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Abstract & key words 
 

Global business is transforming. Information technology in general, and the Internet 

specifically, has globalized business and empowered the consumer with more information 

and choice than ever before. Consequently, academic research into brand portfolios and 

brand architecture is faced with new challenges to reflect this changing reality.  

Traditional research into brand portfolio management and its structural embodiment 

using brand architecture has approached these concepts from the perceptive of the brand 

owner/company. For instance, the portfolio has been mapped based on legal ownership of 

brands, which has been criticized as being a too narrow approach that exclude key 

contributors of the portfolio’s collective brand equity. Even in the cases where partner 

brands are acknowledged as part of the portfolio, their inclusion is often based on the 

revenue stream they represent or their link in the distribution chain instead of association. 

Brand architecture research has therefor focused on structural representations based on 

hierarchical trees created within the walls of the company itself, without necessarily 

investigating if the intended structure works as expected. 

The missing ingredient in this halting logic is the perceptions of the market in which the 

portfolio and its architecture operates. Associations and transfer of brand equity is 

dependent on a concept’s mental perception in the minds of consumers. An endorsement 

that does not get noticed by the target market is a mirage in the minds of marketing 

managers, and an historical collaboration that was cancelled years ago may still influence 

the brand portfolio today by means of association in consumer memory.  

The research presented in this thesis extends current theory in brand portfolio 

management and brand architecture to directly include the consumer perspective. This 

thesis re-classifies the portfolio and architecture concept as perceptual constructs whose 

efficiency is determined by the mental alignment between company representatives as the 

creators of the intended meaning and customers as the interpreters, or even co-creators, of 

the same. Study results presented indicate significant misalignment not only between 

stakeholder groups as a collective, but also between individuals within each group – even 

for brand managers working together on the same portfolio day after day. Current 

hierarchical models for representing brand architecture are extended using the perceptual 

dimension as well as a layer accounting for the openness of the portfolio, and a new brand 

portfolio model segregating brands based on the degree of perceptual inclusion in the 

portfolio is presented.  

This introduction of the perceptual dimension into both brand portfolio management and 

brand architecture represents a new way to view these abstract concepts, a conceptual idea 

that has ripple effects into areas such as brand equity transfer, brand alliances, and 

portfolio risk management.  

Key words: Brand portfolio, Brand architecture, perceptual alignment, consumer 

perception, Brand Concept Map, Brand Portfolio Star, Conceptual Integrated Multi-

dimensional Architecture (CIMA) model 
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Sammanfattning 

  
Internationellt företagande håller på att förändras. Informationsteknologi i allmänhet, och 

Internet i synnerlighet, har bidragit till att globalisera företag och därmed gett 

konsumenten mer information och fler valmöjligheter än någonsin tidigare. Akademisk 

forskning kring varumärkesportföljer och varumärkesarkitektur står inför nya utmaningar 

för att återspegla denna förändrade verklighet. 

Traditionell forskning kring varumärkesportföljer och dess strukturella utförande genom 

varumärkesarkitektur har närmat sig dessa koncept från varumärkesägarens/företagets 

perspektiv. Exempelvis har portföljen kartlagts baserat på enbart juridiskt ägarskap, vilket 

kritiserats för att vara ett alltför smalt tillvägagångssätt som utesluter centrala delar av 

portföljens marknadsvärde. Även i de fall där partnervarumärken erkänns som en del av 

portföljen så baseras resonemanget ofta på inkomstströmmar eller en länk i 

distributionskedjan snarare än associationer. Forskning om varumärkesarkitektur har 

därför fokuserat på strukturella modeller baserade på hierarkiska träd sett ur företagets 

perspektiv utan att nödvändigtvis undersöka om den planerade strukturen fungerar som 

förväntat. 

Den saknade pusselbiten är istället själva marknaden där portföljen och dess arkitektur 

verkar. Associativa länkar mellan varumärken är beroende av portföljens mentala 

representation så som den ser ut i konsumenternas huvud. En koppling som inte 

uppmärksammas av målgruppen är ett luftslott i marknadsföringschefernas huvuden, och 

ett historiskt samarbete som avbröts för flera år sedan kan fortsätta att påverka 

varumärkesportföljen genom kvarvarande associativa länkar i det kollektiva 

konsumentminnet. 

Forskningen som presenteras i denna avhandling utvidgar aktuell teori inom 

varumärkesportföljer och varumärkesarkitektur genom att aktivt inkludera 

konsumentperspektivet. Denna avhandling klassificerar portfölj- och arkitekturkonceptet 

som perceptuella konstruktioner vars effektivitet bestäms av den mentala 

överensstämmelsen mellan företagets representanter, i egenskap av skapare av den 

avsedda betydelsen, och kunderna som uttolkare, eller till och med medskapare, av 

densamma. Forskningsresultaten som presenteras visar på ett betydande associativt glapp 

mellan olika intressentgrupper men också mellan individer inom respektive grupp. 

Fenomenet existerar till och med hos kollegor som arbetar tillsammans med samma 

varumärkesportfölj dag efter dag. Avhandlingen utvidgar nuvarande hierarkiska modeller 

med hjälp av en perceptuell dimension, och en ny varumärkesportföljsmodell, som 

segregerar varumärken baserat på graden av perceptuell inkludering i portföljen, 

presenteras. 

Införandet av den perceptuella dimensionen i både varumärkesportföljshantering och 

varumärkesarkitektur representerar ett nytt sätt att se dessa abstrakta koncept, en 

konceptuell idé som har implikationer inom områden som associationsöverföring mellan 

varumärken, varumärkesallianser och portföljriskhantering. 
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Introduction 

 
During the end of the twentieth century, companies underwent major changes due to 

business transformation fueled by globalization and technology development (Varadarajan 

et al., 2006). Every company – from global IT giants to stores in the local shopping mall – 

has had to adapt to a reality where their business competes on a global level through e-

commerce with the transparency and comparability that the Internet has brought to the 

table. Simultaneously, these macro-trends have had a corresponding effect on marketing in 

general, and the way companies organize brands in particular (Kumar, 2003). This 

presents research on brand portfolios and brand architecture with new issues but also 

opportunity for concept refinement. 

Globalization and technology development  

Aggressive globalization through acquisitions was an established tactic to stimulate the 

global expansion of regionally successful companies during the 1900s. Local brands with 

prominence in a specific geography targeted for expansion were bought by global 

companies in order to secure a foothold in the market, resulting in huge brand portfolios 

and a complex brand architecture of partially disconnected brand assets (Petromilli et al., 

2002). These ad-hoc portfolios were not structured for optimized brand investment (Pierce 

& Moukanas, 2002) and as a result, companies decided to clean up their portfolios by 

identifying the contribution of each individual brand to the organization’s bottom line 

(Varadarajan et al., 2006). As a consequence, academic research on brand portfolios and 

brand architecture during the last few decades has focused on how businesses should 

manage these international portfolios to achieve marketing leadership while investing in a 

smart way with the potential of synergies across markets and brand assets. Topics such as 

brand extensions (Lye et al., 2001; Roehm & Tybout, 2006; Lei et al., 2008; Hongwei & 

Yan, 2010; Besharat, 2010; He & Li, 2010), a way to stretch existing assets to minimize 

brand investment, and brand portfolio auditing (de Chernatony, 1991; Pierce & Moukanas, 

2002; Kumar, 2003; Varadarajan et al., 2006; Shah, 2017), a technique for evaluating the 

performance of each portfolio brand and focusing resources on the appropriate assets, 

received a lot of attention from academia. Concept like portfolio roles (Aaker, 2004) and 

co-branding (Park et al., 1996; Ruttenberg et al., 1998; Simonin & Ruth, 1998; Washburn 

et al., 2000; Desai & Keller, 2002; Helmig et al., 2008; Besharat, 2010; Dahlström & 

Nygaard, 2016) were introduced to explain how companies can use a set of brands to 

dominate their market segment by satisfying a specific need or through the unique 

combination of several brands. As a result, brand portfolio research and models describing 

brand architecture options was designed to look at brand constellations from the 

company’s perspective. 

However, globalization and technology development did not just affect how business 

themselves operate but also the role that their customers play in the transaction (Dahlén & 

Karsberg, 2016). The introduction of the Internet changed the geographically limited 

market into a dynamic one, offering consumers more choice and greater price dispersion 

compared to offline alternatives (Zhuang et al., 2018). In addition, the product-centric 

economy is transforming into a service-first economy (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), where access 

to an item, such as a car or movie, is more important than ownership of the physical 

product itself. The passive consumer has become the empowered consumer (Dahlén & 

Karsberg, 2016), with the ability to compare prices and positions but also with access to 

more information. As a result, the company/consumer dynamic of “from us to you” is 
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shifting and classical brand management systems can no longer be applied on these 

emerging market complexities (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000a). 

Research gap  

A brand can be said to be the most basic concept in marketing since a label is needed to 

signal ownership (Hutt & Speh, 2010) as well as categorize associations (Riezebos et al., 

2003). Taken a step further, it can also be seen as transcending the role of a proxy for 

information to instead be a shorthand for important ideas (Holt, 2004). There are two 

sides to the brand coin: the brand identity – the essence of the brand as seen and 

communicated by the brand owner – and the brand image, the consumer’s perceptions of 

the brand (Keller, 2003). The aim is to position the brand so close to the desired state as 

possible to close the “gap” between the two (Borgerson et al., 2006), but often there is at 

least some discrepancy between the brand identity and the brand image. Consumers 

simply doesn’t see things the same way as marketing executive due to factors such as 

information asymmetry, competitor messaging or a different frame of references and 

experience the brand individually, creating multiple images (Ibid, 2006). Customers in a 

sense co-create the brand by filling it with experiences of their own (Holt, 2004). Given 

these differing brand perceptions between individuals, how does this translate to 

constellations of brands? A brand’s meaning can after all be said to arise from its 

relationship to other entities, if seen through an ontological lens (Borgerson et al., 2006).  

Companies often start with brands that they own and control when mapping the brand 

portfolio (Hill & Lederer, 2001), and create a brand architecture where brand equity can 

flow between company-owned assets – if that is thought to affect sales positively – or with 

no explicit connection between brands if their associations are incompatible (Aaker, 2004). 

Competitors can be seen as a threat to the profit margin and partners are there to extend 

the company’s capabilities in delivering on the brand portfolio’s potential. In one sense, 

marketing managers can generally be said to evaluate and experience the world from the 

inside out, with the company as the focal point around which all decisions are made. 

Customers, on the other hand, interpret a brand constellation using their own experience 

to in a sense co-create the structure’s meaning (Esbjerg & Bech-Larsen, 2009). Brand 

recognition is based on both brand familiarity but also the “episodic information linked 

with the product category” (Stocchi et al., 2016, p. 634). Brand evaluation is based on 

factors such as mental congruency (Folkes, 1988) and the consumer’s emotional state 

(Flight & Coker, 2016). Possible purchase options are evaluated based on their relevance to 

the experienced need (Keller, 2003), with less attention to who owns and produce a brand. 

Seen from a holistic angle, consumers go beyond practical usage to interpret brands based 

on what they mean on a deeper level (Levy, 1959) in order to use consumption as a way to 

construct their self-identities (Askegaard & Bengtsson, 2005). Contrary to companies, 

consumers can therefore be said to experience the world from the other angle – outside in 

– by starting with a need and then searching for an appropriate solution.  

Existing models of brand portfolios – focusing on the roles of brands in relation to each 

other and how to invest in company-owned brands for maximum return-on-investment – 

and brand architecture – outlining how brand equity is transferred between brands – are 

often focused on the company’s perspective (see Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000b). The 

dualistic rhetoric described above is beyond the scope of these models, which were also 

largely designed from the inside out. Consumer perception may not seem relevant in a 

brand portfolio discussion of weather to shift resources from brand A to brand B (instead 

consumer behavior and purchase patterns are central) but the execution of any marketing 

strategy ultimately depends on its performance in the market, i.e. how it is received by the 
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end consumer. Therefore, the view of the consumer is crucial when examining which 

strategy to pursue (Devlin & McKechnie, 2008). Even a thought-through brand 

architecture is still up for interpretation by the market, where an endorsement may go 

unnoticed or a subbrand may be seen as a master brand in itself (Åsberg & Uggla, 2019). As 

a result, companies may suffer from a sub-optimal portfolio composition (Pierce & 

Moukanas, 2002) where the impact of a link is over/under-estimated and therefore not 

achieve the result intended through the brand architecture. In a similar way, a brand 

portfolio built on flanker brands and cash cows risk missing alternatives that are relevant 

in the consumer’s eyes. Just as in the case of marketing myopia (Levitt, 1960), companies 

looking to create a complete brand portfolio must understand consumer perceptions to 

fully leverage portfolio roles. 

This constitutes a possible gap in existing research of brand portfolios and brand 

architecture. The consumers’ perspective is missing in established structural models, 

which does not fully describe the perceived brand structure active in the market. As a 

consequence, companies risk creating sub-optimal marketing strategies based on an 

incomplete picture of the market and the potential customers’ collective perceptions. The 

aim of this dissertation is to investigate the existence of such a perceptual gap between a 

company and its customers, to map the nature of such a discrepancy and to investigate the 

possible implications on strategic brand management.  

Research question 

The overall purpose of the thesis is to identify gaps in existing theory on brand portfolios 

and brand architecture to explore the existence and nature of any discrepancies between 

the company’s and a consumer’s perceptual representations of brand constellations. This 

includes not only investigating the presence of such as difference in the mental 

representations of these abstract concepts, but also the nature of the discrepancy and its 

possible effects on strategic brand management. These two constructs, although defined as 

distinct concepts, are closely interlinked and therefore both examined in parallel.  

Translating this ambition into specific areas of investigation renders the following research 

question: 

• RQ: What is the nature of inter- and intra-stakeholder perceptual differences of 

brand portfolios and brand architecture, and their implications on existing theory 

within these research fields? 

 

This overall research question can in its turn be broken down into seven distinct sub 

questions:  

 

• SQ1: Is there a significant, measurable difference in how individuals perceive the 

content and structure of a brand portfolio?  

 

• SQ2: Is there a significant, systematic, collective difference in how a brand 

portfolio and/or brand architecture is perceived by the owner/constructor of a set 

of brands (company) and the intended receiver/interpreter of the same set 

(consumer)?  
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• SQ3: In what way does the view of brand architecture/brand portfolios differ 

between by the owner/constructor of a set of brands (company) and the intended 

receiver/interpreter of the same set (consumer)? 

 

• SQ4: What are the implications of such a systematic, collective perceptual 

difference between stakeholder groups on existing brand portfolio theory? 

 

• SQ5: How can existing brand portfolio theory be extended to incorporate a 

systematic, collective perceptual difference between stakeholder groups? 

 

• SQ6: What are the implications of such a systematic, collective perceptual 

difference between stakeholder groups on existing brand architecture theory? 

 

• SQ7: How can existing brand architecture theory be extended to incorporate a 

systematic, collective perceptual difference between stakeholder groups? 

 

Research objectives 

In order to investigate these questions, the research has been structured using a series of 

objectives which are discussed and addressed in the articles.  

1. To develop a technique for structuring an individual’s perception of a 
brand portfolio’s content and structure, based on existing brand 
association theory, which can also be quantified to represent a 
stakeholder group’s collective perceptions. (Paper I) 
 
Existing techniques for eliciting and visually representing an individual’s mental 
representation of a single brand have been developed to map its mental footprint. 
This approach must be extended and refined to handle a constellation of multiple, 
interlinked brands. 
 

2. To examine the mental representation of an existing, well-established 
brand portfolio among marketing professionals and mapping 
perceptual differences in relation to the role each brand plays within 
the portfolio. (Paper I) 
 
How a portfolio is mentally represented among those marketing professionals who 
manage it day to day is the first step to understanding how its intended content and 
structure is translated and interpreted by the consumer. Any individual differences 
can then be related to what type of brand that is represented, in order to 
understand if certain brands are more/less resilient to perceptual variations 
between individuals. Using an existing, real portfolio that has been operating in the 
market for some time rather than a hypothetical one will render stronger results 
since the marketing professionals has had ample time and exposure opportunities 
to interpret the portfolio’s content and structure. Subsequent individual variation 
will be based on actual perceptual differences rather than a lack of information or 
low engagement with the brand.  
Since the aim of the thesis does not include the question of why such a possible 
perceptual discrepancy between individuals may exist – apart from general 
assumptions suggested for context reasons only – it is not necessary to create a 
hypothetical, made-up portfolio in order to control specific variables influencing 
perceptions.   
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3. To develop a technique for comparing collective perceptions of a brand 

portfolio between different stakeholder groups. (Paper I and Paper II) 
 
Assuming that an adequate representation of a brand portfolio’s content and 
structure can be developed, the model must then also be extendable to 
accommodate the collective view of a population using a predictable and 
dependable technique that is easy to replicate. The result must also be comparable 
between stakeholder groups to highlight systematic differences and their 
magnitude. 
 

4. To examine the possible existence of systematic differences between the 
owners of the brand portfolio/architecture (the company) and the 
intended target group (customers). (Paper II) 
 
This objective extends the scope of research objective 2 – which focused on the 
discrepancies within one stakeholder group (marketing professionals) – to map 
differences between different groups. Company representatives and customers are 
appropriate targets for such an examination as the former is the constructor of 
information and the latter arguably the most prominent receiver and interpreter of 
the brand portfolio (content and structure). 
 

5. To investigate the implications of inter-group perceptual discrepancies 
on existing theories and models of brand portfolios and brand 
architecture. (Paper III and Paper IV) 
 
Given that a systematic difference exists in how the brand portfolio’s content and 
structure is perceived between stakeholder groups, existing models and theory – 
which does not explicitly recognize these differences – may lack a dimension of 
additional analysis or over/under-estimate the effects of a certain brand structure 
or portfolio role. These problems should be identified and their implications on the 
overall theory/model investigated. 
 

6. To develop a conceptual brand portfolio model which includes 
systematic, collective perceptual discrepancies between stakeholder 
groups as a dimension. (Paper III) 
 
Besides investigating sources of perceptual bias in existing models, the role that 
brands play in the portfolio – traditionally developed from the view of the brand 
owner – should be extended to include the view of the consumer as a predictor of 
market performance. Brands that both company representatives and customers 
perceive in a similar way may be more dependable, and work better in general, 
compared to brands where there is greater discrepancy. This is important 
information for the brand owner since several existing portfolio roles depend on the 
brand’s perception in the target market.  
 

7. To develop a conceptual brand architecture model which includes 
systematic, collective perceptual discrepancies between stakeholder 
groups as a dimension. (Paper IV) 
 

Just as with the objective above, a similar extension of brand architecture theory is 

needed. It is possible that certain types of brand architecture translate better to the 

end consumer, which affects consecutive association transfer between brands.  
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The articles written to answer the seven research questions are structured as follows: 

 Article I Article II Article III Article IV 

Name  Perceived Brand 

Portfolios: How 

Individual Views 

Hamper 

Efficiency 

A dualistic view 

of brand 

portfolios: the 

company’s 

versus the 

customers’ view 

The Brand 

Portfolio Star – 

a conceptual 

model for 

incorporating 

the company’s 

and customer’s 

perspectives 

Introducing 

Multidimensional 

Brand 

Architecture – 

taking structure, 

market 

orientation and 

stakeholder 

alignment into 

account 

Description 

of content 

Investigation of 

how the 

perception of 

brand portfolios 

varies between 

stakeholders 

within an 

organization 

Comparison of 

systematic 

perceptual 

differences 

between sender 

& receiver 

Extends results 

from article I & II 

into a general 

framework for 

brand portfolios 

Extends results 

from article I & II 

into a general 

framework for 

brand 

architecture 

Purpose Explore differing 

views within the 

organization 

Prove existence 

of gap and 

describe it 

Incorporate 

perception as 

new dimension 

in the audit of 

the portfolio’s 

content 

Extending brand 

architecture 

theory with two 

additional 

dimensions: 

stakeholder 

perceptions + 

market 

orientation 

Included 

theory 

Brand 

architecture, 

concept maps, 

brand portfolio 

Brand 

architecture, 

concept maps, 

brand portfolio 

Brand portfolio Brand 

architecture  
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Data input Two company 

case studies 

Four cases –

company and 

consumer 

Conceptual 

model only 

Conceptual model 

only 

Contribution  Identification of 

within-group 

discrepancies, 

refinement of 

Brand Concept 

Map technique 

Identification of 

between-group 

discrepancies 

and mapping of 

the nature of this 

difference 

Model describing 

the degree to 

which a brand is 

part of the 

portfolio, a 

prerequisite to 

subsequent role 

interpretation  

Development of 

an over-all model 

describing the 

plural view of 

brand 

architecture  

Co-author None None None Henrik Uggla 

Publishing 

Journal 

Journal of 

Product and 

Brand 

Management 

Journal of 

Consumer 

Marketing 

Journal of 

Strategic 

Marketing 

Journal of Brand 

Management 

Status Published Published Under 

consideration 

Published 
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Theoretical background 

 
Research from the fields of brand portfolio management and brand architecture will 
constitute central theoretical aspects of the thesis’ objectives to investigate perceptions of 
brand portfolio content and structure amongst different stakeholders. This section 
contains a summary of the current state of research within these fields, as well as an 
account for research on associative networks and brand alliances, to explain established 
ways of thinking and research gaps.  

Brand architecture 

Brand architecture is a structure for linking different entities to facilitate the transfer of 
associations and meaning (Chailan, 2009) by providing clarity and motivation to the 
customer (Carolino Sousa Santos Junior, 2018). There is a plethora of brand architecture 
models in the literature containing predefined categories/strategies for structuring a 
company’s brands into a type of brand architecture design. These models are based on the 
number of brands in the portfolio (content) and their hierarchical connection to each other 
(structure).  

 

Figure 1. Summary of dominant existing brand architecture models from paper IV. 
Note: Distances between boxes are for visualization purposes only since the figure unite 
strategies from different systems. 

Mono versus multi structure 
The most general representations of brand architecture are built around three strategies 
ordered according to the degree of connection between involved brands (Olins, 1989; Rao 
et al., 2004; Muzellec & Lambkin, 2009). A monolithic (Olins, 1989), corporate (Rao et al., 
2004) or holistic corporate brand (Muzellec & Lambkin, 2009) is a powerful corporate 
brand that signify both the organization’s identity as well as the products marketed by the 
company. In this strategy, all products and services are gathered under one roof, a type of 
Branded House where synergies are achieved by putting all resources behind one entity 
(Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000b). Using the corporate brand as the focus of the structure 
is a method deployed in some form by 78% of companies (Richter, 2007, in Baumgarth, 
2010), a strategy that is dominant in the service industry (Turley & Moore, 1995; Balmer & 
Gray, 2003; Morgan & Rego, 2009) and arguably the most appealing option for a B2B 
company (Keller & Webster, 2004). As a consequence, single brand strategies were the 
main focus of brand architecture research during the 1900s (Laforet & Saunders, 1994). A 
monolithic brand architecture can be described as the most fundamental structuring of 
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brands and a common starting point for startup businesses.  
By using the same brand for most/all services and products, the company can easily signal 
a connection between them and transfer associations of trust, expertise and innovation 
from the corporate brand to products (Brexendorf & Keller, 2017). However, it limits the 
flexibility of the brand portfolio since all offerings marketed using the master brand have 
to stay within the realm of flexibility that one unifying brand can accommodate. Also, the 
easy transfer of associations can work in both positive and negative ways, leaving the 
master brand vulnerable to negative spill over going from one failed product to others 
(Roehm & Tybout, 2006).  

The antithesis of this strategy is the branded identity (Olins, 1989), House of Brands 
(Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000b; Rao et al., 2004) or trade name (Muzellec & Lambkin, 
2009) strategy, where the corporate brand as a producer of the asset is separated from the 
product brands marketed towards consumers in a House of Brands strategy (Aaker & 
Joachimsthaler, 2000b). The transfer of associations between these disconnected brands is 
minimal, protecting them from each other’s negative associations and failures. However, 
this also means slim chances of transferring sometimes well needed credibility and brand 
equity between brands. In reality, this strategy is more commonly used by conglomerates 
with products/services in different industries where any connections between the offerings 
are irrelevant at best or confusing/damaging at its worst, such as the food & beverage 
industries (Carlotti et al., 2004). It is a costly approach as resources need to be invested in 
building multiple brands (Aaker, 2004) but also provide an opportunity to enter several 
markets/segments/industries independently (Keller, 2003; Muylle et al., 2012) while 
maximizing customer loyalty (Morgan & Rego, 2009).   

In between these strategies are various types of hybrid strategies such as endorsement 
(Olins, 1989), mixed branding (Rao et al., 2004) or a business brand (Muzellec & 
Lambkin, 2009) where the company (or any other) brand is clearly connected to the 
product/family brand but where both brands co-exist side by side. This approach mixes the 
pros and cons of the two previous strategies as some brand equity can be transferred 
between entities while the possibility to extend the offering with partially new associations 
within certain limitations is still there. The brand architecture of larger companies most 
often fall into this type of strategy (Richter, 2007, in Baumgarth, 2010) due to the 
company’s history where factors such as internal politics, shifts in technology, market 
changes and mergers & acquisitions (M&A) have pluralized the company’s brand portfolio 
(Devlin, 2003) in an attempt to accelerate sales revenue growth and lower the percentage 
of marketing admin costs across the portfolio (Rahman & Lambkin, 2016). As many as 95% 
of all companies use mixed branding of some sort for at least one of their products (Laforet 
& Saunders, 1994), making it the most common strategy overall (Douglas et al., 2001; 
Rajagopal & Sanchez, 2004). This strategy is the most efficient choice in a high-
involvement category (Berens et al., 2005) and research have confirmed that mixing a 
corporate brand with a product brand always work favorably in brand evaluation, even in 
cases where the corporate brand lacked representation in the product category (Saunders 
& Guoqun, 1997).  

Most models of brand architecture use the same “end points” as described above but some 
contain more detailed strategies in between. The “mixed strategy” in between the single 
and multiple brand strategies can for instance be divided into subbranding as well as 
endorsement strategy, a form of evolution of the master brand through and extension by 
direct or indirect inheritance respectively of the master brand’s attributes (Aaker & 
Joachimsthaler, 2000b). A subbrand can be either a generic extension of the corporate 
brand to mark its entry into a new category, or a brand it its own right, created to build 
brand equity in addition to the master brand (Rahman & Areni, 2014b). Endorsement in 
its turn can be divided into sub-strategies according to the prominence of the corporate 
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link, from strong endorsement, where the endorsing brand is given a prominent place in 
the structure, to shadow endorsement where the connection is almost invisible (Aaker & 
Joachimsthaler, 2000). Laforet and Saunders (1994) suggest an alternate approach by 
classifying brand structures into corporate brands, house brands (i.e. family brands), dual 
brands (equally visible/driving of the offering), endorsed brands (unequally 
visible/driving), mono brands, or furtive brands (an extreme form of monobranding 
where all traces of a connection to the parent company are hidden). This schema for brand 
structures essentially doubles the number of options presented by for instance Olins (1989) 
by splitting each option into two, making one more extreme and the other a “softer” 
version closer to the center. Kapferer (1997) extends the brand architecture further and use 
the concepts product brands, line brands, range brands, umbrella brands, source brands 
and endorsing brands. These extended models provide more alternatives in between the 
single and multibrand strategy, with product brands symbolizing the stand alone branded 
identity, line/umbrella/range/source brands representing increasing linkage between 
brands in the architecture, and finally endorsing brands as the option where the corporate 
name is a major driving force behind the consumer’s purchase decision.  
There are also examples of where above described strategies are combined into composite 
“meta strategies” for brand architecture. Muylle et al. (2012) assemble umbrella brands, 
family brands, line brands and modifiers into four strategies called brand stack, brand 
park, brand tower and brand silos. These strategies are combinations of different concepts 
into four “packages” containing several types of structures spanned by the two dimensions 
“standardization” and “centralization”. These four concepts are different compared to the 
previously described models since the assumption that companies tend to use a 
combination of brand architecture types is the fundament for the analysis. Another model 
presented by Strebinger (2004) use five strategies based on not only the products and their 
link to each other, but also the target groups involved and how the different brand 
constellations are profiled towards them. Given the previously stated fact that most 
companies use a combination of brands and types of architecture, this sort of 
representation may seem a more accurate depiction of reality compared to the early 
models of the 1980s and 1990s where the aim was to build “a coherent international 
brand architecture” and “harmonizing brand decisions” (Douglas et al., 2001, p. 97 & 98).   

Choosing strategy 
What type of strategy to choose for a new product/service depends on factors such as fit 
with existing offering and the potential risk that the new offering entails (Petromilli et al., 
2002) but also what industry that the company operates in and the overall strategy 
(Strebinger, 2014). The past history of product introductions limits the structural choices 
moving forward, meaning that the selected structure must build on the brand architecture 
that already exists in the portfolio (Rahman & Areni, 2014b). That means that companies 
seldom face a discussion on where to position its products overall on this structural 
mono/multi spectrum. Often the decision has already been made in the past when the 
company first went to market. The reason for choosing a single brand strategy at that point 
is primarily synergy – the ability to save money on brand-related expenditure and to 
achieve a market communications effect on all product/services by investing in one brand 
(Rao et al., 2004). Often the vast majority of the revue in a portfolio comes from only a 
fraction of its brands (Kumar, 2003).  On the other hand, using multiple brands will avoid 
a channel conflict, help establish associations that may be incompatible between brands 
and signaling a break-through feature or advantage (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000b; 
Chailan, 2009). In an increasingly global world, local credibility is rare and keeping 
smaller, local brands when purchasing a company can be a way to maintain relevance in 
the market (Muylle et al., 2012; Aaker, 2011; Schuiling & Kapferer, 2004). 

When looking at the financial side of brand architecture, there is little support showing any 
of the above strategies as superior in terms of return on investment (Morgan & Rego, 
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2009), although investors prefer a corporate brand focus (Rao et al., 2004). Which type of 
architecture that is most often used may depend on executive decisions and a conscious 
strategy but may also be influenced by internal or political reasons (Devlin, 2003). Muylle 
et al. (2012) suggest that two dimensions are particularly influential on brand architecture: 
the structure of the organization (centralized or decentralized) and the degree of 
product/service standardization/customization offered by the company. The (monetary) 
risk is also influential as some research suggest that higher risk means the consumer relies 
more on major, well-known (corporate) brands (Mann & Kaur, 2013).   

In reality, it seems that the larger a company is, the more complex is its brand structure. 
Even the most dedicated followers of the doctrine “one global strategy, one global brand 
architecture” conclude that most companies use a mix of different types of architecture at 
once (see further Douglas et al., 2001, p. 106). For example, a study on brand architecture 
in the financial sector conducted by Devlin (2003) identified a “multiple-corporate 
approach” as the most common architecture, meaning that several corporate brands were 
used in parallel.  Similar results have been found in FMCG industries (Laforet & Saunders, 
1994) and in a project benchmarking brand architecture in 1994 compared to 2004. A 
decade later, Laforet & Saunders (2005) found that exclusive power brand strategies such 
as corporate branding and the branded house were decreasing from an already small share 
of the market (5 % and 11% respectively) to a record low level (3% and 6%). The same study 
also concluded that single brand strategies are rising somewhat (from 16% to 19%) while 
the largest change is found in the number of companies that use some form of dual 
branding in their offering, through for instance endorsement (from 14% in 1994 to 26% in 
2004) (Ibid, 2005). Thus, brand architecture is becoming more complicated with close to 
two thirds of all companies using some form of dual/mixed branding in their architecture 
(Laforet & Saunders, 2007).  

Critiquing current models 
Existing models describing brand architecture and other major fields within marketing 
often come from a business-to-consumer (B2C) contexts and a common critique is that 
these cannot easily be translated into the B2B segment (see Keränen et al., 2012). The two 
fields are said to be too different to compare with emphasis on how the B2B sectors have 
more informed buyers and more rational buying processes where multiple decision makers 
are involved (Beverland et al., 2007). When looking at brand architecture, the B2C 
industry is more prone to focus on individual brands while the B2B companies build 
corporate brands (Ibid, 2007). However, there are also examples of companies who 
manage to operate in both a B2C and B2B setting, succeeding to transfer association from 
one sector to the other (Burnaz & Bilgin, 2011).  

Another aspect missing from existing structural models is the composite of brands 
belonging to different portfolios, joint together through co-branding (Blackett & Boad, 
1999). That a common manifestation of this strategy is the combination of brands owned 
by different companies, combined with the current brand architecture models focus on one 
company’s structure, may explain why this is the case. However, co-branding can arguably 
be seen as a brand architecture strategy in itself since it links the brand equity of two of 
more entities through a composite structure that bear few similarities to the previously 
described alternatives (Åsberg, 2009). The presence of (at least) two distinct brands sets 
co-branding apart from both a pure mono and multibrand strategy. Even though there are 
similarities to the mechanisms of mixed branding strategies, co-branding (unlike 
subbranding) combine several distinct entities that also exist in isolation in ways that 
transcends the mere reassurance effects rendered through endorsement.  

Research within the co-branding field share common goals with that of brand architecture 
in that both fields attempt to describe how a constellation of brands work and how 
included brands affect each other. Co-branding literature often focus on issues of what 
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brand that stand for what in a joint offering (Leuthesser et al., 2003), the power relation 
between included brands (Park et al., 1996), brand fit (Decker & Baade, 2016) and 
advantages and risks of co-associating brands (Blackett & Boad, 1999). Therefore, theories 
and research from this closely related area can arguably be used to both strengthen and 
expand the knowledge capital of brand architecture research. Studies have in some cases 
already drawn this parallel by showing similar performance and consumer-evaluation of 
co-branded extensions compared to extensions using “standard” brand architecture (see 
Besharat, 2010) which indicate their interchangeability in the eyes of the consumer. Still, 
extending brand architecture by introducing constellations of brands from different 
portfolios is largely missing in current models.  

Brand portfolio 

The set of brands owned by an organization can be said to belong to that company’s 
portfolio (Dacin & Smith, 1994). A brand portfolio contains certain types of product 
defining roles for each brand (Chailan, 2009) when communicating the offering to the 
market (Ibid, 2008) through the customer’s mental organization of brands (Carolino Sousa 
Santos Junior, 2018). This constellation of brands together represents a greater 
accumulated value than each asset separately (Barwise & Robertson, 1992). In this sense, 
the brand portfolio concept transcends brand architecture by focusing on the role of a 
brand regardless of it structural position in the portfolio (Chailan, 2009) and allows the 
company to establish a strategy for every brand (Carolino Sousa Santos Junior, 2018). 
Legal ownership does not limit the number of possible brands considered part of the 
portfolio, which may include partners (Hill & Lederer, 2001), competitors (Åsberg, 2015), 
people (Uggla, 2006) and places (Kapferer, 2004). 

Due to globalization and the acquisitions made by international conglomerates, the late 
twentieth century saw the birth of “super portfolios” where hundreds of brands competed 
for attentions and resources to satisfy local markets and consumer segments (Kumar, 
2003). With companies facing questions regarding how to handle these growing portfolios 
in a financially sensible way, research focused on describing ways of auditing the brand 
portfolio (Hill et al., 2005) and how to divest or delete brands that are either 
underperforming or that does not fit the company’s strategic direction moving forward 
(Kumar, 2003; Varadarajan et al., 2006).  

The brand portfolio and brand architecture concepts are closely linked in that they 
describe two aspects of delivering the brand strategy (Keller, 1999). The structural role 
played by the brand in the brand architecture can for instance be as a master brand or 
subbrand (Aaker, 2004), describing its hierarchical relationship to other brands and its 
driving role in the offering. Portfolio roles such as strategic brands, cash cow brands, 
sleeper or wallflower (Aaker, 2004; Hill et al., 2005) instead focus on the brand itself and 
what it contributes to the whole of the portfolio, beyond structural links. Together, the 
concepts describe the structure of the portfolio combined with the so-called product 
defining roles which is why the two fields are intertwined with each other. The brand 
portfolio-metaphor is a dynamic way of seeing what role the brands have beyond structural 
relationships in the architecture, as well as what each brand contributes to the corporate 
association base (Uggla, 2006).  

The customer disconnect 

In existing academic research, the brand architecture deployed by a company is analyzed 
from the perspective of the company itself (see Balmer & Gray, 2003) since the marketing 
executives are the ones who decide if the go-to-market strategy should revolve around a 
mono- or multibrand strategy. However, the purpose of the brand architecture is not to 
function as a control system for marketing professionals who want to keep tabs on how the 
portfolio fits together but is created to achieve certain effects in the market. A specific 
brand structure is chosen for reasons such as the extent to which it transfers associations 
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between brands (Douglas et al., 2001), and brand architecture should therefore also be 
seen and evaluated from that external perspective. Just as a brand is nothing more than a 
symbol until filled with customer experience (Holt, 2004), settling on approaching brand 
architecture from the company’s side only is to describe a compartmentalized reality that 
only exist within the walls of the office. Brand portfolio management also emphasize the 
relative importance of brands from a brand owner’s perspective, despite the role 
consumers play in a brand’s success or failure. This is the customer disconnect.  

The customer’s view of a brand portfolio’s content and structure, as communicated 
through products and messages, may differ from the company’s perception (Esbjerg & 
Bech-Larsen, 2009) and is hereafter described as the perceived brand portfolio (content) 
or perceived brand architecture (structure). In general, brands can be seen as co-created by 
the consumers and brand owners through interactions (Saunders & Rod, 2012), in 
interpretation of meaning (Vallaster & von Wallpach, 2013) or identity (da Silveira et al., 
2013), following the logic of brand identity versus brand image (Keller, 1999). Consumers 
have an important role to play when evaluating brand architecture and are in some cases 
actively invited to co-create the brand meaning/identity (Kennedy & Guzman, 2016; Ind et 
al., 2017) but also credited as passive co-creators of meaning in the architecture (Esbjerg & 
Bech-Larsen, 2009) existing in the mind of the consumer (Montero, 2002). Corporate 
brands can for instance be said to be a bridge linking inside of the organization with the 
consumers on the outside as a means for communicating meaning and values (Biraghi & 
Gambetti, 2013). It is therefore crucial to also understand how this group perceives the 
brand portfolio (Serota & Bhargava, 2010), both in terms of content and structure 
(Gabrielli & Baghi, 2016). Stakeholder-specific management is already an established 
approach for individual entities, such as corporate brands (Mingione, 2015) but could – at 
least for key stakeholders like customers – be extended to cover the entire portfolio. 

Evidence backing the statement that consumers experience brand portfolios/brand 
architecture in a different way has so far been circumstantial. The brand architecture of a 
product may contain several brands/names (Keller, 2012) and instead of evaluating brands 
independently, brands are experienced inter-dependently by the consumer (Petromilli et 
al., 2002) and evaluated by associations rather than aggregation (Jevons et al., 2005). 
Associations may already exist in the consumer’s mind due to previous experiences but 
could also be triggered by semantics/symbolism, leading to an implicit transfer of meaning 
through a seemingly illogical connection (Dimofte & Yalch, 2010). These suggestions 
constitute an important difference compared to the classical perspective taken by the 
brand owner, where the architecture is modular, and each brand adds its distinction on top 
of other brands as separate entities. A consumer/buyer instead intuitively look at the 
whole, and existing literature indicate a more complex attribute evaluation process among 
this group compared to the same mechanism considered from the company’s perspective 
(see Halkias, 2015).  
There are also factors supporting the claim that consumers may seek to simplify the 
structural and associational queues given since they can only hold between five and nine 
pieces of information in memory along one dimension (Miller, 1956), which means six 
product choices in a purchase situation (Ozcan & Sheinin, 2012). Translated into the 
domain of brand architecture, another study indicated that following a merger between 
two companies, most consumers prefer the simplified option of maintaining only one of 
the two included brands as the front for the new entity (Machado et al., 2012) rather than a 
composite. Even investing in a whole new logo is preferred to combining two existing 
names into one visual identity (Ibid, 2012). The mechanisms for evaluating a constellation 
of brands are complex but the aim of the evaluation is simplicity and mental congruency. 
As explained in social adaption theory, the buyer will incorporate new information about 
the brand with their existing mental image in order to achieve symmetry between the two 
(Ahn et al., 2010). Reversely, a detailed architecture containing a greater number of brands 
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with subtle variations will challenge the consumer’s abilities of making sense of the 
offering. How will, for instance, a token endorsement structure be perceived by a stressed 
consumer seeking simplicity and quick understanding? The resulting perceived brand 
architecture may be an isolated master brand, linked by association to a partner or even 
competing brand. The challenge therefore becomes to create a brand architecture that 
facilitates a buying behavior from the consumer – in fact this becomes the purpose of the 
architecture (Serota & Bhargava, 2010) – and understanding the differences in perception 
between brand owner and brand consumer is required to achieve this.  

Associational networks 

A pre-requisite to understanding perceptional differences between marketing practitioners 
and consumers is to describe the perceived brand constellation using a common 
terminology. Visualizing the brand portfolio and its structure will be one way to compare 
the views of the two groups. Traditionally, the brand owners are used to a conceptual way 
of thinking by grouping brands in hierarchal trees (Aaker, 2004), which is how existing 
brand architecture models are built. These trees are created based on the same principles 
as an organizational chart with the most powerful/influential brands at the top and smaller 
and narrower ones further down the tree. The greatest limitation of these trees is that they 
only show the relative power-distribution between the included brands and not how each 
brand contributes to the composite offering or if there is an interbrand association not 
accounted for in the external-facing brand labeling.  

A complementary way of describing constellations is by applying network theory to 
visualize associational links between brands. Network theory is a way to map the 
relationships between brands and identify central nodes – entities with an above-average 
number of connections to other brands – acting as hubs in the brand constellation, an 
approach previously used in research on consumer choice and loyalty through so called 
concept maps (Joiner, 1998). These maps attempt to visualize how people store 
information in their memory and follow the reasoning of associative models: that people 
store pieces of information according to how closely associated they are to each other, 
meaning that a stimulus triggering one such mental node implies a high probability that 
the associated nodes will also be activated (Ibid, 1998). Proximity between brands can be 
calculated using the number of times brands are consumed/experienced together, thereby 
forming groups of brands exhibiting great inter-group associational exchange (Henderson 
et al., 1998).  

The concept map was originally developed to visualize consumer associations of a specific 
concept but could also be used to map relations between brands (Henderson et al., 1998). 
Studies have shown that the maps differ in detail depending on the level of information or 
expertise that the subject possesses (Joiner, 1998; Roedder John et al., 2006), which 
corresponds to the reasoning above regarding the consumer’s simplified way of 
assimilating information.  
Concept maps can be constructed using various techniques, ranging from real-time 
construction by the respondent in the interview through so called consumer mapping 
(Saunders & Rod, 2012) to mathematical extraction comparing attribute saliency between 
concepts (Henderson et al., 1998). A basic network analysis can complement the 
hierarchical tree by adding inter-brand relevance to the analysis. Concept maps have been 
tested for reliability and validity over time, and results show them to be stable and reliable 
(Joiner, 1998), a sign of strength as the maps are simplified representations of the 
complexity of a human mind. Further, the major strength of concept maps is their use “as a 
qualitative, discovery-oriented methodological tool” (Joiner, 1998, p. 312) which means 
that they are suitable for exploring the research question and sub questions stated in this 
thesis. 
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In order to create concept maps that accurately depicts the respondent’s mental 
representation of an abstract concept, a set of pre-defined methodological criteria for 
creating concept maps were adapted for intra-brand relationships using so called Brand 
Concept Maps (Roedder John et al., 2006). Based on a technique where the respondent co-
creates the physical representation of the mental footprint, the map creation is divided into 
an elicitation phase, where the content of the portfolio is explored, and brand-mapping 
phase, where the links between entities are plotted using different strengths (Ibid, 2006). 
The individual maps are then aggregated together in a post-interview phase to create 
collective representations of brand portfolios that can be compared with the perceptions of 
brand owners to identify perceptual discrepancies.  
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Research approach 

 
Given that the nature of the research question is to investigate a previously unexplored 

area of brand portfolio and brand architecture research, a qualitative technique using an 

inductive approach is the most suitable approach for studying the subject. This section 

briefly describes the methods used to explore the possible existence of perceptual 

differences between individuals/groups and the technique, involving Brand Concept Maps 

(Roedder John et al., 2006), developed and used in the empirical study underpinning the 

thesis. A more detailed and purpose-specific explanation about the methodology can be 

found in each subsequent article.  

Overall research design 

Actual, existing brand portfolios are good subjects for studying possible perceptual 

differences between individuals since they encapsulate the complexities of real life 

business. Using theoretical examples consumed by study participants in a controlled 

environment would likely be a less suitable method for exploring this phenomenon since 

any factors influencing perceptual differences based on stakeholder role and experiences 

are negated. Therefore, case study research was chosen as the means for exploring the 

research question, a common exploratory research strategy within marketing (Beverland & 

Lindgreen, 2010; Piekkari et al., 2010). Case study research is helpful when the number of 

possible variables influencing the subject of interest is thought to exceed the number of 

data points available (Yin, 1994) and are appropriate as a basis for understanding 

processes and building theory (Borghini et al., 2010; Chailan, 2008). The case study helps 

explore a subject in-depth (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and is suitable for research 

related to the complexities of society or people (Beverland & Lindgreen, 2010; Levy, 2005). 

Using multiple cases from several industries catering to different stakeholders (B2C versus 

B2B) will render more robust theory (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007) and increase the 

chance of illuminating extremes/discrepancies (Flyvbjerg, 2006) in concepts that are at 

least partially socially constructed (Piekkari et al., 2010). The cases used to investigate the 

nature of perceptual discrepancies between individuals and groups were therefore 

purposely selected by segmenting possible case portfolios by industry and target market 

type, while also targeting multi-national portfolios that are less susceptible to cultural 

differences and geographical constraints. As a result, four multinational brand portfolios 

were selected as the basis of this exploratory study.  

Mapping of perceptions and associations  

Since the perceptual representation of a portfolio exists in the mind of an individual, such 

structures must be visualized using techniques that the respondent understands and can 

use to recreate a real-life depiction these abstract, complex structures. Retrieving 

information from the source (the individual) must take place through a data-rich 

interaction (i.e. a situation with as few technical restraints as possible on how answers are 

recorded) where the respondent can use their own words to describe their mental 

representation of a brand portfolio. A common technique based on a set of rules is needed 

in order to record all such representation in a way that can then be compared and 

potentially aggregated into a collective view.  

For these reasons, interviews were chosen as the method for collecting the information, 

data which was then structured by the actual respondent into Brand Concept Maps 

through consumer mapping (Saunders & Rod, 2012).  
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Interviews 
The semi-structured interviews conducted lasted between one and three hours with 

company representatives, who naturally had a lot to say about their brand portfolio, and up 

to an hour with the somewhat less articulate customers. All interviews were recorded and 

transcribed since the way in which each brand was described represented part of the 

analysis, and the respondent was guaranteed complete anonymity. This was important for 

especially the company representatives, who would otherwise take a professional risk 

describing a portfolio that in the aftermath did not concur with the view of their managers 

or owners. Further, to disprove the notion that there is such a thing as a correct 

representation of an abstract concept, the respondent was asked for their personal view of 

the brand portfolio. The respondent was told that he/she was the expert in the matter of 

their personal views and that there were no right or wrong answers, in order to further 

facilitate an open discussion (Reynolds & Gutman, 1988). 

The interviews contained two distinct sections: the brand elicitation phase and the 

concluding brand mapping phase. In the elicitation phase, the respondent was asked to 

mention all brands that belonged to the brand portfolio in question. Since the brand 

portfolio concept could mean different things to each respondent, or even be an unknown 

construct for most customers, it was defined as the set of brands or other entities that had 

an association to the company in question (which was predetermined as the organization 

targeted in the study). The more well-informed company representatives were given blank 

cards to fill in with one brand each, while customers based their selection on a pre-defined 

set of brands containing both expected and unexpected answers, as well as blank cards for 

any brands that were left out of the set. When mentioning a brand, the respondent was 

asked to explain why they felt it has a connection to the portfolio. This question thus 

worked as a control mechanism to ensure that the respondent gave well-informed answers 

and stayed focused on the task at hand. The respondent was urged on using probing 

questions such as “What other brands do you feel have some connection to those already 

on the table?” as well as alternative formulations designed to also allow mention of people, 

places and other organization with an associative link to the portfolio. The brand elicitation 

phase was concluded when no further brands could be listed as belonging to the portfolio.  

In the brand mapping phase, the respondent was asked to take the brands 

mentioned/selected and map their associational connections using up to four types of 

links, ranging from very weak to very strong. The different link types were included to 

segregate the links, which would otherwise all look equally important, and identify clusters 

of more prominent brands with stronger links to each other. To help the respondent, a 

basic pre-arranged brand map for Toyota containing several types of brands linked in 

various forms was presented by the researcher, who also walked through the meaning of 

the different kinds of connections. Toyota was selected as the example since none of the 

four investigated portfolios were judged to have any associational connection to the brand 

and since the automobile industry was not part of the study. The example was thereafter 

taken away and the respondent encouraged to build their own map. The brand mapping 

process was concluded when no more links between brands could be found. 

The interviews were subject to four methodological criteria as defined by Roedder John et 

al. (2006) and further developed as part of this thesis to fit the mapping of brands and 

their links to each other, rather than associations. These four steps were: 

• All respondents participated in both elicitation and mapping stage, to ensure the 
same population was used in both cases. 
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• Open ended questions were used in the interview, to allow the respondent to use 
his/her own words when answering.  

• A clear distinction was made between the most frequently mentioned brands and 
those mentioned by just a few respondents. In the original set of criteria developed 
for brand associations, the concepts mentioned by few respondents were 
disregarded, but these were included separately in the maps of the exploratory 
study as indicators of potential links/brands worth noting. 

• All participants were given the option to use blank cards to list brands. For 
company respondents, this was the only option, while consumer started with a pre-
defined list – with the possibility to add additional brands – to minimize the effects 
of information asymmetry and selection bias between the two groups.  

 
Brand Concept Maps 
In the post-interview analysis, all individual maps were aggregated into collective brand 

portfolio maps – one for each stakeholder group. Based on established techniques for 

building brand association maps (Joiner, 1998), the process for creating these aggregates 

were further developed as part of this thesis to map networks of brands rather than just 

associations to one specific brand. Using the main steps for combining individual results 

suggested by Roedder John et al. (2006), the frequency of mentioned brands, their 

respective connections and their degree of centrality (Henderson et al., 1998) were 

calculated using descriptive statistics. The adapted three step process for creating 

aggregated Brand Concept Maps was: 

1) Divide all mentioned brands into one of three groups depending in their frequency 
of mention. These groups – core brands, outlier brands and ghost brands – 
represent the brands mentioned by virtually all respondents, those mentioned by a 
significant number of respondents, and those only mentioned by few respondents 
respectively. For exact definitions, see paper I and paper II. 

2) Review all mentioned connections and classifying them as either established 
connections, mentioned by at least half of the sample and given most attention in 
the analysis, or other connections still visualized in the map for transparency 
purposes.  

3) Finally, the strengths of these connections were calculated using an average score to 
separate strong established connections – links with great influence over the 
portfolio according to a majority of the respondents – from weak established 
connections recognized by the respondent as being there but of little importance.  

 

The resulting aggregated Brand Concept Maps represent both the similar and dissimilar 

views of a target group by segregating commonly agreed perceptions, such as core brands 

that everyone mentioned with well-established connections to other entities, from brands 

that only receive partial recognition of the stakeholder group. In this setting, the links 

mentioned are considered to be representations of the actual brand architecture as seen by 

the collective stakeholder group. As an example, a corporate brand typically holds more 

connections than a product brand, and sub brands gather around the master brand by 

means of associations in a sun formation. Structural links that may be visible on a 

product’s packaging, such as endorsement, may not be represented in the aggregated maps 

if the stakeholder group does not consider this brand structure to translate into any actual 

association.  

Measuring associations rather than the company’s “official” brand architecture in the 

brand mapping stage of the interview not only meant lower thresholds to interact for 
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consumers with no prior knowledge to brand architecture theory, but also puts the 

spotlight on the main purpose of brand structures (brand equity transfer through 

associational links).  

Procedural limitations 
The techniques used in the exploratory field work underpinning this thesis’ general 

conclusions are subject to a set of procedural limitations that must be taken into account 

when analyzing the aggregated Brand Concept Maps and comments made by the 

respondents in the interview situation.  

Firstly, there is a difference in the brand elicitation stage between the company 

representatives, typically marketing managers with high brand portfolio knowledge, and 

customers. Although highly involved customers were included in the study to minimize the 

effects of information asymmetry and maximize the chances of not finding a systematical, 

perceptual difference between stakeholder groups, these customers are generally not aware 

of the brand portfolio concept and the notion of how a brand can be said to belong to a 

company’s portfolio by means of association to official, company-owned brands. Brand 

recall, the arguably best method for collecting spontaneous associations, was used in 

interviews with company representatives, but a set of 30-60 pre-written cards containing 

brand names were instead given to the lesser-informed consumers as a base line for 

constructing the brand portfolio using brand recognition. This gave the consumers a “leg 

up” compared to their corporate counter-parts, who in their turn had been exposed to 

more information about the brand portfolio and engaged in regular conversation about the 

connections between company brands. One possible, negative effect of this difference in 

the elicitation phase could be consumers “over-mapping” their mental representation of 

the brand portfolio by adding brands that before the interview were not considered as 

linked to the portfolio but added upon sight of the cards in the interview situation. To 

control for this possible skewing effect, a set of fictional control brands were added to the 

set, branded using the corporate brand and a made-up subbrand. Since consumers could 

not have seen these non-existing brands before, they served as a control measuring the 

effect of being shown the brands instead of having to recall from memory. In reality, few 

consumers ended up using these fake brands in their personal brand portfolio maps, which 

together with the fact that the majority of the pre-scripted cards were not selected as part 

of the portfolio indicated a thoughtful, selective behavior from consumers in the study. 

Still, future work on Brand Concept Maps should explore the effects of the dissimilarities 

in the brand elicitation phase in more details.  

Secondly, the Brand Concept Maps were created with the interviewer watching in the room 

to answer questions. The fact that a second person was present, encouraging the 

participant to explore their mental representation of the brand portfolio in more detail, 

could help enrich the theory eventually created (Dubois & Gibbert, 2010) but could also 

have affected the study participants’ response behavior. Although the researcher did not 

decide what brands that were mentioned in which order, probing questions asking the 

respondents why they made a selection could have triggered the respondent to think more 

carefully than they would have in, for instance, a purchase situation on their own. Other 

types of data collection, such as an online survey taken by the respondent without the 

researcher present, could have eliminated this possible interactive effect but would pose 

other problems, especially for customers who did not know the brand portfolio concept or 

map building process from before. Therefore, interviews were selected as the preferred 

method, although it meant the researcher participated in the dialogue.  
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Third and finally, the numerical limits deployed in the aggregation phase following the 

interviews were not based on previous research. Given that this was an exploratory study, 

the researcher had to extract satisfying numerical boundaries for brand types and 

connection strengths based on the data at hand. These classifications work well with the 

sample included in this study but should be further tested in future quantitative research 

on perceptual brand maps. 

Publications 
The four papers included in the dissertation address the research question and sub 

questions as specified under the section “Research objectives”. Below are executive 

summaries of the content and main findings of each article, as well as the full paper.  
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Paper 1 

 

Perceived Brand Portfolios: How Individual Views Hamper 

Efficiency 
PER ÅSBERG 

 

Published in  

Journal of Product & Brand Management, 2015, Vol. 24, No. 6, pp 610–620 

 

Paper I – Executive summary 

In this exploratory study, the potential perceptual discrepancy between different marketing 

professionals working with the same brand portfolio was explored. Semi-structured 

interview with nine marketing decision makers managing two different multi-national 

brand portfolios was used to investigate dissimilar views among individuals managing a 

brand portfolio. Marketing professionals are exposed to and interact daily with the 

company’s’ brands, some of which they also manage directly as part of their job. These 

study participants are therefore assumedly well informed about the content and structure 

of the brand portfolio. Further, daily interactions with colleagues and continuous 

discussions regarding the brand portfolio strategy and execution/tactics facilitates the 

transfer of information from one individual to another and intuitively counteracts 

dissimilar individual views regarding the brand portfolio’s content and structure. In other 

words, if a group of people work on the same portfolio over a long period of time through a 

set of daily interactions, a collectively homogenous perception of the portfolio could be 

expected. However, seeing the brand portfolio as a complex, abstract concept conversely 

suggests at least partially dissimilar view, despite regular interaction between individuals. 

To investigate this hypothesis, three propositions were constructed and subsequently 

evaluated: 

Proposition 1: The perceived content and structure of a company’s brand portfolio 

will vary between members of the marketing organization. 

Proposition 2:  By comparing personal brand maps, it is possible to identify a 

subset of brands with unanimous awareness that exert greater influence on the 

portfolio through a greater number of connections compared to other portfolio 

brands.  

Proposition 3: Brands not mentioned by all marketing stakeholders are more 

likely to display an undesired or unclear brand positioning compared to 

unanimously mentioned brands. 

The Brand Concept Map, a methodology originally designed by Joiner (1998) and Roedder 

John et al. (2006) to map consumer associations to a specific concept, was extended and 

adapted to instead capture the linked between several brands belonging to the same 

portfolio. Interviewees were asked to build an associative map themselves while answering 

questions about the brands included and the nature of their links to other portfolio entities. 
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These maps were then compared between individuals managing the same portfolio to 

identify commonalities and discrepancies.  

The results showed that marketing professionals do exhibit discrepant views of the brand 

portfolio, despite the access to large volumes of information, exposure to the portfolio 

during a long time and regular interaction with other marketing colleagues managing the 

same portfolio, supporting proposition 1.  

A subset of the brands was mentioned by all participants and each had a greater number of 

and stronger associative connections to other portfolio entities. These core brands 

consisted of the company’s main brands (company brand, main product brands) and 

represented the most revenue into the portfolio. These were always among the first brands 

mentioned in the interviews and described by participants in a uniform way. These 

findings supported proposition 2.  

A second subset of brands were mentioned by a majority, but not all marketing 

professionals, as members of the company’s brand portfolio. These outlier brands were 

described as not quite fitting into the overall positioning of the portfolio and were 

sometimes considered the black sheep in the family with recognition that it had a part to 

play and made some money, but that it didn’t quite fit. Where core brands were important 

enough to in many cases have a dedicated brand manager supporting it (or in some cases a 

team), an outlier brand often shared attention with other brands under one marketing 

professional’s mandate.  

A third and final group were labeled as ghost brands, having only been mentioned by a 

minority – most often one – marketing professional. These brands were in most cases 

owned by other entities but the respondent mentioning them still felt that the brand had 

an associative connection strong enough for it to be considered as part of the company’s 

brand portfolio.  

In the comments made by marketing professionals in the interviews, outlier brands were 

several times described as problematic and confusing. They could belong to a similar but 

separate product category compared the portfolio’s core brands or be positioned in a way 

that partially conflicted with stronger brands. Outlier brands were either new to the 

portfolio (just launched/recently acquired), which meant that the team had not yet had 

much experience with them, or had been with the portfolio for many years without keeping 

up with the evolution of the overall portfolio positioning. In the latter case, they may 

represent a trickle of needed revenue and are therefore allowed to live on but without 

proper brand support. As a consequence, outlier brands were generally described by those 

who mentioned them as non-essential and ill-fitting, in some cases also as candidates for 

future deletion. This conclusion supported proposition 3.  

Given that the study only included two portfolios managed by nine marketing 

professionals, the results were exploratory and non-conclusive. However, the findings still 

corroborated the proposition that discrepant view of a brand portfolio’s content and 

structure exist even among the most involved and well-informed group of marketing 

professionals.  

A natural next step was to further develop the data underpinning the study by including 

additional brand portfolios in an attempt to corroborate these findings, as well as 

extending the scope to also include the customer’s/consumer’s view of the portfolio.  
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Paper 2 

 

A Dualistic View of Brand Portfolios: the Company’s 

versus the Customers’ view  
PER ÅSBERG 

 

Published in  

Journal of Consumer Marketing, 2018, Vol. 35 Issue: 3, pp.264-276   

 

Paper II – Executive summary 

This second paper attempted to extend the scope of the study published in paper 1 by 

including two additional multi-national portfolios and also conducting interviews with the 

companies’ main audience: consumers identified by the marketing professionals 

themselves as the target group for all marketing. As a result, the number of face-to-face 

interviews included in the study rose to 58 in total (20 marketing executives and 38 

customers). The aim of this extended study was to verify previous results while describing 

the nature of the expected discrepancy according to eight propositions: 

Proposition 1a: The perceived content of a brand portfolio may 

systematically differ on a group level between company 

representatives (internal view) and customers (external view). 

Proposition 1b: The perceived structure of a brand portfolio may 

systematically differ on a group level between company 

representatives (internal view) and customers (external view). 

Proposition 2: Customers will in total mention more brands belonging 

to the brand portfolio compared to company representatives. 

Proposition 3: Company representatives will in total mention a greater 

number of connections per brands in the portfolio compared to 

customers. 

Proposition 4: Company representatives will exhibit greater variation 

in connection strength between portfolio brands compared to 

customers. 

Proposition 5: Company representatives will in total mention more company-

owned brands in the portfolio compared to customers. 

Proposition 6: Customers will in total mention more partner brands in the 

portfolio compared to company representatives. 

Proposition 7: Customers will in total mention more competitor brands in the 

portfolio compared to company representatives. 
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This time the first proposition was divided up to reflect difference in portfolio content 

(brand portfolio) and structure (brand architecture) to investigate both what brand that 

are included as well as how they relate to each other.  

The same methodology as before was re-used to collect responses from the marketing 

professionals in the two new cases using Brand Concept Maps, while the approach was 

adapted to the lesser-informed consumer by simplifying the brand elicitation phase of the 

data collection using a large but finite set of possible pre-defined brands (with the option of 

adding additional brands not included in the set using blank notes). Using descriptive 

statistics summarized in table form, the number of brand mentioned and the strength of 

connections between brands were compared between the two groups in four cases, broken 

down by, among other things, network density and brand classification 

(core/outlier/ghost/other). 

The results showed that the consumers’ aggregated perceptual map also contained 

discrepancies in the mentioning of some, but not all brands. The within-group differences 

were not the same for company representatives versus consumers collectively, indicating 

that the groups saw the portfolio systematically differently in ways that could not only be 

attributed to chance or individual differences. That two people perceive an abstract 

concept like brand slightly differently is expected, but this second paper highlighted 

systematic differences between the groups, supporting both proposition 1a and 1b. 

Consumers were also shown to mention a greater number of brands in total, supporting 

proposition 3. They were more likely to include non-company brands in the portfolio, 

especially partners and key competitors (supporting proposition 6-7). This may be due to a 

different way of approaching the portfolio concept compared to marketing professionals, 

who in a sense sit inside their own portfolio and relate the world with the company itself as 

the centre of attention. Consumers, on the other hand, begin with a category or need as 

proxy for brand elicitation, thereby casting a wider associative net with little regard to who 

owns what entity. This follows the logic introduced close to two decades ago by Hill & 

Lederer (2001) where the rigidity of the brand portfolio only including company-owned 

brands is questioned.  

Company representatives (i.e. marketing professionals) on the other hand did mention a 

greater number of company-owned brands, which were also more intricately connected 

with each other compared to the corresponding structure as described by consumers 

(supporting proposition 5). Further, the marketing professionals in total described a 

smaller but more sophistically interlinked brand portfolio, containing both a higher 

number of average associative connections per brand as well as a greater variation in the 

strength of these connections, supporting propositions 3 and 4. Where the consumer 

would acknowledge an associative or structural connection between brands, and rate it 

similar to most other connections in the portfolio, the company representative is more 

prone to classify the link as either very strong or very weak. 

As a general conclusion, customers describe a larger but shallower portfolio of brands, 

while marketing professionals focus on a subset of the customers’ perceived portfolio and 

segregate between different types/strengths of brands connections.  

There are both theoretical and practical implications of these findings. By showing a 

systematic difference in all four cases of portfolios, all belonging to different industries and 

representing both B2C and B2B marketing, the findings in the initial study is extended to 

have implications on existing marketing theory. Similar perceptual differences between the 
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two groups in all cases confirms the existence of collective, systematic differences in 

perceptions of both the content and structure of a brand portfolio. Although additional 

large quantitative studies spanning industries and geography are needed to better 

understand the nature of the difference between these two groups as well as other 

stakeholders, it is reasonable to re-examine theories in brand portfolio management and 

brand architecture to clarify what effect, if any, these findings have on existing models.  

For marketing practitioners, it is reasonable to assume that dissimilar views of a portfolio 

could hamper the efficiency with which the brand strategy is deployed. Marketing 

practitioners should understand that under-performing brands could be the result of 

perceptual misalignment based on different ways of approaching the portfolio overall 

rather than a generally weak position or irrelevant product. As a result, the associative 

transfer of the brand architecture risk being overstated, and influence of 

partners/competitors ignored.  
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Paper 3 
 

The Brand Portfolio Star – a conceptual model for 

incorporating the company’s and customer’s 

perspectives 
PER ÅSBERG 

 

Under consideration by the Journal of Strategic Marketing  

 

Paper III – Executive summary 

The third paper included in this dissertation attempts to transform the findings from the 

study results presented in paper I and II into a model that complements and extend the 

current body of research in the field. Using the alignment between perceptions of company 

representatives versus their target market, the Brand Portfolio Star (BPS) visualizes the 

portfolio as three layers representing both inter-group and intra-group alignment.  

The core of the BPS model consists of those brands which experience high alignment both 

within and between each target group. All parties involve agree that these brands are part 

of the portfolio and likely serve a key role in bringing in revenue to the parent company. In 

a sense, this core corresponds to a state where perceptions do not have to be considered 

since all stakeholders feel the same. As a result, existing theory on brand portfolio can be 

applies without alteration.  

At the very edge of the model, in the corona of the BPS, are brands with low alignment 

both within and between stakeholder groups. Typically, these are “wild cards” in the brand 

portfolio, entities that just a few individuals from either group consider associated to the 

rest of the brand portfolio. Such brands, described in previous papers in a stakeholder level 

as ghost brands, have little influence on the performance of the portfolio and could 

therefore be ignored by brand management. However, the corona may contain associations 

that a subsegment of the market finds relevant, as well as ideas for future brand 

partnerships and possibilities of introducing new energy into the portfolio. 

In between these extremes is the largest part of the BPS model: the outer layers. Brands 

found here have high or medium alignment with either one or both stakeholder groups and 

exhort a significant influence on the overall portfolio. However, the inconsistencies in 

perceptions could cause problems for brand managers who over/under-estimate the 

impact of a brand. Depending on which of the two groups that lack alignment, the brand 

can exist in certain states. The case where consumers overall agree that the brand is a part 

of the portfolio, while company representatives’ perceptions are divided, represent a case 

of potential mismanagement and underperformance of the brand (which likely also 

formally belongs to the portfolio). Taken even further, with almost no company 

representatives naming it as a member of the portfolio, the brand occupies a blind spot. In 

this case, the brand is likely not officially part of the portfolio and may represent a partner 

for instance, but there is great opportunity in leveraging its associations since the target 

market already consider it as part of the brand constellation. Reversely, in the cases where 
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company representatives agree that the brand is a member of the portfolio while consumer 

are divided, marketing professionals risk over-estimating the associative effects of the 

brand, as well as its revenue potential.  

The Brand Portfolio Star is not a tool to help marketing professionals determine what 

brands that are “in” and which ones that are “out” but could be used to identify potentially 

underperforming brands, likely found in the outer layer. Existing brand portfolio models 

focusing on how to best leverage the assets at the company’s disposal assume that a set of 

brands to consider already has been identified, but the BPS model complicates this 

assumption but adding degrees to the question about what brands that can be said to 

belong to the portfolio.  

The Brand Portfolio Star transcends portfolio roles such as cash cow (Keller, 1999), 

journeyman brands (Osler, 2007), silver bullet brand and flanker brand (Aaker, 2000a) in 

that a brand’s state of existence in the portfolio is brought into question. Subsequent 

considerations about what role a brand could play should be based on this perceptual 

mapping so that each brand can both occupy a level of existence as specified in the BPS, as 

well as play a role in the portfolio. In general, each brand’s potential to play the role 

assigned by the marketing team diminish with each step away from the core of the BPS 

model. Misaligned perceptions could hamper a brands performance and undermine its role 

in the portfolio. For instance, it is likely that cash caw brands could only operate at the core 

of the BPS model, since complete alignment between stakeholders is necessary to receive 

maximum revenue yield from the brand. Flanker brands, on the other hand, could work 

well sitting in the outer layers as long as it receives sufficient attention by brand 

management while being similarly perceived by the subgroup it is said to target. A vodka 

flanker brand created to protect the cash cow brand from competitor price attacks may not 

require full perceptual alignment with consumers to work, as the target group will compare 

prices at the point of purchase with less attention paid to the brand itself.  

The BPS model could also be the starting point of a brand portfolio audit, where not only 

the current investment and revenue is analyzed but also the perceptual alignment between 

stakeholders. What may look like an underperforming brand, where high investment only 

renders mediocre returns, may in fact be a case of misaligned perceptions among the target 

group. Without the BPS model as support, marketing management could be tempted to 

decrease investment in this brand to receive better return-on-investment (ROI) elsewhere, 

which can be the start of a downwards facing spiral of lower investment and lower returns. 

With the model identifying the brand as part of the outer layer, the decision could instead 

be to redistribute current communication investments or deploy tactics such as co-

branding to reach through to the target group, which haven’t paid attention or fully 

understood the link to the rest of the portfolio.  

Using the BPS in the audit phase could, as stated above, also uncover hidden gems in the 

form of brands that the target group consider as part of the portfolio. The assets could then 

be leveraged through partnerships or be purchased for active brand management.  

The Brand Portfolio Star is a conceptual model that has been developed to take consumer 

perceptions into account when managing a brand portfolio, as well as being a practical 

answer to the several decades old question about what brands that are part of a portfolio. 

The classification into high/medium/low alignment within and between stakeholder 

groups can be numerically ratifies using the equations developed in the study described in 

paper I and II. The BPS model thus adds a numerical and objectively verifiable layer to the 

otherwise often subjective field of brand portfolio management.   
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Paper 4 
 

Introducing Multidimensional Brand Architecture – taking 

structure, market orientation and stakeholder alignment 

into account 
PER ÅSBERG & HENRIK UGGLA 

 

Published in 

Journal of Brand Management, Vol. 26, No. 5, pp. 483-496  

 

Paper IV – Executive summary 

The fourth and final paper asks similar questions as paper III but for brand architecture. 

Misaligned consumer perceptions of how brands are structured and associatively linked 

could hamper the flow of brand equity intended within the structure. A subbranding 

strategy may not render the desired outcome if the subbrand is instead perceived to be a 

standalone brand with weak/no connection to the master brand. Such mechanisms have 

been implicitly discussed in the past, with the powerful Corolla subbrand as an example 

(Aaker, 2000a), but has yet to be fully accounted for in brand architecture models.  

Previous research into brand architecture has focused heavily on the possible options for 

how brands can be hierarchically structured (for example Olins, 1989; Rao et al., 2004; 

Muzellec & Lambkin, 2009) to produce an exhaustive plethora of models describing 

hypothetical structures as seen from the perspective of the parent company. This paper 

builds on these findings and adds two additional dimensions influencing the choice and 

execution of a brand architecture strategy, creating the Conceptual Integrated Multi-

dimensional Architecture (CIMA) model.  

The first of the three dimensions of the CIMA model is the structural component that is 

usually considered the only viewpoint of brand architecture. Just as in previous models, 

the brand structure can be described on a scale from a monobrand strategy focusing on the 

company brand, to a multibrand strategy where no visual connections exist between 

portfolio brands.  

The second dimension of the CIMA model adds portfolio orientation as an element of 

brand architecture. The degree of openness that a company utilize in its go-to-market 

strategy – ranging from completely closed to fully open – will also affect the properties of 

the brand architecture beyond what mere structure can describe. An open company rely on 

partners to execute on their strategy, partners that exhort great influence on the brand 

even though they may not be visible in the brand structure. As an example, Airbnb depend 

entirely on partners to deliver the services promised and even though it is structurally still 

a monolithic powerhouse in the same style as BMW – they could both in fact be placed in a 

similar place on the structural dimension – the Airbnb brand does not work in the same 

way. A partner-led master brand like Airbnb could be said to contain a wider span of 

associations – from the cheapest one-room apartment in Bucharest to a luxury villa in the 

Bahamas – under the same roof in a credible way. Deploying a similar strategy for a 
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company controlling the distribution, like a hotel brand, would risk diluting the master 

brand without proper subbrands in place. Also, a fully open brand like Airbnb could be 

more resilient to negative experiences, which are at least partly attributed to the actual 

person you rented the apartment from, compared to a case where BMW has problems with 

a car model. To what degree these factors work differently between open and closed 

organization is beyond the scope of the CIMA model, which instead settles on recognizing 

that not all Branded Houses are created equal and that the effects of the chosen brand 

structure may vary as a result.  

The third dimension included in the model is, naturally, perceptual alignment between 

stakeholders. In order for a structure to work as intended in terms of equity and 

association transfer, the link has to exist in the mind of the consumer and also be 

prominent enough to transfer the intended associations. In the case of the Brand Portfolio 

Star described in paper III, which was conceptualized to describe the content of the 

portfolio, a brand can be either inside or outside of the portfolio. This binary relationship 

limits the number of possible states of consumer perception, but with structure comes 

another layer of complexity. It is not just a matter of if a link between two brands exist or 

not, but also how sometimes complex networks of interlinked brands are simplified and 

stored in consumer memory. As shown in the study described in paper II, one company’s 

target group ended up linking all product brands to the corporate brand using the same 

associational strength, even though some products were marketed as subbrands and others 

through an endorsement strategy. In another example, B2B buyers mentally ignored the 

product brands altogether in favor of the just corporate brand, effectively reinterpreting 

what on paper looks like a subbranding strategy into a pure Branded House. For both of 

these cases, the consumer’s perceptual options extend from merely being aware or not, into 

actually reinterpreting the relationship as they understand it.  

By adding this third dimension, suboptimal or unwanted association transfer can be 

anticipated by mapping the strength of links in comparison with the company’s intended 

(internal) perception. The consumer’s search for mental congruency (Folkes, 1988) and 

simple ways of understanding the relationship between brands could mean that more 

sophisticated models of brand equity – such as endorsement – are in reality more difficult 

to sustain compared to a single-brand structure.  

While the first, structural dimension still determines basic concepts of interbrand 

associative strengths and brand equity transfer, the second dimension around orientation 

refine these mechanisms according to the degree of control that the company has over the 

delivery of the brand promise. The perceptual dimension in its turn indicate to what extent 

the intended brand architecture is translated to the market.    
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Main contributions 

 
After exploring the research questions stipulated at the beginning of the thesis, the key 

findings of this research can be summarized in areas of main contributions – ways in 

which the above articles add to the existing body of knowledge within brand portfolio 

management and brand architecture.  

Identification of perceptional brand constellations 

The first and most fundamental contribution of this research is the identification of 

significant perceptual differences in how individuals perceive the content and structure of 

a company’s brand portfolio. Previous research in the field has contained suggestions that 

such parallel structures may exist, but these claims have not been backed by empirical 

evidence. The idea of the brand portfolio as an entity partially controlled by the consumers 

has been indirectly suggested through the possible influence of the consumer over the 

brand portfolios maneuverability (Dacin & Smith, 1994), consumer evaluation of brand 

extensions (DelVecchio, 2000), which brand architecture that consumers prefer in a 

specific industry (Devlin & McKechnie, 2008; Esbjerg & Bech-Larsen, 2009), and the 

general suggestion to monitor consumer perception as part of a brand portfolio audit 

(Kanitz & Burmann, 2012). The research presented in this thesis transform these 

hypothetical suggestions of consumer influence on the brand portfolio/architecture into 

the focal point of the research, explored through a study comparing perceptions within and 

between stakeholder groups. Such discrepancy seems to exist even in communities of 

arguably the most knowledgeable individuals when it comes to the practicalities of 

portfolio content and structure: marketing executives. Exposure to and sharing of 

information between employees in a marketing department, in combination with daily 

interactions between individuals, could overtime be expected to harmonize the view of the 

portfolio. Existing, conflicting perceptions are likely to surface in the reoccurring 

discussions between practitioners that take place during both the planning and execution 

stage of the business strategy, which suggests uniformity over time between individuals. 

However, the study uncovered significant perceptional mismatches between marketing 

practitioners in portfolios that contained less than ten brands, which go against this 

expected logic. The existence of perceptual difference between even the most experienced 

individuals, as well as between company representatives and customers, transforms the 

way practitioners and academics alike could approach brand portfolio and brand 

architecture in at least two ways. 

Firstly, theoretical suggestions of customer influence have been translated into concrete 

claims and verified using an exploratory study showcasing four examples of multi-national 

portfolios that are suffering from perceptual misalignment, despite years of active 

communication with the target group.  

Secondly, showing that significant perceptual differences exist even between the marketing 

professionals who work with the same portfolio on a daily basis indicate that information 

asymmetry or low interest – factors that may otherwise seem likely contributors to 

customers’ perceptional mismatches – cannot be the sole culprits behind explaining this 

difference. Abstract, complex constructs such as a brand portfolio is interpreted by the 

individual and therefore perceived in a dissimilar way, even when manifested in concrete 

structures through a prominently visible brand architecture.  

The two arguments above suggest that mismatched perceptions between individuals 

cannot be “fixed” by more/better information sharing but that perceptual differences are 

woven into the way we perceive the world (see Holt, 2004). As a consequence, existing 
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theoretical models describing brand portfolios or brand architecture should take this into 

consideration to avoid the risk of describing fictive constructs that exist on paper only. In 

practical terms, marketing practitioners should not only monitor customer sentiment but 

also understand that the perceptions of their target group is in a sense more correct than 

their own, as customer perceptions are what will determine the flow of associations 

between brands.  

 
Classification of systematic between-group perceptional differences 

Given that the study underpinning the conclusions made in paper I and II is an exploratory 

one, its main contribution is to identify the existence of a phenomenon. Drawing on multi-

national brands used in B2C and B2B marketing in four different industries, there is ample 

evidence to suggest that the phenomenon of perceived brand portfolios and perceived 

brand architecture is a reality for all companies and portfolios. However, despite included 

in-depth interviews with over fifty respondents, the data collection was designed to explore 

the issue using mainly qualitative techniques, supplemented by numerical analysis. As a 

result, the nature of the discrepancy between individual perceptions and the aggregated, 

collective view of a stakeholder group has not been fully investigated. Still, the dissimilarity 

of the four cases themselves, combined with the similarity of the discrepancies found 

between company representatives and customers for all portfolios, makes it possible to 

begin uncovering the nature of the perceptual difference and its effects. As a result, the 

second major contribution of this research is a preliminary understanding of the 

fundamental differences in how company representatives and customers respectively 

perceived a brand portfolio.  

Company representatives see the content of the portfolio as being almost exclusively made 

up of company-owned brands, associatively connected through a refined network where 

the strengths of the connections can vary greatly. They describe the structure of the 

portfolio as neatly ordered in clear layers, often involving both subbranding and 

endorsement. Customer, on the other hand, are more prone to include non-company 

brands, such as partners and competitors, in the portfolio by means of association. They 

describe simpler brand networks, where the strength of the connection is less relevant, and 

where just about all entities associated with the company is linked to the corporate brand, 

forming a kind of sun-like structure. Somewhat surprisingly, customers are almost as good 

at listing company-owned brands as the employees themselves. 

Even though these findings need to be investigated further using quantitative techniques, 

what we already know about consumer behavior paired with simple logic can help in 

understanding these results. Company representatives are expected to focus on company-

owned brands when describing the portfolio as that is the scope of the contract with their 

employer. Daily exposure to the content and structure of the portfolio allow marketing 

practitioners to refine their mental model of the portfolio to include a greater number of 

connections with a wider range of strengths. Customers, who experience the portfolio as 

one part of a competitive landscape including many other brands, seems to position it 

relative to what they already know of the market much in the same way as when choosing 

one product over another. 

Despite the lack of detailed granularity regarding perceptual differences due to the nature 

of the study, the identification of these main differences between groups still imply that 

current theories on brand portfolio/architecture that lack one of these dimensions (usually 

the customer’s views) could be revisited and extended. For example, some described brand 
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structures, such as token endorsement, may prove to be theoretical constructs that do not 

translate to a consumer market where emphasis is instead put on understanding the most 

basic, powerful associations. For example, the potential to translate a brand architecture to 

the consumer market as intended may vary between structures, making some more robust 

than others.  

Marketing practitioners could include the most prominent partner and competitor brands 

in discussion regarding what they see as the company’s brand portfolio and decide how to 

take advantage of these perceived connections for their own benefit. The category leading 

brand may well influence other portfolios, who have to relate to its image when crafting out 

their own positioning. This may sound intuitive since all brands have to relate to what is 

already on the market to differentiate, but an associational link to the portfolio may also 

mean implicit associational transfer. The same goes for partners. As shown in the study, 

even though a partnership is formally discontinued, the portfolio’s associational link may 

linger on and require attention.  

 
Extension of the brand portfolio concept using consumers’ views 

In the early days of brand portfolio management, the basis for the portfolio content were 

brands owned by the company. In this first paradigm such logic may have made sense if 

the purpose of the portfolio concept was to act as a ledger of all available assets, including 

yearly investment and revenue rendered for the portfolio. However, once the interaction 

between portfolio brands were introduced to the brand portfolio concept in what could be 

called a second paradigm for brand portfolio research, legal and financial concerns alone 

could no longer account for the function of a brand as one collection of associations that 

should ideally be leveraged for maximum return of investment. The introduction of co-

branding and portfolio roles meant that brand not owned by the company could also be 

said to belong to the portfolio (see Hill & Lederer, 2001).  

This thesis adds another dimension to the brand portfolio concept – consumer perception 

– which complicates the question of when a brand can be said to be part of a portfolio 

further. This wider definition of the brand portfolio as a constellation of not only company-

owned brands is maintained but the binary relationship of being either in the portfolio or 

not is transformed into a discrete scale where a brand can be more or less a part of the 

portfolio. The degree to which a brand is considered as belonging to the portfolio could 

differ within a group such as marketing practitioners, but also between the collective, 

aggregated views of different stakeholders.  

Ultimately, the role a brand is expected to play in the portfolio depends in its performance 

in the market, which is in its turn greatly influenced by consumer perception. By adding an 

outsider’s perspective of the portfolio content, marketers will be able to better understand 

the expected performance of the brand based not on the marketing manager’s internal and 

undoubtedly biased view, but the perception of the target group they are trying to 

influence. 

Brand portfolio management, with its division of resources between brands to achieve 

maximum revenue, inevitably belong to the company’s side of the chess board, but the 

actual role that a brand supposedly plays in the market sits on the opposite side, with the 

consumer. For instance, saying that a vodka label is a “flanker brand” to protect the main 

brand from low price attacks from competitors make little logical sense unless it truly 

serves that function in the market as seen from the consumer’s perspective. If the 

consumer sees the brand as irrelevant to the purchase situation, or is unaware that it even 
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exists, it can hardly be said to serve said portfolio role according to the old paradigm’s way 

of thinking. This thesis introduces the notion of a common ground for the brand portfolio, 

constituted of so called core brands, but also recognizes alternate states where either 

stakeholder group over/under-estimate a brand’s impact on the brand constellation in the 

portfolio. As a consequence, portfolio audits can be extended to not only include financial 

performance and hypothesized positioning but also to what extent the brand can play its 

designated role in the market. Additional brands that should be part of the audit, whether 

company owned or not, can also be identified using consumer perceptions and the general 

notion of portfolio roles extended to problematize currently proposed roles according to 

which in realm they belong (internal only, external only, or both).  

 
Evolution of brand architecture theory using CIMA model 

The research community focusing on brand architecture does not need yet another 

structural model outlining new and even more imaginative ways of structuring brands. In 

fact, based on the results of the study underpinning article I and II where consumers were 

less receptive to nuances in brand structures compared to marketing professionals, it could 

be argued that there has already been too much time spent on creating detailed conceptual 

models for how two or more brands are interlinked. Even basic concepts as sub brands and 

endorsed brands were simplified by consumers in this study towards a clearer mono- or 

multibrand strategy. Just as with brand portfolios, the effects sought through brand 

architecture reside outside of the company, with the target market and the empowered 

consumer.  

The CIMA model is not a suggested replacement to, for instance, the well-established 

Brand Relationship Spectrum (Aaker & Joachimsthaler, 2000b) but instead extend the 

way to consider the brand architecture concept by adding a perceptual dimension. A brand 

equity transfer only occurs if the stipulated links, which may be clearly visualized on 

product packaging, are also translated into the perceptual representation of the brand 

architecture that reside in the mind of the consumer. Therefore, possible mental 

misalignment between intended and actual brand architecture should be also accounted 

for. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to investigate how well each brand structure 

presented as part of current conceptual models translate to real life situations, but there 

may be brand structures that exist on paper only - without a corresponding structure 

among consumers - and vice versa. Previous studies into brand architecture have already 

partially undermined clear, linear models with two structural end points by suggesting that 

virtually all real companies rely on predominately mixed branding and often several 

strategies in parallel (Laforet & Saunders, 2007). This thesis adds to that body of 

knowledge by shifting the focus of brand architecture away from being a neat way of 

structuring company-owned brands, to the actual impact of the intended link in the 

market.  

The CIMA model also adds the degree of openness to partners as an additional dimension 

of brand architecture, with the same intention of extending the focus on what the structure 

looks like to also include what effects it has in the market. Old brand architecture logic 

dictates that a monobranding approach like the one used by BMW means that investments 

made in the brand is for the benefit of all products sold using that name, and that one 

faulty such product could negatively influence the entire portfolio. In other words, the 

transfer of meaning and equity between products is facilitated using one clear brand (a 

BMW ad campaign for the new 3-series also help sell other types of cars) but a technical 
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breakdown of one car model may also have negative associational effects on other 

products. However, this logic does not translate as easy to a “no assets” brand like Airbnb. 

The brand still has a clear owner and follow a monobrand structure, but the fact that 

millions of partners deliver the service may influence the brand equity flow between 

products. Despite all being branded using the same name, each apartment is evaluated in 

isolation without the logic that a previous stay at another location can be used to predict a 

good/bad experience at the next. This constitutes new challenges for brand architecture, 

which cannot be accounted for by a structure-only model. Brand equity transfer and spill 

over, the fundaments of brand architecture, work differently for the same kind of structure 

depending on the style of delivery and association density (Balachander & Ghose, 2003). 

New types of services with close to infinite product bundling opportunities, like Netflix, 

pose new demands on brand architecture models that were developed largely in a pre-

Internet economy where the brand owner also controlled the production and often 

distribution of the product. 
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Discussion 

 
Academic research in the marketing field often explore a phenomenon or subject with the 

purpose of uncovering underlying patterns and order that can form the basis for theory 

and overall conclusions. Generalization through structuring and the simplification of 

results into models operationalize the acquired knowledge by providing both academics 

and practitioners with straight-forward tools that can be applied to any relevant situation. 

However, these generalizations could potentially become misleading if the results are 

simplified in the wrong way. For example, early research on brand portfolios stipulated 

that legal ownership somehow set the boundaries for this mental construct, ignoring the 

impact of third-party entities with an associative influence on the portfolio.  Similarly, 

brand architecture has been neatly ordered along a discrete spectrum with clear end points 

according to how the intended associational link was physically manifested on products 

and in communication. A model like the Brand Relationship Spectrum is appealing in its 

simplicity, but how accurately does it depict a reality where companies influenced by 

factors such as M&A activity, history and internal politics work with pluralistic brand 

structures? To complicate things further, customer perceptions are influential in 

determining how a brand structure is received by the market, which makes it even harder 

to create uniform rules and models describing brands and their associations. This 

realization has implications on existing brand portfolio and brand architecture research. 

Another factor affecting these fields is the effect of globalization on the role of the 

consumer. During the twentieth century, distribution of goods and access to product 

information were both limiting factors steering the consumers in their product choices. 

The assortment available at the local food store was largely the universe of possible choices 

and product information was naturally hampered by analog distribution. With the rise of 

the Internet, the universe of possible choices is no longer restricted to geographical borders 

and product information is limited only by the consumer’s ability to absorb new 

information. This has given birth to the notion of a shift in power from the omnipotent 

corporations controlling what people consume to empowered consumers with explicit 

implications on brand portfolio and brand architecture research in areas such as pricing 

(see Zhuang et al., 2018) but also portfolio content and structure. A neat brand hierarchy 

in a presentation should be considered as one possible way of interpreting the structure, 

and not the true representation simply because that is the perception of the portfolio 

owner. Brand portfolio and brand architecture are abstract concepts with sought effects 

residing largely in the realm of the customer, not the brand owner. In this context the 

empowered consumers are the people judging the company’s attempt to link two brands in 

order to transfer meaning.  

Introducing customer perception as a decisive factor in these research areas complicates 

things and indirectly question over-simplified views of brand portfolio and brand 

architecture. Does the intended brand architecture that looks so neat on the company’s 

homepage exist if the links are not perceived by the consumers? By what standards should 

we measure brand architecture: physical manifestations produced by the sender or the 

mental representation as perceived by the receiver? Extending the reasoning of Borgerson 

et al. (2006) concerning the possibility that there is no brand identity or company, just the 

view of the consumer, could it be that the company’s internal representation of the brand 

architecture in fact does not exist at all? 
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In light of the added dimension of consumer perceptions, methods for conducting research 

studies in these field could be reexamined to support perceptual plurality. For instance, a 

study measuring what brand architecture strategies that companies use in real life could 

base its input on the perceptions of the target market, and not solely how the brands are 

structured on the homepage or visualized in ads. Further, what we currently know about 

brand equity transfer is partially based on experiments in a controlled environment using 

fictive brands to counteract uncontrolled effects from other pre-existing associations, 

which in its turn means full overlap between the brand structure designed for the 

experiment and the participant’s view. As shown in this thesis, such a perfectly aligned 

brand portfolio is unlikely to exist in reality as there are always preexisting and individual 

experiences of the construct, which in its turn means that current results in brand equity 

could be based on non-existing situations with full perceptional overlap. These limitations 

for the sake of experiment design are understandable but also produce equally simplified 

results, which may not be extendable to a real-world scenario.  

Brand portfolio research is already a few steps ahead of brand architecture since the 

discussion of what to include in the portfolio (company brands, partners, competitors, 

people, places) is close to two decades old. Academics have had an open debate about what 

rules to apply in order to determine what is inside or outside of a brand portfolio. 

Visualizing the generic, binary relationship of being inside or outside the portfolio does not 

lends itself to any deep philosophical discussion. As a result, brand portfolio research has 

shifted away from the topic of visualization, where the early Brand Portfolio Molecule (Hill 

& Lederer, 2001) still represent one of the most evolved options, to instead cover portfolio 

roles and audits. 

Compare this to brand architecture, where most models are streamlined along a specific, 

discrete dimension with clear endpoints. These relationships are often visualized using 

hierarchical trees, a style of thinking with clear rules for linking entities where, for 

instance, the structure goes top-down and not side-to-side. We intuitively understand how 

to read the hierarchy of “Toyota Corolla” since structure is also built into the lingual syntax 

we use for building sentences, naming people, street addresses and more. The cross 

pollination of hierarchical trees and language therefore becomes the growing ground for 

many discussions about how brand structures can be described, with a resulting plethora 

of possible strategies.  

Introducing the idea that the consumer creates a mental representation of the brand 

architecture based on processes beyond language syntax complicates things and suggest 

that it is time to extend the basic rules for brand structures beyond its physical 

manifestation.  

  



BRAND ARCHITECTURE FROM ABOVE | 44 

Conclusions 

 
This thesis has shown that perceptional differences between individuals and groups is a 

reality, which may affect existing knowledge and models within brand architecture 

research as well as brand portfolio management. The possible existence of such a 

dimension has already been conceptually suggested in brand auditing models and 

structural models, but this is the first time that such as difference is a) confirmed using 

empirical data, and b) initially assessed in terms of its effects on the content and structure 

of the outwards-facing brand portfolio. Accepting the results presented in article I-IV 

implies a need to revise at least some brand architecture models, such as the Brand 

Relationship Spectrum, to incorporate the effects of perceptions.  The reasoning for doing 

do follows a three-step-logic: 

• Brand architecture describe associational links and transfer of meaning between 
brands 

• The associational transfer of meaning happens in the heads of 
consumers/customers 

• Therefore, brand architecture should also be described from the perspective of the 
target market, not just the brand owner 

 

At the end of the day, the reasons for caring about stakeholder alignment in terms of brand 

portfolio perceptions comes down to maximizing brand equity transfer and company 

revenue. Transfer of associations will only take place as intended if there is alignment 

between the views of marketing executives and their target market and, as a result, the 

total brand equity will be higher for organizations with a good understanding of how their 

architecture is manifested. This implies greater financial synergies and, in the end, 

financial incentives such as higher margins (due to more efficient spending/lower sunk 

cost) and increased revenue (due to better association transfer creating a richer consumer 

experience) for companies with a good understanding of their target market. Research on 

the link between brand architecture and return on investment has already suggested that 

the structure used will influence capital growth in relation to investment risk, with sub 

branding being the best choice (Hsu et al., 2016). The question left to answer is whose 

perceptions that have the greatest influence over these results – that of the marketeers, the 

customers or both? Perceptual alignment may be part of the explanation why a straight 

forward semantically hierarchical structure like a sub brand can outperform endorsement 

by a factor of three (see Hsu et al., 2016 p. 277 for details).  

It is understandable if a marketing practitioner is looking for a visually appealing way to 

catalogue which brands the company owns but models describing options for brand 

structure and portfolio roles should go one step further. A model defining brand 

architecture based on how the company coveys it through their channels, with the purpose 

of predicting association transfer, is limited to only describing intended structured and 

effects. The actual effects depending on the perceptual representation of the brand 

portfolio among consumers is the other side of the coin and in a sense the more important 

aspect.  
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Limitations and future research 

 
The results presented in this thesis are subject to a number of limitations.  

First and most obvious, the underpinning study is exploratory and based on a small 

sample. Exploratory studies using small samples investigated in depth is an acceptable way 

of initially assessing a previously unknown question but does not produce robust and 

general results. Therefore, the results suggested should be interpreted as specific to these 

cases and indicative of what may be found in a larger study. Future research may address 

this limitation by including more brand portfolios, as seen from both the company and 

consumer perspective, in a quantitative study analyzed using statistical methods to 

determine the generalizability of the results.  

Secondly, only customers were involved in the data sample to minimize the impact of 

information asymmetry on the results. These customers likely knew more about the 

company compared to the average consumer, suggesting that the found differences could 

be even greater among a lesser informed group of potential customers. The extent to which 

information asymmetry or level of brand involvement influence these discrepancies is 

beyond the scope of this thesis and a possible focus area for future research. 

Third, four different industries are included in the empirical sample, in an effort to uncover 

discrepancies due to industry-specific factors. However, four cases are too few to make any 

general conclusions regarding the role of industry and there may still be cases where 

industry mechanics influences perceptual misalignment. Future research should include a 

greater number of industries, with both B2C and B2B companies represented, to determine 

what role (if any) that industry plays in perceptual misalignment. 

Fourth, the data set include multi-national portfolio only, in order to iron out geographical 

inconsistencies and local culture influences on the results. However, the investigated brand 

portfolios are still managed by regional staff acting fully or in part on directions from 

corporate owners of the brand strategy, which may add a geographical limitation to the 

extendibility of the results. Future research could approach the same portfolio from 

different geographies to explore regional perceptual differences of global brands. An 

alternative approach could be to instead mix multiple portfolios with multiple geographies 

in the same study in sufficient numbers to statistically account for regional and cultural 

differences.   

Fifth, the associational links measured are assumed to be unilateral, meaning that the 

associational strength from brand A to B is the same as from B to A. This was a conscious 

limitation motivated by the many unknown factors in this exploratory study. However, 

there are studies suggesting that asymmetrical associational links between brands exist 

and influence brand equity transfer unevenly (Henderson et al., 1998), a fact that future 

research can use to map the strengths of perceptual links in more detail.  

Sixth, the study took place in a controlled environment removed from the setting in which 

the respondents normally interact with brands. This means that some of the triggers that 

can be present in, for instance, a purchase situation has been excluded and that, as a result, 

implicit triggers not usually noticed by the consumers are less likely to be represented in 

the study results. Unconscious associations that cannot be deliberately recalled by the 

respondent and only queued by outside stimulus (such as a smell or a sound in the store 

environment) will therefore not be included in the Brand Concept Maps.  
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Beyond its current limitations, future research could further explore the perceptual 

differences between stakeholders in several ways. This thesis focuses on showing that such 

a difference exists, which means an exploratory study is sufficient in uncovering the 

discrepancy. In addition, common effects seen across all portfolios included are called out 

as candidates for generalization – such as the tendency of consumers to include partner 

brands and competitors to a larger degree – but these ideas still leave ample terrain to be 

explored in later studies through verification and further extension of the results.  

Firstly, the brand architecture models used up until today are based on theoretical 

reasoning, empirical data as reported by the companies themselves and/or measurement 

of company-produced assets such as product packaging and web site display. The study 

underpinning this thesis include cases where more complex brand structures are simplified 

by well-informed customers into single brand structures, indicating that some brand 

architecture strategies may not translate well when deployed in the market. Future 

research could uncover the mechanism for this structural interpretation and investigate if 

there are some component brands which translate better/worse than others. In the 

extreme case, there may be brand architecture strategies that exist on paper only, without 

coming into play in the market.  

Secondly, in light of the reasoning above, the underlying assumption of brand equity 

transfer through brand architecture should be further explored. There may need to be 

more factors than the mere existence of an associational link present to facilitate the 

distribution of brand equity in a consumer’s perceptional brand portfolio and architecture. 

Third, methods for harmonizing the differences in perception between stakeholders should 

be explored. That such a collective and consistent perceptual difference exist has been 

shown in this research, which creates a need to examine how to bridge that gap and 

potentially also close it to increase the execution of the brand strategy and its efficiency.  

Fourth, current models describing primarily the brand architecture but also brand 

portfolio as a one-dimensional concept as seen from the company’s perspective should be 

revisited using the multi-perceptual rhetoric introduced in this thesis. The result may not 

necessarily be to overthrow existing beliefs but instead enrich them with an additional 

angle of consumer perceptions to increase their validity. Although additional dimensions 

would in the short term complicate existing well-used but simple models, it would render 

more robust theory with greater usability for both marketing practitioners as well as 

academics.  

Fifth, the introduction of stakeholder type as a variable influencing brand portfolio 

perception could segregate results in this study – which was based on consumers – 

between groups such as partners, governing bodies and investors. The “company 

representative”-group symbolizing the internal view of brand architecture and portfolios 

could also be refined into different role types within the organization (such as owners, 

marketing employees, non-marketing employees) to uncover additional intergroup 

discrepancies.  

Sixth, the link between stakeholder alignment and company financial performance remain 

to be investigated. The arguments used in this thesis concerning greater efficiency in well-

aligned relationships when turning the brand strategy into a go-to-market approach, which 

in its turn influence the revenue, need to be investigated using empirical data. That greater 

alignment/better understanding will result in higher efficiency and less resource loss when 

investing in brands may seem logical but exactly how much does perceptually misaligned 
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brand hierarchies affect the company’s performance? Is the relationship between 

alignment and performance a linear one, or is there a point beyond which investment in 

further stakeholder alignment is economically unfeasible?  

Seventh and finally, additional types of numerical analysis can be applied to further 

investigate the aggregated perceptual brand portfolios calculated in paper I and II. As 

suggested by Henderson et al. (1998, p. 316), concepts such as network centrality, 

cohesion, node position and structural equivalence could be used to re-inspect the 

collective maps of a group in relation to concepts such as co-branding, brand parity, 

segmentation and brand dilution. Newer terms, such as brand association network value 

(Schnittka et al., 2012), could also be used to deepen the understanding of perceptual 

maps.  
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