of uniqueness and it needs to
be perceived as representing quality. We believe
they were referring to the need of a dominant brand
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(the strongest brand in its class) to be perceived as
differentiated and superior in comparison with its
peer brands.

Brand remarkability, as a dimension of brand stren-
gth, helps to overcome a conceptual error in prior
literature that conflated differentiation with superi-
ority. For example, Aaker (1996) argues that diffe-
rentiation (being different from competing brands)
was the essential characteristic of a brand that ena-
bled it to command a price premium. However, sim-
ply being different is insufficient to make a brand
strong. A brand object can be different, but in a
negative manner. A brand object can be different,
but in a manner that does not make it the preferred
brand among potential supporters. Hence, remar-
kability is assessed from the perspective of the tar-
get audience or group and refers to the extent to
which the brand object stands out in an exceptional
manner from peer brands.

2.4 Construct Definitions

Based on the preceding discussion and literature
review, brand strength is defined as the degree to
which a brand is well-known to a target group, is
perceived favorably by a target group, and is percei-
ved to be remarkable in comparison to peer brands
by a target group. Hence, brand strength is concei-
ved as having three dimensions: brand familiarity,
brand attitude, and brand remarkability. Brand fa-
miliarity refers to the level of knowledge the target
audience has about the brand object. Brand attitude
refers to the degree to which a brand object is per-
ceived favorably by a target group. Brand remarka-
bility refers to the degree to which a brand object
is perceived by a target group to be extraordinary.

Figure 1 Simple nomological net

Antecedents

Marketing

3. Brand Strength as a Moderator

The purpose of marketing is to attract support to
the organization. Hence, marketing tactics, if succe-
ssful, should increase support for the organization.
For a business, support might come in the form of
increased sales; for a politician, increased votes. For
a membership organization, support might be ma-
nifested by increased member retention or recrui-
tment. For a charity, support might be manifested
by increased donations.

This cause and effect relationship is perhaps too
simple because increased levels of marketing activi-
ties do not always result in proportional increases of
support. Marketing activities have to be appropria-
tely planned and implemented to result in increased
support. Therefore, other constructs are present in
the marketing activities > marketing outcomes no-
mological net. In Figure 1, a simple cause and effect
(antecedent — consequent) nomological net is pre-
sented.

Referring to Figure 1, marketing activities are seen
as a bundle of antecedents which have influence on
our target audiences, resulting in some level of the
outcomes we hope to achieve from our marketing
efforts. In Figure 2, we have a more specific example
in which our antecedents are represented in a fun-
draising campaign and our consequents are repre-
sented in the donations (individual contributions)
we have attracted from the campaign.

Researchers are not only interested in antece-
dent-consequent relationships, but they are also
interested in moderating influences on these rela-
tionships. A moderator is a variable that affects the
direction or strength of the antecedent’s influence
on its consequent (Baron & Kenny, 1986). Prior re-
search in the nonprofit marketing area demonstra-
tes an interest in moderating relationships.

Consequents

Desired

activities

Source: Author

outcomes
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Figure 2 Simple fundraising nomological net

Antecedents

Fundraising

Consequents

campaign

Source: Author

For example, Shoham et al. (2006) reported three
different moderators of the market orientation (an-
tecedent) — organization performance (consequent)
relationship: location, market orientation operatio-
nalization, and the performance measure used. In a
prior study on cause-related marketing advertising,
Tangari et al. (2010) found that consumers’ temporal
orientation (present or future) moderated the effect
of the temporal framing within the cause-related
ad on audience outcomes (purchase intentions and
attitude toward the brand). On a study of charitable
advertising, White and Peloza (2009) examined the
type of appeal embedded in the ad (self-benefit ver-
sus other-benefit) on consumers’ response to the ad.

Figure 3 Brand strength as a moderator

> Contributions

For example, it is reasonable to expect that a well-
known organization enjoying an excellent repu-
tation (i.e., a strong brand) should receive more
donations than an unknown organization or an
organization with a poor reputation (i.e., weak
brands). Hence, brand strength appears to have a
moderating influence on the relationship between
the fundraising campaign and the resultant contri-
butions. Brand strength, as a moderator, is depicted
in Figure 3.

Referring to Figure 3, the moderator, brand strength,
influences the strength of the relationship between
the antecedent (exogenous) and consequent (endo-
genous) constructs. Brand strength is measured as
a continuous (interval) variable.

Antecedents Moderator Consequents
Brand
strength

Fundraising
campaign

Source: Author

They found that the ad’s influence was moderated
by the degree to which the audience’s public self-
image concerns were activated.

In continuing with the search for important mode-
rators in nonprofit marketing research, I propose
that brand strength is an important moderator in
various types of nonprofit marketing antecedent-
consequent relationships.

>( Contributions

Brand strength influences the strength of the influ-
ence of the antecedent on the consequent. As brand
strength increases, the fundraising campaign beco-
mes more effective (has greater influence on con-
tributions).
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4. Brand Strength’s Inter-Dimensional
Dynamics

Brand strength is conceptualized as having three
dimensions: brand familiarity, brand remarkability,
and brand attitude. The three dimensions are dis-
tinct, but are obviously inter-related. The conceptu-
al domain of brand strength is depicted in Figure 4
to illustrate the inter-dimensional relationships.

In providing an inter-dimensional theory of brand
strength, it must be remembered that brand stren-
gth is a psychological construct.

Figure 4 Brand strength’s inter-dimensional
relationships

- R e
(Fimﬂ?ﬁy)—f&ern‘arkabﬂty/

TwAttitude)
b, SRR

Source: Author

Brand strength is derived from the perceptions of
individuals from groups of managerial importance.
With respect to Figure 4, brand familiarity is pre-
sented as the prime mover. If an organization is
unknown to a target audience (i.e., familiarity = 0),
members of the target audience are unable to form
perceptions of brand remarkability and to formu-
late brand attitudes. Brand familiarity has received
considerable attention in prior research (Merabet,
Benhabib, 2014). It has long been recognized that
a certain level of brand familiarity is antecedent to
audience outcomes. Brand familiarity, however, is
a necessary but insufficient condition for favorable
audience outcomes.

Once a target audience has some level of familiarity
with the organization, perceptions of remarkability
are formed. Target audiences need some level of
familiarity with the brand object in order to form
opinions about the brand object’s (the organization)
relative quality, and how the brand object compares
to its peers (its level of comparative superiority). In
prior research, audience perceptions of brand qua-
lity have been found to be key influencers of target
group perceptions of the brand’s value (Gammoh et
al,, 2014).

Brand attitudes are formed last in our temporal
sequence. This claim is supported by prior research
and by logical deduction. For example, Manthiou,
Kang, and Schrier (2014) found that brand aware-
ness influenced brand quality perceptions, which
influenced brand image. Attitudes have a valence
(polarity) and magnitude (strength). Familiarity is
the primary influencer of attitudinal magnitude;
remarkability is the primary influencer of attitudi-
nal valence. That is, brand familiarity and percepti-
ons of brand remarkability are antecedent to brand
attitudes. Some level of knowledge and awareness
of the brand is required to develop a perception of
the brand’s comparative quality with its peers, and
both are required to formulate brand attitudes. The
inter-dimensional theory of brand strength has ma-
nagerial implications, which will be discussed next.

5. Discussion

Understanding the inter-dimensional theory
of brand strength informs brand management
planning. Managerial emphasis is best placed on
increasing familiarity and remarkability. Attitudes
are derived from familiarity and remarkability, ma-
king the great attention placed on attitudes in prior
literature of questionable value.

With the goal of having a strong brand, manageri-
al emphasis should begin with creating an excep-
tional organization (high remarkability), and then
describing this remarkability can be embedded in
communications activities that increase audience
familiarity with the organization. If managers have
not begun with this brand-orientated emphasis,
then they can assess their current brand strength
status as a diagnostic tool for informing subsequent
brand management strategies. This is illustrated in
Figure 5.

In Figure 5, a four-cell grid is presented in which
remarkability is placed on the horizontal axis, and
familiarity is placed on the vertical axis. Each di-
mension (i.e., remarkability and familiarity) is par-
titioned into high and low conditions. Hence, an
organization, depending on its brand strength di-
mension scores in comparison with its peers, can be
placed into one of the four cells or quadrants.
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Figure 5 Strategic implications
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Source: Author

The upper right quadrant in which the organization
is well-known and remarkable is the most desira-
ble position. This organization is a strong brand.
The brand strategy should be to maintain its strong
brand position. The organization should practice
continuous improvement management, ensuring
that stakeholder groups’ perceptions are guiding the
direction of improvement. The organization should
also have a regular program of communication with
stakeholder groups and potential supporters.

In the bottom right quadrant, the organization is
remarkable (or would be perceived as such if more
people were familiar with the organization), but is
little known. In this situation, the marketing stra-
tegy should place an emphasis on promoting the
organization to target audiences so that the level
of familiarity with the organization among target
audiences increases. Greater familiarity should re-
sult in a strong brand (the upper right quadrant),
in which case the marketing strategy will shift to a
maintenance strategy. The key difference between
the maintenance and promotion strategies is that
the promotion strategy involves a more intensive
communication program.

In the bottom left quadrant, target audiences are
unfamiliar with the organization. However, if they
were more familiar with organization they would
perceive it as relatively unremarkable. The strategy
should be to first improve the organization to incre-
ase its remarkability (innovation). Once a substan-
tial level of remarkability has been achieved, then
an intensive program of communication to target
audiences can begin to increase familiarity with the

organization (promotion). Obviously the commu-
nication messages will describe the organization’s
remarkability. Once the brand has become strong
(moved to the upper right quadrant), a shift to a
maintenance strategy is appropriate.

In the upper left quadrant, the organization is
well-known (high familiarity), but is regarded to
be unremarkable. Although it may appear to be ad-
vantageous to have a high level of familiarity, this
quadrant is the least desirable with respect to mar-
keting strategies. Because the organization is well-
known, target audiences have formed an understan-
ding of the organization that is relatively fixed and
enduring. Changing existing audience beliefs from
unfavorable to favorable is a challenging task. This
marketing strategy is called repositioning. Audien-
ces must be convinced that the organization has un-
dertaken major improvements.

Successful repositioning requires major organi-
zational changes (which may involve operational
changes and leadership changes). Once the major
improvements have resulted in an organization that
will be perceived to be remarkable, an intensive
communication program featuring the metamorp-
hosis of the organization can be undertaken. A re-
positioning strategy is sometimes accompanied by
an organizational name change to signal to target
audiences that the organization is substantially re-
novated that it can be considered to be a different
organization.

5.1 Future Research

While there has been considerable prior research in
the branding area, this body of work has often been
inconsistent and fragmented (Wymer, 2013a). Prior
research in branding has often exemplified applied
research rather than basic research. That is, much of
the prior research in branding was contextually de-
signed for a specific industry setting, reducing the
validity of the research (Wymer, 2013b). This expla-
ins the unsuitability of directly applying brand con-
struct definitions and their scales to other settings,
like nonprofit organizations (Liao et al., 2001).

The concepts presented in this paper were develo-
ped in such a manner to be applicable across organi-
zational contexts. Future research is needed to test
the validity of this theoretical paper’s conceptuali-
zation of brand strength, its dimensions, its mode-
rating role, and its inter-dimensional relationships.
While the parsimonious theory of brand strength
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Table 1 Brand Strength Scale

Dimension Item Statement

Brand Familiarity

I am knowledgeable about Guide Dogs’ activities.
I am able to describe Guide Dogs to others.
I have a good understanding of what Guide Dogs has done in the past.

No organization is better than Guide Dogs at doing what it does.

Brand Remarkability Guide Dogs really stands apart as being exceptional.
Guide Dogs stands out in comparison to others.
I have positive thoughts when I think of Guide Dogs.
Brant Attitude I like Guide Dogs.

I have a positive impression about Guide Dogs.

Source: Wymer, Scholz, & Helmig (2012)

presented in this paper may serve to enlighten our
understanding of many marketing antecedent-con-
sequent relationships, this potentiality will have to
be examined in future research. For example, inclu-
ding brand strength as a moderator in advertising
research that examines advertising effectiveness on
audience outcomes may help to account for varying
levels of explained variance across studies.

A six-item Likert scale has been developed for me-
asuring brand strength (Wymer et al., 2012). The
scale items are presented in Table 1. The concep-
tual domain of each dimension is reflected by three
statements. Wymer, Scholz, and Helmig (2012) re-
port on the psychometric properties of the brand
strength scale. Future research on brand strength is
facilitated by the use of this scale. However, it would
also be desirable for future research to continue to
evaluate and refine the scale, if needed.
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MODERIRAJUCA ULOGA SNAGE
NEPROFITNOGA BRENDA

SAZETAK

Izvr$ena je konceptualizacija prirode i karakteristika konstrukta snage neprofitnoga brenda. Snaga brenda
definira se kao multidimenzionalni konstrukt koji se sastoji od poznatosti brenda, izuzetnosti brenda te
stava prema brendu. Poznatost brenda odnosi se na razinu znanja koju ciljana publika ima o objektu brenda.
Stav prema brendu odnosi se na stupanj u kojem ciljana grupa pozitivno percipira brend. Izuzetnost brenda
odnosi se na stupanj u kojem ciljana grupa percipira objekt brenda kao izvanredan. U nomoloskoj mrezi
upravljanja brendom, snaga brenda djeluje kao moderator koji utjece na snagu odnosa izmedu marketins-
kih taktika (koje prethode) i marketinskih ishoda (koji slijede). Konceptualizirani su medudimenzionalni
odnosi snage brenda. Prezentirana je strateska resetka snage brenda koja je osnova strategije upravljanja
brendom, a temelji se na trenutnoj razini poznatosti brenda i izuzetnosti brenda.

Kljucne rijeci: brend, snaga brenda, imidz brenda, strategija brenda, poznatost brenda, izuzetnost brenda
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