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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The cultural branding approach examines the brand at a macro-cultural level
and divides it into various subcultures, national, and global levels. This
approach focuses on the role of brands in culture and their reciprocal impact,
using methods such as phenomenological interviews and field studies for
analysis. Iconic brands that have been skillfully embedded in culture are
exposed to concerns such as cultural imperialism and globalization. In this
approach, the brand is considered both a cultural artifact and an active agent
in culture (Hedin et al., 2012). In universities, internal branding is of
significant importance because, with the increasing number of universities and
various challenges, institutions must perform effective branding to enhance
service quality and increase loyalty among students and staff. This study aims
to identify and model internal branding with an emphasis on a cultural
approach at the University of Islamic Azad, Esfahan (Khorasgan) branch.

Theoretical Foundations
Components of the Cultural Approach

The cultural branding approach is distinctly different from other approaches
and requires a specific structure for analyzing its components. In this
approach, the primary context is presented as the theory underlying the
approach, and the supporting contexts are the concepts that facilitate a deeper
understanding of it. In cultural branding, dualism and tensions between
various components are clearly observable. Therefore, this approach includes
two main sections: cultural consumption as the supporting context and brand
icons as the primary context. Within this, the social reaction to brand icons,
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which relates to the anti-branding movement (the no-logo movement), and the
theory of the "citizen-artist brand™" are explored in analyzing these tensions
(Xu & Chan, 2010). Douglas B. Holt’s theory of transforming brands into
cultural icons, which forms the basis of the cultural approach, specifically
focuses on brand management. This theory closely aligns with Grant
McCracken's theory of cultural consumption, which aids in analyzing the
transformation of brands into cultural icons (Tajpour et al., 2020). Examining
these key concepts is essential in analyzing cultural brands. Additionally, the
no-logo movement, as a social reaction to iconic brands and an attempt to
resist globalization, plays an important role in this approach (Soleimani et al.,
2021).

Branding in Universities

A university's brand represents the characteristics that distinguish it from
other institutions and is considered a factor in fulfilling students' needs and
building trust for academic choices. Since quality assessment occurs after use,
universities seek to employ branding strategies to improve their academic
rankings (Won Wallpach et al., 2017). A university's brand should be defined
based on its market advantages rather than general approaches. University
brands have the ability to create emotional connections with the public, which
is achieved through the development of a "unique communicative identity."
Research in the field of university branding is limited, with little attention
given to international marketing in higher education. However, universities
must work to effectively present their brand in the higher education market in
order to attract students.

Previous Research

Research on internal branding in Persian is limited, with most studies focusing
on testing Western theories. Universities are conducting extensive research in
this area to stay competitive. Various studies have shown that factors such as
academic major, university location, costs, and reputation significantly
influence the selection of universities (Hachmeister et al., 2007). Additionally,
research indicates that brand attachment affects student satisfaction and trust
(Dennis et al., 2016). In Iran, only a few studies have been conducted on this
topic. Seyed Hosseini et al. (2023) demonstrated that internal marketing
positively impacts organizational commitment and service quality. Yousefi et
al. (2020) explored the impact of student co-creation behavior on university
brand image. Furthermore, Rahimian (2016) emphasized the need for
university branding and the development of related strategies.

Research Methodology

This study is foundational in terms of orientation, qualitative (grounded
theory) in terms of research type, and applied in terms of its objective. The
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target population of the study includes faculty members and experts from the
Islamic Azad University, Khorasgan branch, who have knowledge and
awareness related to the research topic. These individuals were used for
identifying and coding categories. A purposive sampling method was applied,
and a total of 12 individuals were selected as the sample. The study employed
a qualitative grounded theory approach. The research process was as follows:
obtaining a letter from the university and coordinating with the thesis advisor
to select eligible interviewees, conducting semi-structured interviews with
participants and adjusting questions based on responses, performing
interviews at the university premises, transcribing the interviews verbatim,
analyzing the results after every three interviews, and finally, after data
saturation, concluding the interviews. To assess external validity, theoretical
repeatability was used. In the first five interviews, the repeatability rate was
70%, which later increased to nearly 100%. Therefore, the external validity
and reliability of the research were evaluated as acceptable and suitable.

Research Findings

1. Causal Conditions of Internal Branding with Emphasis on
Cultural Approach:
These conditions are mainly influenced by 4 main criteria and 15 sub-
criteria. Factors such as cultural manifestations, brand myth
personalization, organizational culture, and internal brand
significantly impact internal branding. These dimensions suggest that
the organizational brand must reflect in the daily culture and
fundamental values of the university for internal branding to be
effective and sustainable.

2. Contextual Conditions of Internal Branding with Emphasis on
Cultural Approach:
In this section, 7 main criteria and 15 sub-criteria were identified that
influence internal branding in the university. Factors such as
employees' perception of the organization, alignment of
organizational goals with strategies, organizational characteristics,
communication, and employees' personal traits, documentation of
cultural authority, and historical alignment are impactful. These
factors highlight the need for cultural and strategic alignment for
successful internal branding.

3. Intervening Conditions of Internal Branding with Emphasis on
Cultural Approach:
Based on the obtained data, 7 main criteria and 17 sub-criteria
affecting the internal branding process were identified. These factors
include issues like misalignment of the human resources system with
advanced needs, organizational injustices, individual behavior
discrepancies, and inappropriate organizational culture, which can
negatively influence the branding process. These challenges require
reforms and improvements in internal processes and management.
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4. Internal Branding Strategies with Emphasis on Cultural
Approach:
Internal branding strategies at the Islamic Azad University,
Khorasgan branch, were coded based on 3 main criteria and 11 sub-
criteria. These factors include human resources system branding, a
process-oriented approach, and facilitative leadership. These
strategies particularly emphasize managing and leading human
resources and organizational processes to create and strengthen the
internal brand.

5. Outcomes of Internal Branding with Emphasis on Cultural
Approach:
The findings in the outcomes section revealed that internal branding
at the Islamic Azad University, Khorasgan branch, leads to positive
results. These outcomes include individual consequences (such as
employee satisfaction and loyalty), employee-related consequences
(like increased motivation and productivity), organizational
consequences (such as strengthening the brand identity and
organizational cohesion), and cultural and spiritual outcomes.
Specifically, the development and strengthening of the organizational
brand identity through internal branding can lead to sustainable
positive impacts both inside and outside the organization. These
results indicate that for designing an effective internal branding
model, causal, contextual, and intervening factors must be identified,
followed by the implementation of specific strategies to achieve
positive outcomes at the individual, organizational, and cultural
levels.

Discussion and Conclusion

In this study, the internal branding model with an emphasis on the cultural
approach at Islamic Azad University, Khorasgan branch, was designed and
analyzed. The research results addressed five main questions, including
causal, contextual, intervening conditions, strategies, and outcomes of internal
branding.

The findings of the study are as follows:

1. Causal Conditions: The impact of four main criteria, including
cultural manifestations, brand myth personalization, organizational
culture, and internal brand.

2. Contextual Conditions: Seven main criteria, such as employees'
perceptions of the organization, alignment of organizational goals,
organizational characteristics, communication, and documentation of
brand authority.
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3. Intervening Conditions: Factors such as unmanageable employees,
organizational injustice, inappropriate organizational culture, and
brand knowledge.

4. Strategies: Three main criteria, including human resources system
branding, a process-oriented approach, and facilitative leadership.

5. Outcomes: Outcomes in four areas—individual, employee-related,
organizational, and cultural—leading to the strengthening of brand
identity and organizational development.

Internal branding at Khorasgan University, with an emphasis on the cultural
approach, helps to create a positive organizational identity and enhance the
sense of commitment among employees and managers. Support from senior
managers for human resource activities and attention to appropriate
organizational culture, particularly in the recruitment, retention, and
development processes of human resources, are among the most important
success factors. Among the recommendations are creating a cheerful
environment and improving working conditions, developing organizational
culture, establishing organizational justice, and strengthening meritocracy.
Additionally, to strengthen the internal brand, it is crucial to align the
perspectives of employees and faculty with organizational goals and to take
necessary actions to enhance organizational citizenship behavior and pay
attention to internal organizational talents.

Keywords: Brand, Internal Branding, Cultural Approach, Azad University of
Khorasgan.
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