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ABSTRACT 

Branding as a key factor for achieving market penetration and market leadership within the manufacturing 
industry has been well researched. However ‘Entrepreneurial’ manufacturing SMEs brand formation process 
involves different challenges. Given that the entrepreneur’s influence is central to the formation of the SME [1, 2],, 
we need to understand how variables such as personal traits, values, and role affect the SME brand formation 
process. Using data gathered from interviews, focus groups and questionnaires from leading entrepreneurial 
manufacturing SMEs in Tehran and Yazd industrial regions, we propose a conceptual model of how the 
entrepreneur’s personal brand affects SME’s total brand, via entrepreneur’s influence. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

There are mainly two categories of SME companies within the manufacturing industry. First group involve SME’s 
which are formed as part of the downsizing or decentralization processes of the larger organizations. They are often 
sub brands of the larger organization, and have refined business processes and management. The second are business 
entities which are formed by individuals who have identified a potential market opportunity. These often lack the 
formal business  infrastructure,  and develop the organization around the vision of the entrepreneur. Because of 
intense competition they lack sufficient  resources and therefore the Entrepreneurs are directly involved in promoting 
their products through personal communication channels [3,4]. This process of personal credibility slowly develops in 
the formation of personal branding rather than the organization branding. Thus, the entrepreneur becomes the icon 
and the motivation behind the brand and the company. Entrepreneur influences on the stakeholders’ perception of the 
brand either directly or indirectly and uses his credit in order to gain attention and support.  

In order to study entrepreneur’s personal brand influence on SME brand, the concept of personal brand and its 
aspects are reviewed and then the appropriate approach for studying entrepreneurial manufacturing SME’s brand and 
the results of tests in statistical sample (Tehran and Yazd provinces) are presented. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. PERSONAL BRAND 

Brand is no longer associated with the product alone, it can be extended or related to an individual’s personality 
[5,6]. Personal brand refers to a recognized individual who is the subject of the marketing communication activities 
[7], together with the values and characteristics that are attached to that individual. Personal brand includes the 
personality of the person as well as its expression that creates trust [8]. Personal brand can provide positive, strong, 
and clear associations [9] which should be based on personal and moral values reaching awareness level among 
audiences [8]. With increasing competition, personal brand has become a tool for creating distinctive edge for 
companies [10]. 
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Personal Branding approaches include organic brand [11,12] and constructed brand [13,14]. This paper focuses 
on organic brand which relies on true characteristics and values of the entrepreneur and are stronger in the sense that 
they have real support and are original and more reliable [15]. The model referenced [12] by the study is among the 
most comprehensive models for defining personal brand of CEOs. In this model, the identity of personal brand is 
derived from human identity and role identity, in order to influence on the perception of others. The main input of 
personal brand is personal identity [16]. In fact, personal brand is the result of conscious decision of the person to 
reveal some parts of the individual identity in a way that distinguishes the person from others. Role identity is 
dependent on context and conditions [17] and is defined in contrast to environment. 

2.2. ENTREPRENEURIAL IDENTITY 

Entrepreneurial identity is an emerging field of study that views entrepreneurship as a tool for self-expression and 
confirmation of the entrepreneur. Entrepreneurship activities are formed from the identity of the person as the 
entrepreneur and his self-definition as an entrepreneur which can significantly influence entrepreneurship process 
[17]. Entrepreneurial identity consists of a group of characteristics which are expressed in terms of recognition and 
exploitation of opportunities, as well as recognizing new markets, products and risk considerations [18,19]. Therefore 
the decisions and behavior of the entrepreneur within his organization are directly linked to his internal processes of 
self-expression and self-approval [20,21]. 

2.3. SME BRAND 

Entrepreneurs are involved in the full cycle of SME creation and management. This will allow them to embed to 
their meanings, identity, beliefs, and key values in their organizational design infrastructure [20].  Therefore SMEs 
are built around their founders [22], and their processes of strategic behaviours and decision making are extensions of 
themselves [23,24]. As a result entrepreneurs become an inherent part of their company’s brand. They are the front 
end and inner motivation of the organization for following the brand. Therefore, brand in manufacturing SMEs are a 
combination of entrepreneur’s personal brand and company brand. The necessity of this effective integration of brand 
in SMEs has been highlighted implicitly in previous studies [25,26]. This paper examines issues related to this 
combination, which we label as ‘SME Total Brand’. 

3. METHODOLOGY 

Both qualitative and quantitative approaches have their advantages and disadvantages. In order to increase the 
credibility of the data generation phase qualitative methods of focus group, learning community, and interviewing 
were used for the conceptual formation of the model in question. The quantitative approach of questionnaire was then 
used for date generation of 137 leading SME’s. 

In the first stage consisted focus groups of entrepreneurial SMEs which were selected via convenience sampling 
method and interviewed, and their experiences in branding were analyzed. Secondly the conceptual model of the 
research was tested using questionnaire based on the Likert 5-sclae model, and the results were analyzed by structural 
equations model. Using the learning Community concept, a 30-member sample was pre-tested in order to test the 
reliability and Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for every variable and following results were shown: market 
understanding 0.920, personal brand 0.967, entrepreneur’s influence in branding 0.955 and total brand 0.896 which 
shows the reliability of the questionnaire. Validity of the questionnaire was in form of content and factor validity and 
was approved by experts, as well as exploratory and confirmative factor analysis. The research population was the 
manufacturing SMEs that are considered entrepreneurial, based on the criteria by the Iranian Ministry of Labor and 
Social Affair. The geographical scope of the paper covers Tehran province as the main industrial province in Iran 
(over 25% of the total working population of Iran), as well as Yazd province because of high number of private family 
businesses. Therefore, 137 companies form the statistical population of the research that the author was able to take 
119 filled-out questionnaires. 

4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Brand concept is related to market and can be effective only when it can understand and address the total 
psychological, social and physical needs of the target customer base. Thus, understanding and recognizing the market 
and its related factors is a necessity for the formation of a brand [27]. On the other hand, entrepreneurs play a 
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balancing role in the market. They recognize profitable opportunities and by accepting the appropriate risks and 
return, satisfy the market needs [28]. Entrepreneur is the person who seeks profit by taking risk and initiative and 
creates value through a form of market transformation [29]. The Interviews conducted in our research showed that 
entrepreneurs changed their personal brand based on their understanding of the market. They assessed and updated 
their values and characteristics based on the market changes. This means that they went through a process of 
continuous development of personal values, weaknesses and adding competitive characteristics. These items led to the 
formation of the following hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 1: Market understanding influences the personal brand of the entrepreneur. 

SME’s brand is influenced by the entrepreneur. Entrepreneur’s contribution to strengthening and 
institutionalization of brand is a vital part of creating a brand in SME [1]. The responsibility of creating, and 
maintaining a brand in SME is the focus of the entrepreneur [1,30]. Employees’ sense making is based on the 
entrepreneur’s personal beliefs and values of the company [31]. 

 While the entrepreneur forms the brand inside the organization, he is also responsible for creating a good external 
image of the brand. The identity of the brand is based on the characteristics of the founder [1,32] and the values of the 
founder are the main source of brand associations and identity [2,32]. Therefore SME’s brand is formed along the 
beliefs and values of the founder.  

Reference [1] refers to this as the influence of the entrepreneur. This issue was visible in our interviews. 
Entrepreneurs, implicitly, tried to express their personal principles inside and outside of the company. Interviewed 
samples stressed that all behaviors and communications of the company should be aligned with their key values and 
should not be compromised in any condition. Therefore, the second hypothesis is as follows:  

Hypothesis 2: Entrepreneur’s personal brand influences on entrepreneurs’ role in branding. 

Total brand is the common form of branding in SMEs and is formed when there is an alignment between personal 
and corporate brand [33]. Entrepreneurs with high belief in their vision, shape the identity of the organization 
through methods such as personal branding and storytelling and define the organization identity and its uniqueness 
for the employees [31]. These common beliefs and values play as the glue that keeps the organization as a united entity 
[31]. Transparent internal relations by the founder are important for creating motivation and identification with SME 
brand [32]. The role and energy of the entrepreneur is an enabler for brand identity, as well as making the promise of 
a brand in to reality [34]. Thus, total brand is the output of entrepreneur’s efforts to create a brand. 

Entrepreneurs in the interviews expressed a belief that their activities, energy and interest for branding were one 
of the reasons for the formation and success of their resultant brand. Entrepreneurs consider and focus on all 
behavioral aspects, communications, and product experience in order to institutionalize their beliefs and express a 
unified view to external stakeholders and customers. This leads to our third hypothesis: 

Hypothesis 3: “Entrepreneur’s influence” in branding influences on total brand. 

5. MEASUREMENT MODEL 

5.1. MARKET UNDERSTANDING 

Entrepreneurs sense the market and define the need of the market [22]. Entrepreneurial companies are market 
oriented and try to adapt to the market while at the same time change the market conditions utilizing the market 
driving approach [4]. Therefore, there are two aspects for the market understanding variable: adaptation to market 
and influence on market. Six questions, extracted from [35] and [36] for Adaptation; and for indices related to 
influence on market, 4 questions were included, based on the indices by [37] and [38]. Adequate sample size and 
Bartlett test in exploratory factor analysis in SPSS was 0.855 and 0.000 respectively, which signifies that data are fit 
for factor analysis. Rotated matrix for this variable showed that 2 factors were identified for market understanding 
that explain %74 of the variance. Since the weight of the items in their factors is more than 0.5 there is divergent 
validity. 

The results of factor confirmative analysis showed that the included questions have good fit for measurement of 
this variable. Since all factor weights for research components were more than 0.5 and significance coefficient higher 
than 1.96, there is a convergent validly as well. 
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5.2. ENTREPRENEUR’S PERSONAL BRAND 

The model by [12] which is one of the most comprehensive models of Manager/owner’s personal brand, was the 
basis for measurement and authors defined the aspects of personal identity and role identity in this model. 
Entrepreneurs were asked to explain the apparent characteristics and values that have been practiced in their business. 
This stage led to a combination of positive personal characteristics, personal values and entrepreneurial traits. What 
seemed to guide the behavior of entrepreneurs were their beliefs and values which could be grouped as personal (such 
as honesty); entrepreneurship (such as hard work); product (such as product quality); and people (such as being 
considerate).  According to the model by [12] personal identity consists of two parts: personality characteristics and 
personal values. In order to define the indices of positive personality characteristics, the five factor model of 
personality are used which is widely recognized in social psychology [39]. This is an accepted theory for measuring 
personal characteristics since it covers all characteristics for public and scientific theories [40]. In order to measure 
the variable personal values, two major models were considered: the model of classification of values by [41] and the 
model of universal values by [42]. These models allowed the researcher to study personal values comprehensively 
which is consistent with the recommendations by [43] for studying personal brand in SMEs. 

What became clear from analyzing the role identity data, was that entrepreneurial values and traits (such as 
interest in being a pioneer, innovation and risk) were clearly expressed outside of the company, as well as in the 
formation process of internal decisions. In order to define indices, additional study on characteristics and values of 
successful entrepreneurs was conducted and two related fields were found in the literature: entrepreneurial 
characteristics and entrepreneurial values. Based on the identity theory, entrepreneurs are the people that define 
themselves by characteristics such as being innovative, pioneering, and risk taker [17,44].  

Altogether, there were 119 indices and the focus group eliminated what they considered as less important indices 
and scored the remaining indices from 1 to 7. Overall, 25 indices were presented as the final indices for measuring 
personal brand which included 7 questions for positive personality traits, 3 questions for personal values, 10 questions 
for entrepreneurial traits and 5 questions for special knowledge and skills. These indices were studied in exploratory 
factor analysis. Adequate sample size and Bartlett test in exploratory factor analysis in SPSS was 0.878 and 0.000 
respectively which showed the fit of data for factor analysis. According to rotated matrix of factor analysis, 4 factors 
were identified as major that were dimensions of personal branding and explain %75 of the variance. Since the 
weights of the items in their factors were more than 0.5 and less than 0.5 in other factors, there is a divergent validity. 
The results of factor confirmative analysis showed that the designed questions have good fit for measurement of the 
variable entrepreneur’s personal brand. Since all factor weights for research components are more than 0.5 and 
significance coefficient is higher than 1.96, there is a convergent validly as well. 

5.3. ENTREPRENEUR’S INFLUENCE IN BRANDING 

Entrepreneur plays a facilitating role for the creation of the brand, and his influence specifically is expressed in [1] 
which includes passion, personification of the brand and logic of the brand.  

The influence of entrepreneur was examined within the interviewing process. The influence was clearly based on 
what he implicitly or explicitly ‘imagined’ of his brand. Entrepreneurs stated that they considered some inner parts of 
them (including values and some personal characteristics) as the major input of their brand, and were willing to pay 
any amount of money not to compromise any key personal values of their brands. They considered their positive 
aspects as the symbol of the brand, since according to their belief these values and characteristics were favored by the 
market and were motivational for their operational business. This is consistent with studies that state that 
entrepreneurs input some parts of themselves in brand [1,2]. 

Therefore, entrepreneur’s influence was measured through 3 questions based on [45] guideline which measures 
entrepreneur passion, 10 questions derived from [46] and [1] which measure entrepreneur’s influence in creation of 
internal identity, and 6 questions that measures entrepreneur’s influence in creating external brand image that was 
based on the indices by [47] and [32]. Adequate sample size and Bartlett test in exploratory factor analysis in SPSS 
was 0.859 and 0.000 respectively which showed the fit of data for factor analysis. The results of the table of 
explanation of total variance showed that 3 factors were identified as major, were dimensions of entrepreneur’s 
influence and explain %76 of the variance. Since the weights of the items in their factors were more than 0.5 and less 
than 0.5 in other factors, there was a divergent validity. Since the results of factor confirmative analysis also showed 
that all factor weights for research components were more than 0.5 and significance coefficient was higher than 1.96, 
there was a convergent validity as well and the indices of fit of the model was appropriately measuring entrepreneur’s 
influence. 
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5.4. TOTAL BRAND 

The alignment of personal brand of the entrepreneur and firm brand produces a unique set of associations which 
we refer to as ‘Total Brand’. Analysis of the interviews showed that entrepreneurial SMEs brand projections to the 
stakeholders were a set of associations which were derived partly from the personal brand of the entrepreneur 
(including his values and traits) and partly from the corporate brand (set of company assets and achievements). These 
were aligned with each other to create a source of credibility.  

This showed that the personal brand and corporate brand were not separate entities for SMEs. The Entrepreneur, who 
was the most important representative for the expression of the brand, considered his brand and firm brand as one and 
the same (Total Brand), and makes himself as the brand identity. The advantage for these entrepreneurial SME’s was 
that their credibility, unlike many SMEs, was not only dependent on the entrepreneur but that the company was able 
to create credibility and reputation for the business and realize the promises of the entrepreneur. Total brand acts as 
a core consisting personal brand and firm brand while each part of it conveys a coherent and universal message to the 
outside. 

Therefore, total brand was defined, based on the alignment of personal brand and firm brand through approaches 
by [48] and [49] via 4 questions for alignment of personal brand and firm brand. This was discussed in the focus 
groups to examine their validity. Moreover, convergent validity of this variable was measured by confirmative factor 
analysis. Since all factor weights for research components are more than 0.5 and significance coefficient is higher 
than 1.96, there is a convergent validly as well. 

6. ANALYSIS OF STRUCTURAL EQUATION 

The results of the path analysis of the final model of the research are presented in figure 5. The Entrepreneurs’ 
understanding of the market, influences the personal brand, and predicts %36 of changes in personal brand. The 
significance number for this relation is 6.56 which indicate the approval of first hypothesis.  

 Entrepreneur personal brand variable influences on entrepreneur’s influence variable affects about %4 of the 
changes. The significance number for this relation is 2.52 which indicate the approval of the second hypothesis. 
“Entrepreneur’s influence” influences on total brand and determines about %69 of changes. Since the significance 
number for this relation is (7.43) the third hypothesis is approved as well. Moreover, the indices of fit of the model 
imply the good fit for this model. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Model under standard estimation coefficients 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This research demonstrates a number of relationships that interact within the brand formation process of 
Entrepreneurial SME’s in the manufacturing industry. The formation process is triggered by the internal perception 
of the entrepreneur and then aligned with the external forces of the market. This highlights the risk factor which the 
entrepreneur inherently accepts in order to build his brand as an extension of himself.  

This aligning process reveals an open interchange of incremental balancing of entrepreneur and market.  The 
entrepreneur balances personal brand beliefs based on the view of the market needs at that time. This clearly 
demonstrates the Entrepreneur’s passion for success by adapting himself in order to adapt to the market and 
environment. Entrepreneurs in manufacturing SMEs focus on riding the opportunity waves and harmonize 
themselves with the opportunity and risks. In this process of continual adaptation of personal and company brands 
they look for creative innovations in order to maintain and develop their total brand [1,32]. 

Although the second hypothesis is approved, the low number for coefficient of determination (R2= 0.04) implies 
that only %4 of the changes in influence of entrepreneur, is explained by personal brand. However previous research 
had concluded that entrepreneurs played a key role in SME marketing and branding and the characteristics of the 
founder should be studied alongside the characteristics of the SME [including 25,31]. Reference [20] revealed that 
entrepreneurs are the creators of meaning in the organization and create their company in a way that accords with 
their identity, beliefs and key values [20]. 

Although the findings of this paper accords with above researches, it seems that the influence of personal brand on 
branding activities of entrepreneurs is less than predicted. This might be the result of several factors. In the formation 
and initial growth stages of SMEs, the influence of entrepreneur on company (and brand) is higher. As the company 
moves towards the latter stages of its lifecycle, this influence is reduced. Since most of the companies in this research 
(about %85 of them) were in the latter stages of their growth (6 years), they might have passed the period of high 
influence of entrepreneur on brand and therefore their branding is more influenced by other factors such as market 
and stakeholders. Another factor might be the inclusion of the construct of personal brand, since this research was 
more focused on the influence of the personal brand on other variables, instead of factors that the entrepreneur 
projects from himself to the brand. Therefore, this hypothesis is more about discovering the relation between personal 
brand and branding activities of the entrepreneur, rather than considering entrepreneur’s values and traits influence 
on the branding.  

We may also question the method of measuring the construct of personal brand that the respondent (company 
owner) has presented his/her perspective of the related questions about his brand given the closed economic 
environment forced by international sanctions. Also, given the culture of the country, the entrepreneurs might not be 
willing to present appropriate answers since it may create a sense of arrogance. Perhaps the mechanism of focus 
groups, may have caused ‘group adherence’ and constrain their real response. Their response may have been based of 
portraying consistency. Perhaps further research could be conducted as ‘case study analysis’ of the companies in 
question in order to gather accurate data.  

Another probable reason may be the difference between the entrepreneurs in the developed countries (which is the 
basis of most research background) and a developing country such as Iran. Because of the long term sanctions and 
closed environment, entrepreneurs have mostly focused on current opportunities without true sense of free 
competition. 

The approval of the third hypothesis was consistent with the research by [32] which states that entrepreneur has a 
key role in strong SME brands. This role includes the activities for creation of internal identity (culture in the 
mentioned article), as well as expression of the brand to outside of the manufacturing company. 

8. MANAGERIAL IMPLICATIONS 

Entrepreneurs possess significant traits that can make their brand distinctive. Personal values, positive personality 
traits and entrepreneurial characteristics can shape the spiritual parts of the brand. Therefore, entrepreneurs are 
advised to consider these personal traits in their company and use them as a basis for success of the firm brand. These 
traits should be selected based on their potential to create value for the market. 

While there are numerous benefits for the presence of the entrepreneur for manufacturing SMEs, there is a risk 
that the reputation of the company becomes totally dependent on entrepreneur and this increase the risk factors of the 
brand. Creating total brand may allow the manufacturing SMEs to realize the true potential benefits of the presence 
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of the entrepreneur, transfer them to company and limit the risks involved. Total brand means total alignment 
between personal brand and firm brand (set of assets, characteristics and advantages of the manufacturing SME). In 
order to achieve a total brand, the entrepreneur should lead the branding process and be the icon of the brand both 
inside and outside the company. If manufacturing SMEs were aware of this possible potential, they could define a 
unique identity for themselves. Also understanding the set of activities involved may be developed in a way that makes 
its transfer of unique core competencies to the next generation of SME owner/managers.  
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